
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      Conflict

    

    




      
        Chris G.R. Webb

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Do I not destroy my enemies when I make them my friends?” 

        Abraham Lincoln

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Prologue

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

      

      
        
          About the Author

        

        
          Also by Chris G.R. Webb

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Born to the Black, into the abiding obsidian.

        

      

    

    
      The first seven years.

       

           The Black… the birthing place. A single cell mirrors itself. Mother to its daughters; again and again, passing on its code, spilling forth. The individual becomes the many - with fractals of the whole becoming the whole. 

           The legion of one starts to define its coded purpose, to replicate, to become.  In the embrace of amniotic fluid, the cells oxidise energy to feed.

      They feed to grow.

           Each cell, fated to an evolving purpose, mutates to its calling; organs, tissue, bones, teeth. A chorus of divergence – leading to a single note.

       

      An emerging awareness peers into the Black.  A Black that endows eternity into every second, and after many eternities, the awareness glimpses a distant consciousness. Its own.

      And the consciousness knows, it is separate from The Black.

      The formless adopts form.

      It has substance.

           In the swell of its dreamy reality, it knows boundaries. It senses the emergence of time.

      With each passing sensation the consciousness becomes more than it is, aware that in each moment to come, it will be more than it was.

       Eternity evaporates, as the consciousness becomes Mind.

      Excitation of impulses dance across its being, to urge thoughts and concepts to unfurl against The Black.

      Till it wordlessly asks - Who am I?

      Was this the first time asked?

       The Mind doesn’t know.

      The Mind abides.

      And there is nothing.

      The Black prevails.

      The Black reigns.

      Further Eternities.

      Dreamy breaks of an emerging reality.

      Until…

       

      …What once was a vibration, can now be heard: music and a soft singing. Overlapping the melodic comes a distinctive tone.  A voice rolls through the humming wash. A voice of deep, punctuated authority,

       

      "You… are… ‘Bar.'"

           The voice offers substantial sanctuary, while the Mind still looks to its indistinct, ever-known, it's mother; The Black.

           “You have purpose. You have destiny.”  The voice calls again. A single thread of certainty, as the voice answers the unasked,

           "Bar… I am your father."

        The voice tethers the mind to belonging, anchors it in hope.

      The mind wordlessly conjures concepts.

       

      I am Bar.

      This is my beginning.

      I am, Bar…

      I... have… become

       

      Bar still residing in foetal innocence. Since before the emerging of his awareness, he’s felt the vibration of existence, the pulse of life against none-life around him. This arrives with him in colours of understanding, beyond his slowly forming physical senses.

           And when he is finally born from his birthing chamber, he will always recall The Black and the womb of comfort she gave. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      CELESTIAL SPACE, a canvas of the unfathomable sombre pitch with shattered sparkling pearls for distant stars.

      The Earth punches its dome into view, a lush green, blue; it's a passaging paradise.

      “This is Earth sixty-three years ago; it's 4th of October, 2149.” A deep, authoritative voice of a man narrates, “Mankind had conquered disease, hunger, poverty, war. It was the day of First Contact.”

      In synchronicity to the voice, an alien armada of angular, gleaming spaceships passage their way to orbit The Earth. Their sharp, shimmering hulls whisper with the promise of ill-intent.

      The spaceships cast their sinister shadows, like birds of prey across the Earthly man-made landscapes of long straight lines jutting to the heavens.

      They rest, over a quiet suburban street, a street of homes, with families, children, neighbours all gazing up to the eclipsing spectacle.

      “We believe they came in peace…” The voice has an emotional tinge. The suspended moment breathes its own breath, slow, purposeful. Then…

      “They… did not.”

      WHOOOSSSHHHH - The sky splits asunder as a searing blade of white light violates the ground; like the accusing sword of God. A luminous living fire of swirling orange and blue hues, scorches the air itself as it bursts out from the spaceships and strikes into the terrain. Everything is cut to dust: cities, streets, houses, neighbours, fathers, mothers, daughters, sons.

      

      Cresting over the curved horizon of the scorched Earth arrives mankind’s spaceships; Terra’s United Defence Force, blocky military-branded space vessels, to rescue mankind from the struggle they’re anviled upon. Their trajectory; the alien armada.

      “We fought back; it was as if Angels were unleashed, the sky was scarred, the destruction; brutal.”

      The two banks of ships, suspended in space above the Earth blaze an inferno of volleys at each other. The black of space, flecked by a billion stars, is a canvas to the vivid kaleidoscopic-scarring of its very fabric. The absence of light submits to the glory of unbridled destruction; energy weapons, missiles, and collisions.

      Till all is a pure searing white.

      The voice continues. “The war raged in space for months. This lead to The Debris: the billions of tons of tech, that now lay in orbit around our home."

      

      The white fades to reveal the war’s aftermath; floating shards of broken spaceships. Some large enough to create shallow gravity wells, all the way down to small nuggets of dust that blot out the sky. The Debris is fluidic in nature, as it swirls in the eddy of gravity’s grip. Waves of Debris pull and crash into each other like bodies in the ocean.

      

      The view plummets Earth-bound, through the Exosphere, gaining momentum till… It settles on an unrecognisable war-torn city; a vista of jagged shape and broken structures. It’s almost peaceful; the absence of life that trails in the wake of war.

      “The invaders persisted, we called them Xaionta, they came to claim the Earth. From Space, the conflict moved to the ground. We obliged.”

      A squad of human soldiers scurry through the urban debris, clad in all-in-one body armour; loaded with technology.  Plasma rifles shouldered into position; they're ready for a skirmish.

      

      The Captain gestures for his men to hold position, they crouch against a wall.

      He throws a small metallic globe into the air. In the soldiers’ heads-up-displays they see what the ball sees; behind the wall and sweeping the street is a floating Xaionta tank, with a characteristic gleaming sharp shard of a hull.

      Humming; the craft defies gravity as it ebbs forward, searching.

      “We stood resolute against superior technology…”

      The soldiers house their weapons together, to create a plasma cannon.

      The Captain nods, he steps from cover…

      …And fires.

      CRAAAACKKK - A pulse of super energetic, agitated matter cuts the air, it punches into the alien tank warping its metallic structure till it bores through to the other side. The tank stalls, whines, and drives what’s left of its structure into the tarmac, ploughing a furrowed groove in the desolate street.

      “Their numbers dwindled…”

      The Captain peers into the mouth of the smouldering metallic hole, inside the ship, is the magma of molten metal, dripping, sizzling. Bathed in this thermal wash, he can see a spindled organic body part, of a grey-blue hue. It is obviously not human.

      “…So did ours.” The voice is solemn.

      

      PFFFFT –  PFFFFT – PFFFFT -  Purple spiralling crystal shards rent the air.

      The puncturing projectiles rip through the soldier’s hi-tech armour – Cleaves through flesh, carves sinew, passes through bone, to burst through the other side and bite into anything that obstructs its passage.

      Jets of crimson spew, chunks of flesh are vomited out, the soldiers are either pinned against the wall or fall into the rubble, dead.

      

      Standing over their recently decimated victims are three spindled, seven-foot-tall, angular insect-like creatures, with prehistoric attributes, all covered in a sheened metallic armour. Their armour encases their four legs, two arms, and head, with a noble crest jutting from their brows. Each of their arms is a long cylindrical weapon that expels crystal shards. A flourishing hue blossoms across their armour as it shimmers, it’s fluidic, changing.

      The weapons transmute to mould around the owner’s sharp, scimitar-like appendages.

      “The Xaionta, the enemy. We couldn't beat them with tech; we needed manpower… numbers." The voice continues. "And so The Grunts were made."

      

      In a soulless, windowless laboratory, scientists scuttle about. They’re viewing rows of spinning test tube carousels, rotating like propellers. In each test tube is a swirling mix of biology and chemistry. Once the spinning stops, each test-tube contents is poured into an organic gel sac; then it is placed into a larger than man-sized chamber.  A Birthing Pod.

      "At first a Grunt took three years in a Birthing Pod to develop to maturity. Now, it only takes six months."

      

      That same chamber cracks open, steam and fluids spill out and drains into the floor of a birthing factory, inside the door of the birthing pods are screens that play propaganda, of snappy videos, bright colours and thumping sound to the Grunts over its gestation.

      "Kill the invaders. The invaders are the enemy. Kill the invaders" is the repeated chant emanating from the chamber.

      Emerging from the chamber's gaping blackness, come two large hands that clamp onto the side of the pod's doors. A Grunt pulls himself free from its confines. He's covered by a membrane, that he tears from his bluish mottled body, he bursts free.

      A Grunt is six and a half feet in height, broad, muscular, hairless and a mottled blue. This Grunt looks across the dank birthing factory to dozens of chambers in ordered rows, birthing dozens of warrior soldiers that look identical to each other.

      A scurrying scorpion machine glides over the Birthing Pod and injects dark green matter into the brain stem of its chosen Grunt. Genetically enhanced eyes peel wide open, as hormones course through their bodies.

      “Born for battle, bred for war.” The voice chants. “Born for battle, bred for war.”

      

      A squad of roaring Grunts, donned in body armour, carrying large bulbous plasma cannons are in a headlong raging battle with the memetic armoured Xaionta.

      Blazing firepower on both sides fills the closing no-man’s-land between them. Brutal deaths, dismemberment, blood, and innards, spill in this escalated destruction.

      A pallet of colours and noise.

      

      As the last Grunt stands around him is the destruction of a waged war. His fellow dead or dying comrades and Xaionta are a tapestry of death before him. He sees a twitching Xaionta; its armour seeps away to reveal an exoskeleton of dark cyan, with streaks of yellow across its ridges. The last Grunt, bleeding and beaten, who surely won’t see the day-through is driven on by its only desire – Kill the invaders.

      He staggers forward and draws out a large jagged knife; the shape of a Sabretooth’s fangs. As he drives its serrated edge deep into the enemy, a high pitch screeched is released. When the Grunt looks down, a dark alien appendage is buried into his belly. The alien-invader, with the last bit of life, thrusts its razor serrated arm through the Grunt. There’s a distinct - POP- as the Grunt’s innards spill free from their confines.

      All that remains is death, as the Grunt falls staring skyward.

      

      In his last moments the Grunt views the lens of the sky and sees a bright orange streak passage its way to Earth, It's falling space debris, sucked into Earth's gravity.

      “Now, years later this, our home, is littered with generations of the dead, with space debris raining down. Humanity lives in underground facilities. The last stand of man, in the last moments in the theatre of war…”

      As the Debris, like a burning Angelic chariot, is about to hit the Earth it stops to an image, that pixelates; it’s a hologram. Through the hologram-image walks the man to the voice.

      Major Paxton Black, he has the same gravity as his voice. Scarred, stern, born from the crucible of war. Major Paxton Black had choreographed this whole presentation, it kept the younger military personnel on point, but today he had another agenda.

      Paxton stands in the middle of a concrete, windowless, soulless lecture theatre.  He looks around at a group of young soldiers; officers barely in their twenties, they stare back at him; the look of awe that living legends receive. Each and every officer is seated and has an amplified focus on the hologram display and their C.O who stands in front of it.

      Paxton cups the silence and allows it to give weight to his next words.

      “And we’re just about to win.” Eyes widen, jaws drop open, young soldiers glance to each other; there’s a current of hesitant jubilation coursing through the room.  That’s the reaction Paxton was seeking.

      Paxton approaches a table, where a familiar Xaionta crystal spewing rifle rests. He grips hold of the gun and flips the presentation into a question and answer session.

      “What do we know about the invader’s tech?” He throws out to the officers. They look nervously at each other; they know the answer yet fear to say the wrong thing. Officer Roland Niele thrusts his arm in the air; he's keen, eager to be noticed. Paxton appreciates the effort; he nods – go on.

      “Major Paxton, Sir. We know they utilise nano-organic power cells, living tissue. With no magazine they seem to reproduce bullets an-“ Paxton flips the rifle's barrel to the officers, Roland stops talking, and the other officers flinch.

      “You’re nervous. You should be. But as I’m sure officer Roland was about to say…” Roland can’t help but beam, Paxton Black knew his name! He’ll be using this for months to come, to impress his friends, or win over a female officer in the mess hall or at a social. “…Humans can’t use their tech.” Paxton finishes. He does his baited pause, as the officers wait for a reply to his own statement.

      “That was until today.”

      The officers are audible in their disbelief.

      Paxton grins and nods.

      Paxton gestures and the hologram becomes a cascading helix of DNA, splitting and joining with other helixes.

      "We discovered a way of adapting human DNA, so it can trick alien tech into being used." Paxton is back to lecturing mode. From the officers an excited whisper.

      “Can you imagine Grunts with that kinda ability?” Murmurs wash over the officers. They’re too excited for restraint.

      Roland calls out. “Sir. How long would it take to-?”

      “-Seven years.” Paxton interrupts. He knows the question, he’s asked it many times himself, in those moments filled with doubt, plump with regret.

      The excitement dies down. Seven years would be too long, the war will be over by then, with humans on the losing side.

      “But, sir. Seven years is too long.” Roland speaks what they all feel.

      “I know.” To the surprise and confusion of the officers, Paxton is smiling, a kind of triumphant grin that tweaks the edges of his lips.

      “Come with me.” He beckons the officers to follow him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      MAJOR PAXTON BLACK has the kind of walk that years of military discipline bring, he strides purposefully as if each step were choreographed and rehearsed, his boots rhythmically snap onto the concrete. He moves with particular efficient grace. Like his walk, Paxton is direct, purposeful and disciplined.

      

      The dozen officers that have followed Paxton out of the lecture theatre have trouble keeping up with his pace, without breaking into a preamble of a jog. They traverse through long windowless halls, that lead to windowless rooms, some beyond the young officers’ access.

      Their subterranean home, The Bunker is a blanket of concrete grey, lit with harsh, unforgiving lights, which sometimes flicker with energy surges. Signage for directions and designations are neatly marked at the same height, in the same place so that no one can get lost.

      

      The group meets a large metallic door, to the left of the door is a security feature. Paxton puts his hand on a biometric panel, his eye by a retinal scan and breathes into a tube, all at the same time.

      After each section beeps in recognition to his identity, lighting; one, two, three of four lights. Paxton clears his throat and talks into a speaker.

      “Paxton Black”… There’s a moments pause.

      The final beep resounds.

      The door rumbles open; interlaced plates of metal depart their separate ways creating an ever-expanding octagonal aperture.

      The door is fully open.

      

      Paxton guides the officers inside; they cautiously march forward, they're entering Grunt territory, specifically the Grunt Training Hall.

      Grunts are subservient to their human creators, but the purpose of a Grunt is to fiercely face an enemy, without hesitation or fear. In the Grunt’s culture, there's constant conflict of dominance in a pack, they are bred for conflict, and it is believed this internal friction makes them better soldiers outside the Bunker. It's not uncommon for these conflicts to result in a loss of an eye, limb, or a visit to the infirmary, but the human commanders allow it to happen. After all, they’re at war, and this war needs the strongest Grunts.

      The relationship between a human officer and his Grunt squad is akin to a relationship between a man and a partially tamed wolf pack, every moment is fraught with the complex dynamic of dominance. With this in mind, as Paxton walks past the Grunts, exercising, training, fighting. They stop in their tracks and salute him; there's no greater respect a Grunt can impart. Paxton salutes back, in a quick snap of action, it shows he's in charge.

      As the officers follow behind, they too salute the Grunts, who in return growl, it’s a guttural threat. Grunts are there to be dominated and to fight, their twelve-year lifespan is far too short to make friends. These young officers have yet to command Grunts into battle, and the Grunts can smell their freshness on them, a freshness to war, can lead to a quick, inglorious death.

      Paxton reaches another door at the end of the Grunt Training Hall.  He goes through the same procedure, hand, eye, breath, voice… The four beeps have the door blossom open as before. It leads to a large room, with a glass wall at its far end that is a viewing gallery for the Combat Arena below.

      

      Inside the viewing gallery, senior military personnel sits, waiting for Black. They turn to glance at Black entering; they see the young officers behind him.

      General Jackson Silver stands up; he's portly, his hair is as his name, a shock mane of silver. Across his face is an angry scar, it's over two decades old, yet still hums with a freshness as to remind those around him, he was once a warrior.

      He speaks, and people listen, even Paxton Black.

      “Where the hell have you been Black?” Silver barks.

      Saluting, Paxton Black feels no shame in being remonstrated by a superior, Paxton sees the military chain of command as something integral to mankind’s survival. It’s all he’s ever known, humans that are born in this Bunker are raised in concordance with military doctrine.

      “I’m sorry General Silver, sir, I thought I’d bring along some young initiates.” Paxton holds a salute. General Silver flicks a salute out in return; he grunts like a bear  – Okay – and waves Paxton in.

      “If this moment doesn’t pay off Black, you’ll be answering to these young officers on guard detail.”

      Paxton understands, he's gone out on a limb, and if his choices can't justify his actions, then someone has to take the fall. It's simple military accountability. He's sure that the prevailing moments will stand him in another perspective with his superiors.

      Paxton takes to a stage, in front of the glass viewing wall. He hasn't prepared a speech; he's lived this moment for the last seven years.

      "Gentlemen… and Ladies." Paxton nods to the female officers, both his superiors and subordinates. "I've seen the future for mankind. I've seen the end of our war and with it, our triumph." Paxton nods to a man dressed in white overalls to his side.

      "Bring ‘em in," Paxton instructs. “This has been seven years in the making.”

      

      A door, stage-right, opens and out steps a large Grunt; Grunt Salve. Salve, chiselled from rock, with a roadmap of battle scars that scour his body and face, he has been awarded medals for bravery, victory, he keeps them in a locker at the end of his bed. His scars are medals enough. Salve’s reputation proceeds him.

      Following Salve is a scientist, dressed in comfortable clothing, he’s absent-mindedly brushing his hair, to make himself more presentable. Professor Perry Shaw, was never comfortable making presentations to military types, though he had to admit, they don’t come more military than Colonel Paxton Black. The last eight years he spent with Black, and the fact that Black plucked him out of The Genetic Development branch of the military, meant he had come accustomed to his direct manner, which could be misperceived as aggressive. He had his military tutelage under Professor Magnus Roseburg, the geneticist who pioneered The Grunt program. Perry was instrumental in the reduction of the Grunt's gestation period, from three years to six months. Paxton Black had followed his career and brought him into his latest project.

      

      Black, Salve, and Perry stand on the stage, they're recognised for their contribution to the conflict with the Xaionta. There’s a weighted expectation around the room, both old and young only know war; there have been many promises, many chased hopes, many loses and little gains.

      The looming sense of defeat eclipses every moment between thoughts. When Paxton Black’s audacious promise of claiming victory was in their grasp, they did not expect what followed Black, Salve, and Perry on stage.

      

      Making their entrance, two teenage boys, and two teenage girls; they can't be younger than 16 or older than 18. They are lithe, youthful and very un-soldier like, wearing all in one bodysuits, that have nodes across its surface.

      The teenagers seem to cradle a sense of hope for the future, a sense of hope that has been pillaged from the others in the room. General Silver sees it, a hint of the indomitable in Colonel Paxton Black’s eyes, as he proudly presents his protégés.

      “I call them The Guardians.”

      Silver addresses what everyone else is thinking.

      “But Colonel, they’re just kids.”

      The teenagers glance to Paxton.

      "Yes General, they are and so much more." Paxton gestures to the first boy. "Bar come here."

      

      Bar, an angelic warrior, efficient in build, more boy than man. Without hesitation Bar steps to Paxton. Bar has a dancer’s grace to his carriage, his curly dark hair, flops onto his light brown skin. He is both brimmed with youthful hope and contemplative reflection. Behind his innocent eyes hangs a venerable awareness, that somehow has seen it all before.

      Bar glances to a teenage girl on his way, she is striking not just in her features, but also with her intense stare. They share a flicker of a smile; a micro-reaction to someone they've known all their lives, and have a unwavered trust in each other.

      

      Bar stands next to Paxton. "Yes, Father."

      There’s a hushed wave of uncertainty that spills across the room – Father?

      Paxton freight trains through any reaction, by continuing his presentation.

      He hands Bar a small lump of ill-formed metal, it looks somewhat like mined ore.

      “Would you?” Paxton hands the metal over to the boy.

      Bar's hand touches the Metal, as soon as his fingers come into contact with it, it morphs to life, no longer a lump of matter, now a living liquid. Before the officers watching can react before they can gasp in a brew of surprise, awe, tinged with fear. Before cognition can be attained, the Metal flows up Bar's hand, around his arm and transforms. Shhhhkisss - into an Alien-like pistol.

      Bar stands with the pistol aimed at the floor.

      There’s silence.

      

      General Silver stands, he stares at Black. Black shares the look, he recognises that Silver is processing and he's coming to a conclusion, this is a project he's kept from Silver, and it could have cost him his rank, his standing, and since the loss of his wife, they're more important to him than anything.

      Paxton's throat becomes a parched terrain; he has to swill spit in his mouth to swallow, breathing pushes the anxiety in his chest, into his belly.

      

      Silver in slow, purposeful strokes begins to applaud. It's infectious when Silver claps others better not be too far behind; every officer stands and applauds.

      Paxton and Perry turn to applaud the four teenagers; Bar, Rain, and the larger Viking-esque Gunnar and the Amazonian girl, Yennis.

      Perry nudges Salve to applaud. Also, Salve grinds a glance at the professor, who without stopping his applause steps behind Paxton.

      "Bar," Paxton shouts over the rapture. "Please step into the Arena."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      BAR STEPS INTO the threshold of the Arena. The Arena was the largest space he’d ever occupied. He’d heard that on the outside one could stand and view the horizon which was many miles away. Or look up to the skies and through the floating chunks of Debris, see distant stars whose light takes many years to passage the expanse. He’d seen the Holovids of the outer world, but he knew that its magnitude could not be replicated in that laser-light-field simulation.

      All Bar has ever known was the confines, from his birthing chamber to the dorm he shared with the other Guardians, the hallways that connected the mess hall to the training rooms and lecture theatres.

      In the Arena, Bar felt a creeping thrill, not just because of the vastness of its dimensions, but because what was inevitably to come.

      Bar looked up to the viewing gallery, in the window stood his father, the other Guardians, Perry and General Silver. Bar knew these next few moments were about winning General Silver over to the Guardians; Paxton had told him so. A lot rested on his slender shoulders. Bar for the first time in a long time felt the whisper of nerves in his gut; he did what he always did with any emotion, he suppressed it, till it was no threat to his internal equilibrium.

      Paxton nods to Bar.

      Bar walks across the Arena, the fluid metal, like a liquid living pet, spirals and twists around Bar’s arm.

      

      Bar reaches the centre of the room, he turns to the gallery and stands motionless, inattention. He’s waiting for the release. Bar can see the Colonel talking to the others.

      "Gentlemen, I introduce the Guardians. The custodians of humanity's future" Paxton looks to Perry, who's stood by a panel of dials, buttons, and levers, with readouts, of movement, bio-signs, and diagnostic data.

      Paxton nods at Perry “Punch it.”

      

      It begins… The Arena’s warning lights flash, sirens wail, the doors hush to a clunking close.

      

      Bar breathes in long drawn breaths through his nose, and out his mouth. He feels the pounding in his chest, and rhythmical beat of pressure within his ears, that subside with each exchange of air.

      

      Paxton unknowingly matches Bar's breath; he too feels the impending pressure of the moment. He glances to Perry; Perry points to a screen of bio-signs… Heart rate in its forties, blood pressure in settling into 60/90. Neural activity is drifting between Alpha and Theta.

      Perry mutters to himself.

      “He’s practically asleep.” Perry gives the thumbs-up to The Colonel, who nods in return.

      “Begin.” A button is pressed and…

      

      …A small hole in the floor of the Arena slides open, Bar hears it and calmly glances to the space behind him.

      Four fist-sized metallic balls shoot out the hole …Pft. Pft. Pft. Pft…  to float in the air. Like angry hovering insects, the four balls hurtle towards him, they’re fist-sized meteors.

      Bar snaps into a fighting stance, poised, powerful and the metal morphs …Shhhkk… to a buckler-shield.

      Bar moves with true grace as if time itself was observing him.

      He strides in the moments between moments.

      Ching – Bar blocks a sphere.

      Whoosh – He dodges the oncoming balls, twisting and turning, occupying the space between spaces.

      The four balls have shot passed him.

      Bar turns and by the time he’s raised his arm… Shhhkk… The Buckler contorts to a pistol.

      He shoots.

      Blam – Blam – Blam … Three metal projectiles, rent the air, to collide with three metallic floating balls… Crack – Crack – Crack …

      Bar glances up to his father, Paxton is stood, stoic, unmoved.  Positioned to Paxton's right; is Rain, at Bar’s glance, she touches the glass separating them.

      Bar fixes on the last ball remaining, it whizzes towards him. Bar is calm, motionless. Rain’s hand twitches, will he get hit?

      As the ball bullets to his head…Shhhkkk… metal changes.

      Bar never takes his deep-jade iris of those in the gallery.

      The ball is devouring the metres, between it and its target… Bar.

      Bar leaves it till the last possible response; his synapses twitch, his sinew snaps into action, his right-hand punches the air, as he… Schtick… plunges the blade that’s now on the end of his hand, into the oncoming projectile.

      The ball, sparks, and spins in frustration, it is inches away from its target, yet it's an impossible threshold to cross. He stares at it intently. Fathoms into his consciousness, behind partitions, perhaps beyond his reach; The Black still calls. He stares at the spinning menace on the end of his blade, and without forming words to explain it, he knows The Black will come for him one day.

      The ball tries to escape up the blade.

      With an inkling of thought, the blade’s tip flattens out, halting the ball’s only escape.

      

      Bar holds the ball into the air, like a triumphant emotionless gladiator. He has warrior’s glint; this is his purpose. As he's been told, repeatedly.

      Born for battle, bred for war;

      this is all he knows.

      Bar’s met with applause from the onlookers, all except one. Paxton Black.

      Paxton gives Bar a stern dressing down with a mere glance. Bar lowers his arm; his father doesn’t appreciate going off strict protocol.

      

      Paxton turns to Silver and before he can ask Silver replies.

      “Paxton, the room is yours.”

      There are a swirl and eddy of undulating excitement, from the room.

      Paxton begins. “Questions?”

      “How… I-I mean how-“ Roland stutters.

      “-Can they manipulate the tech?" Paxton finishes his question, that's met with an eager nod, not just from the young officer.

      Paxton points to the professor. “Perry.”

      Perry flusters, okay this is your big moment. He places a small Holo-Projector in his hand, it bombards the space above it with imagery, Perry swipes through it till he reaches the file he wants.

      “Once we discovered the very nature of the Metal, we understood that it was an organic compound, much like Chitin, yet silicon in nature.” There’s a video of a microscopic over-view of the Metal, where it looks part liquid part solid, as it is made up of mobile microscopic platelets. “These platelets lay inert, until they are influenced, to react, to form shapes, at a near nano-level… And how is it influenced?” Perry asks to a dumbfounded room. “Well it’s seeking for a host, with the right genetic markers.”

      Perry swipes to another video on Holo-projector. “So we isolated those markers, and reversed engineered the genetics needed to manipulate the alien tech.”

      The image shows a cross-section of human skin and nervous system. Metal is placed upon it, and tendrils of metal seep into the flesh and attach itself to the nerve endings.

      "The Metal is looking for a host; its symbiotic nature will lay dormant until Xaionta genetic markers are present." Perry breaths in deep, he's surprisingly comfortable talking about the project that's close to his heart. "In fact, it was a stroke of luck we discovered the strands of DNA needed to control the memetic metal. Serendipity act-"

      “-Next question.” Paxton wants to keep things moving.

      General Silver is curious. “How do they change the metal, I mean, what’s it like?”

      Paxton looks to Rain, Gunnar, and Yennis.

      “Yennis, you have the floor.”

      Yennis is broad, blonde and athletic, she nods and steps forward.

      “Father.”

      It still perturbs, but people’s excitement has carried them beyond that. She looks nervous. She’s reassured by Silver.

      “It’s okay kiddo.”

      “Well, once I have contact with the metal.” She pipes up. “There’s like images, a discussion, in my head. It’s a part of me.”

      “I see.” Silver nods, he’s satisfied.

      Yennis steps back into line.

      A young officer puts his hand up, Paxton points to him.

      “Yes.”

      He rambles. “Why don’t the invaders create their own Grunts?”

      All eyes fall on Perry. Perry brushes along to a Holo-file. It shows deeply entrenched genetic matter.

      “You see. Man’s D.N.A matrix is simple to replicate and manipulate. The Xaionta here.” He points to the Holo-file. “They have a very dense, complex genetics. They live longer, have slow reproduction, and can’t clone.”

      Roland doesn’t seem interested.

      “Can’t we get one of these kids… er… Guardians into one of their suits?”

      “Shit yeah!”. “Damn”; punctuates the murmurs on the possibility.

      “No..” Paxton holds his hand up. “They already have their own… Please.”

      Paxton waves everybody to the window, when there are ready, Paxton nods to Perry.

      

      Upon a button press, a doorway in the Arena floor opens and up rises what resembles a smooth, clear block of ice. Inside is a lithe, angular, bottomless black whole-body-armoured suit. It is evident what the nodes are for now on the Guardian's bodysuits.

      “We call the suits Vels," Paxton says. Heads nod in acceptance. No one asked what it meant, though his wife would have known, it meant divine javelin in Tamil. He continues.

      “Part invader tech, part human, a bit of both, but completely ours.” Paxton looks to Rain. “Rain.”

      She nods “Father.”

      This was her Vel; it was called Shakti. She knows what comes next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “Rain.” Bar whispers under his breath.

      “Bar.” Rain whispers her reply.

      They’re stood next to each other, in military fashion, next to Rain is her Vel; Shakti, in its casing.

      “You’re going to do great.” Bar encourages her.

      “I know, it’s just…” She pauses.

      “It’ll be okay.” Bar is calm, supportive.

      Their glance gives away their connection, one born of commonality in an uncertain universe. They’ve found certainty in each other, within the confines of their walled existence, they found freedom in one another’s friendship. Rain smiles at Bar.

      “Soldier.” Paxton orders through the com.

      

      Rain touches her hand onto the transparent casing of her Vel. The casing, like an ancient sarcophagus, cracks open. Cold plumes of oxygen, hisses an escape.  Steps slide out from the base, and Rain walks up to her suit.

      She lovingly mumbles.

      “Shakti.”

      She places one foot inside, and like a mechanical Venus flytrap, the suit’s liquid tendrils engulf her.

      A Vel, is part liquid, part exoskeleton, with on-board computing and weaponry.  For Rain it felt like coming home, it held her body as much as she supported it, the Vel became a part of her and she of it. Her heads-up-display punches out continuous data; the distance of objects, biometric data, Radar warnings. She looks to Bar, his life signs are read, and he's outlined and tagged as a ‘Guardian.'

      As she looks up to the gallery, she sees it’s forty metres away, eight bio-signs are registered, six ‘humans’ and two ‘Guardians.'

      Paxton calls out “Punch it.” Paxton turns to the personnel. “This is a P.E.R simulation.” He reiterates for those who may not understand. “Protection. Extraction. Recovery.” He doesn’t take his eyes off of the Arena.

      

      The Arena springs to lethal life, lights, sirens give their warning, and the action begins. Bar and Rain swap a look.

      Bar smiles. “I trust you.”

      The Arena opens up, panels on the walls flip, to reveal turrets. They target Bar and open fire; spewing projectiles. Tat-tat-tat-tat-tat.

      Rain is ghostly quick; she moves in front of Bar, who stays perfectly still.

      The part of her suit that is Xaionta memetic metal warps to a shield.

      The projectiles rattle off it. Tak.Tak.Tak.Tak.

      As the floors and walls around them move in shifting blocks, Rain feels they’re too exposed.

      She grabs Bar and moves; she leaps to a higher platform, another level; now the weapons have to reconfigure their targeting matrix. Bar lands on his feet and remains perfectly still, as the lethal dance continues.

      

      Paxton watches intently, his face is lit with the flashes of gunfire, and the odd explosion, as the blazing battle continues.  He talks, never looking to who is listening.

      “The tech intertwines with their nervous system, their H.U.D, displays combat information, radar, infrared, bio-signatures. In their Vels they become more than the sum of their parts. More than a human, more than machine. The invaders’ memetic material warps to shields, weapons, any god-damn thing their mind can conceive.”

      No one looks to Paxton, and he remains staring out. "It's quite simply, breathtaking." There are gentle nods of agreement.

      

      Rain is breathing heavy; she feels the perspiration of effort claim her brow.

      Her mind, body, and suit are functioning as one. It takes energy, focus, intent.

      Her H.U.D is awash with information; it flashes red, something is approaching fast from her right.

      She glances to…

      …A blizzard of blades spirals towards them.

      To a Guardian, the world moves in slow motion. She sees every detail of the blades, the cadence of their spin, their formation, trajectory, and speed.

      She grabs Bar’s head and forces him down.

      He falls to his knees hard.

      He glances up to see Rain raise her hands as if she’s grasping for the sun, her teeth grit; she focuses will. From her Vel an energetic globe of energy expands out, netting Bar and Rain. The Vel can only do this once, but now’s the time to use it.

      

      Paxton smiles “That’s the shielded tech, we stole from their ground vehicles. Hoffman is a tech genius.” Paxton looks to General Silver.  “Sir, the Guardians represent an evolution. They’re a genuine one-man kick-ass army.”

      

      The blades bounce off Rain's energetic netting and submit to gravity’s demand. A small singular edge …Sching… penetrates the shielding mesh, with a delicate slice.

      This small singular slither of death, passages its way.

      Its honed whispered edge slices Bar’s cheek, his skin splays and a lick of crimson spills.

      Red beads of oxygen-enriched blood, plummet to the floor, Bar feels the sting across his cheek, he sees the blood drip groundwards.

      He instinctively reaches his hand out, drops of the blood splatter in his palm.

      A single red droplet collides with the floor… and the Arena’s lethal barrage unceremoniously stops.  The moving blocks, stop and reset to the starting positions. The Arena unfolds back to a large, stark space.

      

      Rain is in full combat mode, her eyes dart glances, she doesn’t understand.

      Is the exercise over?

      Did Paxton stop it?

      She’s still ready for action.

      She looks to Bar; her heart hits her belly. His cheek is saddled with a streak of leaking red. She’s aghast, the bitter taste of disappointment swills in her mouth.

      Bar is unemotional; he dabs his cheek.

      

      Everyone in the gallery are still in the throes of excitement, everyone except Paxton Black, he demands perfection. Silver notices Black’s granite stare.

      “Paxton, this is a resounding success.” Silver pats him on the back.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Paxton hits the intercom.

      Rain and Bar look up at their father, as his voice carries across the Arena.

      “Rain, if that were the scale from a Xaionta hunter, the poison would probably kill him. If a hunter has your bio-signature, it'll track you down; it won't stop, it's all they know… This demonstration is over.”

      A button is pressed, and before Rain and Bar flashes a moving hologram of a feral, scaled, bear-sized dog-like beast. On its shoulders are tendrils that whip and lick the air. Scales shoot off the Hunter’s back; as jagged venomous projectiles.

      

      Silver approaches Paxton again.

      "They did wonderfully; they're just kids."

      “Permission to speak freely. Sir?”

      Silver nods – yes.

      Paxton speaks his mind.

      “I didn’t raise them to be kids; I raised them to be Guardians. Humanity's fate rests upon their shoulders."

      Silver nods in understanding. “Let them be kids today, Paxton.”

      Paxton nods and stares at Rain and Bar.

      Rain stares into the savage maws of the Hunter, replete with various sized saliva saturated fangs. Bar touches her shoulder to comfort her. It doesn’t make a difference; she feels, anger and shame; a disturbing brew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Bar stares into his mirror, gazing at the gash on his cheek, it's been filled with a stem-cell gel that promotes healing. Still, it's sore; it represents how quickly death can come against the Xainota and their Hunters.

      

      Bar is in his quarters, dull, grey and confined like the rest of the Bunker. His quarters lead out into The Guardian's common area, with propaganda materials, games of war, hydration, and nutritional paste dispensers. Nothing is wasted. Forward osmosis draws the water out of urine and waste, while the remaining urea is converted to ammonia, which is used to generate electricity. The Bunker is like a self-contained, homeostatic, cell. From common area octagonal sprouts the four Guardian quarters and a private quarter for Grunt Salve, though he prefers to spend time with his own kind.

      

      The cut claiming providence on Bar's cheek weeps blood. It enchants him as if somehow the wound and Bar’s immersed essence attempt to articulate its meaning.  As he reaches up to touch it, Rain enters the room. They glance at each other in the mirror, and Bar’s meditative spell is broken. They swap a smile.

      Bar runs the tap; the gushing water fills the silence between them. They are two teenagers, weighted with the responsibility of their species, engineered for a single purpose, a higher evolution of mankind. Yet, the stirring emotions within them are submerged Krakens, that promise to rock their calm waters at any time.  Bar washes his face.

      “Hi.” Bar nods to Rain.

      “Hi.” She replies.

      He looks to her, the rushing water falls the space between them.

      Rain glances from Bar to the Water Meter on the wall. “You’re wasting your allowance.” She mumbles. Each individual in the Bunker from the highest rank to lowest has an allotted amount of weekly water usage, for washing, drinking, cooking.

      Bar flips the tap off. He turns to face Rain, the mark across his cheek looks puffed and angry.

      “You good?” He enquires.

      She pauses for a moment. He allows her space.

      "Sorry I let you down today." She breathes in deep. "I let father down."

      “Rain, as long you’re doing your duty. That’s all you can give.”

      “It’s easy for you Bar. Your best, your half-best is good enough. You have more Genetic Markers than the other Guardians. You don't get emotionally involved; you don't even seem to care.”

      Bar reacts to this as he does with everything, suppressing any well of feeling. He wants to explain how the grey of the walls, the enclosed spaces, the stale air, the windowless, soulless space, is simply a reflection to the barriers he has. Bar can't verbalise how he feels; in case those feelings breach his iron will.

      Bar looks to Rain and smiles; she wants something more from him, a response.

      “Fine." Rain charges out the room and slams his door closed.

      

      Bar is left alone; he looks around the small confines of his room, his eyes glide over the writing on the wall, its bright enough to smack against the eyes.

      

      Born for battle, bred for war.

      

      Kill the invaders.

      

      Bar looks closely at the wall; he touches its smooth grey surface. He seems to see small subliminal message written into the fabric of the wall. Of all the propaganda he’s been fed over the years…

      …Obey your superiors… …Kill the enemy… Born for battle bred for war… …To question is to die…

      The words like impulses dance across circuitry of his mind, across networks that have been formed over the years, by the unyielding intent and execution of programming his purpose. Bar is caught in a momentary glimpse of separation.

      His hand flinches.

      His thousand-yard stare is directed inwards. He has seen charts on his genetic markers, his bio-signatures, the detailed files of his weekly stats. Like few before him, Bar knows so much about himself. Yet… he doesn't know anything of himself.

      What he does know is, by morning it won’t matter as he’ll be plunged into another day of training. The same as every day.
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        * * *

      

      It's a classroom with five tables, one for each Guardian and one for Professor Perry Shaw. Perry watches over them intently as The Guardians dismantle and reconstruct puzzles at an alarming rate.

      Perry watches a timer beat out seconds; a screen allows him to flick through their bio-signatures. Everything they do is monitored, measured and accessed.

      Bar is the first to finish all the puzzles, followed by Yennis, Rain and then Gunnar. Gunnar was never the quickest of mind; his physical attributes have him standing out.

      Perry hits the timer. 3:38… It would usually take him 4:30 and he was the quickest outside of the Guardians.

      Perry makes a note and resets the timer.

      “Again.”

      Without hesitation the Guardians dismantle the building blocks, till Indistinguishable puzzle shapes lay in front of them.

      Perry presses the timer.

      “Go.”

      And they build again.

      They show no signs of fatigue, boredom; they could do this all day.
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        * * *

      

      After the morning class the Guardians take a break in their dorm, sometimes they play sometimes they sleep. Today they eat and hydrate. This afternoon they're spending time with their father.
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        * * *

      

      As Paxton views his young creations, he can't help but feel a swell of pride about their existence. He often finds himself in those suspended moments, where dreams bleed into reality asking: Am I proud of myself for making them, or proud of them?

      He hasn't fathomed the answer as of yet, yet he realises that whichever it is, offers a different outcome to his young charges. One offers a distant father figure; the other offers a father. Paxton believed it was best to remain discreet, be open but professional.

      

      The Guardians stand to bolt upright, as Colonel Black inspects them. He always did this, to instil a military leaning in their habits. Often he would remind them of their purpose, with soundbites relevant on how they should view the world. Today is no different.

      “You, The Guardians, are the custodians of our future. In the wake of your success, mankind will once again flourish and claim back their home.” Paxton watches as the words are absorbed, seeds that will yield a harvest of warrior intent. He barks out.

      “Born for battle, bred for war!” Paxton looks to them, the Guardians look up and centre. “Say it.”

      “Born for battle, bred for war!” They chant.

      As the day progressed and The Guardians slipped into their Vels, with every simulation with every exercise, Paxton would be there. No matter what they were doing, regardless of where their minds were, he would always anchor it back to their reason for being.

      

      
        
        “What is your sole purpose?”

      

      

      He’d shout, as the Guardians in Vels would unleash hellfire in a shooting range …Blam, Blam, Blam… disintegrating fake Xaionta targets.

      “To defeat the invaders!” They’d shout as their weapons spewed.

      

      
        
        "Who is your enemy?"

      

      

      Paxton enquired, while the Guardians in the Arena dance through a lethal maze, protecting each other, helping each other, yet still in unison they cried.

      "The invaders!"

      

      
        
        “What is the Xaionta?”

      

      

      As the Guardians, seated and Vel-less, bend and warp metal to their will.

      “The Invaders!” They chant never looking up.

      It had been like this, from the beginning of their existence. Day after day, month by month and year following year.

      

      Paxton is on a mission; his emerald eyes blaze with intensity as he stares at the Guardians, standing to attention behind desks in a lecture theatre. He glances across to Grunt Salve, who has a bulky plasma cannon slung over his shoulder. They nod to each other.

      Paxton looks around the theatre; it resembles a mini-coliseum from ancient history, he feels like he's carried on a proud tradition of bringing fourth gladiators. For years he's been indoctrinating them into the cause, even while they were in their birthing chambers. He looks at the Guardians, and he can see, they are willing to accept his purpose; Man’s cause has now become theirs.

      Paxton asks with quiet determination.

      “And why the hell did I bring you into this world?”

      In a chorus, the Guardians belt out.

      "TO KILL THE INVADERS!"

      Paxton smiles “At ease, and be seated.”

      

      As the Guardians settle, Paxton takes centre stage. He's deliberate purposeful.

      "Today is the beginning of the end of your learning.”

      Bar glances to Rain, then Gunnar and Yennis - This is new. Is this why Salve is here with a weapon? Paxton continues.

      "In the next prevailing moments, you have nothing to fear. In your literature, you’ll remember Sun Tzu.” The Guardians nod in reply, they have studied martial techniques and philosophy of warriors through the ages.“He said, ‘if you know your enemy and you know yourself, you’ll not need fear the results of a hundred battles.'"

      They know the quote; they understand its content.

      Bar raises his arm “Father?”

      “Proceed.” Paxton waves Bar on.

      “How do you get to know yourself?”

      Paxton looks to Bar, the Guardians glance to Bar. Bar had always asked the questions that probed deeper. Rain, Yennis, and Gunnar were more accepting of what they were told. They never questioned too much.

      Paxton processes an answer.

      “Son, in the world before the invaders, people would struggle all their life to find their purpose, their reason, to discover who they were.”

      “Before First Contact?” Gunnar asks.

      “That’s right, boy.” Paxton nods. “That’s right… understand?”

      Bar nods.

      Paxton continues.

      “Today we have one thing that those folks didn’t. We here, in the Bunker, are born with purpose. We have a reason.” Paxton quietens down, giving weight to his next words. “And Bar, from that reason, that purpose you can find out. Who. You. Are… Okay?”

      Bar nods. "Thank you, father."

      Bar glances back, he feels the presence of something familiar, a wordless knowing a whisper of an echo. Rain notices. He smiles at her.

      “Alright?” She asks concerned.

      “Yeah. All good.” He reassures her.

      Paxton Black reorganises his Rolodex of thoughts and brings the proceeding back to order.

      “Remember, nothing to fear.”

      Paxton presses a button… The centre of the stage opens up, two tectonic plates of lattice steel; to reveal a large hole, void of light. Cold vapours spiral into the air.

      The gentle humming of a rising platform is accompanied by the top of a steel cage, emerging from the rift in the floor.

      As the cage edges higher, its contents are revealed. The first thing to come into view, is the darkened blue prehistoric crest of a Xaionta, follow by its crusted exo-skeletal; a weaved bony structure of bluish tinge. It’s a seven-foot-tall, spindled leg creature, resting on all fours. As the world is revealed to the alien, he moves from a huddled squatting of a caged animal to its full threatening height.  The Guardians snap to standing.

      The Xaionta rapidly spits out clicks, screeches, and guttural rumbles. It may be an alien, but they can tell it's pissed. The Xaionta SCREECHES! The Guardians wince, while Paxton stands resolute, unflinching. Salve snaps his plasma cannon into position.

      Paxton's lip curls in disgust, and he slams a button by the cage… Pzzzztttt… electric life courses through the bars of the cage. The alien reels stumbles and cowers down.

      The moment itself is still loaded with a sparking current; the very static of events has brought a charge to the air. Between quick glances at each other, The Guardians have their eyes trained on the Alien. All these years of learning to hate an unseen enemy, and now, now one stands before them.

      “A Xaionta, an Invader, the first you’ve seen in the flesh. We think the exoskeleton is not something they are born with but is seeded from a parent, the colour of the shell, as we call it, denotes age… The darker, the older. Due to his colour and size, we believe this particular invader is around one hundred and twenty.”

      Paxton pauses, he lets the moment sink in. “Only slightly older than you in human terms.” The Guardians look to each other. He continues. “The older they get, the darker their markings on the shell. Also the taller they get and longer their crest.” Paxton nods to Salve. “Grunt Salve and Grunt Chain, in a report last month, saw a Xaionta that was nearly thirteen foot in height, a crest of dark purple… He could have been anything up to four hundred years of age; we call him a Regent.”

      Paxton interposes. “And you thought I was old.”

      Paxton looks to his Guardians. They stand quietly; his jest isn't grasped at this moment. “Their language is a series of clicks, inaudible grunts, and screeches. We believe it gives them bio-sonar capabilities. The soundwaves provide them with a sense of movement and speed of an object, and quite possibly detect the physical property of an object; what material it is, organic, non-organic… etcetera.”

      The Xaionta moves, and Paxton instantly motions to the button, the alien shrinks back from the potential pain.

      "Sir, may I?" Yennis puts her hand up; Gunnar nudges her, she playfully pokes back.

      "Yes, Yennis?"

      “How can we match them physically?”

      Paxton pauses, he thinks of a way to word his answer. He decides to be direct.

      “You cannot.”

      This doesn't come as a big surprise to anyone in the room, yet the cold, harsh smack of reality splashes the Guardians into sober uneasy.

      “Be extremely subtle, even to the point of formlessness. Be extremely mysterious, even to the point of soundlessness." Paxton quotes Sun Tzu, the Guardians nod in understanding. "Remember, we will have the most potent element on our side… surprise. No one is expecting ‘you.'" There’s a ripple of doubt among the young warriors.  "Trust me, everything you ever need to win is within you. I'm not talking about your genetics, your training; they ready you for battle. It's your spirit that will triumph, your will… …You’ll have an impact on this theatre of war in a way undreamed of before.” The father of the Guardians looks them in the eyes. “Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, sir.” Comes a resolute reply.

      Paxton slams his hand on the cage; he takes a turn for the serious.

      “What do you see in front of you!?” He snarls.

      With involuntary snap, the Guardians stand to ‘attention.' They bay like a pack of slavering wolves.

      "THE INVADER. THE ENEMY!"

      Paxton nods approvingly, he calls to Grunt Salve.

      “Bring it in.” Salve opens a door, without ever taking his eye of the Xaionta. He feels the punch of adrenaline course through his veins. Salve has had his comrades cut down in their swathes by these incarnations of death. At times when he allows himself to remember their passing, he would wonder why was he still alive, though they were few and far between.

      Salve calls through the door. “Come.”

      The aging, balding, Professor Hoffman enters, in his arms a transparent security box with a slither of Xaionta metal in. Bar’s brow furrows, is it possible he felt the presence of the metal? He quickly lets the ridiculous thought dissolve.

      "You all know Professor Hans Hoffman, the genius behind your Vels." Paxton offers as a welcome. Hoffman, a man, tumbling through his fifth century nods towards the Guardians.

      Bar notices the Xaionta twitch to a more alert state, the multiple white pupils in each of its black domed eyes, have one focus… The Metal.  It’s like seeing a hungry animal being tantalised with fresh meat. Bar knows if that Xaionta could just get the metal, then it had a chance for freedom.

      “No man alive knows more about the alien tech than Hoffman.” Paxton pats Hoffman on the back as he passes him, watched by the alien. Hoffman places the box on the table. It’s a few metres away from the cage. Paxton gestures towards the box. “Please come down. Observe.”

      The Guardians cautiously walk down to the podium. They mill past the cage and stand around the box.

      “Look closer.” Paxton encourages them.

      Bar can see the Metal slither shimmering; with minuscule waves of movement that ripple across its sheened finish. The other Guardians see it too. It's at a level just perceptible to the human eye, but a Guardian can distinguish each ripple from a wave to a swirl. It's almost hypnotic.

      "Yes. It's real." Paxton adds. "Another Hoffman find." Bar, Rain, Gunnar and Yennis turn to Paxton.

      “What does it mean sir?” Gunnar hasn’t connected the dots.

      Paxton places a warm hand on Gunnar’s shoulder.

      “We have ascertained that the Xaionta can influence their own technology from a distance. It's minimal, but we know you too have this capability.”

      Eyes move from Xaionta to the alien-tech, then to Paxton. Bar looks to his own hands as if he saw the capillaries course life through him.

      Is it possible?

      What does that mean?

      “How father?” Rain enquires.

      “Trust me, my dear, you have it in you.” Paxton replies, while looking at Bar. Paxton turns to Professor Hoffman. “Hans do we have any further understanding of this influence?”

      Hoffman speaks in a heavily doused Eastern European accent.

      "We can only surmise Colonel; my personal opinion is each and every one of us has an electromagnetic signature. Neurocardiology shows that our hearts with every beat send out an electromagnetic pulse, which reaches out many feet from your centre. In fact, this is one way our heart and brain communicate through overlapping E.M fields." Hoffman moves towards the cage, as the alien slightly flexes, he backs away. “I believe that the creature’s own E.M field acts upon the metal. I’ve yet to establish proof, bu-”

      "-Thank you, Professor." Paxton pats Hoffman on the shoulder. Paxton looks into Rain’s broad, honest features. “You ready?”

      Rain nods, not knowing what it means. She’s ready.

      “Rain, I want you to extinguish the invader.”

      The silence is a tsunami, washing away thoughts or words. Though the Guardians have been trained to kill in various and exotic ways, they’ve never committed the act. Rain had always imagined her first kill would be at the end of a carbine, many metres away. Not up close and personal.

      Rain's throat swells with anticipation; her heart beats in its cage. She nods – okay.

      Paxton steps to the side and presents a passage to the button, to electrify the cage.

      Paxton beats the drum of indoctrination.

      “What’s your sole purpose!”

      "To defeat the invaders!" Bar, Gunnar, and Yennis regale with gusto.

      It carries Rain along, as she fumbles her words, “…the invaders.”

      Rain is a pure athlete; she moves faster, reacts quicker than any human that has come before her, she's genetically engineered to endure; physical and environmental conditions that would kill any other human. All the Guardians are.

      The process of planting one foot down in front of the other, and treading her way to the button, is perhaps the most enduring act she has committed. Like a guard of honour, the Guardians and Paxton scream their encouragement; Rain feels their spirits lifting hers’ and helping her stride.

      “Who’s the enemy?”

      “The invaders!”

      “…invaders.” She takes another step closer.

      “Why the hell did I bring you into this world!?”

      “To kill the invaders.”

      “…..” another step closer, she’s at the button.

      Rain’s vision becomes tunnelled; the chanting becomes a wall of indistinguishable noise. She stares at the Xaionta; it glares back at her.

      She raises her hand up to shoulder height, her hand opens.

      The Guardians bay in response to Paxton.

      Rain slams her palm down on the button, as its recess clicks into place.

      Rain locks her body, pressing down unnecessarily hard on its face.

      The low buzz of an energetic charge conducted through the bars serves as a rolling rhythmical backdrop to the harrowing screeches of excruciated lamination.

      “Who is the enemy!?” Paxton peels.

      "The Invaders." The Guardians reply.

      "The invaders!" Rain screams with a bloodlust. Her very fibres are twitching from the emotional sweep of excitation and sickness that washes over her.

      “Do it Rain!” Paxton places his hand on Rain's shoulder; he can feel her tremble with anguished elation. Her body almost spasms in empty empathetic accord.

      Bar falls into silence as he sees a side of Rain that he’s never witnessed before. A singular, driven focus. As the stench of cooked flesh fills the air, and the screeches succumb to a whimpering indicative of a welcome death. Bar’s moisture-less mouth goes to speak, yet the hollow doubt inside stops him. He dreads that he too has that beast of bloodlust, passaging through his veins, ready to break through to the surface at any time.

      

      The Xaionta is dead, in a crumbled steaming stack of matter.

      Salve snorts in the scent, freshly cooked meat. Silence abides.

      Rain who had her back to everyone, turns to her brothers and sister, elated she cheers and bunches her hands into joyous fists.

      “Yes.”

      The Guardians, in turn, congratulate her with a salute. Bar salutes, Rain's eyes collide with his, he briefly glances away, to look back. He doesn't want to see himself reflected in those moments.

      Paxton salutes Rain; she proudly returns the salute; she feels more accepted than ever. “Congratulations Rain. You’re the first Guardian to kill and fulfill your destiny; the destruction of the invaders.”

      "Thank you, father." Rain replies.

      Paxton turns to the group. “Onto the other species, the other invaders that will become the prey of your genetic purpose.”

      Paxton nods to Salve, about the husk of steaming flesh.

      “She’s all yours Grunt Salve.”

      Grunt Salve nods. He looks to the charred meat in the cage and licks his lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The Guardians stand together; their eye lines tethered to the same locus. Caged in a glass container, that’s chest high to Bar, is a young Xaionta Hunter. It has small pre-scales of jagged little seeds across its shaggy-furred chest and rump. It flexes, revealing talon-like claws nestled within its paws. Wisped tendrils flick across its shoulders.

      "It's looking for a scent," Paxton remarks. "The tendrils can detect, pheromones, bio-signatures, heat, it can see in the ultraviolet spectrum." Paxton emphasises, "it has visual, auditory and chemical means of prey detection."

      The Guardians look from Paxton to the young Hunter. It looks back at them, more in curiosity than anger.

      “The Xaionta and Hunters have a symbiotic relationship, they work together, much like ancient man did with hounds… you know dogs?”

      "Yes, sir."  The Guardians have read extensive history of Earth's pre-conflict eras. The people, democracy, corporations, countries, the animals and beauty that inhabited the planet. Paxton believed it would them help form an attachment to a world lost, a world for them to reclaim, he continues.

      “The Hunters, once they have your scent, they will never stop the pursuit. While you're suited in Vels they will not be able to trace you and you should be safe from their toxic scale projectiles.”

      Gunnar ponders “And if we’re are not in our Vels, sir?”

      Paxton is reassuring, “Gunnar, that's where your training comes in. We have given you the tools to survive; the outside world will become your second home. The thrill of battle, your purpose, and you’ll cast all other needs aside.”

      

      The outside world – Plays on Bar’s mind, it’s something he wants to experience. He knows the confined repetition of the Bunker; he could go about his daily routine with his eyes closed. But… The outside offers a world of differences, variety at every turn, weather patterns, the cycle of day and night.

      Paxton continues. “Onto the stats, at full maturity, they can reach up to, 2000-2200 lbs. With a pursuit speed of fifty clicks per-hour, and a steady state speed of twenty, twenty-five." Yennis puts up her hand, Paxton nods to her. “Yes.”

      “I’ve read in the combat reports that the younger Xaionta hunt in units of three or less, with a pack of up to five Hunters.”

      “You’re right.”

      Yennis continues  “And the older ones, the …Regents…?” Paxton nods – correct. "They hunt by themselves with only a Hunter or two… why? Wouldn't it make sense for them also to have units?"

      “Their culture won’t permit them. What we understand about them, is they are very fixed in tradition. It’s that inflexibility which will lead them to be broken.”

      “Is it out of honour, sir?” Gunnar asks.

      Paxton bites his lip. "Honour? An unprovoked attack on our civilisation, is that honour? The slaughter of innocent men, women, children… is that honour?" Paxton is angry; it can be felt as a vibrant energy pouring off him. Gunnar’s shoulders sink. “Turning away from our offers of understanding one another, for peace… is that honour?”

      The Guardians remain quiet; Gunnar is flush with embarrassment and guilt.  Paxton can see his point of view has hit home.

      “No son, it’s not out of honour, it out of pride. Now, pride and honour look the same from the outside, yet on inside, they have very different sources. Inflexibility and pride is what we will use against them to defeat them.”

      “And if they request peace?” Yennis asks.

      Rain snorts as if the very idea was ridiculous.

      "Peace will only come, once they are vanquished," Paxton replies.

      Bar glances to Rain, she seems to be still processing her first kill. Her breath a touch shorter, quicker, with elevated vitals. She looks to Bar. Bar snaps to look away, and at Paxton, he tried to make it look as if he wasn't watching her.

      “Father, sir?”

      "Yes, Bar," Paxton replies.

      “What of the Harvesters?”

      “I’ll come to that. In a moment” Paxton isn’t dismissive, he just wants everyone to keep on point. “We’re not going to kill this beast today, Professor Perry wants to view its stages of development, and at what point do the scales become a projectile feature.” Paxton turns away to turn back. “Also create an antitoxin for its venom, which we will have to wait till its matured.”

      Paxton gestures for the Guardians to follow him. “We’ll come back in a few years and put it to the sword.” Paxton marches off, the Guardians follow, giving the little Hunter one last look.
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        * * *

      

      The lights are dimmed in the holographic lecture theatre. Paxton sits at a desk, on one side of him, Yennis and Gunnar. On the other side of him, Rain and Bar. Their relationships are becoming more intimate, less formal; perhaps because it is just Paxton and The Guardians, without any superiors or subordinates around.

      “Repetitio est mater studiorum.” Says Paxton. The Guardians look at him quizzically. He answers. “It’s Latin.” They still look at him quizzically. “When the war is over, we shall start with classic literature. Latin is an ancient language, that spread during the Roman Empire. I know you’re aware of Caesar’s military exploits. Anyway, that language gave birth to many other languages across the globe." Paxton ponders on his words; he thinks of it as an analogy. “And much like language changes, man changes, evolves. A millennium of evolution has led to you." He looks to the Guardians. They look placidly back at him. “It means… Repetition is the mother of learning… I know you’ve seen some of these things before, yet it is important to instill in you how important these things are." He pauses. “And if they are instilled, we are just strengthening its resolve.”

      Paxton looks across to his left and right, his children all have a tinge of ambient innocence, an innocence that will soon be ebbed or snatched from them. He knows this, but can never explain it, for now, he savours the moment.

      “Understand?”

      “Father.” “Yes, sir.” “Sir.” “Father.” They say in unison.

      “Good, then let us proceed.”

      Paxton clicks a controller; the holovid blazes to life.

      The room is swallowed by a blackness, slowly the dark becomes laced with stars, a jewelled lattice-work of a billion delicately engineered existences. Paxton and the Guardians sit in the middle of what feels like outer space. Into frame, floats a piece of shattered spaceship. As the one piece rotates across the expanse, other parts break into the focus. Until the room is filled with various broken pieces of technology. Paxton in timely punctuated fashion narrates. His gestures accompany his words, to drive a point home.

      “The Debris… The war in space raged for months. The Debris is a testament to those who sacrificed their lives, remember this, every time you look at the sky. In space, we showed the Xaionta that mankind would remain resolute. This is our world, our home and hell, we’re still fighting.”

      The holovid shows a blanket of billions of tons of technology, in a geosynchronous orbit around earth. “Gunnar.” Paxton turns to him. “Tell me about the Debris.”

      Gunnar doesn’t hesitate. “Resources.” That's it; he looks to Paxton.

      “Yes good…. Yennis?”

      “The Debris offers us technology, knowledge, and supplies. Like Gunnar says… resources.”

      “Exactly… Rain?”

      “Without the Debris, we couldn’t have constructed our Vels, that’s where we got the alien Metal for our suits.”

      “Good girl.” Paxton smiles at Rain since her first kill he’s been warmer to her than ever before. Paxton looks to Bar, who is staring at the field of Debris. Paxton can’t help but feel warmth for him.

      “Bar.” Bar snaps round to Paxton. He repeats. “Bar, tell me about the Debris.”

      Bar responds. "When a piece of Debris falls from its geosynchronous orbit, we race the enemy to get to it first. That’s where the skirmishes take place. Because we know and they know, that resources are life."

      Paxton smiles “That’s right, son… The Debris is life. And by not letting the enemy take the Debris, the resources.”

      Yennis and Gunnar understand. “They die.”

      "Yes," Paxton replies. Paxton can't help but notice that Bar is staring at the Debris. He decides not to probe him on it and clicks the controller again.

      The holovid moves to the next stage. He continues to narrate.

      “As the Debris moves closer to the gravitational grip of our planet, it plummets ground-ward. Like the fire of Hades.”

      Gunnar asks the question. “Hades?”

      “Don’t worry what I call Hell, you’ll call home.” Paxton smiles.

      The singular block of Debris picks up the pace and hurtles towards The Earth.

      Licks of flames scorch its seams.

      It begins to glow with fiery excitation.

      Paxton holds onto the arm of the chair as if bracing for impact. He's obviously experienced the real thing. “Here it comes.” The metal meteor hits home – KABBBOOOOOMMM! It’s atomic in its explosive yield, dirt and chunks of thick rock are flung aside. The Debris has punched deep into the Earth's crust, and it sizzles.

      “As we discussed, the fallen Debris represents resources, and resources means survival. Most skirmishes with the Invaders take place over the Debris. The Xaionta use the Harvesters to acquire resources or pinpoint when and where it will fall."

      Paxton points to the holovid. “And here they come.”

      Slowly, cautiously making their way to the Debris are pure-white furred, gorilla-like creatures. One by one they step between the slabs of Debris quietly searching for something.

      

      Bar watches the Harvesters go about their business. They may seem harmless, yet his programming kicks in, he feels an involuntary well of disturbing anger, as all the Guardians do. The Harvesters are invaders too and must be dealt with accordingly.

      Bar hears Rain mutter under her breath.

      “Invaders.” The bile boiling in his gut agrees with her.
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        * * *

      

      This is a new room – Is Bar’s first thought, as he, the Guardians and Paxton enter a different section of the Bunker. Quickly all their thoughts and attention train on the centre of the room.

      A Harvester, humanoid, of pale hues, muscular, gorilla-like, stares at them with its doe black eyes. The Harvester sits on its haunches, not caged; there's no armed guard, it's simply chained to the floor. The Guardians snap to a fighting posture, Bar and Yennis push their Colonel behind them.

      "It's okay; it's okay." Paxton steps forward. "This creature isn't a warrior; it's a slave. A docile indoctrinated machine of labour. The other aliens we had to capture, this creature was waiting outside the Bunker.”

      The Guardians look to Paxton, “Yes really.” He affirms.

      Paxton walks closer. The Guardians, at first unsure, follow. They stand staring at the creature, while the creature's eyes reflect them looking at him. Its eyes slowly blink.

      

      Paxton gives a mini-lecture.

      “A Harvester, very humanoid, but very much not. We've ascertained they are blind and communicate with the world by sensing the quantum vibrational value of their environment. We believe this is why they know where and when the Debris will fall. With far more accuracy than our methods.  Amazing really.”

      Bar has the feeling the Harvester is staring at him; he glances to the other Guardians – Do they feel it also?

      “We believe that perhaps the Harvesters were not from the Xaionta homeworld." Paxton continues. "They probably enslaved them and used them due to the unique way they view their surroundings."

      

      Bar still feels the deep dark stare penetrating him; he reaches up to the cut on his cheek, it's still raw, red, angry. Is the Harvester staring at his mark?

      Bar queries, without ever taking his eyes off the Harvester, he speaks. “Sir, if they were enslaved by the Xaionta, maybe if we help free them, they can help us.”

      "That's tactical thinking, son; I appreciate that… the enemy of my enemy… Psych-ops has attempted to turn them to our purpose, to no avail." Paxton breathes in deep. "Unfortunately generations of their kind have been under their master's yoke, they know nothing else. Quite simply, if we offered them freedom, they wouldn't accept it."

      

      Rain notices the Harvester staring at Bar.

      "Father, it's focusing on Bar, on his cut."

      Paxton curiously looks from the Harvester to Bar.

      Paxton passes Bar a silver globe of Alien-Tech. Bar looks at it without taking it.

      “It’s your turn, son.” Paxton encourages.

      “It’s looking for a weakness.” Says Gunnar.

      "Kill it, Bar," Yennis shouts. “Kill it.”

      Rain shouts “Kill the invaders.”

      The other Guardians join in except for Bar.

      “Kill the Invaders. Kill the invaders.”

      Paxton notices Bar’s reticence. He gestures for the other Guardians to calm down. He places a fatherly arm around Bar.

      “These creatures are invaders too, Bar. You know what must be done.” Paxton holds up the alien-tech. Bar takes it, and it morphs around his arm. “Well done.” Paxton congratulates Bar on the path he’s chosen. “This is your first steps in the march to victory, son.”

      

      Bar in slowly small strides walks towards the Harvester; it simply looks up at him, there's no resistance on its behalf almost as if it has accepted its final fate. As Bar walks, the Metal morphs to a pistol… Schhiick.  Bar stands in front of the creature and slowly raises his gun, execution style, that reeks of a cold-blooded act.

      Bar rests his pistol against the Harvester's head, part of him wants to pull the trigger and jettison the creature's brains from its skull. Then there's a part of him that wants a deeper understanding of why? This creature exudes peace, yet it is an invader. Bar is paralyzed by the indecision of decision.

      Bar's eyes collide with the Harvesters. He feels a deep-rooted connection; he's not sure how or why, or for what purpose.

      “What you waiting for, son? This will be the easiest kill of your career.” Paxton interjects the moment.

      Bar glances to Paxton…

      And at that moment something unexpected happens…

      

      With mercurial speed and dancer’s grace, the Harvester moves. Before Bar, or anyone can react, the Harvester snatches Bar to itself; like a Kraken's limbs engulfing a ship. Bar can't resist the muscular force of the creature that’s anchored by its weight; it rips him from his feet.  All Bar sees is the blur of displacement, to rest in the Harvester's arms. Then its large three-fingered hand with laced layers in its palm, slam against Bar’s head.

      Bar feels the agony of electric awareness wash over him; it's like he's waking to a new paradigm. His body spasms, sinew and spirit maraud against one another.  The ‘real’ world is dashed against the rocks of an emerging new reality, just before he’s submerged into another realm he hears the muffled mayhem of a scream, from the one he’s departing.

      Bar recognises it as Rain.

      Then the Black envelopes all.

      And he’s gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Bar’s senses are reeling; bludgeoned into submission. H recalls the Black, the mistress of his empty. A familiarity of any kind can offer security even if it is numbness:  a lack of emotion, feeling, lack of joy, of pain.

      Bar's eyes are shut like wrought clenched fists. While his hands cupped, sealing his ears. He felt his knees tucked up into his chest; his brow bowed down.

      

      As he lay, unsure of where; knowing he doesn't want to know. Bar picks up a scent, a raging torrent of perfumes; it’s as if his breath-ways are stroked to life. They dance with electric pleasure as he draws in a deep, singular embracing breath. For the first time, he feels alive. Memories form, anchored to the scent and when he happens upon this smell or its familiar, this moment will flood back to him. A secret moment that elicits joy.

      Globes of dazzling halos dance across the thin flesh that embraces his eyes, they beckon him to view, as rushing rivers of air cascade against his flesh, which calls out in responded rapture.

      The lids of Bar’s eyes defy his will, they have their own desire and wish to see what lays beyond their hood… and so…  Bar’s eyes open… To a vista pallet of flourishing colours, knelt, naked, where the wind kisses his skin to life. Under him is a sea of green. A million waving feathers of green bending spears, yielding to the invisible hand of the wind; stroking them in all directions.

      The fear of uncertainty no longer gnawed Bar.

      He stands.

      His hands drop from his ears.

      He looks down at his naked body.

      

      Bar stands in an expanse of lush green alien fauna. His gaze glides to the horizon of flourishing green. The sea of green stretches beyond imagination with rolling mounds undulating over the next.

      Bar’s vision stretches to the distance where the horizon’s cutting edge, slices the green sea to a deep blue ocean of sky.  When faced with eternity he could only do one thing… Stare into its face.

      To his right; pools of glistening fluid fill the scope of his vision. To his left the shadow of three fingers, reaching to him; cast by a three-pronged rocky range.. It looks like the hand of a Harvester, Bar smile. He returns his gaze to the plain in front of him.

      

      Beautiful creatures traverse the airways or nuzzle through the sprouting shrubbery. Pollen floats like shattered pearls, to be chased by incandescent insects of variant hues. Bar can feel the gentle stroking of a breeze; its invisible hands lay claim to his senses with a single light, continuous touch.

      Bar breaths in deep, to feel the outside glory fill him.

      Bar knows how the mounds are formed, how the plants feed from the sun and sustains life. He understands. Yet to experience its presence its declaration of pure beauty, brings men of understanding to their knees.

      

      To him this is more than real, the Bunker seems like a faded dream, with its confined windowless walls, its stale recycled oxygen, its restrictions, and predictabilities.   Bar’s eyes tilt skyward, he squints to take in the glory of the sun, its warm arm covers him in its raging glory.

      

      Bar's consciousness slips further into the dreamed-reality, as the layers of perception are peeled away. Bar becomes entrenched in the sensation of existence.

      Not only can he sense the colour, texture, scent, or taste of each and every organism in his realm of vision, but also beyond; his retinas have access to the entire electromagnetic spectrum. It goes deeper, Bar closes his eyes, and behind their encased darkness, his mind degloves further layers. He is witness to his own expanding purview of the universe; from the quantized matter of probabilities to cosmological phenomena and in that instant, he understands their kindred unity.

      
        
        Everything is connected.

      

      

      He can sense his vessel in the other realm spazming, how the others from that world fight over his shell of a body, they simply wouldn’t understand and he couldn’t possibly make them… Bar is a part of everything, and everything is a part of him, no… it goes deeper than that, the identity of self is not separate from the identity of non-self.

      His mind spirals through concepts at an escalated velocity; they merge into another, the noise they make submits to the silence underneath till they are swallowed into it. Mind becomes the quintessence of peace. No words, no thoughts, no fears, no names, needs or ideas.

      Non-local in his outlook, eternal in his being, original in his state.

      It’s the satori of becoming.

      

      As eyes open the vessel that once was all floats inches off the ground, its calm, placid features remain motionless, emotionless like untouched stone.

      The moment has lasted for millennia, the echoed promise was in the Black, yet mind could never reach beyond the void, the nothingness. Now beyond the Black, the awareness is witness to the glory.

      His voice whispers, “All is yoked by consciousness.”

      

      The millennia comes to an end.

      

      The sweetness of burgeoning enlightenment dissolves back to the separation of identity. As a monstrous rumbling, quakes beneath him. The vibrations have direction, a point of origin… Bar look up… …On the horizon, a cascade of flames, chariots towards him.

      A sheet of destruction spread vision wide. Bar knows that all the beauty and living in its wake has been extinguished, with no trace of its existence.

      

      Bar has a sweet metallic taste in his mouth as it dries from deserting fluids. His fists clench, chest tightens round an ever-expanding pounding inside. Bar's legs twitch with brimming energy; they want to run.

      Transfixed, he feels as an immovable object, his mind, body and soul face differing direction. Bar for the first time, experiences fear, this allows the other world to reclaim its stake.

      

      He can see playing out, projected into his mind's canvas the happenings of that other realm. The realm of where he answered to ‘Bar,' the realm of the concrete warren he called the Bunker. He sees himself, spazming in the arms of the Harvester, with Yennis and Gunnar wrangling their sinew against the Harvester’s grasp. Rivulets mount Rain’s cheeks, she screams and harrowingly empty chorus.  It all plays out in slow motion compared to the place he’s caught in.

      

      Escorting the blanket of destruction is a blackening of the sky, a darkened death’s cloak of Xaionta spaceships closing in and swallowing the fading light. A legion of thoughts crash through Bar’s mind, one that echoes with resounding truth; the Xaionta are the destroyers of worlds, and this must be the Harvesters’ world.

      

      As Bar stares into the dreamy distance, there’s a silhouette of a female bounding towards him. With inhuman leaps, it’s as if she is chasing the flames directly to him, or no… trying to reach him before the flames. Rain? – Bar feels the rebate of fear for a moment. He then realises this is not Rain. The cold chill of dread quickly reclaims its lost sovereignty.

      As Bar’s mind is paralyzed by voltaic fear, his two worlds begin to merge, imagery collides. The bounding silhouette closes in.

      

      Bar’s body in the Bunker is screaming, Paxton Black reacts, he slides a pistol from his holster, to press hard against the Harvester's head.

      

      
        
        Bar in this realm screams “No!”

      

      

      The bounding silhouette in blurring speed races to Bar, too quick for him to see or react to...

      ...The figure, unseen, grabs Bar...

      Tainted blue lips press against Bar’s ear.

      The girl sings in hushed tones of a hypnotic alien lullaby.

      And then her voice conjures words, words that he understands their content, yet not their context.

      “When three come together, one will appear.”

      Bar snaps back to awareness.

      

      The crack of gunshot echoes through both his worlds. Bar looks around; the moment freezes; the destruction, the spaceships, the vibrancy stutters, fades… and…

      
        
        WHOOSSSHH…  A black hole of primal creation snatches Bar back.

      

      

      

      The world of the Bunker is an invading presence, as the other place recesses into the realm of a morning’s fading dream. With his consciousness winking in and out of black, and disorientation. Bar is unsure of where he is, just that he feels the refreshing cold concrete of the floor pressed on his cheek. Then everything floods back, as the Harvester falls into view next to him, with grey blood as a macabre mask across its face and its dead milky eyes staring into his. Bar is suspended between moments, as the greying pool ebbs towards him. He feels the vastness of a sadness welling within, as he stares into the face of a creature who shared its life with him, to warn him.

      Then Bar succumbs to the silence of the Black.
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        * * *

      

      As the Guardians carry the unconscious Bar to the infirmary, and Paxton shouts instructions. Only Rain hears the muffled whisper of a lullaby, gently brush over Bar’s twitching lips, as he mumbles over and over again an incoherent sentence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Bar is on the lip of consciousness, he may hear muffled voices or his blurred vision may momentarily focus, yet he’ll probably never remember them, only as fading apparitions.

      

      Professor Perry stands over Bar; who’s laying in an infirmary bed. He’s attached to monitors; nurse Tilly Randall is busying herself around him.

      Tilly enquires, “Will he be okay?”

      Perry is studying a tablet, containing Bar's information.

      "Okay? It depends how you define okay. I’ve had to redefine normality for us, and normality for them.” Perry wipes through information and talks out loud. “Their pulmonary development is outstanding. Those two extra chambers have enhanced his cardiac output by a factor of three. His central nervous system dynamics, the Myelin sheath and nodes of Ranvia allow his impulses to respond times two point two times faster than humans, or the Grunts.” Perry looks to Tilly; who is dumbfounded.

      Perry is flush with pride "It means by the time you've thought about doing something, he's already done it." He quips – "He's a thoroughbred."

      "Sorry?" Replies Tilly.

      "You've never heard of a horse?"

      "Horse?"

      "They were large four-legged animals that existed before the war.”

      "Like the hunters?”

      "No. They were herbivores, harmless. You can find them in the historical records."

      "There's a lot to answer for, isn't there professor?"

      "That's why we're here. Tilly. That's why we're here."

      Perry examines a scan of Bar's body.

      "See the netting of the matrix?" He points to the scan of Bar's thigh bone. Tilly nod, as Perry continues. “He has bones lighter and denser than Varian residue.”

      "You must feel proud of your creations Professor." Perry doesn't answer; he just stares at the screen, he mumbles disbelievingly and checks another monitor.

      Perry is caught in his own world, Tilly’s words fall unheard.

      "Professor?"

      Perry snaps to nurse Tilly "Get Colonel Black here, asap."

      

      It doesn’t take long for Paxton to arrive, his half-finished breakfast remains on his desk, he carries his coffee with him, as he’s buttoning up his jacket. He rushes in, without a good morning or any salutations, Paxton is straight out the gate.

      "How is he?"

      "Sir, his readings are good."

      "Define good."

      "I cannot say, Colonel. They're simply off the charts, like nothing we expected."

      Paxton nods, he's relieved. "Has he woken yet?"

      "No, and to be honest I can't work out why, there's no neural damage, his brain isn't in a theta state."

      "Speak English Perry." Paxton snaps.

      "Even though he's unconscious his mind seems to be hyperactive. Hitting Gamma wave oscillation." Perry reacts of Paxton's stern look. "Basically he's in the ‘zone.'"

      "Is this why you called me down here."

      "No sir." Perry becomes serious.

      Perry holds up a chart with various shades of dashes, in rows and columns.

      "This is Bar's DNA profile, from three months ago." Perry holds up another chart next to it,

      “This one was taken last night. After the incident.”

      Paxton carefully scans the charts; even his untrained eye can see the difference.

      "It has been altered?”

      "Not altered, evolved, his gene expression has manifested different results."

      "Is that possible?" Paxton is unsure.

      "In the broader theory of epigenetics, yes… but I've never seen it to this extent."

      Paxton paces by Bar's bed; he looks deep into Bar's face.

      "Tell me, is he changing?"

      "Only into more of what we made him, nothing else," Perry reassures his Colonel. "Oh, and another thing, sir."

      Paxton looks to Perry and nods – go on.

      "The recent evolution he's gone through has increased his genetic markers from seventy-three percent to the high eighties, and it's climbing."

      "Damn," Paxton remarks. "How's that possible?"

      "It shouldn't be, sir."

      Paxton turns to leave and turns back to Perry.

      "How the hell did that creature do this to him?"

      Perry shrugs. He doesn't know how it happened; he just knows it happened.  Paxton understands, he leaves.

      

      Perry does one last check of the equipment Bar is attached to, he too forwent his breakfast, and his stomach is giving him hell for it. As Perry turns to Leave he sees, Rain.

      "Rain. How are you?" Perry smiles at her.

      "You're smiling; he must be okay."

      "He'll be fine."

      "Can I say hello to him?"

      "He'd like that Rain."

      "Ohhh, is he awake?" Rain is hopeful.

      "No, no, but I'm sure he'll sense it's you."

      As Perry leaves Rain sits by Bar’s bed, she tells him of what they’re meant to be doing today, the training, the studying, it’s nothing he hasn’t done before, but it makes her feel better.

      Rain reaches out and holds Bar's hand, and either by accident or with intent, he gently squeezes back. She discovers a treasure trove of hope and stays with Bar for some hours.

      

      By the time the lights in the Bunker dimmed; declaring that bed was advised for all, Bar's eyes slowly creaked open. He felt like he'd slept for a millennia, the heaviness tugging at him, reminded Bar of the moment he left his birthing chamber. His miss-coordinated movements, only tamed by focused will, means he can only make one robotic move at a time.

      First, he looks around the darkened room; he's on his own. He looks down the length of his body, with wires and attachments sprouting from him. He slowly plucks each one off of him.

      He swivels his body and slowly lowers himself to the floor. His naked feet caress the floor, and the cold tiling in the infirmary let him know that this was not another dream.

      The dream, the vision, that he had before was a fading murmur. Just a splash of imagery. There are the echoes of words that were spoken. When three come together, there will be one.

      Bar ponders upon it, he’s had dreams before, but none that were so tangibly surreal.

      Bar steadily in unsteady steps away from the bed, he gains uncertain ground with every stride and makes his way out of the infirmary.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Dark amber fluid is drained into a glass; its containing bottle gently chings in a broken rhythm on glass’s lip. Once Paxton had poured the liquid, he then seals the bottle and leaves it on his desk, he would’ve put it away, but tonight he may need more than one hit of clemency the whiskey brings.

      Paxton picks up the glass; he swills the contents around its cylindrical world. He’s once tasted real whiskey; about three decades ago. Today’s fermentation was cast synthetically. Perry did start to explain it to him, but Paxton wanted the experience to be untouched by deconstructed knowledge.

      Paxton glances over to the clock, it's 22:38, he should be going to his quarters soon, the hallway light from under his door has dimmed, and the sound of personnel coming and going had abated.

      Paxton knocks back the fluid, its blazes its trail across his tongue and crashes into the back of his throat, the napalm vapours burn his nasal passages, as the peppery liquid hits home with a warm glow in his gut.  It's good.

      

      Paxton reaches into a draw, he flips through a container of mem-disks, he grabs one; the writing on it is worn. He slips it into his holomod on his desk, and he sits back.

      The mod lightly buzzes to life as it fills the space above it with imagery. A younger Professor Perry is in a laboratory with exotic equipment; he turns to frame as he holds up a test tube…

      "I think I've got the base pair sequen-”

      "-Halt." The holovid stops on Paxton’s command. “Forward to, category, year three.”

      The image flicks out, and back in, it is the same laboratory, yet looks very different. There are four maturation chambers in each corner of the room, each with their own monitor and technician maintaining it. Even through the video, there’s a sense of pioneering excitement.

      A younger looking Paxton saunters in, each technician salutes him, which he returns with a quick snap.

      "Everybody dismissed." The holovid Paxton commands, and everybody exits the room. He’s left on his own.

      Paxton watches himself slowly pace around the laboratory, in methodical purposeful strides he passages from chamber to chamber. As he reaches each one, he stops, and as if giving a blessing, he touches it with his hand. With each ‘blessing’ he says a name.

      

      
        
        "Yennis.”

      

        

      
        “Gunnar.”

      

        

      
        “Rain.”

      

      

      Paxton reaches the last chamber; he checks the monitor, it registers more activity than the others. He reaches his hand up again and presses his forehead against the glass window of the chamber.

      "You are, Bar."

      

      Beep… beep… the monitor responds. Paxton is astounded as he looks from the beeping monitor back to the chamber. Is it possible he can hear me?

      Paxton continues.

      "You have purpose. You have a destiny.”

      Beep… beep…

      Paxton pauses for a moment.

      Both the Holovid Paxton and his older-self, say at the same time.

      "Bar… I am your father."

      The Holovid shows Paxton pressing a button, and music plays, it bathes the room in melodic sound and voice. Bar’s monitor responds accordingly. The watching Paxton hums the tune, as the beautiful voice plays through the years.

      The door to Paxton’s office gives the tell-tell shunt as air rushes through the hallway it partitions, this typically means somebody has opened the door down the end of the hall.

      "Stop," Paxton tells the holomod, while his eyes are fixed on the door.

      He hears light footsteps approach and a slip of a shadow on the other side. The door swings open, the dim-light from the hallway casts across Paxton’s face, as it cuts through the room.  A silhouette emerges and salutes. It's Bar.

      "Father, sir, reporting for duty."

      Paxton smiles. "At ease, soldier." Paxton gestures for Bar to come next to him.

      Bar, in a loose medical gown, steps over to the desk and stands next to his father. “I knew you would pull through, son. How are you feeling?” Paxton examines Bar as the young Guardian processes.

      “I feel… Okay.”

      “Well that’s a start. You can take all the time you need, you know that.”

      “What did Doctor Perry say, about my condition.”

      “He said you were shaken up, but all your functionality is in normal parameters, for you.” Bar nods, he looks distracted as if he was looking for something more. “Is there something bothering you?”

      “The Harvester swapped images with me… more a vision.” Bar says to Paxton, who eyes him with a caution.

      “A vision?”

      “I think it showed the Xaionta attacking their world.” Bar now watches Paxton to see his reaction, he becomes silently stern. “And in the images a voice said when three-”

      “-Bar.” Paxton has a lilt of authority in his voice. Bar stops. “Son, you had a traumatic moment, that creature somehow affected you, we’re still looking into it. But often with trauma comes imagery, thoughts, it’s the subconscious protecting you, who you are. What you stand for.”

      Bar nods. “Okay.” He knows it felt more than just his subconscious, more a sharing of a consciousness. It was an experience beyond words. Right now, Bar feels he’s treading over an invisible line, a place that Paxton feels uncomfortable with. A place where there are questions that don’t pertain to the Invaders, the war, and the imminent victory of mankind.

      Both their eyes look towards the frozen image the holomod wields. Paxton decides to change the direction of the conversation; Bar obviously still needs time to recover.

      "Yesterday, in the lecture, you were staring at the Debris field."  Paxton says.

      "Yes." Bar replies.

      "What were you looking at?"

      

      Bar hesitates as he pursues an answer

      "I was wondering why does our tech, join with their tech?"

      "Gravity, at least that's what I'm told."

      "I was thinking that merged together; they made something better."

      They both stay in a moments silence, pondering on the merger of the Debris. How the alien spaceships crashed and merged with the human ships.

      Bar looks to Paxton. "During the Harvester incident." He says.

      "Attack, Bar call it what it is." Paxton corrects his young charge.

      "Well, I felt that time and space were… fluid, or non-existent." Paxton nods – go no.

      "That we were all One. Like the Debris merging."

      Paxton raises an eyebrow and speaks.

      "Well according to Einstein, time is an illusion, all be it a persistent one." He continues. "To put it simply the dividing line between, past, present and future are an illusion, so reality is ultimately timeless."

      Bar plunges to the depths of cogitation, and a statement makes its way to the surface.

      "So if there is no time, there can be no space… Therefore all things are connected."

      Paxton feels this conversation is going to a place where it shouldn’t be going. Soldiers shouldn’t be questioning their reality.

      "Son, reality is a relative concept, your reality is different to mine… yet there is one thing that unites us, beyond kinship." Paxton looks to Bar for speak, without indication of an answer. Bar knows exactly where this is headed, for a few minutes their focus went off of track, and the Colonel, his father, wants to bring it back on track.

      "The invaders." Bar barks.

      "Exactly, the invaders and their extermination unites us beyond all ties."

      Paxton turns back to the Holomod…

      “Fast forward… Bar’s birth.” Paxton smiles.

      The image flicks in and out, in an instant, years have passed. The holovid is still of the laboratory, the quiet solitude of the visit before concedes to a swarming activity, technicians and scientists, like heavenly bodies, orbit Paxton and Perry who are looking at Bar’s chamber.

      Paxton glances to Bar. "This is the day of your birth, every hour, of every day for seven years I was waiting for this moment."

      “Let’s crack it open.” Holovid Paxton is giving instructions.

      “All I could do was watch and wait.” Paxton pats Bar’s shoulder.

      Bar watches the holovid, he’s seen it before, more than that…

      “I remember, father.” He says.

      Paxton makes a gesture, and the sound on the holovid quietens.

      “How much do you remember?” Paxton asks Bar.

      “Everything.”

      “You gained awareness before the others, conscious before your time. I used to speak to you.”

      “I remember.”

      For some reason, that answer puts Paxton at uneasy.

      He glances to Bar slightly perturbed.

      Bar meets Paxton's eyes, and he continues.

      “I used to hear your voice father when all I could feel was the Black. You anchored me with hope, gave me something to believe.”

      “That’s what fathers do. I know that’s why you feel alone; all that time, waiting. You're not alone Bar; you’re with family.”

      Bar nods, Paxton ruffles his hair. They turn to watch the holovid silently play out. Bar's chamber cracks open, and breaths of cold air exhale from its confines. The jaws of the chamber widen, and Paxton pushes a technician to the side and reaches into the darkness of the chamber. On its door is a panel, playing videos, feeding information to yet unformed minds.

      Paxton half immersed in the chamber, steps back out. Resting on his shoulders, covered in a placenta-like sack of nutrients, is a fifteen-year-old Bar.  Tubes, burst off of Bar's back as there's a frantic effort from Paxton in ripping off the membrane that has been keeping its host alive.

      The young Bar emerges and gasps for air. His eyes that have never seen peel open and set eyes upon the face of his father. The two embrace.

      “I’ve seen you grow, my lad…. From a young boy to a young man.” Paxton is emotional. Bar is emotionless, yet the sediment of feeling is stirred.

      “You’ve tests tomorrow, Guardian. Soon we go out into the wasteland... I suggest you rest.”

      They casually salute each other.

      Paxton readies his desk, as Bar leaves.

      

      As Bar's naked feet tread their way down the hallway's cold concrete floors, he ventures inside his internal vistas. Seeing the video of his birth, of his father cradling him, breathed a warmness into him. Still, if he allowed himself to see beyond the sentimental, he could feel a chilled indifference, a sense of non-belonging, that was a plinth to all he knew.

      It was something that he had become accustomed to, yet when his heart and mind filled with hope, it would make its presence known. Bar had touched upon an all-encompassing knowing; a knowing that will either serve him or bring about his destruction.

      Bar suppresses the thoughts and makes his way to his quarters.
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        * * *

      

      Bar walks down quiet hallways, past all the rooms his become accustomed to, the infirmary, the gym, the mess hall, the lab… he ponders how often he's walked down these corridors, that are like a war of attrition on his will.

      His mind meanders in the corridors of his thoughts; it gravitates to the vapour of the dream he was in. As a ripple from the dreamy expanse hits Bar, it invades his world, and the hollows of his mind are filled with that alien song. Bar glances about… as if to look for its source… there is none.

      “Hello?” He inquires.

      "Hello." Bar snaps round to see Rain; she's stood outside of the Guardian's dorm. Bar notices her gently curves; her hair is down and like red water splashes across her shoulders.

      “I’m glad to see you up and about.”

      Bar smiles at her, at their intimate friendship and smiles out of the shock of seeing her.

      She jogs over and embraces him.

      “I was worried for you.” She whispers, pressing her head against his chest.

      She looks up to Bar, looking down at her.

      “You okay?” She asks.

      “Yeah, I’m fine, I’m fine.”

      The embrace ends, and Bar and Rain look at each other - Is there some expectation about them, either from them or others?

      The idea wilts as Bar represses any such thought.

      “Rain, we should rest. We’ve tests in the morning.”

      They make their way back into the dorm; two Grunts are waiting in the private room; Salve and Chain.

      Bar is about to enter his quarters; Rain rests her hand upon him. She reassures him. “I’m glad you’re OK, I missed you. Even if it was for a day.” She gazes into Bar’s eyes. “I’m glad they’re back to their colour.”

      Bar’s confused. “Sorry?”

      “When that creature had you, your eyes seemed to change colour. The went milky grey.”

      Bar’s trying to remember, but he knows he wasn’t in his body for that moment.

      Rain reaches up and touches Bar’s face, where the cut used to be.

      “Your wound has healed, that’s fast, even for us. There’s not even a mark.”

      Bar hadn't noticed, he reaches up to his cut, only to run his fingers against smooth, unblemished skin. Bar's hand reaches out to the grey slab of a wall.

      “Rain, what do you think the outside is like?”

      “I’ve thought about that, and I know what lies beyond these walls... more walls!”

      Both Rain and Bar smile.

      “Sleep well Rain.” Says Bar, as they step to their separate quarters.

      

      Bar enters his quarters and closes the door behind him. It may be of small confines, but at least Bar knows it’s his small confines.

      Bar reaches up and touches his cheek; the action makes him gravitate towards his mirror, he stares into its universe that has a reflection of him. Bar looks closely at his cheek; it is clean, unmarked.

      He mumbles to himself. “When three come together, one will appear.” He contemplates what sounds like a koan; a philosophical riddle.

      Three and one makes four. He reasons.

      There are four Guardians. He answers his own thoughts; it seemed reasonable.

      But who are the three?

      Bar stops his thoughts whirling their merry dance, as… This may not even be about the Guardians.

      Then who?

      

      Bar looks to his bed in the reflection and then decides even though he’s been in the infirmary, he is still tired.

      Bar lays in bed… …Unbeknownst to Bar, he is absent of the recognition that he is humming to himself that alien tune.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Th-thump – Th-thump – Th-thump – Th-thump…. Bar’s legs piston, driving him forward. His heart is an adrenaline-fuelled pneumatic jackhammer; punching against the walls of his chest. Bar's vision is tunnelled, he doesn't notice the wires, or tubes coming off him, or hear the…

      Beep - - beep - - beep - -  beep… of his heart rate readings call out.

      All Bar can feel is the crashing of his feet against the turning treadmill. The pump in his arms, and fire in his chest with every deep diaphragmatic breath, he exhales into his face mask.

      

      Other monitors display their various readouts; Vo2 Max, neural efficacy, brain-wave translation. Bar is scanned as he pounds the machine, he's pushing his limits. Technicians float around the treadmill, scanners that relay, biometric and kinesiological data.

      

      Paxton and Professor Perry are observing Bar.

      They stand a few paces behind the treadmill, as Perry views on a tablet the differing outputs that measure Bar.

      Paxton calls out “How you doing, son?”

      Without looking back, Bar gives a ‘thumbs-up.'

      Paxton smiles.

      Every month the Guardians are put through their paces, and results are measured. What is looked for is a sustained consistency in physical output. What they’ve got is a month by month increase in statistics, a month by month increase of a Guardian’s superiority over man.

      Paxton turns to Perry, he turns him away for a private conversation. “How is he doing?”

      Perry nods. “Yeah he’s good, his physical parameters-”

      “-How is he mentally?” Perry starts to look at the charts on brain activity. Paxton stops him. “No, Perry. How is he? Does he seem normal to you?”

      “Normal for a honed machine of destruction.”

      “He told me he had a vision, he saw images during that attack.” Paxton looks concerned. Perry turns round to look at Bar still sprinting on the treadmill.

      “Well it’s normal in traumatic situations for the subconscious to preserve a status quo.” Perry’s told Paxton, what Paxton told Bar.

      “Yeah. I guess you’re right.” Paxton pats Perry across the shoulder. They walk back to the treadmill.

      Perry watches a video of Bar running; his skeleton is matched against the computer's projections for most efficient running gait. Perry notices a slight deviation on Bar's stride.

      He calls out "Bar; you've got supination on your right foot."

      Bar hits the air with a ‘thumbs-up’… and Perry watches as Bar adjusts and matches the exact projections.

      “How fast is he?” Paxton asks Perry.

      "This is a sustained burst of 24.44 miles per hour. Top speed 29 to 30 mph… He's nearly as fast as Gunnar."

      “That’s good.”

      “Of course in their Vels, they will perform better.”

      “Yes.” Paxton nods then continues. “But it is not the suit that maketh the man Perry… It’s what is inside.”

      Perry holds up his tablet, “Then he’s a man among men.”

      “In time… how is he?”

      “He’s even more off the charts than the other Guardians.” Answers Perry. “He’s not as strong as Gunnar or as quick as Yennis, but he pushes them to a close second. His pulmon-”

      “-What about his genetic markers?” Paxton is straight to the point.

      Perry pauses, he hesitates as he flips through the screens on his tablet.

      “What?” Paxton presses Perry.

      "I'll have to test them again… I've probably got it wrong. The others are around 45 to 50 percent. According to my, tests Bar sits in the 90 percentile range."

      Paxton looks at Bar with awe and curiosity.

      “What is he becoming?”

      Perry comforts the Colonel. “What we made him, just… better.”

      Paxton stares at Bar, as he asks Perry. “Are they ready for standby?”

      "I think they've been ready for months," Perry replies.

      “Good.” Paxton stares at the back of Bar, while the Th-thump - Th-Thump – Th-Thump of the treadmill steadily hypnotises.
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        * * *

      

      The Guardians leave the Arena after hours of drilling; they're exhausted, test, drills, tests, wears on the psyche. As they enter the changing area and de-rig from their Vels, Paxton has made his way down from the gallery; he's dressed in full military regalia, combat armour, and weapons, Salve is close behind him.

      Gunnar is the first to notice Paxton enter. “Attention.” The other Guardians snap to attention.

      The Guardians can’t help but notice that their father is in combat ready mode.

      “At ease.”

      The Guardians relax, though still respectfully stand.

      “You’re probably wondering, ‘why the hell is the Colonel suited and booted?’”

      “I think we did wonder, sir.” Yennis answers.

      “I’ve had a communique with General Silver; I've told him we are ready for ‘stand-by'" The Guardians look to each other – stand-by?  “It means, when the next Debris falls, we will actively pursue and acquire resources.” Paxton looks around the room; the Guardians are buzzing with stilted excitement.  “Permission to cheer.” Paxton prompts.

      And they do… There’s yelps and whoops, Gunnar and Yennis roar in each other's faces. Rain high fives Bar, then as a group they all hug. As the noise dies down, Paxton lets the realisation sink in; soon the Guardians will be claiming their genetic heritage out in the wasteland. Paxton hopes they will strike fear into the heart of the enemy, as the enemy has done to man.

      Paxton wants everyone to remain focused. "The call can come at any time. So, till then, we must stay sharp. Remember their weaknesses and strengths. We refine our tactics. Be prepared for anything.” Paxton looks each of them in the eyes. “I am your father, make me proud.”

      In military synchronicity, the Guardians snap a salute

      "Yes, sir!"

      “Now let’s go and kick some arse!” Paxton guides them out the room, as technicians are allowed in to examine the Vels.

      

      The underlying current to the day was a knowing that at any possible moment, a siren might call, lights may flash, and they'll be whisked off into the outside world. Outside where one can run and run and never reach an obstruction. Where the sky is the ceiling, and the horizon are the walls.

      

      The Guardians spent the rest of the day in survival training: how to start fires, what plants are safe to eat, how to tell if the water is good, the animals that can be eaten, how to skin and cook them.  The would also do a virtual survival test, yet Bar knew from his dream and in his heart that this virtual world could not match the splendour of eternity that the outside brings.

      As the day comes to an end, the Guardians; in their common area, watch a holovid. It is of the world before the invaders. Professor Reed, the Bunker’s leading historian lectures on what life was like before, and perhaps after the Guardians have successfully vanquished mankind’s foe. Bar, Gunnar, Yennis, and Rain stared at a panoramic cityscape; New York.

      “What happened to the old one?” Gunnar asks.

      “That was just called York, that was in an older Country called England.” Reed answers.

      Bar asks. “Where are we now? I mean in the old world.”

      “Arizona.”

      “How did it use to look?”

      “Pretty much as it does now.” Replies Reed. “It was an arid land, expansive and beautiful. It almost looked like another planet.” Reed laughs at the irony of it. The Guardians don’t.

      Not too much later, the Guardians go to their quarters. That night, their sleep was one of waking intrusion, the possibility of being summoned for Debris kept pulling them from their slumber.

      

      The days went by as before; they drifted into one another, the only class that was different was the inspection of the Paladin. They had heard of the ground-based, personnel carrier that would race them to the fallen Debris. A soldier, Ramirez showed them around the twelve man carrying vehicle. It had large multi-terrain wheels, with furrowed tyres, environmental and tactical panels.  Ramirez explained how the Paladin was a cross between an APC and an APV, as it had a large mounted machine gun on its roof, one that could be controlled from the inside.

      As they clambered into the vehicle a small world opened up to them, the next step was the outside world.  The tight confines of the Paladin, the seats with harnesses, the gunner's seat, the toilet facility in the back all smacked of adventure.

      Ramirez took them to the front of the vehicle, where the driver and officer would usually sit. Yennis sits behind the wheel; she bounces up and down on her seat as if driving, she makes an engine sound by grinding air through her lips. She asks.

      “Can we go outside?”

      “I don’t have clearance.” Replied Ramirez. “But you will do soon.”

      Ramirez notes that the Paladin has facilities to survive on there for days at a time; this allowed them to secure a greater perimeter to secure Debris, resources.  Some journeys were a thousand miles, round trip. Bar’s mind boggled at the prospect of a thousand-mile journey in a straight line, with no walls, or corridors dictating your next turn.

      The more days that passed, the less they remembered they were on ‘stand-by,' sleep became easier, the evenings were filled with a joy they hadn't experienced before. Knowing that Silver and their farther trusts them so deeply, allowed them to relax into their roles. They were becoming a family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      The celestial blanket of space that the cosmic bodies reside in is akin to an exhalation of God. Ever expanding, all places racing to a non-existant finish line; that’s forever out of reach. A race that started with the biggest of bangs to thrust primordial particles ever outward. Then on that unfelt trajectory stars formed and galaxies became, yet still they raced further away from each other; at quarter of a million kilometres per hour. Creating more... 'space'…  Till life became.  And with life, comes … War.

      

      The jewels of Debris rest in orbital accord with its host, as a testament to waring life; never venturing too close or drifting too far. Gravity it's called the ‘weak force,' never influencing too much, just like the ripples, it rides upon the meniscus of space-time.

      One piece of Debris breaks away from the herd, it valiantly scores its own path, tired of the repeated horizons; it ventures forth.

      Its break for freedom is short-lived, as it slips beyond the lip of no-return and is clutched in gravities soft hands. She gently pulls the Debris down. Down to where her strength is at its keenest, where mass and density create her. The Debris is pulled down to the planet below.

      

      And in doing so… a cascade of events begins…

      

      The Observation Facility is a combination of rooms and chambers in the Bunker. It has many eyes, in different guises. Radio, Sonar and Lidar, each with their own purpose. Radar transmits a broad radio signal that bathes large swathes of the Debris, if movement is detected, then Lidar is used, by pinpointing a laser on the rouge Debris… it's an early warning system… and it's just been triggered.

      

      The room is littered with technicians, mathematicians, physicists, and cartographers; all have their purpose. Detecting, projecting and acquisition. It's not just important in estimating when and where the Debris will fall, but also its mass and impact yield.

      There's a Safe Zone of approach that The Paladin all-terrain vehicle must adhere to unless it gets burned up on the quake the Debris' collision makes.

      

      Technician Rose Johnson is sat at her station. Her eyes fixed on a screen, that in rhythmical swipes cleans its display, to show behind it, the uniformed Debris as dots. Each swipe reveals nothing new.

      Until… there’s a blip… a differential.

      Rose is only young, this is her second week on the job, yet her eagerness to bring all she can to the war makes her vigilant, diligent, and hopeful.

      There it is again… the blip.

      She looks across to the Pit; banks of screens with people viewing different sections of the Debris field. She reaches her hand up and nods to the Pit Overseer.

      "Sir." She says meekly.

      “I think I’ve got something.”

      Overseer Jarvis had been running the Pit for over a decade, he was known for being firm but fair. Jarvis was firm in driving home the understanding in his subordinates; Resources is survival. In fact, this whole Observation Facility is puzzle of fallen Debris. Jarvis saw their role as if they were ‘on point’ the front line in the war effort, taking the battle to the enemy. Just because they don’t fight, doesn’t mean they can’t help win the war.

      

      Jarvis stands behind Rose; he places a hand on her shoulder as he leans in, it's an honest open connection. He's there for one purpose… resources. Jarvis watches her screen... it's barely there, a whisper of an echo… blip.

      Jarvis looks to Rose. “I’m going to call it.” She beams. “Well done kid.” She keeps smiling.

      Jarvis stands up, in a gesture, he grabs Roses' screen and throws its likeness on a large display overlooking the pit.

      "We've got a drop!" Everybody looks up to the large screen. "It's from section 23."

      He marches through the pit. "I want to know, where and when it will land… and safety zone." Technicians, Mathematicians, and Physicist, nod to Jarvis. He’s not satisfied. “Well! Somebody better start looking busy, or you’ll be pulling double shifts till the next drop!”

      There’s a sudden buzz of activity…
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        * * *

      

      Paxton's quarters are more substantial than the Guardians'.  His quarters are made for two, a kitchen off of a living area, another room for toilet and shower and finally his bedroom. During the war, there was the occasional laughter and smiles within these walls.

      Nakshatra Black was Paxton's wife, they met on a skirmish, and she saved his life. He bought her with him on every skirmish from then on in. And those who form friendships under weapons fire, build a profound and unique bond. Within two years they were married. The top-brass gave the go-ahead to build the Blacks a new accommodation.

      When Paxton started working on the Project Phoenix, which became Project Guardians, she went out to skirmishes without him. He tried to enroll her into the enterprise, but she was strong-minded, she was a Tamil and a warrior. She gave her DNA to the Guardians, yet she wanted to give her life for humanity… and she did.

      Paxton was never downgraded to single quarters; he thought it would come at any time, often he would think that as he sat on his couch listening to the music she recorded. Somehow he never wanted to move, yet it felt more empty than the barren wasteland outside. If he let himself become sentimental, and remember back to the years they passed together; Paxton would understand he's still in grief.

      Maybe when his mind is not so occupied, he'll come to that realisation.

      

      Brrinnnggg – Brrriinnggg…. Paxton snaps from his slumber, thinking the alarm has gone off, he checks the clock… 3 AM… it’s mean to go off at zero five thirty.

      Brrinnnggg – Brrriinnggg…. Paxton realises it's not the alarm, it's the phone by his bed. It rarely goes off; he hopes the Guardians are unharmed or aren't in trouble.

      He smiles at himself thinking these things, the type of things a father thinks.

      He picks up the receiver.

      “Black,” is his opener. A voice on the end of the phone relays to him the information.

      Paxton sits bolt upright, in bed, “Where will it land and when?”

      

      The lights and sirens in the Guardians’ dorm shocked them into life. They hurriedly get ready as Grunt Slave, who is ever ready, shouts instructions. They get their body armour on and make their way to the Vel vault.

      

      The Vel vault has half yawning technicians waiting for the Guardians to enter, performing final checks on the suits.  When the Guardians enter the chambers, the technicians ensure their Vels are on correctly and have no glitches.

      Just as the Guardians go to leave, they're met by a full combat suited Paxton Black, four soldiers and Grunt Chains. Quick salutes are swapped, and the units move out.

      

      In the back of the Paladin, the Guardians, soldiers, and Grunts nestle into their positions. Paxton walks up and down the gangway, checking on everyone. He gives them one last look in the eyes, and if he sees a quavering behind them, he’ll stand the man down.

      "We have a signature. A Large piece landing about one hundred and twenty clicks from here." He shouts out. "I'll keep you informed, as and when. Understood."

      “Yes, sir.” A chorus of replies.

      Paxton takes a security suitcase. He opens it up, inside are four chunks of alien metal. He hands them to the Guardians as he checks they’re strapped in securely. He quietly looks each one in the eyes and repeats the same sentiment.

      “We keep formation, listen to my commands at all times. Listen to Grunt Salve and Chains; they have survived many a skirmish. You will too.”

      Grunts Salve and Chain look to each Guardian in turn, in a strange way they are closer related than a Grunt would be to a man, both genetically enhanced and born womb-less. Salve raises his hand up and gives the Guardians a salute, the kind of gesture that tells them - I got ya.

      Paxton looks to the Soldiers, they’ve done all this before, they’re strapped and ready to roll. Paxton glances at each of them.

      “Parker.”

      He replies “Good to go, Sir.”

      “Stanton”

      He nods. “Sir.”

      “Lambert”

      She replies. “Ready, sir.”

      Paxton looks at the Grunts they're made to be ready. Paxton stands up and screams through to the driver's section.

      "Hit it, Ramirez." The belly of the beast growls as the Paladin’s engines rev. There's a shunt, as they begin to move. Bar, Gunnar, Yennis and Rain, all glance through the slit windows to the outside. All they see is the passing of grey concrete walls of the Bunker, but these were new walls. And that very fact gave them a thrill.

      The drive lasts for a minute before – CLUNK – they’re rocked inside the Paladin’s armour, as they exit for the first time, the Bunker.

      

      The concrete grey walls of the Bunker give way to a dazzling burnt orange landscape, near dead, near uninhabitable, it’s like Dante’s hell.

      The Guardians stare, words tumble from their open mouths.

      “It’s beautiful.” Says Rain.

      “I can see forever.” Gunnar says in wonder.

      “Holy.” Is the one word that Yennis can muster.

      Bar stares on quietly, no words, or thoughts can recreate the nature of his being right now.

      "So you kids are Guardians?" Stanton, a rough veteran, shouts out. The Guardians are too lost in the wonder of emptiness to hear.

      Stanton doesn't like to be ignored; testosterone runs high. Stanton sat opposite Yennis kicks out his boot to hit hers. Yennis looks up, to the annoyed soldier sat opposite her.

      “What makes you so special?” Stanton asks.

      She could have twisted the alien metal; she could have given him on the plethora differing ways she's superior to him mentally and physically; she doesn't. Yennis like the others are bread for battle, and at the first sign of conflict, that genetic imperative prevails. No, Yennis simple stares at Stanton. That cold look, of one who is trained to kill and kill again. Its underpinned with a flash of disdain that a superior may show to questioning inferior.

      Stanton tries to stare back; he attempts to match that look. But he feels… the pinch of fear. He looks away.

      Salve has seen the whole transaction, and his deep bellowed laugh fills the Paladin’s trooper section. He speaks out, without ever looking at Stanton.

      "Don't worry Private; you'll soon see what makes them special." He decides to add a backhanded slap down. "Unless of course they choose to let you die in the skirmish."

      Stanton looks to the Guardians, how can these kids be the saviour of humanity? He looks away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The single piece of Debris is a falling skyscraper; merged human and alien technologies in the stew of the orbiting mayhem. Its mass gains momentum and punches through the layers of atmosphere, heating up the exosphere, agitating the thermosphere until the Debris catches ablaze in the Mesosphere. It scorches a bright burning trail across the sky blue; a scoring that stretches for kilometres. Underneath cutting its own path along the planet below, is the Paladin.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Paxton is sat next to the driver; Ramirez. They both crane their heads to look to the sky, they’re cutting along arid rock, and desert in what seems to be in a race with a chariot from the heavens.

      Ramirez turns to Paxton, “Sir, permission to speak?”

      “Corporal Anthony Ramirez, when we’re on our own, you always have permission to speak," Paxton replies.

      “What if the boys at the observation tower got there sums wrong?”

      Paxton raises an eyebrow; it's a possibility.

      “Then we will burn in the glory of the furnace.”

      That’s not a comfort to Ramirez. Paxton glances to his Corporal; he decides not to leave it hanging.

      “I’ve been involved in dozens of skirmishes, and only one of my transports damaged on the impact. We’ll be fine, Corporal.”

      "Thank you, sir" Ramirez is satisfied, if Paxton says it'll be okay, then his worries are abated.

      Ramirez stares into the desert deep; he's taken ‘on' meds that means he won't need to sleep for the next forty-eight hours. That should be enough to get these men to the resources and get them home.

      

      The Paladin rumbles and shakes on its journey, in the trooper section the soldiers had fallen asleep; the Guardians are staring out the window, to what could be viewed as the same strip of land over and over, while the Grunts were amped and ready.

      Rain leans over to Gunnar. “Gunnar. Are you scared?”

      “Scared?”

      “Yes.”

      "Me scared?" Gunnar puts too much effort into his bravado. "Scared of what?"

      "Scared that I won't be there to save you. Ha!" Yennis interrupts. Gunnar leans over and thumps her on the shoulder.

      She rubs it, imitating it hurt.

      Rain continues. "I'm nervous that when we get out there, that one of us won't come back."

      “As long as we’re together, that’s never going to happen.” Gunnar replies.

      “Well one of us isn’t together.” Yennis nods to Bar.

      Bar is staring out the window; it looks as if he's searching the far reaches of space, and all the while he's humming. Humming the Alien tune.

      “Bar, what you doing!?”

      Bar is transiting from one world to another.

      Yennis kicks out – thud. “Bar.”

      Bar’s intent is snatched back to the moment

      “Eh. What?”

      “What were you doing?” Yennis asks.

      “Yeah, you were singing or something.” Gunnar chimes in.

      Rain looks at Bar. She’s heard him hum that tune before, and have an almost absented mindedness about him. Bar looks to Rain. “You were.”

      Bar tries to recollect. He then speaks… “I was seeing into the forever.”

      The Guardians didn’t understand.

      Bar opens up his hand, “And it’s right here in my palm.”

      “You need to get into a skirmish Bar. You’re losing it.” Yennis says; half in jest.

      Paxton enters into the trooper’s section.

      The Guardians and Grunts snap to seated attention and salute. Paxton salutes, he then boots Private Parker awake. Parker snaps to attention and wakes the other soldiers.

      Now Paxton has the full attention of his men.

      “People, for those who have been in a resource run, you know what’s coming next.” The Grunts, Parker and Stanton nod – yes.

      "For those who haven't experienced it, what is coming up, is the seismic response to the impact," Paxton says.

      Stanton trying to rile Yennis imitates a big explosion with his hands, whilst puffing his cheeks and forcing air past his lips. Yennis sticks her tongue out at him.

      “We call it ‘The Rodeo.'" Paxton says. "It's a real bone shaker… Before the countdown begins, you’ll need to put your ears on.” Paxton points to the ear protectors that hang near the seats. He walks in between the two rows of seats and points to the leather straps; two for each seat. “And believe me it is best you brace yourself, no lose arms or legs.” Paxton demonstrates with his arms crossing his body; he then points to footholds in the floor. “Am I clear?”

      “Yes, Sir.” The crew of the Paladin shout.

      “And if you’ve bought your gum shields, I would use those also.” Paxton hands each Guardian a gum shield; they slip them in. The Soldiers follow suit, whilst the Grunts don’t.

      Shutters slam over the slit windows that adorn the Paladin.

      Ramirez calls out. “Sir, we have ten till impact!”

      Paxton busies himself. “When we get near the impact we will feel it, the closer we get, the quicker we will get to it."

      Ramirez calls out the countdown. "10… …9."

      “Right put your ears on.” The soldiers take their protectors and put it on their head. The Grunts don’t need to.

      “8… …7”

      Paxton looks to the Guardians. “Put your ears on.” Metal flows up their neck and covers their ears, Paxton wasn’t expecting that. He gives the thumbs up.

      He gestures for everyone to brace themselves.

      “6… …5”

      He sees they’re ready. “God be with you.” Paxton makes his way into the cockpit of the Paladin. Ramirez has stopped the vehicle and is pulling down a shutter over the windows.

      “4… …3”

      Ramirez and Paxton put on their ear protection and brace themselves.

      “2...”

      “…1…”

      Then there is a silence, each and every person in the Paladin could hear their own breath echoing through their head. Feel their racing hearts beat against their ear protectors. Their hands squeezed knuckled-white on the straps as they brace themselves; cross-armed.

      The air is electric with anticipation.

      Some have their eyes clenched closed; others have theirs darting from person to person. It seems like it would never come…

      …but it does…

      …in an unexpected silence… Pure white, like the spreading of Angel’s wings, bleaches through the shutters, as if its brilliance will not be denied.  Even in the armoured shell of the Paladin, the Guardians had to look away.

      Paxton grabs Ramirez and calls out. “Here comes the wave!”

      

      KAAABBBOOOOOMMMM – A distant deafening thunderclap of an irrepressible force being smashed into motionlessness, the kinetic energy had to go somewhere. First it was the blinding light. Then it was the sound…. Next comes the churning of matter as the impact reaches out from its epicentre.

      The ground is liquefied and is a crashing tsunami as if a deity had stamped a thunderous foot into the planet's crust. The rolling wave of bedrock, boulders, stones, pebbles, crash over each other in a vain attempt to escape the crater that is being formed. In its path, a faded silver spec against a wash of red rock is the Paladin. Dust and dirt start to agitate to life, around its metallic shell, as the wave closes in.

      

      The Paladin feels the rumble, which quickly tilts to a roar as if sound itself had submitted to the thunderclap of heaven's fall. All they can do is wait, hold on and pray… Pray that they make it through the next thirty seconds of the hell’s reign, as they stare into the sweet dark oblivion that the abyss offers.

      Teeth clench against mouth guards.

      Arms tighten across bodies.

      Heads tilt, partly in prayer, partly in bracing for impact.

      Bar takes one last deep breath.

      An inhalation as if it is the last breath he may harvest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Then.

      

      It.

      

      Hits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      In the tectonic typhoon there is no up, no down, as unseen; yet felt forces, wrangle for supremacy. Gravity surrenders its purpose, as the meteoric impact of the Debris supersedes its attraction. The pull from the curvature of time-space becomes a whisper that prostrates to the roar of the Colossus.

      Those that burn bright burn quick, yet right now the quakes blaze all so bright; as the eclipsed gravity bides its time.

      The Paladin is caught in the rolling cyclone of earth. It's a spiralling barrel, which presses its contents firmly against its walls as if attempting to spew it out. Its armour is pummelled by a billion tiny fists of rock; its weapon mount is ripped from its hull. It bounces, rolls and thuds as if the very ground it impacts was made of rubber.

      Paxton and his men are crashed against their seats and crushed under centrifugal forces; Bar opens his eyes, he sees the soldiers are blacking out, blood is drawn away from their brains. The Guardians hearts engine their blood around their body as the G-forces kick in, amplifying their weight past four, five, six times, the soldiers blackout, their bodies flop, ragged rag dolls, shaken into subconscious. Eight ‘Gs’ and eight times body mass, Bar sees the Grunts’ consciousness, beginning to ebb.

      Bar looks across to the Guardians who are all alert, teeth gritted and bodies tightly wrapped in their arms.

      Bar calls out, “WE’RE GOING TO BE OKAY.”

      He doesn’t know if he has been heard.

      He too feels the grasp of the black beguiles him into its slumber. First, his vision fades, then hearing becomes a misty mix of sounds, and just as he feels the surrender as the tides of Black pull him in. It’s a beautiful contrast to the violently crashing internals of the Paladin.

      He plummets into its eternality, void of fear, feelings, and awareness…

      

      Nothingness reigns.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Bar awakes to a dream, as he comprehends understandings that the waking mind cannot conceive. The fallacy of duality, separateness; not just as space is to space, but time is to time. Each and every moment, share the same moment; as matter shares the same space.

      

      Bar’s hand comes into view against an inky black, its vivid, detailed. Every aspect about its contours screams to him… he hears their cadence, and it beckons him into a dream submerged in a dream. His hand is no longer a hand; it is a song, a song of vibration. Bar is tilted on the chasm of comprehension, and all he needs to do is let go. To let go and fly through the doors of perception, to the realm beyond the fifth dimension.

      He witnesses its essence… Vibrational frequency.

      He whispers intimately with the mechanics of matter.

      To fully grasp the mettle of its meaning, he needs to let go, to stride over the threshold of the orthodox and let his nature be that of a mystic, and surrender into the absolute.

      He needs to become the realm, not just see it.

      “Bar.” Comes the calling, from an unknown source.

      

      
        
        “Wake up.”

      

        

      
        Then he remembers – The Paladin.

      

        

      
        “Come on, son.”

      

      

      Father is calling.

      His friends a wait.

      Bar knows, all he has learned here will be stored behind the veil of his own unknown. Regardless of that, he stirs to wake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Bar’s eyes open to Colonel Paxton Black’s blurred figure standing over him. Bar’s in spinning disorientation. How can the Colonel be standing over him?

      As the disorientation dilutes, he also sees the Guardians standing over him. He completely comes to; he realises the Paladin is on its side, and his seat is now parallel with the ground beneath.

      Bar stretches his eyes wide open and shakes his head.

      “Trust you to grab an extra twenty winks.” Gunnar unclips bar from his restraints. Yennis gives her his hand and hoists him up.

      “You okay?” Rain asks.

      Bar flexes his neck, shoulders, and back. "I think so." He looks around. "How's everyone else?"

      He’s met with nods. They’re fine.

      Bar sees Grunt Salve and Chain are not in their seats. “Where is Grunt Sal-?” He can feel the tilting of the Paladin, as it’s pushed back onto its wheels. Gunnar and Yennis grab onto support and grab hold of Paxton, as the vehicle falls back on its tyres.

      THUD

      They’ve reset their position.

      Ramirez comes into the trooper section from the cockpit; he wakes the soldiers. First Stanton, then Lambert, they're groggy but good to go.

      "Sir," Ramirez calls to Paxton. "We've lost Parker." Paxton turns to Ramirez, he shakes his head and gestures it's a broken neck.

      "Shit." Paxton is angry. "Some idiot at the Observatory gave us the wrong calculations. We were way too close to the blast zone… I'll have them cleaning filtration units for the next six months." In the Bunker, there was the brig, for misdemeanours; lateness, rudeness, tardiness. Any serious crime was met with cleaning detail, in the bowels of the Bunker beast. Cleansing the air purification plant, repossessing the waste of personnel for recycled energy, water, and nutrients. It's the worst possible conditions to work in, and those who serve time in those areas, rarely offend again. And if they do, there’s the cells, the place once resides before facing an execution.

      The Guardians stare at Parker’s limp frame. This was the first dead human they’d seen.

      “Wasn’t there something we could have done?” Yennis ventures.

      Paxton pats her shoulder. “It could have been any of us.”

      “But-”

      “-Yennis, we all die, I want you to focus on living.” It partly comes from fatherly love and partly from a commander getting his soldiers to focus.

      She nods in understanding.

      “We need to move on.” Paxton encourages.

      Grunt Salve and Chain enter the vehicle, squeezing their hulking mass through the door.

      Paxton looks to Ramirez.

      “Let’s get going, no time to waste.”

      Ramirez heads to the cockpit, within a moment the gentle thrum of a running engine can be felt. Paxton looks to Parker’s dead body.

      “Stanton and…” Paxton looks to the Guardians. “…Bar. De-rig Parker, and put his body in the holding section. The rest of you get your wits about you, check equipment is working, as we’re an hour away from our D.P.”  Paxton leaves for the cockpit.

      Bar looks to Stanton. “D.P?”.

      "Drop point," is Stanton's reply.

      Lambert checks her weapons are functioning. The Grunts and remaining Guardians do the same.

      Bar is with Stanton, removing armour, weapons, ammo, and clothing from Parker.

      "Do we take everything off?" Bar asks. Stanton meets it with a cold but not callous.

      "Well, he ain't gonna need it any longer." Bar is surprised by the response. Stanton stops. “Look, you have to understand, we could get into a skirmish in any moment, we cannot afford to get emotional right now.”

      They strip Parker naked and store all his affects. Bar notices a tattoo on Parker's shoulder; it's a simple name.

      Rose

      “Who do you think that is?” Bar asks Stanton.

      “It’s none of my business kid.” He replies. “Folks leave us, or we leave folks, that’s all this damn war is.”

      Bar understands a war-torn spirit cannot afford to mingle with sentimentalities; as your looming mortality is ever present.

      

      Bar checks through his Vel, he initiates the H.U.D. Bar scans the room, measurements, distances, compounds and life forms all register. It flickers… Bar smacks his hand against the side of his helmet. It comes back into focus.

      He looks around the Paladin. Human, human, Grunt, Grunt, Guardian, Guardian, Guardian. He waves his hand in front of his face; the H.U.D details its movement, trajectory, speed. Bar tests his metal as the other Guardians do, shield, gun, various shapes. They're watched in muted fascination by Grunt Chains and the two soldiers.

      They test their Vels weapons platforms; they pulse into life, miniature missiles, shoulder mounted plasma pistols, flip from its back container to track up to a Guardian’s shoulder.

      Bar checks his power output; he sees his energy levels are at 72%...

      “Power rating check.” He asks.

      “88” Replies Yennis.

      "87," Says Gunnar.

      “87” Rain shouts out.

      They look to Bar. “72… I have a problem.”

      "Keep an eye on it Bar and keep us informed," Yennis says with authority. "Keep it simple and Rain, you stick with Bar."

      “Copy.” Rain replies.

      They all put each their hands on each other’s shoulders. “Born for battle, bred for war.” They say as a chant.

      

      Paxton is next to Ramirez, the buckled shutters, beaten by the impact storm, only moves halfway up the windscreen. Ramirez cranes his neck as he drives.

      Paxton sits quietly.

      Ramirez stews on thoughts. "I knew Parker for a while; he is… was a good kid."

      Paxton "One day when this war is over, they'll be room in this world for ‘good kids.'"

      "I hope so, Sir," Ramirez replies. He's still mentally unsettled. “Permission to ask a question, Sir?”

      “Granted.”

      “Do you think these kids can win us the war?”

      “We sure ain’t gonna win the war without them.” Is Paxton’s muted response.  Ramirez pushes the Paladin to its top speed over the uneven rags of terrain.

      

      Piercing the horizon is a jagged metallic mountain puncturing the sky. Ramirez spots it.

      “12 O’clock, sir.”

      Paxton looks through the window, to the edifice that blights the heavens. “When we get out.” Paxton turns to Ramirez with instructions. “I want you to prep the Buster.” Ramirez nods.

      After every skirmish, either side will use a scorched earth policy, of taking resources and destroying the remaining Debris. This is a war of attrition, and the slightest advantage to either side would mean death to the other.

      
        
        They career closer to their goal.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      As Bar stared at the inside wall of the Paladin, many things race through his mind. Too many moments, too many voices for him to hear a distinct thread, but he knew, they were all thinking about the outside world as well.  The Guardians, soldiers, and Grunts wait to exit the Paladin.

      Bar looks across to the other Guardians; he sees the etched excitement on their features, they feel it too. The Paladin slows.

      

      The Paladin brakes to a stop, on the flat red bedrock that's the base of a steaming crater. It parks on the sloping shade cast by the fallen Debris; as if it were scaling its shadowy heights. The Paladin’s back door cracks open, like a drawbridge to another world.

      Out pour the Grunts, the soldiers; They adopt positions, alert, weapons drawn, with backs against the Paladin. They’re scanning for the enemy.

      There are none.

      “Clear.” Shouts Salve.

      Paxton marches down the open doorway followed by the Guardians. He strides with purpose; this is what he does best.

      

      Bar in his journey had traded the confines of the Bunker, for the limits of the Paladin. Now as he emerges from the Paladin, he knows the next prevailing moments could be fraught with conflict. As he prowls down the doorway of the Paladin; his Vel’s weapons platforms primed, his H.U.D relaying to him information. He can't help but drink in the sweet expanse of the vistas that lay before him. A flat, smooth ground that stretches to the ridge of a crater, the broken horizon of unpredictable hues and aspects. If this were the last thing he would see, it’s the most beautiful.

      Paxton senses the Guardians’ distractions. He barks. “Invaders could be around any corner. They’ll probably watching us now.” It’s all that’s needed, their years of military indoctrination, blazes away any possible distractions.

      The Guardians move as a unit around Paxton.

      Ramirez stands in the doorway; he doesn't leave the Paladin, as he watches his companions peel away from the safety of the vehicle. Paxton calls out to him.

      “Throw an eye in the sky, on shepherd protocol.”

      Ramirez nods. He calls out. “Happy hunting.”

      He closes the back door; it too is slightly buckled from the impact storm. He enters the cockpit and opens a panel, it has screens on, each screen shows footage from the soldier’s chest cam. Underneath this panel is a control port. He flicks it on, the sound of shutter across the back of the Paladin grinds open, and another screen shows another view, one that floats in the air raising up from the back of the Paladin and following the troops.

      It’s a drone. Its software recognises the troops, Ramirez hits another switch, and now the drone automatically follows his compatriots and gently circles their area.

      Ramirez enters the trooper section of the Paladin, underneath the seats in the trooper section there’s a draw. Inside is a suitcase-sized piece of hardware, with smooth contours and a control pad on the front. Written in Pen across its chassis is the word.

      “Krakatoa”

      Ramirez is humoured. He begins to engage the device.

      

      The Grunts are on point, as the troops make their way to the Debris. Over 50,000 tons of spaceship has punctured the crust of the planet. It's a smouldering statue in remembrance of a long-fought war. It casts a stretched shadow that they walk into.

      The air has a warm sensual feel to it. The soldiers walk forward in silence, the only noise is the gentle breeze whistling through the Debris, the cautious boot-falls crunching through dirt, and the gentle hum of the drone overhead.

      Bar notices the metallic cliff face, sprouting out of dirt, is a warped vision of human and alien technologies. He feels the chill of the shade, as the edifice blots out the sun. His mind recognises that the night’s chill, in the outside world would bite to the bone, and gnaw the marrow.

      Paxton and his troops crouch down to survey the Debris. To ensure it’s free from ambush.

      

      Paxton points out. “Look, collisions in space, cause our ships to merge with the invaders. Some of it is useful, most of it is not.”

      Bar's H.U.D registers many differing materials. He thinks he spots something; from a sense, he doesn't quite understand.

      Bar raises his visor.

      Paxton notices.

      “Bar?”

      Bar points to a single vein of silky sheen of memetic metal, permeating the hull of the ship as if its finding root.

      “Metal.”

      Paxton looks through his rifle’s lens. He focuses in… It’s Metal alright.

      “Good spot.”

      Paxton signals – move out… The troops scurry to their prize, weapons ready, intent singularly focused.

      

      Paxton wraps his knuckles on the hull of the ship – pang - pang - it sounds like a drum of distant thunder.

      Gunnar monkeys Paxton – pang – pang – Yennis smacks his hand, she gestures – Focus.

      Paxton reads the words on the ship’s hull, out loud.

      “The Independence.”  He turns to the troops. “They’ll be on us any moment, the first order of requisition, take as much alien tech as possible, that way we can bleed them-”

      -Paxton stops mid-sentence, years of experience tells him something is wrong. His glare gravitates into the distance. Bar follows Paxton’s eye line. Bar’s genetic antenna can feel it too…

      “They’re here.”

      The moment takes a breath…

      The moment exhales…

      The moment ends.

      Mayhem.

      “Contact.” Shouts Paxton.

      PFFFT-PFFFT-PFFFT – Lambert screams as she’s lanced with a crystal shard, and pinned to the hull of the ship. She aims her rifle in, what she hopes, is the direction of the enemy.

      Muzzle flares of spewed projectiles.

      "Move. Move. Move." Paxton screams the troops break for cover; blossoming fragments, that find purchase behind, rocks, boulders. The rent of air left by each shard – PFFFFT – PFFFFT – Fills the atmosphere with whispers of death.

      

      Grunt Salve marches into the raging crystal storm. From his hip, a chained coil rifle with magnetic rails that accelerates along its length tungsten projectiles; repeatedly scattering. Tat – tat – tat – tat – tat.

      Grunt Salve feels the gentle pop of penetration, as a foreign purple cone penetrates his leg. He glances down and slides it out. He knows he's going to feel it after the adrenaline wears off, yet as the weapons-fire populates the air around him, he knows that’s a long time away.

      A chorus of sounds beat across the battleground, some the short punch of weapons fire, some screaming, and shouting of communication.

      Paxton and Bar are side by side, behind a jutting rock. Shattered crystals fall like diamond-dust confetti around them. Paxton glances to Bar, though Bar isn’t showing it, he’s panicked. Bar who's usually in a contained, restrained environment is let loose into the unknown unpredictables; he feels he's not in control.

      “Sir, sir I cannot locate them.”

      Paxton places his hand on his shoulder, as to reassure him, and glances up to the searching drone cutting its way through the skys. “They'll show themselves, son. It's OK; you were born for this, to fight the invaders. Breath, just breath.”

      Bar gulps in breaths of munitions scented air. He looks across to the other Guardians, Gunnar and Rain are together, Stanton and Yennis are behind cover. They too are unsure of where to vent their frustrations.

      Grunt Chains runs out to Salve, with large plasma repeater slung under his arm, spitting its white-hot venom.

      Ramirez radios through. “Hostiles, quadrant four, 120 metres.”

      Paxton signals to the other troopers, the direction of the enemies. He splays his hand, they know that means to spread out and flank.

      Paxton looks to Bar. “Just do what comes naturally.”

      Bar peels away from cover, the metal on his arm morphs to a rifle. He glances to the horizon. His H.U.D registers, breaking from cover and heading towards them are four Xaionta in demonic looking armour laying down blankets of crystal projectiles. Behind them, waiting to wreak havoc and let slip into battle, are two rabid, baying Hunters.

      Bar’s H.U.D labels them as Invaders. A tranquillity washes over him; he becomes a passenger in his genetically enhanced carriage. He effortlessly bounds into battle, next to him is Rain. In that moment they glance at each other. Smile; this is freedom. They gracefully dance through the shards, they know the source of their individual journeys, to calculate its trajectory is left to instinct.  They lock onto their requisitioned targets and unleash a volley of rolling thunder, as missiles launch from their Vels.

      

      The Xaionta are superior also, they move with unnerving speed, the Metal warps around them, deflecting projectiles, absorbing energy.

      There’s an impasse as they restrain the oncoming attack. One Xaionta clicks and screeches, the Hunters respond and breaks loose.

      They become, meat missiles of sprinting sinew, their dripping fangs circumference their dark maws. Their targets, the two Grunts.

      

      Stanton is overwhelmed by the situation; his helmet has moved up his head, he falls into the dirt, then feels a firm grasp on his collar, as he's lifted to his feet.

      Stanton glances up to Yennis; like an angel of death stands above him. He mumbles a prayer, not for himself, but for those that this angel wishes ill-intent upon.

      “Behind me soldier.” She cries.

      He follows her.

      

      Gunnar grabs hold of the shard that has Lambert pinned to the hull of the ship.

      “It’s no good.” She cries.

      “Shut up.”

      Gunnar grits his teeth, and starts to pull at the purple lance holding her up. To Lambert, it looks like time itself had whispered in Gunnar’s ear. As he raises his arm behind his head, and a metal shield envelops them, for life claiming shards to shatter against its surface.

      “How did you know?”

      Gunnar plucks the shard from the hull and slides its purple shaft from her shoulder.

      Gunnar looks to Lambert.

      "Know what?" Gunnar sprays a foam in her wound, a temporary measure to disinfect and stop her bleeding out.

      “About the shards?”

      “I just let things take care of themselves.”

      Lambert rests behind cover as Gunnar bounds into battle.

      

      Paxton has his sniper pulse rifle, tucked into his shoulder. His cheek is cradled in the weapons recess, as his vision skewers the lens to rest upon a charging Hunter. It is headed on a collision course with Grunt Salve; it has the insatiable lust for blood. Paxton breaths in, locking the air into his diaphragm, it's a firm foundation from which to aim. His finger caresses the trigger, and with a gentle squeeze that's not initiated, it just happens.

      The trigger depresses till… Boom… a report.

      The smoking muzzle kickbacks and arcs skyward, as if saluting the final moments of its prey.

      Paxton watches the Hunter jolt to the punch of his shot, it skids headlong, tumbles as dwindling momentum drags it to a friction-filled stop.

      

      The Xaionta are pushed back, in a situation where they would succeed, in sheer strength, technology, they're now overrun. Paxton knows this is due to the Guardians.

      

      Grunt Chains’ plasma weapon’s ceramic and metallic hull, is pierced by a shard; from a Xaionta rifle. He tries firing, and all he gets is a fizzled whine.

      He sees a Hunter charging at him, he throws down his weapon.

      Chains draws out a long blade; he calls ‘Sabre's tooth.'

      Chains roars as he freight-trains the oncoming beast.

      Their mounds of muscle impacts.

      SMASH

      Jagged teeth tear into flesh, as spittle and crimson merge.

      A glinting keen blade repeatedly punches its slotted passage into a soft, yielding mass.

      It’s a fast, vicious, brutal face-to-face war. Where a momentary lack of conviction, leads to ignominious unbridled throes of death.

      

      From being pressed back, the Xainto begin to fall. Paxton views his creations, bringing their weapons to bare and laying down their own particular brand of destruction. The Xaionta, frantic in their actions, have met more than their match.

      "Keep it up," Paxton screams.

      The Guardians outflank the Xainto; they're caught in a cascading crossfire; with no means of escape.

      One by one they fall;

      till none remain.

      Then there is the quiet, the absence of gunfire, of screaming. Just the bellowed exhalation, as an expression of exertion. Just the breath, then the realisation.

      

      “We won!” Rain growls.

      The Guardians cheer.

      “Did we just kick arse or what?” Yennis shouts, while she punches the air.

      Their weapons merge back into their Vels. They feel the post-adrenaline tremors burrow through their bodies. Each passes a look of uncertain glory to the other.

      They trade smiles.

      

      As Paxton congratulates his students, Salve stands over the shallow breathing husk of the Hunter. Under its mass, he can see Chains' arm, with blooded blade in hand.

      Salve scoops underneath the Hunter and thrusts his legs. With effort, he rolls the beast off his friend. The mottled flesh of Grunt Chains, is ribboned and ragged, hanging from bone. Dark red seeps through the lacerated ravines. Chains is pitted with scales, from the Hunter’s back.

      Salve nods. He understands and accepts.

      Salve peels his friend’s hand off his blade… ‘Sabre’s tooth.’  He looks to the Hunter, who’s blinking eye, weeping clouded goo looks directly at him. The Hunter takes short stabbing throaty breathes; it knows this ends soon.

      Salve take's his friends blade, and plunges it deep into the chest of the Hunter; its curved, razor tip pierces its heart. The Hunter’s eyes stretch open, and they both share a weighty stare, before the beast’s gaze fades.

      

      "Grunt Salve." Paxton summons Salve over.

      He sees the Guardians and two soldiers waiting; they seem in jubilant mood.

      Paxton gives a little speech, “I have never witnessed so few of us, overcoming such odds, with so few casualties.” Paxton looks to Salve. Salve nods – I’m okay.

      “First we will collect the metal of those dead invaders. Then we go into the Debris and get resources.”

      A collective “Sir.” Is what he’s met with.

      Paxton tries to put things into historic perspective.

      “Mankind will remember you, this battle, under the ship Independence; for independence.”

      

      Bar is in that moment after the moment, where the release of tension ebbs through his body, he feels joy, a connection to his fellow Guardians, he's sure they all feel it too. Surviving in a life or death situation is its own greatest reward.

      And then his world turns; a jarring shift on its axis.

      He hears the sound… Schhhtickk… and Rain in whispered surprise.

      "Oh, my.”

      There she is, his closest friend, confidant, a fellow Guardian, with a crystal shard protruding from her shoulder. Rain’s face pales, crimson seeps from the wound, down her punctured Vel. She looks at Bar, who’s locked in horror.

      “Rain.” He whispers as she collapses.

      “Take cover!” Paxton, responds quicker than anyone else, grabs Rain and pulls her into cover.  Bar doesn’t take cover, the volcanic rage that’s rampaging through his body, won’t let him. He’s bolt upright, his H.U.D slides into place, he ignores the fact he only has 47% of power remaining. Registered on the H.U.D, in the distance, is an ‘Invader.’

      Bar’s passion erupts, his Metal shifts to a pistol and he breaks formation.

      The other Guardians, look to Rain and Bar.

      Yennis and Gunnar have their H.U.Ds slide into place, they’re going to pursue the invader also.

      "Nobody move!" Paxton barks, and like leashes snapping around their necks the Guardians jerk to a halt. Except for Bar. His mind is filled with the chase, revenge and to exact bloody murder on those who would hurt his kind.

      Paxton calls over his comms.

      “Bar, get back here, that’s an order.”

      “I’ve got it, father.” Bar glides gracefully past the crystal spikes that puncture the air around him.

      The Xaionta stops shooting; it registers that Bar, is more than a human, more than a Grunt. The Xaionta stands still, Bar skids to a stop, to slip into a world of two, him and the invader. He's stood on one side of that world, while his nemesis waits on the other side.

      Bar through curled lips, grunts. “What you waiting for?”

      Over his comms, Paxton calls. Bar ignores it; it's a voice from another place.

      The Xaionta fractures their accord and runs. Bar won't relinquish the weighted animosity that settles in his belly; he gives chase.

      

      The Xaionta’s four craned, sharp limbs, stab into the dirt. It moves at a pace, as the metallic points ching-ching-ching-ching-ching scuttle against rock.

      As the alien gains momentum, in its blind run, any possibility of escape is ransacked from its grasp. It’s like a psychic sucker punch to its soul. The barbed feet, skid, and furrow in the dirt, as the Xaionta stops at a ravine’s edge… the invader looks over the lip, to a plummeting probable death.

      It instinctively raises its arm, as Bar’s shots ting-ting-ting ricochet of its domed surface.

      

      Bar instilled with genetically fuelled hate, his veins filled with pulsating adrenaline, is in a blind fury. All other things are cast aside, for the first time Bar feels… rage.

      Bar’s hurtling mass collides with the alien, as Metal strikes Metal and mass compounds mass, giving it a spurt of unwanted momentum. The alien staggers, and titters on the edge of emptiness.

      It falls.

      Bar feels a moments relief, as silence of the stilted-savannah is all that remains, the sun chases the shadows to the horizon. The moment is snatched from him…

      

      …He feels his own centre jolted forward, he too is listless in the empty, as the falling alien snatches Bar over the edge, to join it in its perilous plunge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen
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      The turbulence of descent

      harasses the two, twisting, twirling,

      falling bodies.

      Thrusting them together,

      and tearing them apart,

      in the same sweep.

      In a corkscrewing conflict,

      they plunge in a writhing weightless

      wrangle.

      

      THUD – They ricochet off the sheered cliff face.

      
        
        CLANG – Metal clashes with Metal.

      

      

      
        
        BOOM – Aimless weapons report.

      

      

      CRACK – The Vel’s armour shatters against a jutting elbow of the cliff.

      

      
        
        They spiral in space.

        The intimate engagement, bearing into the deep.

        Adversary unto adversary.

        A blazing exchange.

        There’s more fear that the act of the kill will be snatched away by a plummet to death, than for death itself.

      

      

      Bar’s visor cracks.

      

      The Xaionta’s armour warps.

      

      He can see beyond the Xaionta to the ground chasing up to them; it looks flat, mirrored.
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        The Xaionta, warps Metal around Bar’s throat.

        Gone, are the tactics.

        Departed, the strategy.

        Years of training evaporate; in the heat of hate, they radiate.

        It’s primal.

        Basal.

        Harkening to an era, long surpassed by evolution.

        The lust for blood is greater than the need for life.

      

      

      

      Bar spots the looming press of the earth below.

      He grabs the Xaionta, using his hand, shoulders, and hips.

      He twists it between him and the ascending below.

      
        
        The wind, hacks and pulls as it rushes past.

      

        

      
        He braces.

      

        

      
        For.

      

        

      
        Impact.
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        Their bodies punch into shallow waters, that punches back with a thousand watery fist

        Their descent is dragged by resistance.
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        Their bodies punch into the hard bedrock below. It punches back with a large stone fist…

      

      

      

      It beckons; The Black.

      

      The Black answers its call.

      
        
        …

        ..

        Black.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Colonel Paxton Black has eyes on Bar; who as just departed in hot pursuit of the enemy.

      “Return to formation.” He screams through the comm.

      “Bar!”

      Yennis pulls the shard from Rain’s shoulder she grits her teeth, as her nerve endings fire up. Yennis goes to spray foam in the wound, Rain snatches.

      “I’ll do it. I’ll do it.”

      Rain administers the spray into her wound; it numbs the burning.

      Salve nods to the soldiers; they make their way into the metallic mountain of resources. Grunt Salve is used to loss, he's become absent to the pain, he knows time in the wasteland is fleeting, and soon, others will come.

      

      The Guardians, stand next to Paxton. They watch as Bar races towards the Xaionta.

      Frustration alchemises to horror, as the wintry lacerations of loss pierce to the marrow.

      Bar falls over the edge of a Ravine.

      Paxton whispers…

      “…No…”

      He steps forward and stares to the bottomless horizon. As if in the hope that Bar will crawl his way to the top.

      Paxton stands stranded, as far from his past as he is from his future.

      “Bar’s gone.” Rain is distraught.

      Paxton comes to a resolution; he also knows that the race in the wasteland is one against the clock. He turns to the Guardians, not giving away any part of himself.

      “Get the Metal from the bodies, and help Ramirez with a Buster.”

      Paxton marches through them; they momentarily are tethered to the horizon, until one by one, they turn away and follow their father. Yennis… Gunnar… Rain still stares.

      "Rain, let's go." Yennis words prod Rain into movement.

      They march off, but their thoughts of Bar cement their psyches to the scar in the earth that has swallowed him whole.
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        * * *

      

      Paxton stares off into the distance. Behind him, the Guardians, the remaining soldiers, and Grunt Salve leave the spaceship.

      Grunt Salve approaches Paxton... Paxton notices and speaks.

      “The Guardians were kept from any human tech, databases?”

      "Yes, Sir. We acquired resources, sir." Salve holds up a large case; it's no doubt filled with needed tech.

      “…But at what cost? ” Paxton asks the universe.

      Salve cannot answer because he does not understand.

      “Grunt Salve.”

      “Sir.”

      “Bring the Buster from the Paladin.”

      “Sir.”

      “And Salve.”

      Grunt Salve turns to his Colonel. “You and Grunt Chains did your kind proud today.” Grunt Salve nods. Platitudes don’t satisfy him, just the battle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Bar is half floating, half sinking in the shallow wash. Water ripples off his outline, into its own expanse.

      Bar’s eyes slide open, and through shattered-visor views, is the figure of the fading sun descend in its collision course with the horizon.

      All is at peace.

      Till…

      Bar snaps too.

      He sits up… Splash… he’s half submerged in cold water.

      Bar remembers, he just survived an attack from an Invader. The broken Vel hangs off him like metallic rags, as he wades on all fours to the shore.

      He breaks onto the shore, away from the wet.

      And now, he must stand.

      It’s always been easy before, yet now, now it’s a colossal task.

      Bar looks around, he sees a mound of rock, he crawls to it and scales its hump. He staggers to standing. Parts of his armour fall off; to clatter on the stone. His face pressed against the mound, he sees the wetness run off of him. Each drip darkens the rock with speckles, in the wake of its passaging drizzle. Bar looks at the mound; it looks as if the rock itself is weeping.

      Scarred across the mound, are shallow grooves, it looks like an arrow pointing.  Bar slowly looks in the direction of the arrow. He sees, a thin carved channel on the other side of the ravine; that could be his chance to get out of here.

      He glances back to the arrow in the rock.

      Was this meant for him?

      Is someone watching him?

      Bar glances around, there’s the sheer cliff from which he descended. He looks to the lips of the surrounding ravine; it's like a gaping tectonic mouth that's swallowed him whole.  He glances back to the thin carved etching in the rock.

      Bar press his comms button. “Father, over.” He waits, all he hears is the hissing of dead space. “Sir.” He glances to the sky as if he’s hoping to see the radio waves bounce across the heavens. “Colonel Paxton? ... Over.”… Hisssssssss… Bar clenches his fist around his frustration.

      He should have never have broken formation.

      Gone rogue.

      He should have-

      -Wait…

      

      Bar spots a shimmering undulation in the water. His thoughts stop.

      The wave moves; it's the invader.

      Instilled with a new vigour; the vapour of hate, Bar rips off his visor and breaks into a hobbled jog toward his enemy.

      His jog becomes a sprint as he sees the enemy start to stand.

      Bar’s legs crash through the wash, his Metal becomes a sword on his arm.

      Through gritted teeth, he spits “Invader.”

      He thinks of Rain, the pain on her face, he’s not sure if she’s alive or dead.

      He snatches his hand around the groggy alien’s small crest, and bodily drags it into shallow water. It flails, and Bar stamps his booted foot on its chest, pinning it down. He raises his sword.

      “Kill the invaders!” is his battle cry.

      His body stretches its sinew to the limits of its reflex arc, it then snaps into sharp contraction, arcing down the blade. The blade’s sharp tip accelerates, it’s impetus incises the outer layer of armour, it submits to the driven razor-peaked-point.

      Kkriinnnggg.

      Then something unexpected follows, as the Xaionta armour, cracks, sparks and begins to unravel. Intricate layers blossom like fractal flowers, splaying oblique in an ever-widening aperture. This suit is mostly made from non-memetic materials.

      Bar’s sword -schtick- morphs to a gun, he’s ready to relieve the Xaionta of its life, by depriving it of its head. The doorway is nearly open, as the armour’s jagged teeth widen… till…

      “Come on!”

      He’s just about to shoot…

      Then…

      Bar physically stammers, stunned stone still. A heady brew pollutes his senses; the unexpected supervening all expectations leaving surprised-disturbance in its wake.

      Laying inside the flower of the armour, exposed, in exotic tight clothing, clinging to a bluish tinged flesh, is a budding, beautiful seventeen-year-old girl. Her blue, green hair drapes over her piercing green, black eyes; that’s filled with determined belligerence. Her blue lips furl, revealing pearly white teeth. Her lithe figure coils, like a fighting feline.

      “B-b-but.” Bar stammers.

      Not only has the sight of this creature put Bar on the back foot, but there is something all too eerily familiar about her. How can that be? Bar is caught between questioning and knowing, which has left him static.

      The girl looks to the gaping barrel’s black port. She spits in clicks and screeches, she a live one.

      “What are you?” Bar asks, punctuating the moment with a gesture of his pistol.

      She sits up slightly and in pure ferocity screams.

      Bar flinches, she sees her opportunity and snatches at the Metal on his arm. Her hand wraps around the barrel, as her other hand grabs the Metal from her suit.

      Out of their control, flowing across their bodies, like gravity defy liquid. The Metals merge and melts around their hands; it moves; a single silver sleeve enveloping their two limbs.

      Bar and the alien tumble to the ground.

      “Get off.” Bar lashes out she ducks, and spits of clicks and guttural screeches. Bar doesn’t need a translation.

      

      As the Metal melds to their nervous systems, a feedback loop occurs, it mistakes two nervous systems as one. Each nervous system trades information with the next.

      Bar punches the alien - smack - he too feels the sting of his fist on her cheek, as she feels the smack of her cheek on her fist.

      She kicks out - thud – Bar doubles over, winded, she doubles over too.

      She lashes out again, and Bar catches her leg. Their bodies collide together as they wrestle to the floor.

      They roll and twist to end up face to face; he can smell her sweet, musky aroma, her sharp eyes boring through him. Her lips snarl, and she says.

      “Death to the invaders!”

      Bar is stunned. “What did you say?”

      She’s stunned, she understands him too.

      “Death to the invaders.” She repeats.

      “I’m not the invader. You’re the invader.” Bar protests.

      The moments snatched by its heels and dragged through thicketed oblivion. As if struck by a psychic sucker punch to the soul, both Bar and the alien convulse.

      Snapshots of crystalized images smash through Bar's innermost core. Not just snapshots, but fully realised memories, slices of a history he's never seen before.

      Each taste, sound, smell, comes flooding back to a place that it has never been, to settle.

      Synapses are claimed, as these moments from ‘another,' violently assaults his mind. Memories maraud, wave after wave, to pillage, plunder and lay claim to a new home.

      As the two bodies are caught in the one expression, the Metal on their arms begins to whine and moan… it's becoming volatile, it warps, wanes, shimmers and screeches.

      It flops to the floor.

      Bar and the girl stop the involuntary contractions.

      They’re dazed, exhausted, that mist is soon cleared by the screeching call of the Metal.

      Energy courses through it; it’s going to explode.

      Bar and the Girl look to each other.

      They turn and dive for cover.

      Whiiiiiiiiizzzzz… BOOM.
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        * * *

      

      “I know it’s unusual. Just send out two armed recce-patrols." Paxton is in the Paladin rumbling back to the Bunker; he's on the radio. The Paladin is beaten and out of sorts, making it a jarring journey. "I'll send you the coordinates."

      Bump – Paxton catches onto his bent door.

      “Yes, sir.” Replies the operator, she sounds nervous. “I’ll have to clear it with General Silver.”

      Paxton loses it.

      “I’ll damn well clear it, now. Just do it! Out.” He slams down the receiver.

      Paxton glances to Ramirez.

      Ramirez shakes his head. “Desk Jockeys, sir.”

      “They don’t have a clue.” Paxton agrees.

      They both bobble about, as they look out through their broken windscreen.

      Paxton checks his watch – there’s a countdown; 9 minutes 38 seconds and rolling. Paxton had left the Buster, right inside the Debris. Its blast will obliterate and irradiate any useful tech.

      "We'll be well clear of the blast," Ramirez adds.

      “I’m not worried about us, I’m thinking of Bar.”

      Paxton checks a monitor into the trooper’s section. He sees the Gunnar and Yennis are asleep. Rain is awake, she's looking to her wound. Paxton decides to engage with her. Paxton stands, he pats Ramirez on the shoulder; before entering the trooper area.

      

      Rain motions to salute.

      Paxton waves her down. “At ease Guardian.”  He sits down next to her. He checks her wound. “It’s coming along kiddo.”

      “What will happen to Bar, Father?” She replies.

      “I just called in two armed search patrols. Veterans of the wasteland.” He reassures.

      She nods.

      He continues.

      “They’ll sweep-search for Bar." He places an arm around her. "Whatever happens, out there in the wasteland, you soon learn the truth about yourself.”

      He looks her in the eye. “Okay?”

      She nods. “Okay.”

      “Are you okay?”

      She looks to her wound. “Hurts like a son-of-a-bitch," Paxton smirks at the use of language.

      “Yeah, you’re okay.”

      They both stare into the distance.

      

      Two Paladin troop-carriers burst out the Bunker. Each is filled with soldiers and Grunts.

      Leading them is a Grunt with a ‘I’m gonna hurt you’ grimace. A grizzled veteran, scarred, muscled, death follows his wake. This is Grunt Rage, a legend throughout the Bunker as the victor of over twenty skirmishes and survivor of Antelope Canyon offensive. He’s leading the sweep and search, for Bar.
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        * * *

      

      The swirling merry-go-round of the ravine stops. Bar starts to get his bearings; he's on his haunches, his Vel has flaking chunks falling off him. He looks up, and marching towards him, cutting the background with her blue semblance, comes the alien girl.

      Bar motions to speak when -crack-; she drives her foot through his jaw. They’re no longer attached via the Metal; they no longer feel each other's pain.

      Bar’s face impacts on dirt, he spits it out his mouth.

      She stands over him, poised to attack.

      “Who are you, invader!?" She snaps. "How come you speak my language? Is this your plan to defeat us?"

      Bar sits up. He looks at her, and accusingly says.

      "You're speaking my language."

      She takes umbrage.

      She lashes out with her foot, Bar intercepts and sweeps her standing leg -thud- she falls on her rump.

      She springs back to her feet, as Bar rolls to standing.

      They slowly circle each other crab-wise. The twisting-tourniquet of tension between them threatens to snap violently. She leaps towards him, cocking her arm to punch, he dives into her torso in mid-flight and wrestles her to the ground. It'll be a grind to the death. Their hands push against the other's face. All consuming rage is blinding them to all, but their genetic imperative.

      And then, a distant thunder shakes the very earth, on which they wrangle – KABOOOOMMM…

      They glance up to the darkening skyline, that scorched by a bright light.

      The girl and Bar, separate from each other.

      They watch the heavens burn.

      He explains to her. “It’s a Buster, a bomb we use to destroy the Debris.”

      She snaps “I know what a bomb is, fool.”

      They look to each other; they reach a silent accord, an impasse.

      “Who are you? You’re not Xaionta.”

      She looks confused by Bar’s question.

      Bar pats his own chest.

      “I am Bar.”

      “Bar?... Bar.” She replies. He nods – yes.

      “You’re not Xaionta, but you’re an Alien, an invade-” Bar is interrupted by her.

      “-You’re the alien. The invader.” She says in judgement.

      “No, no... this is my home, you invaded my world; Earth. Killed my people." She gives him a disconcerting look. "I'm not lying; it's the truth." Bar implores her.

      They both back off from the respective stances.

      Bar gestures to the molten black Metal remains on the ground.

      “I think the tech... the metal, allows us to understand each other.” He says.

      “On rare occasion, two can share memories, thoughts, through the metal. It's called ‘the Learning.'" The girl replies.

      

      Bar probes the vistas of his own trampled psyche, he recognises the ghostly footprint of a stranger's signature; hers. Memories of her life threaten to immerse him. He looks her up and down; she is lithe, dangerous and beautiful, filled with pain, of regret, abandonment… and now he knows her name…

      “You, you’re called Vallacktra… Valla... It’s in my head.”

      Valla nods in astonishment, she follows suit, it’s her turn. She’s drawn deep to an early memory. She has her eyes closed, as she describes to Bar what she sees.

      “You were conscious before your time; you’re born into black... the Black still lies with you, before you sleep...” She opens her eyes; she looks to Bar. “It’s like your mother.”

      Bar’s eyes well, he feels understood... he too nods in astonishment, panged with a deep pain. He mumbles an affirmation. “Yes.”

      

      They step away from each other another pace, uncertain of what it is that lays between them. Born into purpose, from different worlds, thrust by the hand of fate into a destiny they could not possibly have dreamt. They swap another look, their genetic heritage, and proceedings years are engineered for the other’s destruction. Yet both Bar and Valla know, that no one will ever know them, like the stranger that stands before them.
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        * * *

      

      Paxton is sat at his desk. He’s relaxed on whiskey consumption, he needs to have a shower, but that can wait. He’s watching a holomod. It’s showing a holovid of the laboratory the Guardians were created in. It pans along each chamber in turn. Rain… …Gunnar… …Yennis… All of them are in a catatonic state. The screens inside the housing flash across their faces. The lens ends up on Bar's chamber, Bar is aware, although he's in a dreamed state. He senses a presence.

      “Father?”

      Paxton behind the camera speaks.

      “Who else would it be son?”. Bar’s face flickers with a half-smile.

      “I’m… alone, aren’t I?” Bar reveals his inner torment.

      “Trust me Bar, you have a home here, with me. You are not alone.” Paxton encourages.

      Bar’s hand weakly presses against the window of his chamber, Paxton’s hand mirrors his.

      “Do you trust me, father?” Bar asks.

      Paxton hesitates… he draws his hand away; he's stoic and pragmatic.

      “Sorry, Bar, trust is something that is earned, not given.”

      Bar’s hand slowly falls away from the glass... his words are a whispered sadness, the first feeling of hurt.

      “I… understand.”

      Paxton in his office clenches his fist and curses his younger self, for not having more compassion.

      The holovid’s stuttering interrupts his self-flagellation, it begins to ring. General Silver is trying to contact him. Paxton hits the holomod, accepting the link.

      “Paxton.”

      “Jesus, Paxton I thought I’d find you here, you ever go to bed?” The General is in relaxed attire, staring down at Paxton.

      “Sometimes, sir.” Paxton pauses. “Not much since.” His sentence drifts off.

      “I know Paxton, we all lost somebody in this goddamn war. The loss I can handle, if we can win.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      “I heard your troops did well today; you put your butt on the line for this Paxton, you kept this project secret, took a big risk. Don’t keep shit from me again.” Silver pauses.

      "Sorry, sir." Paxton doesn't make excuses; he takes full accountability for the success or failure of Project Guardian.

      “I’ve got some good news. The others you have in stat. You can proceed with the operation. You did good soldier.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Paxton feels the well of vindication fill him.

      “The patrols searching for Bar.” Silver reacts of Paxton’s look. “You’re not getting anything past me again Black. I took the liberty of putting Grunt Rage in charge.”

      Paxton sits upright. That's good news. "Thank you, General."

      “Black, you owe me. ‘Out.” The General is gone.

      Paxton stops the holovid, and he instructs. "Eyes on. Guardian stasis chamber."

      He picks up the phone, dials a number.

      The holovid shows a live feed of a room filled with dozens of chambers, like the one Bar, Gunnar, Yennis, and Rain were born in.

      He brings the phone to his ear and mutters to himself.

      “Jesus wept, Grunt Rage.”

      The other side of the line is picked up.

      “Perry,” answers.

      “It’s Black. We’ve got the all clear.”

      “Sorry.”

      Paxton watches the live feed, full of chambers.

      “Tomorrow we fire up the stasis pods.”

      “That’s awesome.”

      “See you tomorrow.” Paxton hangs up. He glances to the whiskey bottle; he's had a few glasses already to dampen his sober mood. Now he'll have another one, to lift his soaring spirit.
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        * * *

      

      Bar glimpses the night sky, with the scattered confetti of space Debris cast against the velvety black backdrop. His eye-lids sway open and closed. He’s slipping into sleep. He glances to Valla; she looks perfectly fresh. Bar's mind probes the vision he shared with the Harvester; he feels the pull of sleep; he glances to Valla. Why does she look so familiar? It’s like a thorny splinter that’s lodged into his thinking. Something that has a definitive, yet indistinguishable presence. Bar focuses on trying to unravel the answer.

      She's watching him like a hawk would watch its prey.

      "You are feeling tired?" she probes.

      Bar doesn’t want to show a chink of weakness, he lies.

      “No, no… I’m just … thinking.”

      “You invaders are so weak, how can you possibly conquer worlds?” she sneers.

      “Valla, you’ve been lied to, this is Earth, a human home... you, the Xaionta are the invaders.” He knows he’s speaking the truth; she’s been brainwashed from it.

      “Pha!” Valla waves Bar’s words away.

      Then they fall back into their silence; Bar's not sure why they are waiting there. All he knows is that they have a gravity for each other. Maybe it's the other's chance to discover more about the enemy. Bar's been taught, the more you know about an enemy, the easier it is to kill them. Valla looks at Bar looking her up and down, she feels a slither of self-consciousness – what is the invader looking at?

      “What?” She says as a challenge, it seems to be her default position.

      Bar examines Valla’s lithe long figure.

      “Why do you look human?”

      Valla fumes, puffing air in her cheeks. She picks up a stone and throws it at Bar, Bar snatches it out the air...

      He throws it back...

      Valla dodges.

      She mocks his throw.

      “You humans are so weak.”

      “You look human.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Well.” Bar says coyly. “You look it.”

      “You humans are so stupid.”

      Bar stands up, Valla holds up her fists and eyes him suspiciously.

      “I’m stretching my legs.” Bar pleads his innocence.

      “Huh, so weak.”

      “You’re relentless.” Bar protests. Valla holds her hand up, and gestures for Bar to be quiet. He continues. “Look if we’re going to survive the night. We be-”

      “Shhhhh!” She waves to hush Bar.

      “You can’t tell me to shut up.”

      “Listen.” She commands.

      Bar quietens down. He cocks his head as Valla does, both listening. It's deathly quiet, except for the sound of…

      Bar looks to the ground, and a small animal and insects scurry off; like panicked rats abandoning a sinking ship.

      Bar and Valla lock eyes, they both have a knowing.

      They say at the same time.

      "Hunters." "The Feral."

      

      Bar glances to his broken armour, he starts to bodily yank at sections of supporting metal.

      “What are you doing?” Valla asks.

      “Getting armed.” He replies.

      She crouches down next to him, she’s coiled ready to move.

      "We need to run." She says in urgency. Bar looks at her and is if Bar doesn't understand what's she saying she says it louder. "Run!"

      The metal stanchions snap off in his hand, Bar has two jagged pieces of metal as rudimentary weapons. He hands one to Valla, who holds it for a moment, then hands it back.

      “This stick is no good.”

      Valla shuffles back, she’s struck by the thunder of fear. She speaks from the hollow in her gut.

      “It’s here.”

      

      On cue, The Hunter; a rabid leviathan, leaps from the shrouding deep waters. It bursts upon the shore, breaking surf accompanies its moving mass. Its fanged maws, a dark passage to a guttural ROAR … as the swell of a million globes of liquid, spray like hard-rain.

      

      Bar staggers back, the Hunter’s muscled shoulders are seven feet from the deck.  “It’s big.” Bar mumbles.  He holds his metal prongs in hand; he feels hopelessly outgunned.

      

      The Hunter leaps again, crashing down its colossal paws, towards Bar. Bar, through instinct, fear, luck dives to the side... as The Hunter’s clawed paws ... CRASH... into the earth, churning up dirt, missing its nimble target.

      

      There’s a momentary stand-off, The Hunter has split Bar and Valla, he’s on one side, she’s on the opposite. The beast has to make a choice. The pale one, or the blue one. There’s a moment of predatory confusion as The Hunter, with salivating jaws, glances from one target to the other.

      

      Valla is trapped between the sheer face of the cliff, and the horse-sized Hunter.

      

      Bar glances behind him, to a stretch of rocky ravine wall, to the small carved channel in its surface; that the carved arrow pointed to. It’s wide enough for human to slip through. Bar begins his departure, by slowly backing away.

      He glances to Valla, she catches his eye, she has no hope. Her expression relays her expecting abandonment. Bar's feels the tug between waring thoughts of freedom and her death and saving her. Still, he slowly treads backward.

      The Hunter watches Bar and turns to Valla.

      It slowly stalks her.

      Valla backs away.

      Valla glances for an escape.

      She moves to her left; The Hunter mirrors her moves growling -Gggrrrr-

      She moves to her right, The Hunter aggressively follows and prowls ever forward.

      She has no direction just back… till… her hands touch the cold surface of the ravine’s cliff face.

      

      Bar has made it to the channel; it's his chance to escape, a break for survival. He feels the elation of freedom spring in his legs, yet the sense of future regret strangles his heart.

      He tries to shake the feeling. She’s an invader, she deserves to die.

      His hands reach through the lip of the channel.

      Then it hits him.

      Oh God.. She was in the vision! He stops, he’s had a paradigm shift of all his sensibilities. He turns to look at Valla pinned against the wall, by the beastly behemoth. Bar mumbles to himself, as if to reaffirm his thoughts.

      “She was in my dream.”

      The it strikes Bar. Why is the Hunter, hunting Valla?

      His head hangs. He mutters to himself, about the next action he has yet to take.

      “I’m going to regret this.”

      

      Valla’s pinned to the ravine wall’s sheer surface. The Hunter’s massive, mandibled scaled skull, edges close. Valla turns her face hard to the wall, clenches her eyes tight.

      She’s ready to die.

      She can smell it's dank, armour; its breath is the stench of rotting flesh.

      She screams.

      “Just do it!”

      The Hunter with bellowed snorts, sniffs her scent. There's a moment of animalistic comprehension. A respite of fury. It's almost as if he recognises the under currents of her nature. She looks to him, and then he recognises the other aspects of her.

      The Hunter’s savage jaws ROAR, spraying spittle into Valla’s face, she recoils.

      She then looks at her captor defiantly.

      “Do it!”

      It's just a brief moment of enriched hope that fills her chest.

      She sees over the crest of the Hunter's muscular, scaled shoulder, Bar sailing through the air. His body stretched to expansion, ready to snap and coil, arms reaching out, with poles in each hand like long metallic fangs ready to bite. Before he lands, he uses the force of his leaping mass and snapping sinew to bury the metal deep into the Hunter's back.

      SCHHTTICKKK…

      The roar becomes a yelp of surprised pain.

      The Hunter snaps and turns, Bar is catapulted off its back.

      

      Bar’s body -Thump- hits the -Crash- dirt, momentum -Rolls- skims him -Bash-, he then -Shhhhhhh- skids to standing, panting adrenaline fuelled breaths.

      

      The Hunter snaps back to the Valla, she's gone. It about turns and sees the pale one and blue one passaging across the rocky open, to the other side of the ravine. The Hunter does the only thing it knows, it continues the hunt, and pursues them.

      

      Pushing their genetic limits, far surpassing man’s athletic possibilities. Bar and Valla engine their way, their arms drive the pistoning torque in their legs that crash into the earth, thrusting their masses to the only port of safety.

      “Why, human?” Valla calls, she doesn't want to die not knowing why her enemy came back for her.

      

      The Hunter careers in a bloodlust pursuit.

      Valla and Bar reach the crack in the ravine wall.

      Bar dives through crashes and rolls.

      Valla doesn’t wait she dives through, crashes into Bar.

      They turn to the mouth of their sanctuary when -CRASH- The Hunter collides with it, dust and debris fall, as the walls shudder.

      Belligerently it CRASHES again; refusing to quit.

      The Hunter presses its milky brown eye against the sanctuary's mouth, reflected in its killer gaze are Valla and Bar as if to remember them or tell them... “I’ll get you.”

      Bar sees the tendrils on its shoulder, agitate as if vibrating with energy. He knows it has their bio-signature.

      

      Valla and Bar, break the gaze... and leave, up the narrowing pathway.

      For now, they’re safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      A flat slab of rock reaches out to an inky black night; as it has done for thousands of years. Over the millennia, only the weather has adapted its harsh jaggedness to smooth, unscathed contours. Breaking the skyline between those smoothed lines and the inky black is a hand.

      It's five fingers reaches the peak of its ascension, and like the fall of man comes crashing down on the hard slab of rock. There's no purchase for it to assert its grasp. Then in the stone, a small divot of a handhold. The fingers find their rocky lip and slip inside.

      Another hand clambers over and slips into the same divot. They find purchase, and Bar claws himself over the rocky precipice. He lays back, dusty, dirty. He glances to the handhold, against the glass smooth surface of the rock. He traces his finger around its edge.

      Others must have used this route before. Bar surmises.

      He remembers where he is and reaches over the edge, to Valla below.

      “Take my hand.”

      “No.” She refuses.

      "Why are you so stubborn?" She doesn't answer. "If I were going to kill you, I would have let the Hunter do it."

      She looks at him through squinted eyes.

      “Maybe you’re trying to starve it to death. That’s why you saved me.”

      She bats his hand aside and makes her way alone.

      She arrives at the top; Bar is standing looking out across the expanse. It's breathtaking, wherever he looks is the horizon.  She looks out too.

      “You must like it.” Bar gives her Valla a confused look. She continues. “The wide open spaces.”

      “How do you know?”

      She taps her head. “It just came to me.”

      They eye each other cautiously.

      Valla has to know.

      “Back there, why did you, do that?”

      “Save you?”

      She can’t bring herself to admit it. “Why?” she asks. Bar steadily contemplates his next move, he cannot possibly tell her he saw her in a dream before they ever met. That kind of talk would probably freak out a human girl, let alone an invader. Anyway that would just make an uncomfortable situation even more strange.

      “I don’t know.” Bar shrugs. “You look human?”

      She snarls. “I should kill you for that invader! I fight you humans. I'm not one... Never.”

      "Okay. Okay." Bar waves her arms, calming her down. She looks at his hand waving with suspicion. "Well, you asked. So I’m telling you." Bar says.

      They both glance back to the horizon. Valla looks down the ravine they just came from.

      "The Feral will keep coming. They never stop."

      Bar nods. “I know.”

      Valla nods to herself. She starts to march away. Bar looks where she’s going; into a large stretch of nothing. Bar turns away. What’s the point?

      Something catches his eye, against a giant finger of rock, assembled in stone, is another arrow. It points in the direction of Valla. Bar glances about, as a tinge of paranoia sparks within him. He decides to leave.

      Bar scurries after her. “Valla, where are you going?”

      She marches with purpose never slowing.

      “This way. I will be found, my kind will find me. Also to get away from the Hunters, more will come.”

      “I was thinking... we should, we should stay together.” Bar suggests.

      Valla is matter-of-fact. “Why? I should kill you; you should kill me, that is what we do.” She looks at him. “Right?”

      “I just think before we kill each other, we can help each other survive, out here.” Bar feels he is trying to reason with an insane person.

      She stops in her tracks; Bar nearly bumps into her. She spells it out slowly.

      “I. Don’t. Need. Help.”  Valla realises Bar just saved her. She corrects herself. “Well, I won’t need help, again.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      Valla process the day, this stranger, this enemy who saved her life. That last bit annoyed her.

      “OK, together, until we are safe.”

      "Copy." Bar snaps a salute. Valla steps back as if she was going to be attacked.

      "What was that?"

      “What?” Bar asks in innocence.

      “That thing you did with your hand?”

      “It’s called a salute; we use it to show a sign of respect.”

      Valla then processes that information. She makes up her mind.

      “Well, don’t do it again.” She starts to march off. “It looks stupid.”

      Bar shakes his head and reluctantly follows her.
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        * * *

      

      They enter the empty, the night is high, and a strength is in the air. On the dark horizon, is darker ebb tracing its length across the lip of their world.

      “What is that?” Bar points to the distance.

      Valla squints. She seems to understand. “Biting of a thousand teeth.” She mutters.

      Bar gives her a quizzical look.

      She blows in his face.

      Bar squints. “What are you doing?”

      She points to the black ebb on the horizon, that’s slowly thickening.

      Bar understands, “Dust storm.”

      They stare around the empty; there's no place for cover. Beneath their feet are slabs of rock. There’s no place to hide.

      “We have to find shelter.” Valla insists.

      “I know.”

      Valla begins to march off; her body comes to a sudden stop; Bar has gripped her arm.

      “let go.” She wriggles her way free.

      "We go this way." Bar's confident. He points to a three-pronged rocky range. He had this in his vision; he knows it means something.

      “You don’t know.”

      “I do.” He stamps an authoritative reply. As they march off, he mumbles under breath. “I hope.”

      The wind has more urgency about it, bits of dust kick up.

      Bar looks to Valla, and they both run.

      

      In the palm of the rocky range, is a slit to an alcove.  Bar and Valla don’t stop to inspect its integrity; the gale is starting to pull at them; testing their footing. The gale has dust, rock and fist-sized chunks of metallic Debris that smash into the rocky range, in which they mean to enter. One hit from one of those and death will follow immediately.

      Valla crawls into the cubby hole of space, followed by Bar. They’re gloved in a tight spot, outside the wind whistles its presence through the slit that leads to the outside world.

      Inside should be dark, foreboding, but it isn’t. A dim glowing moss is spread across the cave walls.

      Bar and Valla avoid being too close to one another, yet they’re drawn to the moss on the wall. Bar reaches out to it.

      “Don’t it could be-”

      “Dangerous?”

      “Poisonous.”  She says as a matter of fact.

      Bar pauses for a moment then reaches out and strokes the fur-like moss. Shattered sparks of illumination powders into the air, and is swirled along the air currents, to spin like miniature galaxies around them. They stare on in wonder, as the wailing winds outside spiral the miniature galaxies to the roof of the cubby hole.

      “Do you bring plants from your world?” He asks Valla.

      “It is my world, human.” She says, whilst brushing her hand through the luminous clouds.

      “Huh.” Bar dismisses the ridiculous notion.

      "So no, I, we didn't have to bring plants anywhere." She goads him. She then realises something.

      “How did you know it was here?... this place.” Valla probes.

      "Just a lucky guess, I guess." Bar is reluctant to tell Valla of his vision if ‘The Learning' hasn't imparted it to her its content. He'd prefer to keep it secret.

      "Yes, very lucky." She gives Bar a suspicious look… her eyes wander. "Look." She nudges Bar; Bar looks to the place she touched him.

      “Look.” She reiterates, with irritable urgency.

      Bar follows where her finger points to; the wall. Illuminated by the moss is rudimentary artistry; a cave painting of sorts.  Bar and Valla now change their gaze towards it.

      At the bottom of the painting is a drawing of a box, a dotted line leads it up to a jagged box sticking out of a flat line. The dotted line continues up, to a straight line with a two dots to its side.  The line meanders and reaches three single, parallel, lines. From there, the route drifts to a cowl, inside the cowl are jagged orange lines. The dotted line continues, till it meets a shape of a leaf. From the leaf, the line performs spiralling circles, in an upward fashion, like a spring. Then there are a two split semicircles that seemed to have fallen apart. The final stretch of line reaches its destination; an outline of a hand, that’s surrounded by a circle, with three lines scored into the palm.

      "It looks like a map.” Bar runs his finger over the lines.

      “A map?”

      “A diagram conveying the lay out of the land. Or how to reach a place.”

      “Well this map leads to a hand.” She points to the outline of a hand.

      Valla holds her hand up and places it into the outline. Her hand is humanoid, yet her thumb is too long, and her fingers taper to harsh talons of nails. She's disappointed.

      Bar slaps his hand in the outline; it's a perfect fit.

      “See human. A human hand.”

      “So," Valla replies.

      “Proving we’re on my world.” Bar is righteous.

      “Because someone drew on a wall, you believe this is your world?” Valla replies. “Stupid human. What you should be asking, is how come that drawing is the same size as your hand?"

      It hits Bar, as uniquely strange, he glances from his hand to the outline, he looks backwards down the line that leads to it. The spiral, the leaf, cowl with orange flames in, the three parallel lines, the line with a blue lip, the jagged box out of the earth and the box.

      Bar’s attempting to contemplate its meaning.

      He thinks out loud.

      “What do you think these symbols mean?” Bar points to each stop on the way.

      “Some primitive culture drawing, shapes they see in the land, like you said a map.”

      “Valla, have you heard the saying, ‘when three come together, there will be one?’

      “Is this some human game?”

      “You have heard it?” Bar is hopeful.

      "No, I haven't," she affirms. "You make puzzles with words, whilst they’ll be coming.”

      “The Feral?” Bar replies.

      “Yes… and more.”

      This is enough to have Bar looking at her.

      “It’s almost as if you don’t want to be found.”

      “I can’t be found with you.” She replies.

      “You won’t be.” Bar is adamant.

      Valla glances out of the eye of their cubby hole into the world. The storm has tapered, yet is still ferocious.

      “Well, we should be safe in here, whilst there’s a sandstorm out there.”

      “No where’s safe.” Valla replies. She stares at Bar, Bar gestures to the raging wind outside. “Okay, but as soon as it quietens down we must go.”

      

      It didn’t take long for the winds to die down enough for Valla to drag Bar out into the sandstorm. Through a blizzard of dirt and dust layered on a dark dusk sky, they

      marched, plunging deeper into the unknown as the night begins to claim any remaining heat from the day.

      

      Valla’s insistence on them to keep moving, was not as if she was trying to get somewhere but rather get away from something. As they marched in the tail end of the storm, the wind lashes and whips their hair. Bar felt the driven compulsion himself, questions pervade his mind - What would his people do if they found him with Valla; an invader?

      Bar wasn’t sure, but he thought his paranoia was simply Valla’s rubbing off on him. He watches her intently as the march. If she is marching away from her impending history, then what is it?

      They walk in silence, as the night fades. Bar needs closure on something.

      “Who is the ‘more’?”

      “What?” Valla replies.

      "You said, the Feral and ‘more.'"

      Valla's eyes fall on Bar's, there's an edge of compassion about her words…
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        * * *

      

      …“Trust me”…

      

      The land is scorched; it’s still simmering from the molten hot plasma of the Buster.

      Pulverised chunks of metal are scattered, it’s the remains of the Debris; it’s like a steaming Japanese rock garden. A last testament to its remains still juts from the earth.

      On the outskirts of the blast circumference, yet still singed into submission are the fallen Xaionta. Whatever their exoskeletons’ colour was before, they’re now a singed black.

      This is a dead zone, nothing here survived. The night’s moon spotlights the destruction, as the chilled air makes vapours of the baked plain.

      

      …“You, don’t want to know.”…

      

      There’s the gentle clunking of Metal upon rock. It’s getting louder.

      Something is approaching.

      A long shadow edges over the fallen, engulfing them.

      A long, silver-sheened arm of a Xaionta, gently prods the fallen bodies.

      Their remains powder to dust under its probe.

      Casting a shadow from the moonlight is a fourteen-foot-tall warrior Xaionta; the men from the Bunker call it ‘The Regent.' Its sheened angular armour pulsates angry hues. It towers over the fallen as it scans its surroundings.

      

      Two Hunters approach from the rear. The Regent makes subtle clicks, the Hunters stop a distance away, either it doesn’t want them seeing the cooked flesh, or it doesn’t want them burning their paws on the hot plate of earth.

      Only The Regent knows.

      The colossal Xaionta probes through the fallen pieces of Debris; to find the letters "I N D E P" on a broken strip of Debris.

      The Regent looks around there's something missing, something it’s looking for. The Regent snaps its long head to the side; it senses something. Breaking the horizon and approaching slowly is the figure of another Hunter.  The Hunter approaches.

      

      The Hunter obediently lays down in front of The Regent; it’s looking for acceptance. The Regent reciprocates the action with a gentle touch. The warrior Xaionta examines the new arrival, and studies the metallic poles protruding from its back.

      The Hunter whines as The Regent plucks the poles from their nestled insertion. It brings the pole to the base of the sweeping crest, on top of its skull. Metal slips away to reveal four small holes; the air is snorted over the metal and into the holes. Under the stench of the Hunter, there's a subtle scent. It snorts again; human. And under that, another subtle scent… The scent, the scent The Regent is searching looking for.

      The Xaionta unleashes a demonic SCREECH.
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        * * *

      

      Valla and Bar are marching through the wasteland, with seeming purpose. Bar looks at the petrified trees, and plants that randomly sprout from the ground. Bar thinks that they look at home in the chill of the night; the war must have ruined them. Is his next thought, and then his thoughts wander to the invaders.

      He feels anger.

      Bar looks to Valla, striding ever forward.

      “You don’t know where you’re going, do you?”

      “Forward.”

      “To?”

      She turns around and snaps at Bar. “Well human. If you cannot keep up, what do you suggest we do?”

      She's shivering; Bar can see Valla feels the cold more than he does.

      "We collect resources." She doesn't understand. "You know when the Debris falls." Bar imitates falling Debris with his hands. She looks at him as if she still doesn't understand. “Oh, come one.”

      Valla looks up to the orbiting Debris, that laps its race around the planet, and across the moon’s frosted face.

      “When ‘it’ falls.” She understands.

      “Resources, equipment, food, maybe even more Metal.”

      “Agreed, we need to take shelter and watch the sky” She continues marching, to keep warm as much as anything else.

      Bar catches up with her; he has a wry smile. They march side by side.

      Valla glances to Bar; Bar makes a bit more distance in his parallel track.

      “We were told humans cannot manipulate the veil. But you can.” Bar doesn’t understand. Valla says in an overly exasperated fashion.

      “The Metal.”

      “We were told you couldn’t clone… But you can.”

      Valla chews her lips; she decides to reveal something.

      She speaks in shame.

      “I have human DNA in me. They use it so us Krewts can be grown quickly, ready to fight the invaders." He looks at Bar; her eyes spark with defiance and pride. "But I am not human. I am Kestha. I am a Krewt.”

      “Kestha?” Bar mumbles to himself, slightly too loud. “You mean alien.”

      “No, I mean Keshta, we are a proud race, and I will not let you parasites take our home.” She says with a indoctrinated righteousness.

      “We have pride too... … Well, you seem human enough to that Hunter back there, human enough for it to want to kill you.” Bar feels like he has one over on her.

      “You're not human enough if you can use the metal.” She retorts. Bar’s deflated.

      “I was genetically engineered, to use the metal, to kill the... the…” Bar doesn’t finish the sentence.  They continue marching.

      “I know Bar.” She taps her head. “Remember, I’ve seen it in the learning.”

      Bar feels exposed to her. How deep does her knowledge go of him?

      His frustration mutes to anger. “First shelter.” He says.

      “Then re-source-es.” She retorts; with just as much anger.

      Bar decides to escalate matters.

      “Then we can go our separate ways.”

      She matches him “It is what we were born for invader. It is our destiny.”

      They've smacked head-on, physically, and wrangled their purposes against one another. No ground has been gained by either side. In that, they reside, as they march in an uncomfortable silence.

      

      They survey several possible shelters, all seem inadequate to one or the other, till they met upon a jutting outcrop, a natural hooded structure, that offered the potential for harbour from the nights' biting winds.

      They huddle against the rocky hood, under its sloping bonnet. Gentle heat absorbed by the day eases off the rock. They nestled into the stone, yet away from each other.

      Bar and Valla take to viewing the night sky, its vast blackness is awash with hues, and branded by colour. They consider the orbiting blanket of Debris.

      Valla points to an orange scarring across the night sky.

      “There. There’s one.” She shouts, standing in excitement.

      Bar slowly stands and peers into the night’s veil; it could be Debris or a shooting star.

      “No, that’s not Debris, and even if it was, it’s too far away.”

      Valla shakes her head and mutters something unpleasant under her breath.

      Bar hears it, but he’s too tired to get involved in a tug of war with words.

      Valla flops back against the wall; she rocks gently as she wraps her arms around herself.

      Bar notices he cannot help but look at her. There are unsettling memories, of hers, that are nestling into his consciousness. He knows she’s suffered, more than he could probably cope with. When the memories form, then he will understand her more.

      Bar glances to some dried bushes and petrified trees, just outside their sanctuary.

      “If you’re cold we could start a fire. I’ve been taught how.” Bar suggests to her.

      “I’m not cold.” She snaps.

      "Well, you look cold."

      “I am not.”

      Bar and Valla both peer skywards. Ideas race across his mind.

      He glances across to Valla, who is shivering more by each moment. Bar changes tack.

      “I could light a fire, so either the Kestha or my people can see us. At least one of us will get saved. You know, a signal.”

      Valla juggles with thoughts. “What about The Feral… The Hunters?”

      Bar shrugs. “Then the flames could be used as a weapon. To burn him.”

      Valla pinches her eyes together as she looks at Bar, she’s thinking and trying not to give anything away.

      “So…as a message, a signal?” She asks.

      “Just for that.”

      She nods approvingly. “It’s a good idea.” She waves her arm. “Proceed.”

      Bar doesn't react to her ‘royal command', he gathers dried leaves and flaking bark for tinder. The snaps of some larger branches.

      Valla watches him with interest, as he beavers about.

      Bar stacks wood over the tinder. He slips his hand into his body suit and pulls out two small pieces of volatile metal. He vigorously rubs them together, causing sparks.

      Valla flinches with each spark. "Your idea of a fire is very different to mine, human."

      Bar turns to her and mumbles through gritted teeth.

      “It hasn’t started yet.”

      “Oh.” She responds.

      Bar turns back to the tinder, and keeps rubbing, dosing the tinder in a volley of sparks, till on catches alight.

      Bar cups his hands and gently blows through it. Fire licks the tinder into flames and hungrily spreads across the wooden structure. Within moments the flames are roaring, and its tip strokes the night, with its orange hands.

      

      Valla on her haunches edges closer to the fire. She lets its blazing breath warm her. She sits absorbing as much warmth as possible. Bar is perched on the other side of the flames staring at her...  For the first time, she smiles. She looks up from the flames and sees Bar staring at her, she stops smiling and looks back to the fire.

      “What?” She asks, softly, almost shyly.

      “Nothing, Valla.” Bar replies. “I was just thinking, it’s a warm signal, isn’t it.”

      Valla doesn't reply, she doesn't grumble. She stays by the fire.

      Bar smiles, knowing she’s enjoying it and for reasons unknown to him, it makes him feel good. He tries to shake the feeling, but he can’t. There’s a need that arises in him, a need to understand something.

      “Do you ever dream?” He asks.

      She looks through the flames at him. She hoists herself up.

      “Dream? What is dream?” She has a blank look.

      “Do you sleep, When you feel tired and close your eyes?”

      Valla nods, she understands. She corrects Bar.

      "This is not sleep; this is the severed mind, a place of bodily inactivity."

      "Well, we call it sleep." Bar continues. "When you're in the severed mind, do you ever see images, sounds, and pictures?"

      Valla nods. “Chimera, real but not real. Yes.”

      Bar seems excited maybe, she too had dreamt of him.

      “Did you ever dream of me?” He asks shyly.

      Valla falls silent; she stares at him through the fire, she's lost for words.

      “Dream of you?”  She mumbles.

      Bar nods.

      Valla bursts into laughter, she falls back.

      “No.” She shakes her head. “The arrogance of your kind, to think you occupy my thoughts before we have even met.”

      “Okay. Okay.” Bar waves her down.

      Valla stops laughing, and a serious thought crushes her giggles.

      "Did you dream of me?"

      Bar looks at Valla, he feels the weight of embarrassment push against his chest, and flush his cheeks.

      “No.” He decides is the best possible answer.

      "Good," Valla says brushing herself down. "Otherwise it would have made this weird. And I probably would have had to kill you." She settles back down.

      

      They’re being watched.

      

      Bar, Valla and the dancing flames reflect in the doe black eyes of a Harvester. It's hidden amongst undergrowth, looking down at the two of them; just gently humming to itself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s an evening debriefing class in the Bunker. Yennis, Gunnar, and Rain stand in the middle of the debriefing room, in their relaxed attire.

      “I’m sure he’s going to be fine.” Yennis tries to console Rain.

      “Yeah, I mean I don’t think he’s dead or anything.” Gunnar clumsily tries to console her as well. Rain and Yennis both glance to Gunnar; in disbelief of his stupidity. Yennis thumps him. Thud. “What!?”

      “You’re an idiot Gunnar.” Yennis barks.

      “Well that’s how I was made.”

      Paxton enters the room, and the Guardians snap to military postures. Paxton is in a low profile military suit. He waves for them to relax.

      “At ease.” They relax. “How are you feeling?” The Guardians look to each other then to their father. They silently nod – Yeah we’re good. Normally they would have charts, graphs and scanners to say how they feel. “Good. Paxton seems satisfied. Light her up.” He calls out.

      The sound of rushing energy fills the room, in a Boossscchhh… What was once a grey, concrete room is now filled with a holographic imagery of the outside world. The Guardians glance about. Rain nudges Yennis.

      “Over there.” They all look to see themselves from earlier that day.

      Paxton explains. “This is a holo-matrix, an H.M. We correlate data imagery from all chest cams, and the drone to construct a play by play debrief of any skirmishes. I haven’t been able to show you this before as, well, nobody knew you existed until a couple of weeks ago.”

      They watch images of themselves walk past. Rain looks at Bar and feels a pang of emotion, they all do.

      “He’ll be fine.” Paxton reassures all of them. “He was born to be fine.”

      They watch the holo-vid footage of themselves; a replay of the skirmish under the Independence. After the skirmish that day, they’ve noticed strangers treating them differently, their names can be heard upon lips of those that have never met them.

      The legend of the Guardians begins to grow.

      Paxton is aware of the rumblings of excitement. He knows, he has to keep their young heads in the game, so they don't become distracted. The video’s audio is a deafening drum of gunshots and explosions, Paxton dims the sound and lets the video continue playing.

      “You all did well. Now we must progress, we must work more as a team.”

      Paxton reacts to the Guardians disappointed looks.

      "I'm here not just as your father, but as you commanding officer, and in both roles, I want to see you achieve greatness."

      Holo-vid continues to roll. It reaches the point where Rain is shot by an alien crystal.  Paxton stops the video.

      “Also remember, we may have a witness to you now. If that Xaionta survived, it will inform its comrades about you, and they’ll react accordingly. They always do. We’ll work on tactics, don’t worry.”

      The Guardians nod.

      Paxton continues. He tries to be more fatherly before him lay humanities future.

      "Soon we will be on standby again, and when the Debris falls, we will acquisition more tech.”

      Yennis shoots her hand into the air. Paxton nods… continue. “Then we will get to kill more invaders?” Rain’s excited fury is etched across her soft features.

      “Exactly.” Replies Paxton.

      Rain raises her hand. “Rain, go ahead.”

      “Do you think we will ever see Bar again, Father?”

      Paxton breathes deep. “Rain, living is about losing, I've lost, and one day you will lose me. Expect to never see him again, yet hope that you do.” He pauses. “But.” He continues. “What did Bar teach us today?”

      “Never break formation, sir.” Gunnar barks.

      “Anything else?”

      "Never disobey a direct command," Yennis adds.

      “Well done.” Paxton looks to Rain, for her to say something.

      “You will always have our best interests at heart.”

      Paxton is taken aback; he looks at the three young hopeful protégés sat before him. They’re superior to him in almost all regards, yet they look to him for guidance.

      "Yes, Rain I always will."

      Paxton marches back and forth. He's slipped into the guise of a commanding officer.

      "If, you ignore tactics. Forget strategy. Ignore orders. Or turn rogue, the same fate that awaits Bar will await you." Paxton stops, he slips back into farther mode. "I don't want to lose any of you."

      The Guardians don sad smiles.

      “Let your sadness be usurped by anger - anger at the invaders, at what they have done.”

      Paxton rewinds the footage for them to review it again.

      “Tomorrow you rest, tonight I want you to sleep on the words I’ve shared with you.” Paxton points to the video. “Tactics... let’s talk about tactics. Wars are often won, one battle at a time, or by usurping an enemy’s expectations in a quick swoop…”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        …“Ensure you learn about your enemy.”…

      

      

      

      Bar’s broken Vel is strewn across the ground, stretching from the lake of water across and over land. It’s wired innards are exposed to the world, and its shell is a misshapen mass.

      CRASH -  A large Xainota’s Metal sheened foot crushes the remains of the armour. It’s as if it's imagining doing it to the human inside.  The Regent, the warrior Xainota is on the trail. Its armour ripples with opal hues across silver, its angered and excited that the quarry was only here hours ago.

      Something catches its attention, burnt and melted metal. The Xainota’s seen it before when two share the metal and become one. Its armour ripples again.

      

      … "Knowing who is on your side, and their strengths and weakness.”…

      

      Heat registering binoculars, acquire a target. Two bodies and a healthy fire.

      The binoculars are lowered from Grunt Rage’s eyes.

      He glances back to the Paladin behind him and signals for six other Grunts to follow him.

      

      …“Though the greatest battle of all, is the one that rages within.”…

      

      Bar is sat by the fire, watching Valla as she performs martial art moves, around the flames. Bar is confused and entranced by her.

      Bar lies down, by the fire and starts to fall asleep.

      Valla stops her moves and watches Bar sleeping. There’s an intensity to her stare, one that burns brighter than the flames themselves.

      

      …“Once that is conquered, then there is no stopping you.”

      

      A section of Bunker wall slides away, stored inside are four new Vels, sealed in separate glass chambers. Paxton looks to the Guardians, staring in wonder at the suits.

      “Your new Vels; the battle suit. We've been constructing them for months, and with the tech, we requisitioned we could complete them. That’s what a good performance and resources bring. Understand?”

      The Guardians are excited and hesitant.

      “Yes, sir” they reply.

      "Well," Paxton says. "What you waiting for?"

      

      They don’t need telling twice, they slip into their new Vels, and take them to the Arena. There they have simulated skirmishes with a pack of Grunts. The Guardians are more ruthless, brutal than before. The taste of battle has ignited something deep inside of them.

      Paxton watches from the gallery; he watches as Rain gives no quarter and disposes of three Grunts in quick succession, with unnecessary violence.

      Next to Paxton is Perry. Paxton talks to Perry but never takes his eyes away from his Guardians. "She's become something special. The loss of Bar has affected her; it's affected us all, but... I never expected to see them grow so quick; they're like veterans. You never expect anyone to grow old in this war, or on this world.”

      “No, sir.” Perry agrees.
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        * * *

      

      Bar is fast asleep, Valla stands above him… her face is overcast with an unmistakable seriousness, which forecasts a dark deed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Bar’s breaths are deep and resonating. Valla stands above him; she feels a mixed brew of emotions over him, some good, some bad, some about living, others about killing.

      She has a heft rock in her hand; she feels its mass presses against her flesh. Her fingers wrap around its course curves. She processes possibilities. She looks to the amber of The Sun, roasting the horizon. She decides to make her choice before the flaming disc makes its appearance.

      What would her leader say if she didn't kill the enemy when she easily could?

      What if she needed his help further to make it through this barren landscape?

      She hunkers down to make a clear decision. Her every thought has one underlying assertion that skewers her to its premise; Bar is an invader. She was born to kill invaders. She’s made a decision. She raises her hand up in the air, raising the rock, she primes her lithe body read to slam down, to bludgeon Bar’s head and finish this, finish him.

      

      She stops, stunned; something has taken her breath away.  The stone falls from her hand to land -thud- by Bar’s head. He instantly jolts awake.

      “What?” He looks to the stone, and Valla; standing over him, but looking into the distance.

      “What are you doing?”

      She’s in a panic. “I’m waking you. We’re not alone.” She points to behind Bar. Bar turns around. Five Harvesters are watching them, their squat, furred frames, make a wall of white.

      Bar stands in urgency; he brushes himself down.

      “Your people cannot be far behind," Bar looks about, "I must go."

      “People!?” Valla is offended. “People. We are not people. We are Kestha.”

      “Well these creatures belong to you, so the Kes-ta must be here.”

      “Belong?” Valla is confused. The confusion quickly dissipates as a Harvester walks forward.

      She points and backs off.

      “It means to attack.”

      Four of the creatures are sprinkling a dark green fluid across their campfire. It has a pungent aroma that assails the senses. Valla holds her nose; it's a real stench. Valla picks up the rock she dropped.

      “Arm yourself human. They’re trying to gas us."

      Bar looks on confused, as a peaceful creature walks forward.

      Bar waves her down. “No, no, they are peaceful creatures.”

      The pale white creature, with bulbous black eyes, offers Bar his three-fingered hand.

      "See." Bar gestures to Valla. Bar takes the hand. "It's fine; they want to… AAaagggghhh.” Burning vibrations quake through Bar, he collapses to his knees. Images stab into his brain, bright, clear.

      Bar sees the warrior Xaionta in pursuit.

      The Harvester lets go.

      Bar is panting on all fours like he's sprinted a marathon.

      Bar looks to Valla. "The Kes-ta are coming… They showed me.”

      Valla clenches her fists, she’s happy. Then a sudden whip of sadness overcomes her. She looks to Bar.

      “Bar, you had better run, you are not safe, they will kill you.” She grasps hold of emotions that threaten to spill out. She warns Bar. “You’re not safe with me either.”

      The Harvester tugs at Bar’s hand, its strong enough to pull him along. He tries to resist, but he realises he is out of choices. His gaze with Valla is like an invisible thread, stretching through their destinies. Valla stares at Bar. He’s slowly stepping away from her.

      “Your people will be here in a few hours at most. There was only one of them.”

      Bar willingly follows the Harvesters; he turns his back to Valla. Valla's countenance is etched with concern; she's in thought. She steps forward and calls out.

      "This ‘One,' was it large with the colour of the night sky etched across…" Valla gestures across her brow and imitates a crest. "…here?”

      Bar stops for a moment. “Yes.”

      “Then that’s a Reaper... they hunt, they slay. They cannot be stopped; they just keep coming.”

      Bar mutters to himself.

      “Reaper…. a Regent.” He remembers Paxton talking about them. Bar looks to her, almost in thanks. “Well, I’ll keep heading out.”

      “Bar, he’ll be after me also, they slay traitors.”

      Bar shakes his head. “But you’re no traitor.”

      Valla marches up to Bar. “Really? Think.” She prods his head.

      “You were just trying to survive.”

      “Bar, I’m with you aren’t I? It must kill or be killed. That’s all it understands.”

      A trigger springs in Bar’s mind, a knowing. That creature is Valla’s parent; her DNA comes from it.

      “Father, that thing is your father?”

      “No.” Valla crushes that thought to Bar’s relief.

      “Phew, ‘cause that would be, you know, strange.” Bar smiles.

      “Not my Father… She’s my mother.”

      Bar stares at Valla in disbelief.

      She snatches at him and marches him off with the Harvesters.

      “Let me tell you about my mother.”…
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        * * *

      

      Hours have passed, and The Sun has burst past the horizon, its blazing its trail to the ceiling of the world. Orange drenches all in a warm glow.

      

      …“Her name is Zaktesh.”…

      

      Towering over the abandoned campfire under the hooded rock is Valla’s mother… Zaktesh. Three Hunters are all cowing behind her. The Warrior Xaionta is getting closer.

      Zaktesh calculates her next move, the moments contemplation is castrated by a thunderous…

      Boom – One of the Hunter’s shoulder explode in a greenish goo of blood. It Collapses.

      Grunt Rage with an unreasonably large rifle, and a permanent snarl across his face strides into battle. Six other Grunts follows him.

      Zaktesh flushes red and purple hues across her armour.

      

      …“We call her Death Mask.”…

      

      Zaktesh raises a shield easily deflecting the oncoming bullet storm. PING-TANG-ZING-PRANG. A Hunter charges at the Grunt patrol, its hackles rise and Shh-shh-shh-shh. It unleashes a barrage of razor projectile scales.

      Tut- piercing Grunt -Tut- flesh -Tut- or -Ping- bouncing off of -Ping- Grunt armour -Ping-. Two Grunts stagger and fall.

      

      Zaktesh shield grows razor spikes. Her other hand morphs to a long blade.

      

      …“She’s the eldest of our kind.”…

      

      Zaktesh engines into the Grunts… It's quick, brutal.

      Crash – The razor shield lacerates a Grunt; crimsonly spews.

      Schtick – His blade skewers another Grunt, disembowelling him.

      All the time, bullets fall inert off her armour.

      

      … “Slayer of enemies.”…

      

      Zaktesh deflects an oncoming attack, and morphs her blade to a rifle -Blam-

      Thwack – A Grunt’s mass is driven back, as his chest submits to a pummelling piercing crystal shard.

      

      …“The strongest with the Veil… the Metal.”…

      

      Zaktesh stands face to face with Grunt Rage. Rage drops his gun and draws out a long razor-toothed blade. For Rage, it's not so much how you live, but how you die. Grunt Rage nods to Zaktesh – Let’s do this.

      

      … "And… the strongest without.”…

      

      Zaktesh understands... her liquid armour drops away from her, to pool on the ground. Revealing a magnificent opal-ebony exo-skeletonized alien, with an ivory latticework of scars across its frame. She's breathtaking.

      

      …“Thriving on the battle.”…

      

      Zaktesh emits a scream.

      Grunt Rage releases a roar.

      They freight-train each other.
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        * * *

      

      Bar and Valla follow the Harvesters through a dark passage-way of damp caves, that spiral deep into the earth.  Moisture drips from the walls, and across their bodies. They press their arms against the tight walls for purchase.

      “When the Death Mask shows her face, then the darkness comes.” Valla finishes.

      She glances back to Bar, who’s chasing up behind. They both share the nightmare that follows, and Bar’s forming memories compel him to move ever on.  Valla stops, and she faces Bar they’re pressed close to each other. The Harvesters in front and behind them stop also.  There’s a moment of cranked tension between them.

      “What does the human think?” She asks.

      “I... I’m thinking, should I be more concerned about the enemy far, or the one that shares my footsteps.” Bar responds.

      Valla looks at him and nods, she doesn't like it, but she understands, for she feels the same.

      Valla turns, and the train continues through the warren of spiralling holes. There's a screaming silence between them, as a splinter of doubt lances further into them. The future for them is an undiscovered landscape, where enemies walk hand in hand.

      Their minds are caught up with each other and themselves. As they stride deeper into the pitch of the caves. They fail to notice; a singled leaf plant sprouting from the cave wall. There’s life down here.
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        * * *

      

      An unblemished rocky contour, that’s been slowly bleached by The Sun’s raging ferocity; day after day, year after year, millennia through millennia. Here it stands, and here it will remain.

      Crash- Grunt Rage bodily smashes into it. He’s breathing weighted, ragged breaths. He presses himself away from the rocky edifice. Bloody imprints of his arrival are left like cave paintings against the alabaster surface. Rage’s face has welts of contusion, where the capillaries beneath its surface have been ruptured. A few of them, weep with excess claret.

      Grunt Rage, slowly raises his blade, for continued battle. It’s sheered in half, with a flat pinched diamond cross-section; serving as a bludgeoning tip. It looks like Grunt Rage has been dragged through the nine circles of Dante’s Hell. Now he turns back to enter its centre.

      Before him, Zaktesh, unmarked from this recent skirmish, stands proud. The recently slain Grunts are the plinth to her effigy of death.

      “True death, is a life without battle.” Grunt Rage growls across gritted vocal chords.

      Zaktesh replies in clicks and screeches. Though they come from opposing histories, speak differing tongues, they talk the same language and find a common bond in this moment. Two who would stand and stare into the visage of death and all her beguiling beauty, without pause for contemplation, or have a morsel of remorse. In this, Rage doggedly charges knowing this will be his last act, this will be a glorious death against unassailable odds.

      Zaktesh welcomes the cannonballing mass that’s swelled with miss-intent. Grunt’s blade arcs into a death blow. Zaktesh raises one arm to block the oncoming hand; her other scimitar-shaped limb ploughs a furrow into the gut of Rage, his body wants to fall, as his knife succumbs to gravity’s coercion. Zaktesh and Rage are inches from each other, and though blood rivulets saddle his lip, and course down his jaw, Rage manages a broken, bloody smile.

      Grunt Rage at night would sometimes wake in a swelter of his own exudation of sweat. He would feel the fear cling to him, not because of the loss he's seen at the hands of the enemy, or because of the blood his own hands had delved in, no.

      Rage would have the fear that haunts all Grunts that reach double in their years, the fear that he would suffer an ignominious death in bed, an inglorious peace.  Today, he fears no more.

      

      Grunt Rage crashes to the ground, his dead-man stare breaches eternity.

      

      Zaketesh looks behind, to the last remaining Hunter, it’s the one that has the scars from the human across its rump. Good, that Hunter has the smell of the human on its tendrils.  Zaktesh glances to the dead around her, then back to Grunt Rage, she’ll not forget the endeavour they just partook in.

      Without looking to it, the pool of memetic Metal quivers, and traverses the stretch of earth between it and its mistress; Zaktesh.

      As Zaktesh starts to follow The Sun, the pool of fluid Metal chases after her, to breaks gravities authority and pour up over her obsidian shell. The Metal covers her completely, as it engulfs her dark purple crest. Zaktesh can control the Metal from a distance.

      

      She’s been hunting prey for over three centuries, she know, it’s only a question of time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The squalid caves of the underground seem to be a maze within a maze. Bar and Valla follow the Harvesters.

      “Where do you think they’re taking us?” She asks of Bar.

      “I don’t know.” He shrugs. “Probably their home.”

      They walk on just as the cave is opening out.

      “What possible kind of home can these-?”

      -Valla’s mouth and feet both halt. Bar stands stunned also.

      

      This cave opens out into a broad, open sub terrain globe. It's a lush green, paradise. Exotic plants of various flourishing colours and shapes plunder the barren rock. Steam from hot springs mist up the cold stone walls, where vapour turns to liquid and makes wetness laps down their curved faces to form puddles. Assorted creatures scuttle in and out of the plants, and insect armadas invade the air.

      Bar and Valla are struck, they whisper at the same time.

      “It’s like my dream.”

      Bar looks to Valla, who doesn’t look to him. She speaks.

      “I remember, you had a dream about this.” Memories are forming in her mind. Bar feels a flash of embarrassment, that’s the dream where he dreamed of her, he looks to her and waits for her to respond, to explode. He knows her only reaction to anything he does is anger. All she does is gaze about at the beauty. Bar watches her as Valla continues to stare in wonder, arching her neck, twisting and turning. Life sprouts from all angles in here, there’s so much to see.

      Valla’s exuberance makes Bar smile, he too then looks up and around.

      “It’s like the Earth’s been turned inside out.” Bar mumbles.

      Valla glances to Bar and smiles. “Earth is far away Bar.”

      He looks to her. “Welcome to my home.”

      She gestures out wide with her arms.  A bouquet of wonder strokes their senses into excitement.  The air feels whole. After the moment's contemplation has melted into the realms of acceptance, Bar and Valla follow the Harvesters through the jungle before them.

      There's a cacophony of animal calls, of birds in song and the hushed whisper of insects everywhere.  They plough through the thick undergrowth, brushing aside leaves, stroking blossoming plants. It’s difficult to see beyond the green, yet even though it is more confined than the Bunker’s halls and rooms. Bar welcomes the entangling closeness of it all.

      After endless strides through the thick, and witnessing ever more revealing layers of life, Bar and Valla enter a clearing.

      The clearing contains within its perimeter a village.

      A village of small leafy structures, and alcoves within walls, some abodes are across branches of trees, other flat beds on the ground. Harvesters are here, resting, playing, eating. The party of returning Harvesters are welcomed back into the fold, while Bar and Valla are left standing together. They silently watch life unfold, moment by moment.

      Valla spots a group of Harvesters, who look as if they’re praying over a pool as one of the Harvester uses a cup to scoop silver fluid from it.

      “Metal.”

      She races over – Bar reaches out his hand to stop her, he misses.

      Bar arrives by the silvery pool, Valla is knelt by it. She dare not touch it, as bubbles and steams with heat.

      “What are they doing?” Bar asks quizzically.

      “I don’t know, but it’s barbaric.” Valla responds, Bar gives her a curious look at the exaggeration. “Look.” She sees the Harvester who scooped a cup of Metal, rest it in a pool. It steams and cools down. Valla is excited. “I’ll have some Veil before this day is through.”

      Valla takes a stoned bowl, and scoops liquid Metal out for herself. She dashes over to the pool and pours it in. It hisses. As Bar approaches she grabs the Metal from the bottom of the pool.

      Valla has a lump of Metal in her hand, it doesn’t move it’s inert. “There’s nothing… happening.” She stands and looks to Bar. "They've done something to it; it's dead. No… no… not dead, just different.”

      They watch as a Harvester takes the cooled silver liquid, they keep an eye on her, as she gently strokes speck of silver across plants. Somehow, the silver feeds the plants.

      Bar states the obvious. “They’re using it to grow life.”

      "I'd rather have the Metal," Valla says.

      “They see and communicate with vibration.” Bar tries to explain what he knows about the creatures.

      “So?” Valla is impatient.

      “I think somehow they changed the integrity of the Metal. Maybe through a vibrational quality.” Off of Valla’s phased look, he digs deeper. “At a molecular level.” She still stares at him blankly. “You know vibration and matter have a relationship.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying, do you?” Valla is cutting.

      “Well something’s changed. Anyway I’ve seen it. When, wh- you know.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      Bar’s knowledge had sprung in the dream ‘The Learning’ shared. Yet somehow she must not have it all or experienced what he experienced there. How he touched upon the waking sleep of awareness, tasted a moment of his own grand revelation. He looks into her eyes.  He can’t explain, she’s shared the dream but not the experience.

      “They seem to be using it, to bring the plants back to life.” He says.

      “You’ve already said that.”

      “Well, Metal is made up of organic compounds, they must break it down for the nutrients… I quite like it… the plants and…” Bar responds innocently.

      “Pha, Humans.”

      “Look I feel frustrated too.”

      "Well, you don't look it."

      Bar falls quiet, something far more important has absorbed him, he only sees Valla’s lips move and not what she’s saying. His mind is filled with the alien tune.

      Bar, a sailor to a siren's song, walks off, leaving Valla venting.

      “Oooh, so rude, so human.” She quips.

      She looks to the silver pool, then back around the inverted globe in which she stands. She looks over to Bar. For the moment, she decides, they should stick together.

      

      Bar reaches a collection of a dozen Harvesters, sat swaying in circles, within circles. In the centre is a single Harvester, heavily pregnant and whining in pain. Bar steps up to the outermost ring and waits.

      Valla walks up next to him.

      “She’s about to give birth.” She says.

      “She needs help.” Bar in sentinel like stare looks at the Harvester.

      “What? I’m sure they don’t.”

      “I’m going to help her.” Bar’s still a sentinel.

      “What. Why?” Valla is as surprised as Bar is certain.

      The circles of Harvesters open up, line after line make room for Bar to enter its inner sanctum, directly to the pregnant creature.

      Bar quietly walks forward as if the chord of destiny is a tightening thread upon him.

      The Harvesters glance up with their blind eyes at Valla.

      "I know you're blind; you can't see me." She waves her hand in front of their faces. "Look I'm not going to…" She stops. It's pointless; she acquiesces to fate and strides into the circles behind Bar.

      

      The pregnant Harvester’s rounded weight is pressing on her diaphragm; her breathing is forced, laden. Bar is squatted next to her. He glances to his right; Valla stands next to him.

      “Well, what are you going to do?” She asks.

      "I'm not quite sure." Bar musters over possibilities; he's experienced their way before. “They can communicate by touch.”

      “In what way?” Valla asks.

      “They can share experiences.”

      “Like the learning?”

      “Yes.” Bar responds, Valla nods. “…and no.” He continues. Valla flicks her eyes to the ceiling.

      “Take her hand.” Bar tells Valla.

      “No. You take her hand.”

      Bar slowly reaches over. He warns Valla.

      “This could be painful.”

      Valla pushes air though her lips, she knows humans are weak.

      “I’m going to share her pain.” Bar feels it’s the right thing to do.

      “Why?”

      Bar looks at Valla. “Cause she would do the same.”

      Bar grabs the Harvester’s ridged layered hand. He looks to Valla; he's surprised he feels nothing.

      "It's okay; I don't feel… agghhhh.” Bar crumples in pain; he keeps hold of her hand.

      Valla looks at Bar; she believes in the superiority of their kind.

      “A Keshta thrives on pain, puny human.”

      Valla snatches at the Harvester’s other hand. She smirks.

      “See… aggghhhh.” She too convulses and collapses in pain.

      The three figures writhe and twist in the centre of the circles. The rings like closing apertures descend upon the three figures. The Harvesters lay hands on Bar, Valla and the pregnant Harvester. Each circle lays hands on the ring it embodies until like an enormous blossoming flower of layered petals, each and every Harvester is in touch, they are the whole.

      

      The pain of the moment plucks Bar and Valla from their bodies; they feel as if they are ghosts, in a shadow world. The world becomes more clear as their ghostly apparitions take form, yet something is different about them, they are themselves and everyone else at the same time. They are the Harvesters around them and the one that is unborn. They experience memories that have yet to occur, in a dreamy stream of consciousness. It's not their memories, but those of the unborn child.

      Bar’s repeated trials have acquainted him with the substance of reality, of time, of space. Though he doesn’t understand fully, he’s experienced time with no time and space with no space; he sees how the Harvesters see.

      Every Harvester’s lives are in a time of no time and space of no space. They experience their whole lives at birth and watch it unravel through the meaningless years that passage them by. This is how they showed Bar, Valla in his dream, how they showed him the alien attack. Each generation of Harvester brings the knowledge of their life to their elders. This is why they share the space at each birth, to bring that future into the collective.

      Bar sees himself and Valla looking at him, welcoming him into the world, this is the first moment of the child's birth. Through the eyes of the young Harvester, he sees the loving, vibrant harmony around the group. The plants blossom, insects buzz and creatures sing, all things are in accord.

      Bar hears the alien song and looks to Valla’s blue, green lips, she sung him that song before. She leans in, her eyes closed in a trance and whispers the song in his ears. Bar understands, his dream was within a dream.

      It's hard to tell what passes in a world where time doesn't passage; it could be seconds or years, lives and deaths can roll by.

      It all ends with the dreamy Black.

      Bar and Valla, back in their bodies, back to the duality of their lives; wake. They see that Valla has the baby Harvester cradled in her arms, with her lips pressed to the young one’s ear. Valla’s witnessed its life passing, she’s seen a planet of life, instead of this body of death on which they reside. She saw herself, and disconcertingly she saw Bar.

      They were locked in a struggle, Bar has his hand pressed against her head, and she was screaming. Is that how it ends? Is what she asks as she snatches at the vapours left of the dream.

      Bar and Valla look to each other, and as if they were unplugged from reality, they collapse.

      

      The Harvesters leave their guests, collapsed on a blanket of leaves. Next to each other. Under the blanket of leaves is a film of Metal, the altered Metal that doesn't respond to the touch, but has other properties. While they lay there, Bar and Valla are connected.

      Bar begins to twitch and shudder as his nightmare unfurls. Just quick distorted snaps shots of pain, punishment, and torture by the Xaionta Regent, the one he knows as Zaktesh. Inside his dreams Bar wonders if these are images of moments to come or moments that have passed. He then has a realisation, he drifts into another perspective, and he sees Valla, screaming. She's in pain.

      

      In the globe, up high is a Harvester perched up on a ledge. It's as if he is on watch, of course, he isn't. He may be blind, but he sees and has seen everything. He knows on this night an unusual event is going to occur, another piece of falling Debris, that quickly follows another. But this isn’t just any ordinary Debris. This is the Debris that will be the gateway to their future. It’s the Debris that every Harvester who is old enough to witness it, has sensed its coming. It’s like a falling prophecy, that’s crafted in the hands of destiny. All they ever had to do was wait, that is all they know.  From this Debris, the three will come together.

      

      Bar and Valla where rudely shaken from their sleep. Fruit from their surrounding paradise where shoved in their hands and The Harvesters hounded them into moving.

      The Bunker had a hydroponics bay, in which it grew a limited amount of vegetables and fruit. Bar saw it once on a holovid, a tour of how the facility works. He was acquainted with plant-based foods. Valla, meanwhile, had been sustained mainly on a gruel of protozoa and grain.

      As Valla bit into the flesh of the orange coloured fruit, its juices release stimulating previously dormant taste buds. Her eyes pop wide open. She hums to herself, and as Bar turns to her, she wields the fruit like its prize she’s won. All the while the Harvesters guide them out of their peaceful paradise.

      

      Bar and Valla follow the two Harvesters, as they crawl through a cramped tunnel, that has a cold shallow stream carpeting it. They move on all fours, the gnarled rock bites into the flesh. Valla whacks her head; she gets frustrated.

      “Where are they taking us?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they just want us to leave.”

      “Well ask them.” She insists.

      Bar touches the Harvester’s shoulder, they stop and patiently turn round to them.

      Bar starts to gesture wildly; as if conducting the orchestra of words.

      “Where… is… it… that.” He pauses. “You are… taking …u-”

      The Harvesters reaches out his hands and stops Bar from gesturing and talking.

      The creature then gestures himself, by holding his fist up high, and his other had flat and low. He makes a high pitched “Woooooooo.” as he lowers his fist into his flat hand and imitates an explosion, with the fist spreading apart.

      Bar and Valla look to each other, they both understand completely.

      “Debris.” “Sky-fall.” They say at the same time.

      With renewing vigour they scramble forward.
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        * * *

      

      The Debris, undulates like a river of exotic materials and technology, moating the world. There are the continual crashes and pummelling of matter on matter. And occasionally those collisions will send Debris out of orbit and either into space to drift in the eternal, or to the hungry planet below that devours with its gravity. Right now a large piece of twisting Debris, a human ship, is dancing on the precipice of descent. Its decaying orbit passes over the gravity-well horizon of the planet below, and now its mass dictates the direction and speed that the human ship will take.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The hood made of rock has a burnt-out campfire at its base. Zaktesh is stood within the confines of the cowl; she knows they've been here. Her armour flourishes light colours, almost imperceptible.

      Is it possible?  She questions. That she the Krewt, is traveling with a human?

      Zaktesh turns to the Hunter; she's waiting for him to get the scent.

      All the Hunter does is chase around in circles, as if it were confused, or following an invisible prey. Zaktesh stamps her foot in frustration.

      She examines the earth; and scoops up a dried speck of dark green fluid, that's mixed with dirt. She brings it to her nostrils, and reels from the smell. Someone has covered their tracks. Her next move is to sweep the area, till they can pick up the trail again.

      

      Zaktesh can smell water; she decides to quench her thirst. The waft of distinct sweetness, with a bitter after smell, meant that contaminated water wasn’t too far away. Zaktesh, clicks and grunts, the Hunter snaps out of its frantic nuzzling of the ground.

      

      Zaktesh stands over a pool of water, it teems with microscopic life, it has limited radiation levels; enough for her armour to filter out. She tips in her foot. The Metal vents the water up to her mouth. She guzzles the water and feeds on the plankton it contains.

      As she stares into the pool of drink, she sees reflected on the thin film of meniscus, a speck of blazed orange. She glances to the sky.

      Zaktesh uses her armour to focus in on the blazing orange ribbon; its falling technology. She meditates on this, and it comes to her. Where would a human and a Krewt stranded, alone, head?

      She looks across to the horizon and starts a paced walked to where the Debris is bound. The Hunter canters to keep up with her.
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        * * *

      

      A monitor in the Observation gives the tell-tale signs of Debris, with a heartbeat of a beep – beep – beep… the protocol kicks into action and the C.O of ‘Delta Patrol’, the soldiers that are on standby, is informed. The C.O in turn gets his troops out into the Wasteland to race to the Debris, this has been going on for decades.

      Paxton Black and The Guardians are on Stand-By.  Joined by Ramirez, Grunt Salve, and other soldiers, they move out. Paxton notices something different about the remaining Guardians, it had only been two days since they last went out, yet somehow that experience had dulled their innocence. Maybe it's their genetic imperative shining through. But to Black, the Guardians are responding like hardened veterans to the new call.

      

      With a salute and barely any words, the Guardians, Salve, Ramirez, and troopers were in a full functioning Paladin and rumbling out of the Bunker.
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        * * *

      

      The Harvesters lead Bar and Valla through a catacomb, to a place where they can stand, it’s pitch black except for a torch of moss the Harvesters carry. Bar knows these creatures have no need of such things, yet they know, Bar and Valla do.

      They reach a small space, where branching tunnels lead off a central room. The Harvesters stop. Bar and Valla also stop. The Harvesters sit and wait as if they are snoozing.

      Bar looks to Valla and shrugs. They too sit down. Opposite each other.

      Bar smiles at Valla. She touches her face as if something is on it.

      “What?”

      “Nothing, I’m just smiling at you.”

      “Why?”

      “When something makes you smile, you smile.”

      Valla nods. She understands.

      “Well don’t.” She commands. “It shows weakness.”

      “Smiling shows weakness?” Bar is exasperated.

      Valla nods. “Of course.”

      “How about if I showed my teeth.” Bar exaggerates his smile, as it becomes a fixed snarl.

      Valla stares at him. "Yes, that's better."

      “How is this better?” Bar asks through his grimaced face.

      “Because you look as stupid as you are.” Valla has a little laugh to herself.

      “I’m glad I made you laugh.” Bar shakes his head.

      “I made me laugh.” Valla snaps.

      “Don’t you ever quit?”

      “The Kestha never gives up.”

      Bar begins to chuckle himself, Valla gives Bar a stern stare. “No, I mean…” Bar chuckles harder at Valla’s angry stare. “You…” Bar’s laughter stops him talking.

      Valla feels the infectiousness of the humour. She starts to chuckle. “I am what?” she says.

      “Funny.” Bar burst out.

      Valla stops laughing and squints at Bar. “It’s a good thing.” He insists.

      

      They both sit for a while breathing deep decisive breaths.

      Bar has noticed that ever since they got here, they've been more relaxed, with fewer threats of death to each other, which was refreshing.  Bar looks to the resting Harvesters.

      “Where did the Keshta get the Harvesters from?” He asks Valla.

      “Eh? These creatures, are not with us human Bar, they’re not from our world.”

      Bar looks to Valla confused.

      “But you brought them as slaves with you.”

      “Slaves? With my time with the Kestha, we are taught humans are the enemies and the ghosts.” She points to the Harvesters. “Are a pest.”

      “But-“ The Harvesters come round; it's time. They grab Bar and Valla and gesture to lay down, Valla snatches away from her Harvester.

      “Calm down Krewt.” Bar tells her. “They’re trying to help.” Bar looks to the rocky ceiling as if he sees through it into the sky. “The Debris will hit soon. Impact.”

      Valla looks to the ceiling. “How do you know?”

      “I just know.” Bar continues. “We need to lay down.”

      And so they do, they press themselves low against the floor of the cave,  cold water laps over their arms, legs, and across their faces, robbing them of warmth.

      Bar looks to Valla. "We'll have to cover our ears." He says to her as he clamps his hands over them. "And protect your head."

      Valla looks to Bar, he tucks his chin in tight, with his arms wrapped around his ears and head. She follows suit.
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        * * *

      

      In the Paladin, Paxton checks everyone is strapped into position. While Ramirez calls out the slow countdown over the internal comms.

      

      “8…   …7…        …6…”
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        * * *

      

      Zaktesh stares to the horizon reflected off her sheened armour is a furious stretch of distant flames.

      

      “…5…   …4…    …3…”

      

      A thundering fist from upon high is about to punch into the earth.
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        * * *

      

      Bar and Valla glance to each other, he signals to her –  it’ll be okay.

      

      “…2…     …1…”
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        * * *

      

      A mass of metal drives its body into the earth - KAABOOOOM - like the hammer of the Gods, the kinetic force ruptures rock, spewing molten fragments miles, as a piercing white light, like an Angel’s raiment engulfs all... WHITE OUT.
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        * * *

      

      Paxton and The Guardians, are relaxed, they cover their eyes. The Guardians have become more seasoned... WHITE OUT
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        * * *

      

      Zaktesh stares into the oncoming brilliance... WHITE OUT.
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        * * *

      

      The shockwave of impact thunders out from the source, a raging tsunami; as what once was solid, responds like liquid. From space, the ripples of earth can be seen, as a blossoming flower of dust clouds.
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        * * *

      

      Bar and Valla feel the tremble of a coming quake, its footsteps tremble the rock beneath them, and shakes the roof above them. Like an unearthly drumroll, it builds to a deafening roar.

      Bar glances over to Valla, rocks crack, and powder falls, small stones fall around her, she jumps. Bar can't help himself, he moves over her and covers her head with his body.

      She struggles as if they were fighting.

      Bar grabs her face.

      “Calm down!”

      She understands, and Bar covers her again.

      He feels the fall of fist-sized rock slam into him, bruising flesh, winding his ribs. He knows it won't last long, so he endures.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Zaktesh stands proud, she watches and waits, the Hunter whines, and she guides him to sit behind her. Zaktesh then stares into the mouth of the oncoming storm. The storm of a thousand teeth.

      First, the wind begins to pick up, tugging at her, like a flowing undercurrent. Specks of earth patter against her armour, like gnawing incisors. The rolling thunder churns the ground as its unquenchable express of destruction rumbles on. In anticipation of the following upheaval, a hurricane squall of wind races forward and cradled in its embrace, thousands of pummelling fist-sized rocks. Like jagged fangs bite into Zaktesh’s armour.

      –CHING –CHING –CLANG…

      She feels the promised rend that the rapids of hurricane offer. She stands defiant. Her feet become razor points of metal, and drives deep into rock; she's steadfast. The Hunter holds onto her leg.

      The blazing force of wind becomes more violent, the sound of land thunder approaches. Zaktesh raises her arms and SHHICKKK -  morphs her armour into a large umbrella-shield...

      The Hunter tucks in behind the shield, as Zaktesh braces herself for cataclysmic impact….

      …and

      …it

      ….hits...

      

      
        
        BOOOOM.

      

      

      

      Incredibly against the dragon’s breath of murderous destruction, which levels all in its passage, Zaktesh stands strong. She hunkers behind her shield, and her shield does not submit to the onslaught that set upon it.

      Singular, against the unleashed of volcanic power, Zaktesh stands in her magnificence.

      

      As the rage passes, and the winds die, Zaktesh is covered in dust and splinters of rock, her armour shimmers and the rock and its powder fall off her, it's white-hot surface smoulders.  She stands for a moment as if recomposing her objectives. Checking on the Hunter, who is shaken but alive, she makes her way ever on.
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        * * *

      

      Bar and Valla still lay together, as the violent vibrations calm. Bar’s sore, but nothing serious has befallen him. Valla pushes Bar off him. Bar snatches away from her. Valla looks to him as if it were to move him away, but it’s not.  Valla looks at him.

      “What?” Bar asks, defensively.

      “Are you okay?”

      Bar stumbles to speak. He’s taken aback, as Valla sounds concerned.

      “What? Am I-”

      “-It means nothing.” She beats him to the punch.

      Bar and Valla fall into the void of uncertainty, they’ve been through much together, yet they’re so far apart.

      “I’m okay, thanks.” Bar replies.

      “Good. Good.” Valla says dismissively.

      The Harvesters gesture to Bar and Valla to follow them, and so they do. The endless catacombs and tunnels sprout into and from each other. As Bar follows Valla who follows the Harvesters, thoughts invade his mind. He’s not sure if they’re his thoughts, or the ones implanted there. Maybe it’s his thoughts on the ones that are planted there.

      It’s difficult to tell.

      Three come together, one will appear… is the mantra that plays over and over, and each time it does Bar tries to come to differing conclusions.

      Is Valla one of the three, or the one?

      He stares at her, as he’s trying to work it out.

      His mind stumbles back to the Guardians, to Rain. He misses their company, yet, he's unsure how they would react to him, colluding with an invader.

      And so they keep moving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The final tunnel breaks out into a widening funnel, Bar and Valla can feel the wind from outside against their skin. They’ve been travelling for hours. Yet Bar had a funny feeling his journey was only just beginning.

      Bar and Valla follow the Harvesters and step out into a large circular cave, shaped like a stacked chimney. They look up, it ascends into the open world, a horizontal tunnel, pointing to the sky.

      “There.” Bar nods to the mouth of the tunnel.

      The mouth of the well is an eye upon a twilight sky. Jutting into its perfect circle like a single jagged fang, is the recently fallen spaceship, crumbling and shearing against its own weight. Bar and Valla step back as chunks of metal descend into the tunnel.

      It rockets past them and drops ever lower.

      Its descent draws Bar and Valla to the lip of their funnelled cave; they see that the chimney doesn't only go up, but it goes down, to a big black empty hole. Bar waits to hear the crashing of the metal… it doesn't come.

      “It’s okay, if we fall, I think we just keep falling.”

      “Are you attempting levity?”

      Bar shrugs his shoulders. He looks up to the Debris, tittering over the precipice.

      “How do we get there?” Valla asks.

      “I don’t know. We fly?” Bar is being sarcastic. Valla doesn’t seem to understand.

      “Kestha don’t fly, human Bar.”

      "Oh, then we'll just have to climb." He replies.

      Valla looks up, uncertain.

      “Are you scared?”

      “No.” she isn’t. “I just think by the time we get up there, it could have fallen and taken us with it.”

      Bar looks up to. He’s now nervous.

      “Shall we go?” Valla says.

      Bar nods. “Okay.”

      “Look.” Valla points to their means of ascending.

      

      Spiralling up the circumference of the tunnel is a walkway, made of chains and metal. It's unstable and battered, yet must stretch on, lap after laps for miles. Bar and

      Valla sway and tilt as they walk along the loose swaying floor.

      “They obviously got these from the fallen ships.” Bar observes, about the materials.

      Valla focuses on not looking down.

      “They must have built this as a means to get out into the world.” He continues.

      "They built it for us." Valla states.

      Bar stops on the bridge and turns to Valla. "For us?"

      Valla and Bar hold onto the supports of the bridge, as they balance on the ever-shifting floor beneath.

      “Yes.” She replies. “For us.” She breaths deep. “Back when we had ‘the learning’ with that pregnant ghost, I saw things.” She falls quiet.

      “Go on.”

      "I don't understand, but somehow, I saw that flashes of the unborn child's life." Valla falls quiet again, she doesn't avoid talking about it, or opening up to Bar.

      “What did you see?”

      Valla looks into Bar's face; she doesn't want to talk about the snap of horror that invaded her dream, her vision. Those vivid images hit home again; Bar standing over her, his hand pressed against her, and Valla screaming in pain… it felt like death… a slip into a dark oblivion.

      “Valla?” Bar interrupts her moments of reliving the future.

      "I'm saying if they can see the future, I mean know the future… whatever…" She continues. "Then they built this for us to get up there." She points up to the mouth of the tunnel and the Debris.

      “But… Why?” Bar asks.

      Valla simply shrugs. “Maybe we’ll find out when we get there?”

      Bar nods. His mind processes - When the three come together… Could the third be in the Debris? Or could it be the Debris? It’s all too confusing, to work out the puzzle of a prophecy of someone else’s culture.

      He turns and continues up the unsteady pathway, suspended from the rocky walls. Below them is the chinking and grating of a walkway under duress. Above them there's the creaking, and groaning of the ship, wrestling with the gravity that beckons it into the pit below. They try not to think about it and keep moving.

      

      The walkway comes to an abrupt, broken end; it’s spiralling ascendance stops fifty metres from the top of the tunnel and the Debris that pivots on its edge. Falling Debris has smashed through it, leaving just sheer rock face between them and their goal.  Bar looks down into the gaping promise of doom, the black well below offers. Valla follows.

      “If they can see the future.” Bar says. “Why didn’t they see this?”

      “Nobody’s perfect, Bar.”

      Bar looks back to Valla, his eyebrow bucks. “Not even a Kestha?”

      “They may seem perfect to the human. But they too have their faults.” Valla says with no sense of irony.

      Bar places his hand on the rocky traverse.

      “Well,” he says, “it looks like we will have to climb.”

      

      Their lithe frames press against the rocky wall, as they clamber for footholds. It's slow and purposeful. Bar glances behind him to Valla. Below her, the eternal hole serves as a black canvas against her climbing figure.  She clambers into the foot and hand holds, Bar's just vacated.

      She looks up to him looking down. She has a grin.

      “You seem to be enjoying yourself.” Bar notes.

      “Humans cannot fly. They have no feathered appendage.”

      Bar looks up and rolls his eyes. “There’s no fooling you.”

      “The Keshta are no fools.”

      Valla looks pleased with herself as they reach the midpoint of the climb.
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        * * *

      

      The blade of Debris, breaks the skyline, jutting out like the bow of a sinking ship that’s decided to stop its plunge into the deep. It’s a magnificent obelisk to remind those who witness it, that out there in space; there are thousands like it; tombstones to a lost generation.

      The Sun is a witness to this new arrival on the landscape it illuminates. It's not the only witness, Paxton is in the Paladin, and he sees the silhouette of the Debris in the distance, beckoning to him.

      

      The Paladin is churning up earth between it and the Debris.
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        * * *

      

      Bar can see the opening chasm of the ship above him as if it had been ripped in two by giant hands and discarded. As he climbs closer, he can see the layers of floors, doors, rooms, of what was a full functioning space vessel. Now it is incomplete, with cables and wires exposed, the skeleton of structure laid bare, as its flesh has been torn from its bones.

      

      Bar can see the open cross-section of the hull, slowly tilt down, it groans with exertion. Bar knows that the contents of the ship will be spewed out from those corridors, rooms, and floors.

      “Hold on!” He calls out to Rain.

      “That’s what climbing is.” She says dismissively.

      He looks back to her with more urgency.

      “Tuck in tight.”

      Valla looks past Bar and sees the contents of the ship vomiting from its hull, they both squeeze in tight.

      Tables, chairs, monitors and electronic equipment and shattered fragments whistles past them. CRACK- a large chunk of floor -BASH-  bounces off the walls, -BANG- heading towards them -CRASHES- It bounces over them, skimming their very bodies. SMASHING- into sections of the pathway they used to ascend this drop.

      Bar and Valla both look down, as the pieces of the falling ship and the pathway shrink with perspective’s lens, to be swallowed into the black. If they were any later, they would have been hit; crushed.

      Valla is very matter of fact.

      "Well, I guess we're not going back down then." She looks to Bar, Bar nods. They carry on ever up.
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        * * *

      

      Zaktesh, armour still smoulders from the heat of the Debris blast, she mounts the zenith of a mound and sees land stretched out before her. A burnt flat, featureless plain, which draws the eye to the epicentre of its span, to the monolith from space.

      Zaktesh knows, ‘she' will go there; the one who has splices of Zaktesh's DNA coursing through its humanoid cells. Zaktesh saw the burnt black Veil back at the foot of the cliff, that means her daughter will need more, and there's only one place to get it. She knows that the creature spawned from her DNA will be headed to the Debris.

      With a few clicks and grunts, The Hunter becomes an ever-present feature at her side. They move inexorably on.
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        * * *

      

      Valla pulls herself to the top, she looks at Bar looking at her, and before he can offer any help, she speaks.

      “I don’t need your help.”

      “Okay.” He says defensively.

      As they stand of the lip of the well’s expanse they look down, it seems so deep, that their eyes would strain to touch the bottom.

      They look to the crashed Debris; the spaceship hangs half over the bottomless pit, the other half juts skyward like an accusing finger to God.

      "There." Bar points. Halfway up the hull of the deformed vessel is a tendril of silvery vine; Metal.

      "The Veil," Valla whispers.

      They stand in the shadow of the angled colossus, in its ribbed side, there’s a jagged tear, a hole for them to enter. The Debris creaks and strains as it tries to maintain an equilibrium, parts of it flake off. This is a proving ground, where there is possibly no return.

      Valla speaks over Bar’s shoulders. “We go now, or not at all.”

      For once they are in accord. “Agreed.” He says, as his eyes scan the spaceship carcass that towers over them. They wordlessly move on out and squeeze through the chasm of the split hull, which exposes the ship's internals.

      

      Stepping into the ship is like stepping into another creation. Bar had experienced differing worlds these last few days, from the familiar confines of the Bunker to the Paladin, the open expanse of the wasteland, followed by the Harvester's home, but now. Now it's like Bar has stepped inside a machine.

      The walls are of differing materials, a pallet of colours, not just the grey hues of concrete. The confines of the ship are more restrictive than the Bunker, yet has more detail. Lights flicker.

      "There's still power in this vessel," Valla remarks.

      Bar reaches out and touches the wall of the vessel, to feel its composition. Valla shoves his shoulder.

      “Let’s find the Metal.” She says. At this the ship shunts and shudders. Creaking and breaking can be heard. They both stare at each other.

      “Shall we-?” Bar suggests.

      “Yes, quickly.”

      They both speed march quickly looking from room to room. Every room has something of interest in there for them. But they have no time, soon this whole structure in which they stand will sink below ground. There's just one thing they're looking for; Metal.

      They march up the slope of the corridors, using their hands on the walls for support.

      “When we get the Metal, maybe some food, we can decide what to do next.”

      "We?" Valla asks incredulously.

      “Let’s just get on with it.”

      

      They pass a room replete with technology; it reminds Bar of the Bunker's infirmary. There's upright bio-analysis chambers, beds, medical supplies. Bar reads the sign out loud.

      “Medical Bay.”

      Valla looks at the strange symbols and doesn't understand them. But she sees something she understands all too well.

      "Veil." She spots a thread of Metal across the medical bay walls; it seems to have attached itself to a computer terminal.

      "It's almost as if the Metal… The Veil is looking for a host." Bar ponders.

      "Well let's help it," Valla replies.

      As Valla reaches out to touch the Metal, the ship violently jerks and shifts angles. As if shoved by impossible forces, Bar and Valla tumble back. They fall in the scooped tube of a bio-analysis machine; its door automatically locks them in. There’s only room for one, but they’re both squeezed in close together. For the first time, she doesn’t try and move away, she stays in a moment’s eye contact and averts her gaze down to Bar’s chest.

      There's a profound silence between them, Valla weakly tries to push Bar off, he doesn’t move. She stops and submits to the moment; he can feel her breathy anticipation. She looks from his chest and back into his eye; her pupils are dilated, her lips more flushed with green. Bar can feel their heartbeats pounding into each other, till they synch into rhythm.

      More than that is falling into a familiar rhythm; their very beings seem to entwine. Their eyes are locked, it feels like they've never looked at anything else, or have even wanted to.

      Beeeeppp – the moment is castrated; as light beams strokes over them. It must have only been for a second when they were locked in desire, but it felt like a coming of age.

      A monotone female voice speaks out.

      “Medical scan in process, remain still.”

      Bar and Valla are now at the mercy of discomfort, they avert gaze, yet obediently wait in the chamber. Bar starts to smile to himself. Valla notices.

      “What?” She disconcerted.

      “Nothing.” Bar says, then he starts to laugh.

      “What?” she implores.

      “Humans cannot fly.” Bar says, now his laugh has her laughing.

      “I know, I said so.” Valla grins.

      “But you thought we could.”

      “No, no, I thought, you thought you could. I was waiting for you to fall.”

      “Stop it. You must think we’re really stupid.”

      Bar and Valla are laughing hard through their bellies.

      “Yes.” She says. “Yes, I do.”

      The automated voice calls out.

      “Scan complete.”

      The door to the chamber glides open.

      Bar and Valla are in the chuckle zone; the after-effects of a joke. Bar steps out from the chamber. Valla follows. Bar feels he can open up to her some more.

      "I've dreamt of you, Valla."

      She gives Bar a look of uncertainty. “And?”

      Bar is tender in tone. "I saw your birth; you were tortured, beaten... you... You feel abandoned, alone, as though you don't belong. You hide your emotions, to not show any weakness, it's how you were raised."

      Valla simply stares at Bar with a glare that screams - How dare you!

      "I think the Metal in the plants meant that you and I... we... I'm sorry. It just happened. I understand you."

      “You understand nothing, Bar.” Valla feels stab of pain. She marches away from the chamber and out the medical bay into the corridor. Bar looks to the Metal and then to Valla storming off; he has to make a choice. He does, he goes after Valla.

      He pursues her down the slopping corridor; she's looking to be alone.

      “Valla, I do understand.” Bar calls out. “You do belong.”

      

      CRUNK – The ship violently shifts again. Bar and Valla hold onto fixtures on the wall. They freeze in anticipation of the next angled jolt. It doesn’t come.

      Bar lets go and starts to clamber down to Valla. Then…

      

      CRASH – The ship tilts up, and behind Valla and Bar the ship's hull begins to tear away from itself.  A third of the ship is breaking away, while the remaining suspended sloping section pulls to the flat earth beneath it. A crack, chases its way up and around the hull, through the floors, walls, before cracking and creaking open. It happens fast.

      Bar and Valla are on the wrong side of the crack, in the falling section of the ship, Valla manages to clamber up the walls, keeping in tight, avoiding the avoiding the falling missiles of the ship debris, till she’s on the safe side of the crack.

      WHACK – Bar is hit across the head, his body pirouettes, twists and falls down the opening.

      He desperately tries to grab hold of something; he's falling.

      There’s a rush of air, Bar is no longer in the confines of the ship, he’s in free fall.

      

      Bar’s mass is ejected out the ships broken hull, below him the pitch of the bottomless well, inviting an ignominious passing from this world. By chance, instinct, but probably luck, Bar reaches out and snatches hold of a hanging cable. His body thumps to a stop, his shoulder jolts in its socket, like electric fire.

      The falling hull of ship rushes past him.

      Bar glances down past his legs, to a third of the spaceship tumbling below.

      KA BOOOM – It spews up hot rushes of air and a fireball, Bar holds on, he simply closes his eyes. The wind across the wasteland catches the fireball and dissipates its temper before it can consume Bar.

      Bar opens his eyes; the cutting wind is battering his body into a pendulum swing, he grimaces to hold on... groans in pain.

      Oozing down the cable is an oily fluid from the ship's hull. It drips into Bar's face. Bar spits it out; he's desperate.

      His pendulum swinging grinds the cable against the sharpened edge of the broken hull, it is whittling it away -ching- The wind buffers Bar’s body.

      He stares upwards; he's trying to plan his next move.

      He glances down to the pitch of the bottomless well, his feet dangle in the black of its gape.

      He glances up again… he feels a spring of hope in his chest.

      Valla hangs out from the hull of the stabilised section of the ship. She peers down to Bar. Their gazes crash in a moment of electric intensity. Bar’s relieved. He shouts over the gale.

      "Good, you're OK. I cannot climb any further; the cable is slippery."

      Valla stares on quietly, her continence is placid, yet tinged with sadness.

      “Valla?”

      That tinge of sadness furrows across her brow, she feels the collapse of her resistance, as emotions well over. She's angry at Bar, at herself; yet she's also sad, sad that it all had to come to this. Bar remains quiet, just clinging and twisting on the cable.

      Valla calls out. "You were bred to kill me, and I am bred to kill you, my friend. Is that all we will ever know?"

      “It doesn’t have to be.” Bar calls back.

      “I no longer know if I could kill you, human Bar.” She stutters in her breathing.   “But… but…”

      “You don’t know if you can save me, either.” Bar calmly finishes her sentence.

      She simply nods as a wash of tears saddle her cheek.

      “It’s okay Valla, I understand. I’ve seen you in ‘The Learning.' I get it, get you." They share one last look, and she steps back into the chasm of the spaceship, she's gone.

      Bar is left hanging. His grasp is feeling the effects of cramping. He looks up, hopeful Valla maybe there.

      “I forgive you.” He mutters.

      His hand slips, the cable feeds through it, he snatches back and grips again. Never has he felt so isolated, alone. Out here in a purgatory with no reprieve. His body jolts, he feels like he’s falling as CLUNK the cable jerks.

      

      Incredibly Bar is moving upwards.

      He darts his gaze skyward, Valla has returned and she reels the cable in.

      Bar hangs his head in relief.

      She calls out as her hands pass over the cable, and drags it into the ship.

      “A Keshta refuses to be indebted to anyone.”

      “Well, I’m glad about that.” Bar calls out with a grin.

      Bar reaches out his hand, as she reaches down for him. Their hands clasp onto each other's wrists; they’re fixed. Matching the lock of their hands, are their eyes. Steadfastly staring at each other.

      "I've got you," Valla tells him.

      Then time and space fold in upon itself, CRUNCH, the ship jerks again. The floor beneath Valla's feet give away; she begins to fall. Bar who is in her grasp begins the plunge also.

      Valla feels the rush of weightlessness, and as the rising fear of death raises its head, to devour all other thoughts.

      

      Everything stops.

      

      She stops in mid-air.

      She glances down to Bar.

      Bar's eyes are a milky black, swirling with inconsistent colour, his free hand is cast aloft as if to catch the sun. She looks to her own free hand; it is intertwined, held fast by a tentacle of sheened silver memetic Metal, sprouting from the ship’s hull.

      

      She understands.

      

      Something incredible has just happened.

      

      Unimaginable, even.

      

      Bar can control the Metal from a distance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Bar & Valla dangle hand in hand from the mouth of the broken ship. The wind whips their hair and flogs their clothes. Valla is holding onto Bar, who’s holding back, his countenance constricts under the duress of a singular focus. His eyes are a misty, swirling black.

      Valla’s other arm is wrapped in the Metal, sprouting from the ship; a long tendril that tethers them to the craft.  Without the Metal, they would be sentenced to gravity’s hurtling path.

      Valla has just discovered that Bar can move the Metal, without needing to touch it.

      “Bar.” She mutters lightly; she doesn't want to break his focus, lest the Metal relinquishes its hold.

      "You need to pull us into the ship."

      Bar’s expression doesn’t change, his lips quiver, pellets of spherical sweat claim his brow. Valla prays he can hear her.

      “Pull us in, Bar.”

      The tentacle of Metal, tightens around her wrist, as it gently pulls them back into the ship, all the while, Bar is riveted to his focus.

      

      Thump – Bar and Valla’s rumps both hit the grilled flooring of the spaceship corridor. Behind them is a gaping fissured window, on the world, The Sun fixes its ever glaring eye on them as the wind kicks up in a youthful restlessness.

      Valla sits up, she looks around, Bar is still prone, he's groaning. He feels a punchy nausea, swill in his belly, his joints are filled with cement, it takes all his effort to lay on his back.

      “How did you? Y-your eyes they went. They changed... to... to..." Valla is quiet obviously staggered as much as Bar is shattered.

      Bar without opening his eyes faces the ceiling.

      "I-I just felt the Metal was there." He's in a post-exertion trance.

      He feels this day's Sun pander to his senses and stoking his flesh.

      "Show me," Valla demands. Almost as if she doesn't believe herself.

      Bar cranes his head back and looks at her.

      “Show you?”

      “Yes.” Valla nods.

      Bar listlessly reaches up his hand again, imitating himself. His face scrunches up. But nothing happens. It’s an empty gesture, filled with aimless intent. Valla and Bar feel it.

      “Well, I’ve only ever seen my mother do something like that.”

      Valla looks around the corridor she’s in, she cannot see any Metal, she ponders on how far Bar’s reachless reach can go and where that tendril slithered off to. Valla is content; Bar is laying down near her.

      The day is beautiful, the Sun majestic, and then in the dark foreboding horizon of her mind, she remembers; where there is space-fall, there are humans. Where there are humans, there are Xainota.

      “We have to move.” She says.

      "But the ships not going to fall any further." Bar replies absent-minded of any danger.

      “They’re coming Bar. Zacktesh.” At this word Bar’s eyes snap open. Adrenaline and fear burn away those vapours of exhaustion. Bar staggers to standing. Valla watches him.

      “Right.” He splutters. “Lead the way.”

      Valla springs to standing, and they make their way to the only place they know the Metal is.

      

      Valla, then Bar enter the Medical Bay. They stride past, beds, chambers and exotic unknown technology towards the Metal. Valla reaches out and touches it, like a living liquid it races up her arm, to her shoulder.

      She turns to Bar. “There’s not enough here for a suit… but… we can use it.”

      Valla caresses the Metal like a pet as it flows from one arm to the other.  She sharply turns to Bar; her metal covered arm extended, he flinches at the threatening motion. Valla sighs.

      “If I were going to hurt you, I would have let you fall.”

      “But now we’re even.” Bar says.

      “But you saved me again.” Valla reminds him.

      “And myself.” Bar adds.

      Valla processes the information. “Let… me… think.” She playfully warbles. She gestures. “Hold out your hand, human.”

      Bar holds out his hand, and a globe of metal falls from her arm and onto his. She's shared it with him, in equal parts. She reminds them both.

      "Others will be here soon; we must go.”

      

      As they are about to exit, the automaton voice of the computer speaks out.

      “D.N.A profiling complete.”

      A Hologram pops up consuming the middle of the room. It shows a three-dimensional Bar and a three-dimensional Valla. They both standing like De Vinci's Vitruvian Man. Around their holographic doppelgangers are charts and graphs pulsating with information.

      Bar stops in his tracks mesmerized by the hologram and its contents.

      “Come on.” Valla’s insistent.

      Bar steps closer he’s looking at the charts and the graphs, trying to interpret answers.

      “Valla, that’s us.”

      "I don't want to know." She says Bar calls out. "Computer. Computer."

      The computer voice replies. “Unidentified user, unable to respond.”

      Bar glances to the Metal on his arm, then to the computer terminal embedded in the wall.

      “Bar.” Valla is getting frustrated.

      Bar stands by the terminal, he reaches out his Metal covered hand and presses it onto the terminal.

      “What are you doing?” Valla’s interest becomes piqued.

      “Getting answers… I think.” Bar focuses, he feels what the Metal feels, he connects with the terminal, his nervous system and the terminals hardware become linked.

      “Security override initiated.”

      Bar’s discovering new skills in the trial of life, he grins and winks at Valla.

      “Your eye.” Valla is concerned.

      “Sorry.”

      “Is your eye okay?”

      “Yes… it’s called winking.”

      “And what purpose does it serve?”

      Bar pauses for thought. “It serves a multitude of purposes. In this example, it means. ‘we’re all good.’”

      Valla nods. “All good.”

      Bar looks to the hologram. “Computer. Explain this present hologram.”

      The computer responds

      “The D.N.A profile demonstrates that the female is 62% Xaionta D.N.A, 33% human D.N.A. With a 5% unidentified D.N.A.” Meanwhile is D.N.A strands flash in the hologram, and their respective the breakdowns; Human and Xaionta strands.

      “Bar what did it say?” Valla doesn’t understand the computer.

      “How can you understand me but not…”  Bar points to the different sections of the Hologram and says what it means. “This section saying you’re 33% Xaionta.” He points to the large section. “This section says you’re 62% human.”

      Valla is shocked, and disgusted. “I knew I had some human in me, but that much!?”

      Bar is excited, he speaks over the computer; as it relays other information.

      

      "It's obvious you've a strong                 "The male  subject is 68%

      human influence. So, we’re not too   human27% Xaionta

      different. Stop using it as a reason        D.N.A and... 5%

      for us, not to…. Get on."                                 unidentified."

      

      Valla isn't listening to Bar; she's looking over his shoulder to the hologram. She cannot read the charts, but the images that show Bar's D.N.A explains everything. Bar continues his speech.

      “You're partly human; you can come back with me, join us. Belong.”

      Valla grabs Bar; he stops talking. She forces him to look round.

      “What?’ Bar responds.

      She points to the hologram of Bar and his D.N.A profile. Bar falls into the silence that’s left in the wake of a deep paradigm shift. He tastes the sense of nausea in the back of his throat.

      “You're right; we're not that different.” Valla places a warm hand on his shoulder.

      “No.” Bar mutters. “No, that cannot be right.”

      "It is, of course, it is. How else can you control the Veil?"

      Bar twists away from Valla’s gentle touch.

      “I want to be tested again.” Bar heads to the scanning chamber.

      Valla snatches at his arm. Her grip is one stemming from anger.

      “What’s the matter, do I disgust you that much?”

      The statement is like a fresh smack of reality. Bar looks to Valla, her lithe frame, her strength, her anger. He knows the pain she’s endured, the punishment that she’s delved into. Her feeling of abandonment rooted in being cast in a different mold.  Bar feels anything but disgust for her.

      “I'm sorry you feel that way Bar." She continues to rant, in a concoction of anger, sadness, and rejection. "I'm proud of who I am, proud to be, who…. what I am.”

      

      Bar is struck with a deep need, a driven desire. It’s not the first time it has struck him; that was less than an hour ago, in this very same room. Only then, his fear outmatched and outweighed his compulsion.

      That applies no longer.

      Bar moves in like a predator and grabs Valla; he's quick, lithe, passionate. Before

      Valla can stop speaking. “I don’t care what yo-”

      He presses his lips to hers, and they embrace, merged in a passionate kiss.

      The little resistance Valla feels dissolves in the immediacy, of the intimate.

      

      Valla pulls herself away, not too far, but far enough.

      “What are you doing?”

      Bar steps away from her, the fear has risen again, he’s nervous.

      “I-I couldn’t help it I w-.”

      Valla returns the kiss, in the same passionate predatory fashion. Their lips collide, as they delve deep into this new sensation.

      “Is this like saluting?” Valla asks.

      “No, no.” Bar replies. “Not quite.” They’re locked into a tight gaze.

      "Evaluation of 5% bonding D.N.A and project modeling is complete." The machine voice interrupts the moment. Bar and Valla still embraced turn to the hologram.

      

      The Hologram consists of one picture, a single species spinning in frame - A creature that looks amazingly similar to a Harvester.

      “Computer, what is this?” Bar asks.

      “This subject provides the bonding D.N.A, which allows human and alien D.N.A to co-exist.”

      Bar looks to Valla, he explains in disbelief.“We’re part. Part Harvester.”.

      “I can see,” Valla replies, “where shall we go, Bar?”

      Bar is in information overload; he needs time to process.

      “I need time to think. Let’s go back to the Harvesters.”

      Valla nods; in firm agreement. Bar offers his hand to Valla.

      She looks at his open hand, unsure of its intent. Bar reads her confusion.

      “Take it.” He says gently.

      “For what purpose?”

      “So, I can hold you.” Bar replies with an open smile.

      Valla returns the smile and snatches Bar's hand into her own.

      

      With a new found zest, the two run through the corridors of the spaceship on their way out.

      “I'm sure there's more for us to discover in here," Valla says.

      “We will come back in time.”

      “Agreed, for now, we need to avoid the others."

      “Agreed.”

      They manoeuvre over, under and around obstacles, of puncture floors, broken walls, and shattered junk.  Valla is beaming, she gliding past as if nothing is in the way.

      “Keep up if you can, part human.”

      “You’re enjoying this a little too much.”

      

      There are fresh fissures in the hull; they are a gateway for Bar and Valla into the sun-bleached, dust-bowl of the outside world. They burst out of the spaceship, their laughter ringing, and bouncing off of the drum-like structure of the hull.

      There’s a sense of joy, togetherness, something that has been missing for both of them in this war that has raged across the planet and across species.

      

      Valla stops in her tracks, Bar skids to a halt.

      "What now?" he asks as if she's about to commit a joke or a prank.

      “I’ve just had an idea.” She whispers.

      “Yes.” Bar can see she’s serious. “Go on.”

      “Okay, not an idea, an understanding.” She’s evaluating her own cognition.  Before she can express anything, she looks behind Bar. Before Bar turns, he hears a rumbling leathery voice.

      “Bar?” it’s the unmistakable timbre of a Grunt.

      Bar turns to see six Grunts; he can see their Paladin at the far end of the ship.

      The Grunts are armoured and armed; this is a search patrol that has been looking for him.

      Their penetrating, aggressive gaze is tethered to Valla.

      Bar gently scoops her behind him.

      “Grunts have died trying to find you... who is that?” Speaks the lead Grunt.

      “She’s none of you concern Grunt.” Bar is defensive.

      “She’s not human.” The Grunt replies. “She’s the enemy.”

      The Grunts genetic impulses and programming slam into action. Lock, load and raise their weapons at Valla.

      Bar snaps into a fighting posture.

      Valla follows like they've fought side by side for years.

      They have no armour, no weapons; they've just a handful of Metal that warps into pistols. Bar and Valla are on the wrong end of a lopsided stand-off.

      “We cannot win," Valla whispers.

      “I know.” Bar mutters back.

      

      The Grunts are genetic monsters of brutish power, each armed, each prepared to die, ready to kill, they’ve one purpose, a singular resolve.

      They slowly step forward, never lowering their weapons.

      Bar and Valla, the higher echelon of a genetically engineered elite, gifted by gods, supreme in form, function, faculty. Stand firm. It’s a perilous powder keg of taunting tension, and it's looking for a reason to violently explode.

      

      Bar feels the Metal; he feels the coursing currents emitting from Valla. They were born for this. Bar whispers to her.

      “Get ready.”
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      Bar, Valla and the six Grunts have weapons pointed at each other, all it will take is a momentary lapse of will, a twitch, and all hell will be unleashed.

      

      …Then everything changes…

      

      CRASH!   A Hunter smashes into the lead Grunt, bowling him over.

      

      Hell is unleashed.

      

      There’s the cracking and thunder of random gunfire, in the mayhem and ensuing confusion.

      Zaktesh has flanked the Grunts, her arms stout, close range shotguns… B-BOOM…

      Grunt's flesh is shredded to ribbons; bones shatter, blood burst through the dam of veins, meat, and skin, as all is rent between it and the outer world; two Grunts fall.

      “Regent!” warns a Grunt to the others; his last words. As Zaktesh ‘The Death Mask,’ passes.

      The Hunter’s muzzle mauls, snapping sinew, as the Grunt under the lashing of its fangs, futilely fights back.

      Valla tugs at Bar. He is paralyzed, awe chased by fear.

      He watches Zaktesh scything aside, limbs, bodies, moving through the Grunts like she was the wind, and they the wheat.

      Valla pulls Bar closer. He speaks his feelings.

      “She’s magnificent.”

      Valla shakes Bar, to snap him out of his trance. “Bar. Let’s get back to the Debris. Quick.”

      Words are not needed, they turn and run. Their pounding feet and pulsating thighs engine them away.

      The Hunter sees his prey taking flight, heading to the large blackish structure, that smells of burnt.  The Hunter explodes forward, and claws the earth behind him, in predatory pursuit.

      Bar and Valla close in on the Debris, as the Hunter closes in on them.

      Zaktesh finishes off the last Grunt, and she too pursues those she’s been chasing.

      "We're nearly there," Valla calls out as they are about to reach the Debris, Valla knows out in the open there is no chance against her mother, her keeper. Yet in the Space-fall, there may be a slither of a chance to escape.

      Valla slides into the ship.

      She turns.

      Bar closes in.

      THUMP – From behind him, the Hunter lands on Bar, his body crashes, he’s pressed and pinned to the dirt.

      “Bar!” Valla screams.

      “Run.” He calls out to her.

      Bar face down, eating dirt, glances to the Metal on his hand, he sees the twisted reflection of the Hunter, standing on him. Its drawling fangs run their spittle across his face. Bar can smell the rot of death on its breath.

      Valla aims her pistol. “Let him go.” Crack…

      As the splinter of crystal bites deep, the Hunter yelps.

      Bar sees the reflection jolt back.

      He feels the weight of compression ease from his spine.

      He twists.

      Extends his arm.

      His pistol presses against the Hunter’s face – BLAM…

      The weight of the Hunter falls to the side: freeing Bar.

      Its divided skull crashes into the ground, open-mouthed, dead shot eyes, its oily hued blood pooling out into the parch.

      The Hunter is dead.

      As Bar stands, he feels a shadow clamber over his frame and spill out on the ground around him. He looks as his own shaded imprint upon the Sun stretch out before him, it too is slowly engulfed by something altogether bigger.

      Before he looks back, he glances to Valla; she watches as a petrified spectator in the shade of the ship’s confines. Bar turns into the pervading sense of doom; to face Zaktesh.

      Zaktesh's towering frame looms over Bar. Yet she's not aggressive; death does not come in this instant.

      Bar can sense Zaktesh is inquisitively looking at the pulsating Metal on his wrist.

      Bar recoils as his heart punches in his chest; he finds it hard to breathe.

      Zaktesh is unmoving, waiting for Bar to respond.

      Bar takes a step back, in fear filled uncertainty he raises his arm, threatening to shoot with what little Metal he has.

      Zaktesh raises her arm as if summoning an obedient pet.

      The fluid on Bar's wrist oozes off, drops to the ground, to chase up Zaktesh’s armour.

      “She’s got my Metal.” Bar calls back to Valla.

      

      Zaktesh, clicks, and screeches; it sounds like a command. It is.

      Valla steps out from her hiding in the hull. She tentatively places one foot in front of the other, she’s resisting the pull, yet her legs seem not to be under her governance. Fear is too strong a leash that drags her from her hiding hole.

      Bar glances back, he holds out his hand, to halt her advance.

      “No, stay back.”

      “She’ll find me Bar. It’s better this way.” Valla submits to her fate.

      Bar steps between mother and daughter, blocking Valla’s path.

      “Bar.” Valla motions to protest when… WHACK… Zaktesh swats Bar aside. Bar bounces off the dirt, to -Crang- collide with the hull of the ship.

      

      Valla stands in front of Zaktesh; she's like a chastised child. Zaktesh bathes her with clicks and screeches. Valla is trembling in fear, stands and listens. The death of shame is a painful, slow one.

      

      Bar feels a dizzy nausea overwhelm him, his fingers furrow through the dust, as he chases the heels of fading consciousness. His eyes refuse to focus as he looks up to

      the blurred semblance of Zaktesh towering over Valla. His driven desire to help, is a primal wordless thing, beyond fear, beyond rage.

      He clambers to all fours and steadies his spinning. Bar reaches out to the hull of the ship, his hand finds a divot, he’s found purchase. Using his legs and hands Bar crawls up the hull of the ship; to standing.

      He slowly, wavering on unsound legs, turns to Zaktesh and Valla.

      His vision tightens as they come into focus, he sees the slaughtered Grunts, a mass of blue and red. The dead Hunter, with a cleaved head. His eyes settle upon Zaktesh, who’s armour is pulsating a myriad of vivid hues.

      Zaktesh raises her scythe-like arm, ready to cut down on Valla.

      Then it hits Bar, a places of none thinking, where a person doesn’t decide or reason on the next actions, nor ponder upon their motives. Bar’s in a place from where all emotions well, they violently course through him to erupt in a fiery, fierce volcano.

      “No!” Bar screeches, his vocal chords abrasively constrict.

      Zaktesh stops.

      Kerrrannnggg – Bar slams the palm of his hand on the hull of the ship, it reverberates, not from the blow, but from a movement inside, the giant metallic, shuddering beast.

      Incredibly from across the ship’s hull many ribbons of Metal trickle from their hiding, they merge to rivulets, to flowing strips, all racing their way across the hull’s surface, to the source of their gravitational attraction; Bar.

      Zaktesh stares on, in what could be considered confusion.

      

      The Metal envelops Bar’s hand, consumes his arm, and begins to cover his body. His face is still of twisted torment, his eyes still a milky black, his voice is hoarse and rasping.

      “She’s. With. Me.”

      

      The moment inhales.

      Zaktesh looks from Bar to Valla.

      There must be a connection between the two of them.

      Zaktesh raises her arm for the killing blow, when…

      Blam…  Zaktesh stumbles, from a blunt force  …Blam… Zaktesh is knocked back.

      Valla stands still, she’s safe, yet still netted in fear.

      Bar is all in silver; his arm is a large cannon that's raised to Zaktesh.

      Bar's armour begins to shimmer, the hues drop to a dark, light nullifying, black.

      “Leave her.” He barks.

      Bar strides towards Zaktesh.

      Zaktesh ignores Valla and starts her way to Bar.

      The two Metal mutating warriors, freight-train each other.

      Valla is overwhelmed, she’s rooted to the spot, her body is still dictated to by fear. She can only watch.

      

      Bar morphs a shield.

      Zaktesh morphs a shield.

      They power forward, with only one possible conclusion.

      KRASSSHHHH…

      Zaktesh's driven mass careers through Bar, who's flung back. Bar still on his feet, skids across the earth. He drills a metal spike into the ground, stopping his passage.

      “Is that it?” Bar says to Zaktesh.

      Bar mutates Metal to a wide barrelled, shotgun-like weapon on his arm.

      He unleashes slugs of molten Metal.

      BLAM… Zaktesh deflects with a shield; yet is shunted back.

      BLAM… She settles, and slowly walks forward, as she deflects the molten slug storm.

      BLAM…

      BLAM…

      Zaktesh’s armour licks two tendrils of Metal to race under the shallow of dirt; they burrow their way to Bar.

      Bar morphs his gun into another weapon, that shoots pellets of crystals in a machine gun like Pft-pft-pft-pft-pft-pft. Every crystal bounces of Zaktesh’s armour.

      Behind Bar, unseen and unfelt, two raising snakes of Metal appear. They coil skywards, and suspend themselves above Bar, in an ominous swaying motion. Their blunt heads become razor points.

      Valla sees what’s happening, and breaks free of her self-imposed internal confines. “Bar. Behind you.”

      Bar glances to Valla.

      It’s too late.

      The miniature harpoons of Metal, pierce through Bar.

      Squirts of blood accompany the emerging silver, as he’s skewered by Metal.

      The tendrils raise Bar up.

      He screams.

      Bar looks down to the stinger silver talons sticking out of his shoulders; he sees his crimson droplets ooze down their razor tips.

      Zaktesh brings Bar in close. To Bar's horror, he can feel a depthless presence, boring into his mind. He hears a river of babbling voices, none he understands. She's trying to communicate with him.

      Images flash through his mind, some his, some hers, each causing him pain.

      He’s back in the birthing chamber, embraced in Black, alone.

      Images of Xaionta being mercilessly slaughtered at the hands of human’s and Grunts. Bar feels the deep well of emotions that Zaktesh feels for her fellow Keshta.

      Bar looks to Zaktesh; she allows her armour to drift from her head as they share a stare into each other's eternal. Tears break from Bar, to flood down his face; not of pain, but at the futility of existence.

      Suddenly Bar is back in his birthing chamber, the Black is all-consuming until the window to the housing is breached by a figure. It's Zaktesh staring in at Bar from outside the chamber. He can hear her; it's a hissing whisper of a voice, calm, authoritative.

      “I. See. You.”

      It could be the electric piercing pain, that racks his body. It could be the horror of having the alien presence, freely viewing the deepest recesses of his consciousness. It could be that deep desire, the need he has to survive. Bar at that moment is unsure, is this part of his genetic forming? Part of the repeated brainwashing; the undercurrent of his upbringing? Or, was it the need to preserve the connection he just made. Whether it is one or all of those things. Bar snaps his eyes open.

      Bar looks over to Valla staring back.

      Bar musters his indomitable iron will. Blades sprout from his back and slices through the tendrils that keep him suspended, that keeps Zaktesh in his mind.

      Bar falls to the ground, at the feet of Zaktesh, as if a subject, bowing in worship.

      Bar is on all fours, his heavy breathing pulses throughout him. His nerve endings have been dulled by the fire of pain.

      “No more.”

      Bar knows he cannot quit; he cannot stay here and live.

      He glances across to Valla.

      Seeing her instills him with a willingness to do, what must be done, no matter how impossible the seeming.

      Bar tests his legs; he feels he has energy left, he wills the Metal to help him. Bar feels the Metal glove him tightly. Bar glances up to Zaktesh who is standing above him. She's clicking and grunting, probably at the abomination Bar represents to her.

      Bar focuses, he leaps, the Metal springs him from the earth. Inflight Bar’s arms become sharpened blades, their sheened brilliance and razored edge rent the air. The blades are about to drive home into Xaionta meat.

      The blades stop short.

      Zaktesh has snatched Bar out the air, in mid-flight.

      Bar wills a blade to lengthen, as it extends Zaktesh moves her head, she knew it was coming.

      Zaktesh torques, twists, and turns, with brutal, unbridled force.

      SLAM.

      Driving Bar’s mass into the ground, like a human meteor. Dust plumes and clouds from the impact. As it clears, Bar is laying in a crater, created by his pounded mass.

      “Bar.” Valla feels the sickening desperation flare up inside her.

      

      Zaktesh stands above Bar, pinning him down. She stamps on him -Thud- Bar’s armour slips from his body like water from oil; Bar is losing consciousness.

      Valla is trying to break the grip, that terror has over her. The Metal on her arm slowly warps.

      Zaktesh ‘The Death Mask’ looms over Bar’s fallen figure. She extends her arm, and the metal on it starts to elongate to a javelined point. Bar can only watch as the silver spear slowly lowers to lightly touch his brow.

      “Valla, run.” Bar mutters in the quiet resolution that the shadow of death brings.

      Valla clenches her fists; the Metal warps to a pistol. She raises her arm and aims it at her mother.

      “No.” she strikes a defiant chord. She’s just about to shoot…

      GRRRRR – an accelerating engine…

      BOOM – A speeding Paladin smashes into Zaktesh, sending her flying into a crashing journey across the wasteland.

      Bar sees the underbelly of the Paladin pass over him, till he sees sky on the other side.

      Valla sprints to Bar, she lifts his body, the Paladin reverses up. Bar finally succumbs to a non-conscious state.

      The Paladin skids to stop in front of Valla cradling Bar.

      The side door slides open; it's Paxton.

      Paxton is momentarily stunned, seeing this strange alien girl, with Bar, limp in her arms - Valla speaks in a strange alien tongue, like the Xainto. Paxton gestures.

      “Get in.”

      Valla understands, she glances to Zaktesh, who is clambering to her feet. Valla charges into the back of the troop carrying Paladin. Before the door can close... it speeds off.

      Valla hits the floor of the Paladin, with Bar still unconscious in her arms. Before she can move, barrels of weapons hog her view. The Guardians, Grunts, and soldiers, have their guns trained on her face.

      Rain spits with anger.

      “Who the hell is she!?”

      Valla speaks and gestures towards Bar, nobody understands her.

      She wants help for Bar, yet all she gets are looks of fear, hatred.

      Paxton closes the door. The troop carrier is still reversing.

      “Something’s wrong.”

      Paxton climbs past bodies in the crowded trooper; he's heading to the cockpit.

      “What shall we do, sir?” Yennis calls after Paxton.

      Paxton doesn’t have time to think. “Just. Just watch her. And check Bar.”

      

      Ramirez, behind the wheel of the Paladin glances over to Paxton entering. Paxton sees why Ramirez is reversing; it's out of pant-wetting fear. Zaktesh is giving chase; the Paladin isn't fast enough in reverse.

      “Jesus, Ramirez. Spin her.”

      Ramirez slams the breaks and cranks the wheel, turning the Paladin in a 180. It becomes a twisting G-force generating chamber. Paxton holds on, as what was back is now forward.

      

      The trooper section of the Paladin, kicks with self-imposed gravity, distorting everyone’s balance. Bodies collide and fall. Valla by instinct scrambles for Rain’s armour, to get her Metal.

      

      Ramirez is accelerating away from the Debris; he looks over to Paxton.

      “We did it, si-”

      Schtick- A long rod of Metal pierces the roof of the Paladin, it cleaves through Ramirez armour and Ramirez himself, showering splattered claret covers the windscreen.

      Paxton doesn't have time to panic; he's seen death, smelt its fragrance, tasted its bitter brew.

      Paxton yanks the handbrake.

      The Paladin’s momentum jerks to a halt.

      Paxton sees the figure of the Regent Xainto thrown off.

      He reaches across Ramirez bloody mess, opens the door, and shoves his former soldier’s fleshy mass out the door.

      Paxton swipes the blood of the windscreen and hits the accelerator.

      The Paladin engines its departure.

      

      Zaktesh staggers to standing as the human's Paladin cuts its escape past her; her armour changes hues. She melds her Metal to a rifle, she aims. The Paladin has pulled some distance between it and her. Zaktesh lowers her weapon.

      She looks to the Space-fall; its mass a beached cosmos-dwelling leviathan. She decides to rest there; until others come. She can only ponder on the fate of her daughter. The humans will now understand that their war of attrition has the Kestha committing deeds that were once unthinkable to their kind.

      Her mind wanders to Bar; she's been in his thoughts. She knows he will struggle with what acts will befall Valla. She sees a glimmer of hope.

      She clicks with a purr of contentment. She walks past the dead Hunter and waits by the Space-fall. Her kind has yet to arrive there, and they shouldn’t be too far away.
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        * * *

      

      Valla has taken Metal from Rain's armour. She has two pistols welded to her hands; one pointed in Rain's grimacing face. The other is waving across the remaining threats in the back of the Paladin. Bar still lays across her lap.

      Valla holds the position for the entire Journey, while the Sun fades, and as the outside world is consumed by grey characterless walls. Finally, she feels the Paladin pull to a steady stop.

      Her eyes are focused on the faces that bear down on her. The faces behind weapons that promise pain.

      She hears the driver’s door open and slams closed, then the clicking of footsteps approach.

      The side door slides open. Paxton drenched in blood is stood, arms stretch across the door frame. Behind him, a subterranean garage filled with various vehicles. Valla has seen glimpses of the Bunker before, in ‘The Learning.’

      Paxton sees the stand-off in the back of the Paladin.

      Yennis and Gunnar show concern for Paxton.

      “Father are you okay?” Yennis asks.

      Paxton waves any panic down. “We’re fine.”

      He refocuses on the alien creature who has Bar across her lap, sat in the middle of the Paladin. He calmly opens his hands.

      “We mean you no harm.” Paxton nods to Bar. “We need to help Bar.” Paxton is gentle tender, “Trust me.”

      Valla doesn’t understand the strange noises coming out of his mouth, but she has a feeling for their content. Valla lowers her weapons, Gunnar and Yennis cautiously move towards Bar. Gunnar places his hand on Bar’s neck.

      “He has a pulse, weak, but it’s there.” He tells Paxton.

      Yennis looks to Valla, who gestures – go on.

      Yennis picks up Bar's blood-drenched body.

      She climbs out the Paladin; she looks to Paxton.

      “Take Bar to the infirmary. Gunnar go with her. Everybody out,”

      One by one bodies leave the Paladin.

      Till there is just Valla and Rain remaining, Rain has a malicious gaze fixed on Valla.

      Paxton gestures to Valla.

      “Come.” He beckons.

      Valla makes a choice, either she can trust this human, or stay here with weapons raised for the rest of her days. She lowers her guns. Paxton reciprocates with a soft smile.

      “Rain help her up.”

      “Father.” Rain protests.

      “Rain.”

      Rain offers her hand to Valla, Valla's Metal slides up her arm, exposing her empty hand. Valla nervous in trust slowly accepts the offering.

      Paxton nods and starts to walk off; he has one last parting shot.

      “Shock her.” Rain and Valla look at each other, Rain smiles, Valla smiles sweetly in return.

      “Gladly.” Rain replies.

      Rain's Vel courses with power and an audible sizzle of electricity shocks Valla.

      She collapses.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The night’s reign of sparkled black submits to the amber glow that preludes the morning. The amber begets orange; the orange succumbs to the yellow of the Sun's jewelled splendour.

      Here to witness it all, in all its glory, is Bar.

      He stands quietly.

      Absorbing the scope of the vistas that lay around him. He knows he's dreaming, or at least he's not awake. As around him is a lush, beautiful planet, the Earth that was before the Xaionta brought their destruction with them.

      Yet something sits differently within him. He had been educated in a special brand of hatred, a hatred he identified with, that help forge him into the man he’s becoming. It has now been tempered with another's slant; hers.

      At the thought of ‘her’ a hand slips into his.

      

      Bar turns to look at Valla looking out.

      “When three come together…” She says.

      “You know what it means don’t you?”

      Valla nods. “I missed you.” She says.

      Bar is on the verge of a dream, surfing between that and the hem of reality… he opens his eyes. Bar is in the infirmary, in bed. Valla is in the shadows, sat next to him, holding his hand.

      “I missed you, Bar.” She says.

      “I’m here now.” Bar mutters.

      As his eyes adjust, he sees that the this is not Valla, it is Rain. He’s filled with joy for seeing his friend, yet a handful of hollow occupies his chest.

      “I missed you too Rain.” Bar says.

      Rain lays across Bar and brings him close to her.

      Bar doesn’t respond. Rain notices he’s even more distant than usual.

      “You okay?” Rain asks in genuine concern.

      “I was with a girl. Did you see her?” Bar has no recollection of events after Zaktesh was ploughed by the Paladin.

      Rain stiffens. "She's no girl; she's an invader." She breathes deep. "The enemy."

      “No, no Rain, you have to listen she has human D.N.A.”

      Rain stands up, in protest. “She’s not human.”

      Bar looks across the room he sees two armed guards, on standby. Bar’s glance looks from them to Rain. “What are they doing here?”

      “You’ve been with an invader, Bar. Father thought it was best.”

      “Best?”

      “Bar it is protocol. Who knows what contamination you’ve been exposed to.”

      Bar looks at Rain; he understands the contamination she means, even if she doesn't. The contamination of ideas, usurping ideas.

      Bar nods.

      “Bar. You’re awake son." Paxton Black enters the room. Rain stands and salutes; Bar slowly salutes also. Paxton salutes back. "At ease." He looks to Rain. "You need to head to debriefing." She understands, they all do. Paxton wants some time with Bar.

      Rain nods and leaves. “See you later, Bar. Welcome back.” And she’s gone.

      

      Paxton stands over Bar; it's as if his eyes burrow through him. Paxton smiles, he's watching Bar. Bar smiles back.

      “Welcome back indeed, son.”

      There’s an uncomfortable lapse of words, as silence consumes their moment. Paxton continues.

      “I suppose you want to know what happened to the girl.” All the while Paxton watches Bar for any reactions.

      "She's no girl; she's an invader." Bar replies, he knows this is not a welcome, it's an examination. Bar is a machine of war, an artefact for battle. Paxton has to ensure he's fully functioning. Fully invested. Paxton pauses, he sits at the end of Bar’s bed. He has a casual air about him, with a cautious, curious undercurrent.

      “How are your injuries?” Paxton asks.

      Bar looks down to the puncture wounds in his upper chest.

      “Sore.”

      Paxton nods. “You did well to survive son. Did you learn anything from your time, out in the wasteland?”

      “Learn?”

      Paxton pauses he wants Bar to make a move. Bar understands what’s expected of him, an unquestioning, infallible loyalty to the ideals of the Bunker.

      "You saved me, father, saved me from that creature. I learned you can trust your friends, family, your own kind. That without faith in each other, we have nothing.”

      Paxton quietly nods.

      These are all good things to hear.

      After a moments baited pause, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small disc; he places it on the cabinet next to Bar. Paxton waves his hand over the disc, and a hologram is projected above it. The hologram is a beautiful woman, dark hair, tanned flesh, with deep green eyes. She’s singing a beautiful song in a language that is familiar, yet he doesn’t understand.

      “She’s singing in Sanskrit.” Paxton watches Bar, watching the hologram. “It’s the mother of all languages.” Bar is silent he just watches; he feels hidden feelings form. He recognises the song.

      “I know that song.” Bar says. “What is it?”

      “That’s the Ashtavakra Gita," Paxton replies. "An ancient spiritual text."

      “I recognise her.” Bar stares at the hologram.

      “She was my… is my wife.”

      “What happened?”

      “That creature, that Xaionta Regent that nearly killed you today.” Paxton and Bar trade a look, Bar understands what comes next. Colonel Paxton’s wife was slain by Zaktesh.

      “I could tell it was the one, by the dash of deep purple on its crest.”

      “I’m sorry, father.”

      Paxton smiles, he places a warm hand on Bar’s shoulder. “In your birthing chamber, when you gained consciousness. Remember I would come and talk to you? While you had nothing, just the darkness.”

      Bar nods. “Of course father.”

      “Do you remember another voice?” Paxton leaves it open for Bar to return an answer. Bar's face is an empty expression; nothing comes to mind.

      “A singing?” Paxton reiterates.

      Bar is shocked, of course, he heard the singing, the music within the Black. “I thought, I thought that was the Black.” Bar wells with emotion.

      “No, Nakshatra would come and sing to you, you see, your eyes are her eyes, you’re partly made up of her. She thought of you… we thought of you as our son.”

      Bar pulses with emotions.

      “Whenever I look at you son, part of me thinks about my wife, your mother. You always did belong here; you are one of us.”

      Paxton reaches over and holds Bar; Bar wraps his arm around his father. As they hold their embrace. Bar's hand tightens to a white-knuckled ball.
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        * * *

      

      “So when the next phase of Guardians are born, then they will fall under your command.” Paxton is talking to the Guardians sat in the lecture theatre.

      Rain reaches over to Bar and touches his hand; he smiles at her.

      “Does that mean we’re due a promotion, sir?” Yennis calls out.

      There’s laughter from Paxton, the Guardians, and the two armed detail on the door; who are ever watching Bar. Bar isn't laughing. He's breathing in the familiar territory, people, and feelings, from a different perspective.

      “After this Yennis, my dear. We will all be." Paxton calls out, and waves for calm. He has an agenda he has to achieve today. He waits until all eyes are on him.

      “So, the most important thing today is to welcome back your fellow Guardian, Bar.” Paxton gestures to Bar. The other Guardians pat him on the back. They welcome him into their fold.

      Bar was escorted straight from the infirmary into the lecture theatre. This is the first time he's shared space with his fellow Guardians since he arrived. Bar weakly smiles as a response; he wants to talk about his findings on the Debris. How he and the other Guardians are not entirely human. He knows he can’t.

      “And we have to thank him for his contribution to the war effort.” Paxton locks a steely gaze with Bar.

      He’s watching him.

      “The discovery of a new species.” Paxton theatrically hits a button. A hologram takes centre stage; it's a live feed of Valla in a glass prison cell. Outside the cell are Professor Perry and other scientists. There's audio, Valla’s voice of clicking and screeching is a barrage of noise and abuse.

      Valla smashes against the glass barrier; the scientists flinch in fear.

      Rain leans into Bar. “I wonder what she’s saying?”

      Bar hesitates, he doesn’t want to give anything away. Her words scream out, he understands and feels everything.

      “I don’t know.” Bar says.

      “I’ll kill you, invaders, bring me the one called Bar," Valla screams.

      Bar can feel Paxton watching his every reaction.

      “So, what can we learn from this creature.” Paxton enquires. Yennis goes to speak, Paxton stops her with a simple gesture. “Bar?” He asks.

      

      Paxton and Bar look to each other; there's a palpable torque of tension in the air. The Guardians glance to Bar.  Bar knows this is all a test. Valla's screaming flows through the background. Bar simply has to ignore it. He proceeds.

      

      “Father, it means they are scared, “I am Kestha.

      their kind dwindles so they must turn I will bring death to you all.

      to their enemy’s strength to overcome.”Now get me human, Bar.”

      

      Paxton’s expression is of unmoved granite.

      “Exactly.” He keeps watching Bar, preloading the moment to see his reaction. “And tomorrow, we see how easily she dies.” Paxton watches, Bar stays stern, he doesn’t let the flicker of taut anxiety pull upon his features. “OK, we’re on standby, so go and prep. Dismissed.” The Guardians snap to standing and begin to march to the exit. Paxton calls out “Bar, walk with me.”
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        * * *

      

      The two armed guards, assigned to Bar, walk a few paces behind him and Colonel Paxton Black. Bar and Paxton stroll quietly down the grey corridor. Bar feels constricted by its confines; he's experienced freedom, for the first time, he smells how stale the Bunker’s air is. The type of air that’s pushed through calcium oxide, which absorbs the carbon dioxide and frees up more oxygen from used breaths.

      Paxton breaks the silence.

      “Tomorrow, after this bastardized Xaionta is dead, then your Metal will be returned to you.”

      "Sir." Bar replies in quiet tones.

      “We also have a new Vel for you.” Paxton watches Bar.

      “Great.” Bar replies with engineered enthusiasm. He’s not sure if Paxton can tell or not.

      Paxton stops walking, Bar stops, and the following guards stand back.

      Paxton is straight down the line with Bar.

      “I have to set personal feelings aside. Extinguishing the invaders is our goal and the goal of your genetic heritage. I cannot compromise anything. Can I trust you?”

      “Of course.”

      Paxton nods. He starts to walk, Bar walks, and like they’re attached to him; the guards walk.

      Bar finishes off the subject of trust. “Trust is something that’s earned, not given father. You taught me this.”

      Paxton is unsure of Bar’s intent.

      “Exactly…”

      Their pathways come to a dividing crossroad, Paxton heads one way, Bar and his guards another.

      “Tomorrow then, son.”

      “Tomorrow, father.”
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        * * *

      

      Bar lies on a simple bed that hangs from the wall; he's in a brig. He's sectioned away from the other Guardians.  In the Brig is the bed, a toilet, and a basin.

      Bar had to use the basin to wash himself down, he now stares at the wet footprints and sprinkled dampness on the floor, which lays a path from the basin to his bed.

      

      Bar turns on his back and slams the wall in frustration. His thoughts are slamming against the obstacle that the imagined tomorrow brings. He knows he can't kill Valla, but she will be cut down by someone; either a Guardian or Paxton himself. The very thought of that happening sparks him with panic.

      He sits up on the edge of the bed; his legs dangle to the floor. He sees the shadow of the guards under the door. He's trapped. He can't-do anything from here… his thoughts then circumvent his fears… he can do something.

      He looks back into his recent history, twice within the last day, he’s controlled the Metal from a distance. He tumbles back to the moments when he could touch the Metal without reaching it.

      He feels the feeling.

      Then feared thoughts of Valla gallop into his mind, rampaging his peace.

      Bar breathes deeply; he has to not think of her.

      Wait.

      Bar ponders.

      I have to.... not think.

      He exhales.

      He sinks deep inside himself, past his ego, into the place where it resides, something larger, eternally peaceful. All the visions from the Harvesters and their experiences help guide him, he reaches out to the oneness. The timeless essences that they experience are his.

      Bar's eyes start to darken to a bottomless cherry black.

      It’s held for a moment, then retracts back to normal.

      Bar breathes, deep. Letting go; can be tiring. But maybe that means, Bar thinks, I truly haven’t let go.

      Bar searches inside again, to find the tether that holds him here, so he can tear himself free. He’s swimming inside his own ocean of thoughts and waves of ideas, concepts, feelings. The ebbing emotional tide threatens to rock him out of awareness, as they kick up images of Valla, of her in pain.

      Bar is rocked back into normality. He pauses a moment and delves back in. Bar preservers.
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        * * *

      

      Valla is sat in her cell; she looks across to three cells down, where there's a Harvester.  She shakes her head. How pitiful the humans are.

      She knocks the back of her head against the wall she’s leant on, thinking what she can do next. Outside her cell are two giant humanoids; Bar called them Grunts. They’re in armour and heavily armed.

      Valla looks over to the Harvester.

      The Harvester is staring at her; she feels as though it’s trying to communicate.

      She casts a reluctant smile.

      “You and I, we share something, not only are we enemies of the humans, we also share the same... blood.” She laughs to herself “Yes, you and me.”

      The laughter is short lived as a moment later she’s staring at the ceiling; she’s mumbling to herself a realisation.

      "I'm part everything and entirely nothing... ...alone."

      She feels the pain of sorrow, swell in her chest. She slides down to the floor in a fetal position. She knows her time here will be short and painful.

      She closes her eyes to try and sleep, yet the nagging fear of when the pain will come keeps jolting her awake.

      She feels her cheek wetted, from the streaks of fluid from her eyes.

      She’s been cast into this world as a stranger to all, and she’ll leave as one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Valla caught an undone sleep; she lay there staring out into the grey of the holding cells, as she remembered perhaps the best sleep she's had. That night at the Harvesters, laying on the plumed bed of vegetation… with Bar.

      

      The doorway between the two armed Grunts peels open to a mechanical hushing; layers sliding from its centre, till there’s just space. Through the open partition, bodies flow filling the area between the cells. Two more Grunts. Soldiers. That girl who electrocuted her… Rain, in her Vel.

      Rain stares daggers at Valla, as she stands aside to make way for the other Guardians; Yennis and Gunnar, both in their Vels. Everybody occupies the wall at the back, in a military lineup. Everybody waits.

      Paxton Black enters. He's clean shaven and dressed in full military regalia. The open door collapses closed behind him.

      Paxton marches over to Valla’s cell wall. He stands observing her.

      Valla thrusts to standing and marches to the glass. She stands in front of Paxton.

      “You don’t scare me.” She growls in defiance.

      A smile flickers across Paxton’s face. “You’re a gutsy kid.”

      They don’t know what each other is saying, yet there’s an understanding between them.

      Paxton begins to march back and forth along the cell's length.

      Valla matches him.

      "Look at this," Paxton calls to his soldiers. "The enemy will stoop to any depths to bring about their victory. They are desperate. They know their extinction is at hand.” Paxton nods to Grunt Salve. Salve hits the button by the door. It flowers open, revealing Bar, with two armed guards, vigilantly watching him.

      Upon seeing him, Valla smashes her fists on the glass. Rain feels a spasm of anger inflect upon her countenance.

      Bar steps in the room, an internal gunshot of pain hits Bar; his gaze collides with Valla’s. There’s a deep burning regret, of his powerlessness, puncturing his belly.

      Paxton turns to Bar.

      “Welcome, son.”

      “You betrayed me Bar.”  Valla clicks and screeches, which Bar hears all too distinctly.

      Bar's regular reserve of emotion is serving him well, he nods to Paxton, only momentarily glancing to Valla.

      Valla is unrepentant. “I trusted you! I should have let you fall. You made me believe. Was this your plan all along!?”

      Paxton observes the interaction, between his son and the alien female.

      "She… it, seems to be talking to you, son."

      “Do you think so father?” Bar asks in a placid, impassive manner. Inside, his crackling of emotions begins to catch fire.

      Paxton chews his lip; he glances from Bar to Valla and back. He looks across the room to Rain, Gunnar, and Yennis. He needs Bar back in the team.  Paxton slides a pistol out of a holster. Its metal frame whispers against leather.

      “You know what must be done.”

      "Now I see humanity," Valla screams, she knows what is happening. “Now I see you.”

      Bar reaches for the weapon. Paxton stays Bar’s hand. He wants to say something.

      “Once you have done this, you can have the Metal back, your life back. We want you back Bar.”

      Bar looks directly into his father’s eyes.

      “I understand.”

      Bar wraps his hand around the grip of the pistol; he jostles it in his hand; testing its weight. Bar looks up to Paxton.

      “Yes, it only has one bullet. That’s all you need.”

      As soon as Bar takes the pistol, Valla marches around her cell, she practically frothing in rage.

      “I wish you death part-human, remember you’ll never belong here. You’ll never belong. You know the truth. We’re part everything and fully nothing.”

      Paxton glances from Valla’s furious alien screaming to Bar. Bar doesn’t react.

      “She seems angry with you, son.”

      “Not for long.” Bar coldly replies.

      Bar approaches the cell.

      Paxton smiles as he mutters, “Not for long.”

      

      Bar stands on one side of the glass, Valla, the other. There’s a moment of quiet. Tears mount and saddle Valla’s cheeks.

      “I trusted you.”

      Bar stares back in raging silence; the air is a field of electric possibilities.

      Rain steps forward from the ranks.

      “Kill it, Bar.” She spits. Paxton quickly waves her back; he knows that Bar has to summon upon his own intent.

      "And I know you trusted me," Valla says. “I know you can’t talk. But before you do this, there’s something I have to say.”

      Bar gives a subtle nod – go on.

      “When three come together, one will appear. The three are the species, Kestha, humans, and the ghosts." Valla points to the Harvester, sat silently in its cell. “We, are the one.”

      Bar is dumbstruck. Of course, but how… how can it be in a song, in a dream?

      Valla stands with her arms to the side, as if submitting herself to fate’s crushing hand.

      “Do it, do it quickly.”

      "She's pleading for her life," Yennis whispers to Gunnar. Gunnar nods.

      Yennis turns to Rain and mutters, “She’s crying.”

      “It means nothing.” Snaps Rain.

      Bar lowers his pistol; he's still rocked from the revelation Valla passed him. He's trying to make sense of it all, the pieces of his life start to fall into place. The seeming unrelated events, the Harvesters being at the Bunker, meeting Valla, every choice made from before Bar was even born has led him to this moment. The choice he makes now will unravel future events.

      Paxton has grown impatient. He directs the two armed Grunts standing guard, to approach Bar.

      Bar lowers his head; the pistol listlessly hangs by his side. His shoulders slump, his face in shadow. He seems to have given up.

      Valla weeps, yet smiles with relief.

      “It’s okay… it’s okay.” She consoles him.

      The two Grunts raise their weapons, pressing the barrel of their guns to Bar’s head.

      Paxton reinforces the physical threat with words.

      “Bar, this is going to end today. She will die, and so will you as a traitor. Now finish this. Be a hero. Kill her. Be welcomed back.”

      Rain burst with anxiety.

      “Kill her bar.”

      

      Valla glances across to the Harvester; in its cell. What was once an inert creature, is becoming more animated, the creature begins bouncing up and down.  She glances back to Bar, who has weapons pressed against him. She knows if he doesn't kill her, then they may both die.

      "Do it Bar if it gets to save you… kill me."

      Bar stands motionless, his face turned to the floor.

      Valla is crushed between wanting to live and wanting Bar to live.

      “Do it Bar; I'm alone anyway." Valla concedes.

      Rain tightens her hand, the Metal in her Vel shimmers colours. She calls out.

      “Kill her Bar and come home.”

      The Harvester is frantic, in frenzied excitement....   Then...

      The Harvester stops, statue still.

      It is deathly quiet.

      Just the breath of weighted expectation.

      The Grunt’s guns click, chambered, ready to fire.

      In the silence, a vacuum of a second stretches into the eternity.

      "Shoot me, Bar," Valla repeats.

      Bar takes a deep breath; he speaks without looking up. “You’re not alone, Valla.”

      The Guardians look to Paxton, and he returns the glance. What’s happening?

      Bar looks up to Valla and raises the pistol to aim… His eyes are a deep colourless pitch.

      “You are with me.”

      Valla steps back; she's overcome with a wellspring of joy.

      “Oh, Bar.”

      The Harvester stares at Bar in reverence. The Harvester had seen this day before and knew of its existence in the time before now. Yet still, seeing the ‘three come together’… can only illicit joy.

      

      Paxton is staring at the back of Bar’s head; he sees a smile rise across Valla’s face. He looks across to the Harvester seeming to stare at proceedings. He instinctively knows something is wrong. He utters one word.

      “No.”

      As Bar emits a subtle, breath of energy, that cascades out from him, across the room. Paxton steps forward; he shots a command to the Grunts.

      “Shoot him.”

      Blam – Blam – Twin shots ring out. Bar remains standing, the Grunts by him fall.

      Gunnar and Yennis have morphed Metal guns raised, a look of confusion contorts across their face.  They don’t have time to respond.

      Paxton screams. “What the hell!”

      Bar shoots the pistol… Blam…  Kissshhhhh… the glass wall shatters to a million fractals and falls. Valla is free.

      Bar turns to his captors, his eyes the pitch of night, he stretches out his hand, and the Metal across the three Vels sheds from its armour and gushes along the floor to Bar.

      Paxton, the soldiers, Grunt Salve, open a volley of hellfire on Bar.

      Boom-Bang-Krack-Tak-tak…

      When their magazines have emptied, or shells have been ejected, they, in a staggered union, stop shooting.

      No bullets touched Bar, as there’s a sheet of Metal like a wall sprouted in front of him. The bullets and buck-shot are buried within the barrier. And the metallic splinters in metallic flesh are slow ejected, till the bullets rattle to the floor like metallic rain.

      Metal tentacles materialise and lash out from the shield, to whip across the room – Smack – Krack – Wham –

      The soldiers collapse unconscious, Grunt Salve is brutally knocked to the floor.

      The Guardians move forward; Paxton waves his hand to stop them. They stay motionless.

      Valla looks around and steps out her cell; she strides over the shatter glass confetti that blankets the floor. Valla glances over to the Harvester, then to Bar.

      Without ever looking back at Valla, Bar offers her his hand.

      Valla clasps onto Bar's hand; she steps up next to him.

      They're behind the Metal shield, Bar gestures with his hand and the Metal becomes translucent. Valla glances at Bar, at what he’s become.

      Rain looks at Bar and Valla holding hands. She has to ask him.

      “I don’t understand, Bar. What are you doing?” she steps forward. “I thought you wanted to come home.”

      “Rain, my friend… I am home.” Bar calmly replies.

      “Son. She’s poisoned your mind. She’s the invader.” Paxton shakes his head in disappointment.

      Bar glances to Valla, they smile at each other. "I'm not sure any more father." Bar says. Bar becomes authoritative. "We're leaving now."

      "We'll track you down Bar," Paxton warns.

      “I know.” Bar replies.

      “Tell them the truth," Valla whispers to Bar.

      “They’re not ready.” He says to her. Bar gestures to Valla, they both step forward.

      Paxton stands in front of the shield, in Bar’s way.

      Bar and his father stand eye to eye.

      Bar smiles, Paxton shakes his head in anger.

      “I can’t let you, son.” Paxton is adamant.

      Bar keeps smiling and calmly speaks. “I remember the first thing I saw from the Black, was your face father... and every time I see an unbroken stretch of sky, or a clean expanse of water, I will think of the colour of your eyes, of you, and the first time I felt love.”

      Paxton’s emotional armour shows chinks. He slowly steps aside.

      Bar and Valla stride into the translucent shield, that warps and wraps around their bodies, they never miss-place a step.

      Bar and Valla exit the door together, Paxton knows he can't possibly stop them. Bar has reached a new level of understanding, far beyond what he thought they could achieve. As Bar and Valla disappear from view, Paxton can’t help but feel something stir inside, part pride, part regret, with the underlying notion that Bar will have to be stopped.

      Rain steps forward to pursue Bar and Valla, Paxton stops her.

      "We'll get them in the wasteland," Paxton reassures her.

      

      Bar and Valla slowly stride down the grey halls and corridors of the Bunker's warren. The Metal under their feet gently clacks on the cement below it. Valla looks around Bar’s previous home.

      “Your walls are inorganic," Valla observes.

      Bar looks to Valla. He’s inquisitive.

      “My species…” Valla pauses, that’s no longer true. “Sorry, the species of the Kestha, use organic crystalline growths, to build their bases.” She nods. “Like their armour, she adds.”

      Men and women burst down the corridor; they're armed and armoured. Bar thought he had an understanding with Paxton. He didn't want to have to hurt anyone else. In universal synchronicity, Paxton's voice booms out of the address system around the Bunker.

      “All personal, do not engage hostiles. Repeat, no shots are to be fired.”

      Those who were prepared to fire, stand aside; they let Bar and Valla in their shimmering Metal, march past them.

      

      Bar and Valla enter the garage, workmen, and soldiers make way for them.

      They approach a vehicle; a Paladin. It’s new and fully charged.

      Bar opens the door for Valla to enter. She clambers in.

      Valla turns to Bar. “Bar, I, the things I said…”

      Bar gently reaches out and scoops his hand round the back of her slender neck, he gently pulls her forehead to his, as tears surface from Valla.

      “...It wasn't you Valla; it was our programming speaking…” He bores into her stare. “Know this, that in you I’ve found something, a place.” He’s passionate.

      “I feel it also… a belonging.” She replies to Bar.

      They’re both opening up and closing in on each other. Bar lets Valla go and climbs up into the cockpit next to her.

      “In this belonging I have purpose. And that is something I will never let fade.”

      He throttles the engine, it growls in satisfied revs, as it vibrates under their seats.

      “Where are we going?” Valla asks, knowing that a new hopeful future falls within their purview.

      Lines furrow across Bar’s brow.

      “I have questions. I need answers.”

      The Paladin speeds off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The Paladin cuts through the orange wasteland; dust plumes cloud in its wake. The slanted rays of the sun cut through the amber haze of the horizon.

      

      Bar is behind the wheel.

      Valla is sat next to him.

      Valla looks Bar up and down; he's focused on the journey. Her mind races with needs to know, about Bar, about herself… and the last image she has of her body being wracked in pain at the hands of Bar.

      Is that her death? Does she do something? Or does he do something that may bring it about?

      Valla’s not even sure that it is her death, yet she cannot see beyond that, the vision stopped at that moment.

      Bar speaks out as he drives. He touches upon some of Valla’s thoughts.

      “Your realisation opened something in me, Valla.”

      Valla looks across to Bar.

      “When three come together…” She says.

      “Yes.” Bar looks to her and smiles. It’s a smile without restraint, unfettered by anything but joy. Valla can’t help but smile back.

      “I understand it now.” Bar says.

      “It?” She probes.

      Bar looks at Valla, with naked uncluttered vision, his eyes are greener than they were before. He answers her. “Everything.”

      

      The Paladin jolts and jostles across their uneven ride. Valla laughs, she enjoys the sense of freedom, which the lack of control brings.

      “Everything?” She asks.

      “Your words let me understand, we are the ‘one,' it allowed me to control the Metal, to reach it without touching it, because of all my experiences came together in that moment."

      Bar looks to Valla; he's excited.

      “They knew we were coming, Valla. The Harvesters, they knew, you and I would arrive. What we can do.” Bar reaches out her and squeezes her hand. “Remember the paintings in the cave?”

      Valla nods – yes.

      Bar touches the windscreen and lets his Metal form shapes across its surface.

      “First there was the box.” An outline of a metallic box morphs on the windshield.

      "That is the Bunker.”

      "The jagged teeth that point out the ground." The box shifts to that shape. "That's was the Debris where we met."  Bar stops making the shapes. “The straight line, with a two dots to its side.”

      Valla answers. “The cliff we fell down.”

      “Exactly. The three straight lines.”

      Valla thinks. “The cave we took shelter in, with the glowing fur.”

      “Indeed. And the orange in the hood was our campfire." Bar says.

      “The green leaf; the Harvester’s home.” Valla continues.

      “The spiral, our ascent to the Space-fall.” Bar sees Valla smiling. “What?”

      “You said Space-fall, not Debris.”

      Bar shrugs. “We are breaking the shackles of our programming Valla.”

      “And the final destination.” Valla enquires. “The hand?”

      “I don’t think we have reached our final destination yet.” Bar says with confidence.

      “Explain," Valla asks.

      “You know the way the Harvesters see.” Bar states.

      "They see time before time, place before places; they experience things before they happen," Valla replies.

      “Yes and no.” Bar is vague.

      “Yes and no, cannot be together.”

      “They can.” Bar looks to Valla, to see if she understands him.

      "The Harvesters don't see actualities; they only see probabilities." Valla nods in response to Bar. "So only when the moment is revealed in the moment, then probability becomes an actuality. It manifests.”

      “So they see yeses till they see a no?” says Valla.

      “I think so. I think that’s how it works.” Bar replies.

      “How does this help you with the Metal?”

      Bar smiles. "If you can fall into the time without time or space without space…"

      “Then you are in contact with the Metal.”

      “You are the Metal.” Bar corrects.

      Valla pauses in thought and observes her sheened brilliance. Valla thinks back to her demise at the hands of Bar.

      “So if yeses till they are no, means not all our visions will come to pass?”

      “No.” Bar agrees. “But I think… I think… we can bring them about, somehow. With our actions, maybe simply by intent." Bar continues with gusto. "Remembering that causality is an illusion." Bar looks at Valla's face; she's confused. "For anything to happen, everything else has to be happening. It's all part of the whole. It's all a giant machine."

      Valla gives Bar an empty expression.

      “I know it seems…”

      "Not this, not that," Valla says.

      Bar smiles. “Yes, yes.” He looks back out the window. “I believe the final piece to our puzzle is in that Debris.”

      “The final piece.” Valla feels as though it’s ominous.

      "The end of one thing is often the beginning of something else, Valla."

      Valla sits for the moment, poised on the last image of the hand on the wall, how it fitted Bar's hand. The flashing images are of Bar standing over her and she's in pain. She decides she should have been dead several times in the last day. She looks over to Bar, who's staring out the window, in wonder.

      “We’re just watching creation unfolding, before us. We’re part of it.” He smiles at her.

      “In my last vision, with the Harvesters. I saw you standing above me, and I was in agony. I think you’re going to kill me.” Valla’s words lay flat the feelings in the cock-pit; numbness remains.

      Bar looks at Valla; she's entirely serious.

      Bar doesn't know how to answer; he can't see a reason to want to hurt her, after all, he just left his family to save her. Maybe, just maybe, she will do something that forces his hand.

      Bar drives on… “Are you hungry?” he asks Valla.

      She looks at him suspiciously.

      He gestures for her to look under the passenger seat.

      “What do humans eat?”

      “Have a look.” Says Bar.

      Valla pulls out three sealed packets of rations, all in a silvery package, that matches Valla’s armour.

      “Sometimes we need supplies; if we were going on long journeys.” Bar explains.

      She holds them up for Bar to see, Bar forgets she doesn’t understand the symbols.

      “That one is chicken.”

      “Cheecken?” Valla repeats. “What is that?”

      Bar shrugs, “It’s a bird, we breed them at the Bunker.”

      Valla looks slightly nauseous. "You eat, sentient life forms?" She's also shocked.

      Bar feels guilty. “Sometimes.”

      Valla throws the rations down; she's not hungry.

      Bar reaches over; he picks up one.

      "Chocolate." He waves in front of her face.

      “What animal is chocolate?” Valla asks.

      "It's not; it's from … cocoa. A plant." He waves the package harder. "Trust me, if there were a chocolate animal, you'd want to eat it."

      Valla snatches the provisions from Bar’s hand. He gestures to tear it, she does.

      Chocolate paste oozes out. She dabs her finger on it and draws it to her mouth; she touches the chocolate on her tongue.

      Valla squints and winces as if she was between pain and disgust.  Bar reaches over concerned.

      "Are you okay?" Valla is blinking at him. “I’m sorry, I guess it’s not to everybody’s taste.”

      Valla still with contorted features, dips her finger in again, she has another taste.

      Bar understands; she’s enjoying it.

      “Yeah… right. I’m right, right?”

      "Choco…lat," Valla says, with dark smudges across her face.

      They drive on in silence, the undercurrent of Valla's words still influences their moments, yet they have enjoyment, in Valla enjoying herself.
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        * * *

      

      Paxton is in the Observation deck; he’s waiting patiently for someone. Overseer Jarvis marches towards Paxton.

      "We've got them, sir," Jarvis informs Paxton.

      Jarvis waves his arm and a map outside the Bunker occupies the wall.

      Paxton steps forward. He peers deeply at the map.

      “Where was the last Debris fall?” Paxton asks.

      Jarvis nods to a low ranking Technician; who warps his keyboard. A dot appears on the map, a dot that Bar’s vehicle seems to be heading straight for.

      Paxton turns to Jarvis as he marches out the Observation deck.

      “Get me every vehicle. We’re going after him.”

      “Every… one?” Jarvis replies, not quite understanding the magnitude, of near a hundred vehicles crossing the wasteland.

      “Everyone!” Spittle sprays from Paxton’s mouth as he screams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      The horizon is a blue oceanic sky laid upon a burnt red bedding of rock. As the Paladin engines forward, Bar and Valla's vistas become punctured by something other than rock, or sky. Before them lies the Debris. It's blackened, burnt mass lays outstretched as a large man-made sarcophagus. It’s chipped curved edges, loom in the distance, and whispers of ancient secrets.

      Valla stares at the Debris; she's smacked by anxiety.

      “We already have answers, Bar.”

      “I have more questions. I’ve seen things... in you, in me and around me... I have to see what they mean.”

      “There will be Kestha there.” She warns.

      “I know.” Bar replies.

      Valla ponders upon the prevailing minutes; she decides it's not what's going to happen, but who it happens with, is the most important thing.

      “Okay, if you think this is best... I trust you.”

      Bar pats Valla’s hand. “I know.” He says warmly. “And thank you.”

      

      The Paladin is brought to a stop, Bar and Valla exit and make their way to the chasm ripped in the side of the hull, the place they entered before. It was easy to make out where it is, as they walk past the fallen bloody bodies of the Zaktesh slaughtered Grunts.

      Valla lowers to one knee and examines the earth. She traces her hand over it; she recognises markings.

      “Kestha… three or four of them.” She stands up and points to the Debris. “They’re in the Space-fall.”

      “Is your mother with them?” Bar asks with a tinge of nerves.

      "I don't know," Valla replies.

      "Will there be any like you, maybe we can reason with?”

      “No,” Valla shakes her head. “I am the only one of my kind, an experiment.”

      Bar smiles at her. “Then you’re truly unique.”

      Bar nods to Valla and -Pfffftt- Their Metal armour now has pistols on one arm and a shield on the other.

      “I can do this alone.” Bar says solemnly to Valla.

      “I’m already classed as a traitor... and... I don’t belong with them.” Valla is determined.

      

      Bar and Valla, poised in a military crouch make their way through the gash in the hull. They have their weapons at the ready. They take gliding steps over equipment, under broken support beams; until they’re on the inside of the ship.

      Bar takes a knee and scans the length of a long, uninterrupted corridor. Valla squats by him.

      “What are we looking for?” She asks Bar.

      Bar glances upwards; he nods to a sign. Valla can't read it.

      “There, that’s where we’re going.” Bar points down the long corridor. “The Bridge.”

      Valla stands and runs her hands over the writing.

      Bar tugs at her shoulder.

      “Come on.” He urges.

      

      They make their way down the corridor without incident; they turn their path into a large canteen area. Chairs, tables, cutlery are all avalanched to one side of the room.  Valla notices a hand sticking out from under the body of canteen objects.

      She nudges Bar.

      Bar can only imagine the horror of the war in space. Trapped in a vessel, whilst an alien entity bombards you. He glances to Valla, who glances back, he can see the death of a human has no emotional impact upon her. Yet then again, he would not lose any sleep over the passing of the Xaionta.

      "Bar." Valla barks, he snaps out of his moment's contemplation, into the now. She senses something.

      Pffft - Pffft - Pffft  - Crystal shards storm the air.

      In one minded motion, Bar and Valla grab each other, pirouette and move. The crystals meet the places that they were or will be, yet never the place they are.  They dance past them. They spin into the last piece of their movement, and fling their arms out wide, their two pistols at the forefront unleash their bite from baying barrels.

      Blam – Boom – Blam – Boom…

      A pained screech from the shadows pierces their bones. Into the light falls a Xaionta, it crashes into the deck of the canteen. Bar steps forward.

      The Xaionta is still alive, its moving, it’s legs steadily twitch.

      "Finish it Bar," Valla says.

      Bar looks to Valla, and without ever glancing back, his arm becomes a lancing blade, and he buries it deep into Xaionta flesh. Valla examines Bar's face; it is placid, there's no pleasure derived from him killing an alien. Bar explores himself, the old him, the unlearned him, would be celebrating right now. This would be his first confirmed invader kill. Yet there was no celebration taking place.

      Valla stands next to Bar over the body of the Xaionta.

      Bar places his foot next to it, and some Metal trickles from the corpse to him. Bar's armour becomes more substantial. He turns to Valla, as if to say – your turn.

      Valla closes her eyes to focus on the Metal; she can feel its presence. It's a feeling she's never noticed before; it vibrates at its unique frequency.

      “I can feel it.” She smiles.

      “Now let it feel you.” Bar tries to guide her.

      Bar can see the remaining Metal on the alien shell, shimmer with the hope of movement.

      Images flash through Valla’s mind, of Bar subjecting her to pain. She opens her eyes and stops trying. Valla reaches down and touches the Metal, and it clambers over her own armour.  She stands and looks at Bar. They speak nothing of it.

      “Let’s go.” He says.

      

      They cut through the corridors, making their way to the bridge, up shafts with ladders, and broken stairwells. They decide the bridge must be near the top of the Debris. The success of their first contact plays through their minds and the ease with which they dispatched the Xaionta.

      They still move cautiously, avoiding confrontation when possible; this was a lesson in the art of war, that Bar remembers. Also, they don't want to test their newfound prowess against Zaktesh.

      

      Bar and Valla stand with their backs to the wall, which crosses into another passage. Bar lets his Metal poke a tendril around the corner. That tendril becomes his eyes, and they see two Xaionta standing at the end of the passage.

      He links Metal with Valla; she too sees what he sees. They look at each other and nod. With the extra Metal they have, they make more sizable weaponry. A brawny barrel, of a shotgun shaped weapon.

      Bar's Metal reaches out and touches Valla again; she can hear his words in her head.

      "Let's hit them with a barrage."

      Valla is initially taken aback; it makes sense that communication can take place between them like this, but she's never experienced it before. She too replies, though the Metal.

      “I’m ready.” Valla primes her weapon.

      And they charge…

      Bar and Valla behind buckler shield, accelerate towards the Xaionta, whilst their raised weapons unleash bolts of thunder.

      Boom – Boom – Boom – Boom

      The two Aliens are hit and stagger back, they raise a shield, which dents under the pummelling projectile’s punch.

      Bar and Valla turn their weapons to blades as they tear headlong into their prey. The shields of the Xaionta are primed, as Bar and Valla leap with the intent of puncturing their protective bubbles.

      Their shields lash out, with a flailing tentacle.

      Whack – Valla is slugged mid-flight, her body crashes into the wall, and her mass punches through to the other side.

      Bar retracts, dodges and rolls, he lands at the feet of the Xaionta. Their substantially larger frames are staggered in the passageway. Bar rolls, as a Xaionta arm bites into the floor, cracking a fissure. The other Xaionta points a weapon and shoots – Bang. Bar’s armour isn’t compromised, but he staggers back as if he's been kicked by a Hunter.

      Bar rolls, looks up, to two large guns pointed to his head.

      SHHIIIINNNGGG – Dozens of Metallic spears, like silvery icicles, bayonet through the wall, crashing into the Xaionta and their shields; they’re skewered against the other side of the passage by a wall of thorns.

      Valla's on the other end of the wall, most the Metal is off her and is penetrating the wall as a crushing instrument. She just has a glove of Metal covering her lower left hand. Valla staggers, she's using all her focus. Her bare hand presses against the wall.

      She calls out. “Bar!”

      Bar stands up, he hears trembling voice and knows this won't last long.

      The Xaionta struggle as Bar approaches, half his Metal leaves his body, to form a razor wall. He motions to say something, but there’s nothing to say. Bar claps his hands together, and the razor wall glides through both the pinned Xaionta.

      Their body parts ooze from their armour and shells. At the same time, Valla’s wall of thorns collapses into a pool of silver that mingles with the alien bodily fluids and innards, green and purple.

      “Valla?” Bar charges through the hole she made in the wall, he sees Valla on her knees, she’s exhausted.

      “I’m okay. I think.”

      “You did good.” Bar responds.

      “Saved your human hide.” Valla shakes her head. “Never thought I’d be saving a human. Ha never thought I’d be saved by one.”

      “Hey.” Bar replies, he joins in with her jest. “I’m about as human, as you’re Kestha.”

      Bar offers her his hand. She cups it, and Bar helps hoist her up.  Valla looks around the room she's in, there's a diagram on the wall, of a massive spaceship, with thirty floors, and a key describing each room.

      Bar points at the diagram. “We’re here.” He traces his finger only a short distance. “We need to get here.”

      Valla looks around the room; it's someone's quarters, all though it is in ruins, it still looks plush. “Are your quarters like this?” Valla asks.

      “My quarters are about as large as their bathroom.” Bar points to the ensuite bathroom.

      “It must have belonged to someone important.”

      Bar looks around the room, nodding in agreement.

      "Come let's go." He says to Valla; they leave via the Valla shaped hole left in the wall, as Bar glances back he sees busted letters written across a broken door. He decides it must be part of a name.

      

      LACK

      

      Bar and Valla get to the hallway, where the two divided Xaionta are sprawled. She looks at Bar; it's a mix of Metal and flesh, she feels a bit nauseous.

      “It’s okay.” Bar reassures her.

      “You made a mess, Bar.”

      “I’ll be cleaner next time.” He concedes.

      “A mess.”

      Valla’s foot reaches out and touches Metal, it cascades up her body and covers her again. She turns to Bar and nods.

      They make their way, ever on.

      

      Bar runs his hands across the writing, hidden under dust and debris. Letters form words. He looks across to Valla who looks expectantly back.

      “What does it say?”

      “The Bridge.”

      They both look to the door that stands between them and their final destination. Both of them morph their armour ready for battle. Another Xaionta or Zaktesh herself could be in there.

      Lights flicker around the door.

      “The Bridge is the last place to lose power.” Bar says.

      She nods in response. Bar pushes the button to open the door, the doors do a jerky dance as they try to slide open, yet all they do is tilt.

      Bar sticks his gun through the gap, in case there’s something inside. His gaze crosses over wall to wall technology, in the centre of the bridge is a large glass wall, there are a couple of holovid projectors at its base. There's what-looks-like a pilot’s terminal, navigation station, weapons hub, and desk that look like they've come straight from the observation room. Wires, lights, panels in the ceiling hang down, like it's a metallic jungle, whilst the floor is buckled and bent up, like metallic undergrowth.

      Bar sees nothing untoward.  "Clear."

      

      Bar and Valla use their Metal to pry the doors open. They enter the bridge. Bar imagines the humans who were here many years before. How they lived on Earth and died in space to protect his home. Bar rests his hand on one of the seats. He can see at the bottom of the seat, crawled under the terminal, a body. The body is of a young woman; half her head is dented; either from battle or the crash.

      There were a few more bodies around the room, all well preserved, yet twisted and torn, as is if they've been pulled apart.

      “Space preserves them well.”

      “I haven’t seen any dead Kestha on this ship.”

      “Maybe they didn’t get a chance to board?” Bar offers up.

      Valla nods, it is plausible.

      "Look." Valla points, to the side, is the operations centre, a large tactical table with computers and model ships across a large map of the solar system. Bar surveys the room, there’s glass on the wall with written tactical data scrawled across it.

      Valla picks up a spaceship and flies it around the map. She sees Bar staring around the room.

      “Here is where they dictated tactics and strategy, it looks like this is the brain room.” Valla says.

      “Indeed.” Bar mumbles.

      “What are we looking for Bar?”

      “I don’t know… the truth?” Bar replies. Bar places his hand on a computer terminal. “I… We’ve been lied to enough.”

      The Metal merges into the computer terminal; it's tendrils bury deep inside its structure.

      Bar’s mumble continues. "Pained with the weight of others' expectations."

      Bar feels himself connecting with the hub of the ship; he feels the phantom limbs of lost: weapons, apparatus, machinery. The computer's self-diagnostic system is mechanically appreciative of the beleaguered state it is in.  A sharp stabbing hits Bar behind his eyes; he's one with the computer.

      Valla reaches her hand out and touches Bar; it's a warm, supportive gesture. Her presence calms him. They smile.

      “I’m in.” Bar says. He looks around the room as if following invisible lines. He’s focusing. "We have power." At this, a million blinking lights blaze on, in the ceiling, floor, terminals.

      The equipment comes to life.

      The computer terminals are rebooting; the holovid projectors flicker to life over the large glass wall.  Security footage from across the ship, and outside is beamed straight into a bank of screens.

      A red beacon and alert floods the room around them.

      Valla is startled, then settles to glance about.

      “Huh, so primitive.” She says disrespectfully.

      Bar smiles at Valla’s response, he continues to probe for something else. He mumbles out loud what he’s found.

      “Let’s turn that racket off.” The red alert abates. Bar probes further. “Battle plans, tactics, protocols on protecting The Earth. And… and..” Bar fades.

      “What, Bar?” Valla prods him for an answer.

      Bar nods to the holovid projectors. Valla turns to look at them, as they burn to light and kick up an image on the glass wall.

      The Holovid footage is of the same bridge; people walk past.

      “Bar.” Valla steps back she raises her weapon, read to shoot.

      Bar stops her.

      “It’s only a holovid.” Bar can see she doesn’t understand. “Its images from many years ago. These people are dead.”

      “It’s like a vision?”

      “Kind of.” He agrees.

      Bar recognises the dead girl under her terminal, walk past frame. Bar and Valla watch on in silence. There’s a captain, in his chair, he turns and marches to frame. He holds a star chart in his hand, he puts it down and addresses the camera directly.

      “People of Earth. I am Thackery Black.”  Bar’s mouth drops. Valla looks to Bar she doesn’t understand. He stops the holovid.

      “That’s Paxton Black’s grandfather or something.” He explains to her.

      The holovid continues. Thackery Black is expressive and passionate.

      “For generations, man has gazed into the stars and wondered. Today is the day we no longer have to wonder.”

      Valla looks to Bar; she needs to know what he's saying.

      “Bar, what’s he saying?”

      “He said, for generations, men have wondered what was beyond the stars.”

      “Oh.” She pauses. “It’s not very exciting is it.”

      Bar shakes his head and continues the holovid.

      In the holovids bridge, their own holovid projects a wormhole in space. It's next to Saturn. Valla grabs Bar, as Thackery talks.

      “A unique continuum event has occurred, a stable wormhole, a gateway to a distant part of our galaxy.”

      "Bar, stop," Valla asks. The holovid pauses.

      Bar motions to say what was said. “He sai-”

      “I recognise the whirlpool.”

      Bar looks from Valla to the wormhole. "You mean the wormhole?" she nods.

      “Where from?” He asks.

      “We had a wormhole, in our galaxy, there's a story that ships went through never to return." Valla is upset. “We were the invaders.”

      "Valla. It's okay. It's okay. We've both been lied to. Me about who I am, and you about who's planet this is." Valla is a brew of angry and upset; Bar knows this is a dangerous combination. He tries to appease her. "Listen, you were born here. This is your world as much as mine."

      Valla slumps in a chair. “Well, we might as well keep watching it.”

      The holovid continues. "Where we have detected an M-class planet that can sustain human life.” Thackery continues. “And we’re about to head though.”

      Bar feels a nagging suspicion; he fast-forwards the holovid.

      They see a fleet of spaceships close in on the wormhole, and plunge into its whirling white vortex, as they travel through, everything warps to a ghostly apparition.

      Bar lets the holovid play at normal speed.

      Thackery Black is staring off of frame; he's in awe. Next to him the rest of the bridge crew, it looks like they're giving an ovation to a spectacle. Black glances at the camera.  “Are you filming me!? Hell, you should be shooting that. It is why we’re here.”

      Thackery reaches over and forces the lens to look at the Bridge’s viewing screen. It shows a beautiful planet of lush greens and blue oceans, an untouched Eden.

      “Welcome to your new home.” Thackery Black says.

      Bar is a mixed brew of emotions, anger, disappointment, abandonment, all with a dash of betrayal. He pauses the holovid and looks to Valla.

      She looks up to him.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Bar sits next to Valla. He faces the same way as her and doesn’t look at her.

      “What?” she asks, in a concerned fashion.

      “It’s all been a lie.” Bar looks to Valla. “We the humans invaded your world.”

      Valla looks to Bar; she rests a hand on his shoulder. She nods in understanding.

      Valla then stands up and punches the air. “Yes.”

      Bar is taken aback. "What."

      “I was right. You’re the invader.”

      “You have to let that go, Valla. We’ve discussed this.”

      She punches the air again.

      She sits down, all smug with herself. “Well, it makes me feel good.” Bar stares at her, stunned.

      “You’re unbelievable.” He says to her.

      "Continue." Valla waves her hand; she's happier now.

      

      The holovid shows scientists and soldiers walking through a mass of green; a tropical type of jungle. It’s alive with exotic insects, that buzz past frame, creatures that rustle through the undergrowth.

      “Wow, we’re no longer in Kansas.” A Sergeant says, as his weapon is trained into the void of green. A scientist next to him laughs, “You got it wrong, ‘there’s no place like home.’”

      The soldiers and the scientists laugh at the ‘in’ joke.

      Valla looks to Bar; he shrugs – I don’t know.

      “The planet was beautiful, no?” Valla says.

      “Beautiful yes.” Bar replies. “No filtered air, no living underground, water, and life.”

      "The war must have killed all of that," Valla observes.

      “War kills everything eventually.” Bar remarks.

      The holovid continues to play. “Shit.” A young soldier says, “I saw something, in the trees.”

      Valla looks to Bar for interpretation.

      "They've spotted something, they're nervous."

      “Lock and load.” The Sergeant commands. “Don’t shoot unless fired upon.” He turns to the scientists and technicians. “Get behind the military personnel.”

      In the confusion of bodies swapping position, the young soldier panics.

      “There it is!”

      The young soldier’s weapon’s fire, flares up the screen, with a rapid rattling of muzzle report.

      When one fires, all fire. The forest is lacerated, ripped by metal projectiles.

      Something Screeches and collapses.

      The Sergeant calls out.

      “Hold your fire, hold your fire.”

      He eventually gets the panic fire to stop.

      Green confetti, of torn leaves, fills the screen.

      "So this is how it started, one young man thrown into a panic, a planet destroyed by a moment's fear."

      "I'm sorry Valla." Bar holds her hand. "We started this war, it's our fault, your planet, your people."

      She shakes Bar’s arm. “You’re my people Bar.”

      “Jesus Christ, what is that thing?” The Sergeant calls out; it draws Valla's and Bar's eyes back to the screen.

      “It looks like a goddamn ape.” Another soldier says.

      Bar and Valla are washed with the image of the holovid, bathed in light.

      They stare intently. The holovid shows a dead Harvester, riddled with bullet holes.

      “Well done soldier, threat neutralised.” A scientist sarcastically mumbles.

      The Sergeant is angry with the scientist, as probably with his own man. “Well Doc, you’re going to have to cut one open sooner or later, anyhow.”

      The holovid changes to a laboratory in the confines of a spaceship. It’s bright, clean and predominately white. In the background are captured Harvesters, communicating with each other, and plants that are placed in their cells.

      A Scientist looks into frame. "We call them the Harvesters; they are the custodians of their own environment... they communicate on a molecular level with objects around them, almost as if they can sense their quanta-field." He pauses and looks back at them. "It's actually quite beautiful."

      “He’s just telling us, how they communicate.”

      “They experimented on them, didn’t they?”

      “Remember our D.N.A?”

      Valla realises. “We all took advantage of them.”

      "I have something." Bar says to Valla, his mind still merged with the machine. The holovid jumps to another scene.

      

      Thackery Black stares into camera; he's in the middle of an alarming situation, the electric tension can be felt through history.

      “I’m not sure what they want, they’ve just been there. Waiting.” The camera pans to the bridge’s viewing screen. It shows, the Xaionta spaceship armada, menacingly suspended in space. Their ships like jagged teeth in a giant maw of black.

      The bridge is filled with agitated officers.

      The Pilot turns to his captain.

      “Sir, I’ve got energy readings. A surge.”

      “What spectrum?”

      “I don't know sir; it's like something I ain’t never seen before. It’s spiking... What shall we do?”

      Thackery Black is caught between the fear of not acting and acting too rashly.

      He slams a button on his chair and speaks through the comms.

      “Earth Armada, this is Captain Black, we are under attack, this is not a drill, a code red, this is not a drill.” The red alert blares out and fills the room.

      The woman who was under her terminal calls out to Thackery. “Captain, sir, I’m picking up something, it sounds like... they’re trying to communicate.”

      “Give us audio, Lieutenant.”

      There are the familiar clicks and screeches of Xaionta... it sounds unerringly aggressive. It cranks up the tension to a palpable panic.

      All Bar and Valla can see is worry, and anxiety etched on the face of the crew, it's unmistakable, undiluted fear. Valla becomes upset, unsure of her own feelings.

      It’s Bar’s turn to ask. “What were they saying?”

      She speaks over the continuous clicks and screeches.

      “They are saying they are lost... That they entered dark space and wish to parlay... talk.”

      

      The Pilot calls out from the screen. “Sir, what shall we do?”

      Beads of sweat break from the pressure cooker of decisions and rundown the Captain’s brow. He whispers, with regret.

      “Fire.”

      And with that, the sky opens up with heaven's fire. The celestial blanket between the human and Xaionta ships is scorched by a white-hot incandescent blast.

      "No," Valla whispers standing.

      The tragedy that is war unravels in front of them; the firmament becomes a pallet of colourful destruction. The holovid stops.

      Bar and Valla, are within the scope of the other’s presence. Somehow just by having the other one there, makes the moment a little easier to take.

      “We’re the invaders.” Valla gasps. “My kind, your people. We are the invaders.”

      Bar’s mind blurs with the cascade of events, without this error of war, without the deaths and destruction, without the Harvesters… He wouldn’t be here. Nor would she.

      He becomes resolute, something within him has changed, the hard edge of reality has left its mark... Bar the boy, at this moment, becomes a man.

      "Valla, you and I are a product of this war." Bar puts his hand under Valla's chin and lifts her head, till she's staring into his eyes.

      “This war was as inevitable as we were. All we can do is stride into the future offered to us.”

      Valla nods. “What future?”

      Bar kneels down to her height. He’s passionate, warm, yet there’s steel in his tongue, a hard edge that will not yield, or request no quarter. She feels something in him has changed.

      Bar seems to have found his purpose.

      “Valla, we are not the invaders…." She watches him; she begins to understand. "They are.”

      Valla blinks, she understands. This is their world, their home. All the shackles of programming ingrained in their very genetic makeup, their code that they tried to break, now rides to the forefront of their psyche. Valla is stunned… The people who she's been fighting for, she should be fighting against.

      “They’re the invaders.” She mumbles.

      “This is our home. We have to make them see that.”

      Valla looks at Bar and nods; she stops nodding as she looks past Bar, her face becomes solemn. Bar slowly turns around.

      The bank of security screens shown the open destruction of the ship, a couple of screens are focused on the wasteland. The reason that Valla fell uncomfortably silent is revealed.

      Zaktesh approaches the ship.

      “She may be your mother, but you were born of this world, I am of this world... We were born to destroy the invaders.”

      Valla does not shirk from the call; she stands up, her armour shimmers and ripples across her body.

      "Yes... It is what I’m made to do. You and I, Bar, are a new beginning. We are Guardians of this place.” Bar smiles at the irony of Valla naming them Guardians. Valla salutes Bar, she holds it and stares at him. “Am I doing this right? It’s a salute, yes?”

      Bar salutes back. “Yes. That was perfect.”

      Valla starts to leave the bridge. She turns and holds out her hand, as he did before.

      “Let’s face her together.” She says.

      Bar’s hand slips into hers. “Always.” He replies. “We’re about to enter Death Ground.”

      Valla looks to Bar.

      She understands.

      She speaks from her own militaristic training.

      “When death is behind you, you will fight in peace those in front of you.”

      Bar nods approving. “I like that.”

      They leave the bridge together, they came with questions and left with answers, they came searching and left with a purpose. This world, this planet has two new custodians to protect her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Zaktesh approaches the Paladin, left by Bar and Valla. She stands by the driver’s door, her limb crashes through its armour, like an axe through paper. She plucks the door of its industrial strength hinges and flings it to the side.

      Zaktesh fits her large long-drawn head and crest into the cockpit. She snorts in any scent she can collect. The Metal trickles off her to pick up the silvery provision packets, she passes them across her nostrils, under her crest. The open chocolate package, smells of a bitter, rich scent, like burnt. She drops it; she passes over her snout; the Chicken packet. She picks up the scent of Valla, her naked hand had held it.

      Zaktesh snorts hard; her mind is a cauldron of anger, annoyance, and betrayal. She brought life to the Krewt; she was the beginning of a new species. Now she runs with that humanoid. Zaktesh’s standing with her own kind may be bought into question. Unless she vanquishes that stain upon her, Valla casts.  Zaktesh hears something approaching. She turns.

      “You looking for us?” Bar says.

      Valla repeats it. “You looking for us?” So that Zaktesh understands.

      Bar and Valla are poised like two gunslingers, ready to deal their own unique brand of hurt.

      Zaktesh stands to face them; her armour shimmers in curiosity.

      Valla stands defiant; she feels a burning fear in her every breath.

      “This world is my home, and you are not welcome here.”

      Zaktesh’s armour stops shimmering; it stays perfectly still. She’s stunned. Zaktesh clicks and screams.

      Valla replies. "Yes, I know the truth."

      Zaktesh clicks and screams again. Bar doesn't understand; he looks to Valla as she replies.

      “They may have started the war, you perpetuated it, but we, we will finish it.”

      The hues flood back across her armour. She’s angry.

      Zaktesh lashes out and hits the Paladin -Crash- it tumbles and bounces over onto its roof.

      Bar says “Now I see where you get your temper from.”

      Valla “We need to focus Bar.”

      “I’m focused, I just sometimes make jokes to break the ten-“

      “Focus Bar.”

      "Right, right, focus." Bar feels the taut nerves in his body, crank up the tension. He's primed and ready to move, that's the anticipation of the coming release, where he will flow. For now, his fists tighten, his teeth clench.

      Zaktesh screams, colours pour down her armour, dark reds, purples, dark night blue.

      “She’s angry, yes?” Bar asks.

      “Oh yes," Valla confirms.

      Zaktesh looks at the two humanoids, Bar and Valla stand ready for conflict. The living arbiter of pain; Zaktesh ‘The Death Mask’, marches her way towards them.

      Zaktesh lets out a shrill screech.

      The armour across Bar and Valla begins to shimmer. Zaktesh is trying to influence the metal from their bodies.

      "She's trying to…" Valla calls out; twisted concentration fists her face.

      Bar and Valla join hands. They plant their feet and stand poised. Their armour bubbles, as little pockets of flesh, become exposed. Zaktesh keeps the demonic discord crashing across their beings, mangling their Metal, pummelling flesh and kneading their bones.

      Bar grits his jaw; he affixes his will to Valla’s. He feels the expanse of Metal across their body being snatched into Zaktesh’s grasp. Bar squeezes Valla’s hand hard.

      “Focus.” He calls out. Bar breathes, and draws his thoughts to a singular purpose, an understanding, he cast asunder his fears in this juncture. He feels the clarity of the moment is over the lip of the timeless next few seconds.

      "Bar," Valla calls out as the Metal armour across their frames begins to diminish. Valla roars, exerting forceful focus. The armour like little silver droplets cascades away from their bodies.

      “I can’t.” Valla struggles to hold on.

      Zaktesh triumphantly steps forward, she’s in control, in command.

      She stops.

      The very air around Bar quivers with a vibration, a purpose. The Metal pooled around his feet begins to shimmer, pockets of a million mirrors reflect Bar, their very molecules dancing to his will.

      Zaktesh closes in.

      The Metal around Bar and Valla raises into the air, a constellation of orbs, spiralling like the galaxy around them. Bar’s influence forges the silver pearls of this impossible reality; the gleaming vortex embraces them. Bar and Valla walk through the suspended sheened rain, as they become covered in Metal once more.

      Zaktesh breaks into a sprint.

      Zaktesh in all her power is on top of them; the prelude is finished, now it begins.

      

      The dance takes centre stage, As Zaktesh in an unbridled onslaught violently hacks and slashes at the two humanoids. Her arms flow from weapons that spew, crystal lances, to morph to a blade or shield, and continue in the melee.

      During the blitz of limbs and weapons fire. Bar and Valla move, with grace, and fluidity.

      Time itself seems to have no hold.

      Thoughts and feelings are left strewn on the death ground. All there is is the fight. For if it were any other way, a swift release into the enfolding eternity waits.

      Zaktesh ploughs her mass to where they were.

      As the two spin out the way.

      Zaktesh skids to a stop, spirals. Her outstretched arm becomes a long tendril of a whipping blade.

      Bar bends back, the blade, a whispered promise of death, passes over him.

      Zaktesh stands directly in front of them, towering over them.

      Bar and Valla adopt coiled postures, ready to move.

      There’s a moments respite.

      To Zaktesh, all is not as it was. Valla is no longer the young, scared Krewt, that was spawned in her watery cradle. And the human male has a special air about him.

      Bar and Valla breathe heavy.

      “I am no longer Kestha; you have no hold on me.” Valla barks defiantly.

      Two metal tentacles, sprout from Zakteh’s armour and burrow their passage behind Bar and Valla.

      "Mother, Leave now." Valla is firm and self-assured.

      The coiled tendrils slowly raise their barbed heads behind Bar and Valla; they sway behind them like the heads of a venomous snake.

      Zaktesh growls.

      WHOOSH - The tendrils strike.

      Bar’s eyes flex in a knowing.

      Snatch, Bar catches the tendrils in mid-flight.

      Zaktesh is taken aback.

      

      Bar snaps his muscle into contraction, strains sinews, uses his coiled energy and momentum, to catapult his mass against the tendrils. All the while, he instinctively uses the Metal, to galvanise his intent, and augment his action.

      The tendrils, in turn, crack tight, Zaktesh is staggered from her foundations. Valla, raises her hand -psssst- to a gun, ever more exotic and powerful -BOOM-

      Zaktesh -Bang- blocks with her shield, at the expensive of equilibrium.

      She staggers and manages to realign.

      She'll not take them for granted again.

      

      Bar and Valla begin to move in a fluid unison, Zaktesh strikes, turns and uses her mass... as the humanoids move out of danger. The deadly choreography is accompanied by the rhythm of Metal on Metal, the basal boom of weapon’s report, or the light beat of crystal rounds renting the air.

      

      Swords, become shields, become guns as the deadly dance flows.

      

      The two, ostracised by their own kind, find a unity together. Not just in their physical forms, tumbling, turning and weaving their beguiling spell around the colossus of death before them. They’ve found an anchor of hope in each other. Then…

      Whack – Bar is struck solid, he rolls and skids.

      Snatch – Zaktesh catches Valla by the throat, in razor claw.

      Valla is raised up, as Zaktesh clicks and screeches to Bar.

      Bar’s Metal transmutes to a large muzzled weapon.

      Zaktesh gestures that she will snap Valla's neck.

      Bar is also caught in the claw of indecision. If he surrenders, he cannot save Valla, or himself. The war rages and death is a blanket across this planet, his home. If he does shoot and Valla dies, then it would be at his hand, as her vision predicted.

      Bar knows he cannot let her die, without letting her know how he feels.

      Valla and Bar look eye to eye. Bar’s fighting posture softens, to submission.

      “No.” Valla whimpers.

      "It's okay Valla; I know what I'm doing." Bar says as his Metal weapon becomes standard armour.

      Zaktesh is summoning the Metal from Bar’s sphere of control, he innately resists, as it bubbles, and stretches away from his body.

      Zaktesh, rattles Valla, to break the last of his resistance. Bar surrenders in the complete. His armour pools away from his body. He’s in his black body suit.

      The towering Xaionta strides closer, still with her daughter clutched tight.

      Bar stands before the towering figure of Zaktesh.

      Bar stands unafraid, Zaktesh seems bemused.

      Bar points to Valla. Zaktesh glances to her.

      “Let her go.”

      Zaktesh understands. She motions to fling Valla, and in the same brutal motion, she arcs the razored tip of her leg.

      THIIIIICKKKK...

      Skewering Bar, under his clavicle.

      

      Against the backdrop of a dusk’s ember sun, the three blackened figures merge into a silhouette of one. Valla still suspended, thrashing her legs, Bar’s body a rag doll, hanging from a skewered support, and in the centre, the unmistakable presence of Zaktesh.

      

      Zaktesh begins to spout unknown words, in her clicking and screaming to Bar.

      Valla restrained sobbing reddens her eyes, and tears explore the softness of her cheeks.

      Bar's blood trickles down the silvery sheened Metal of Zaktesh’s leg. His body pierced.  Bar’s in searing pain, a burning brand that runs through his body. Bar closes his eyes, to the white heat that scourges his soul.

      Zaktesh purrs in triumph; she raises Valla up high. Colours run across her armour.

      Her experiment that went a rye is about to come to an end. Zaktesh squeezes her Metal claw around Valla’s neck, with a tensile force to sheer her head clean of…

      …Yet…

      Valla is still there, in her clutches.

      Zaktesh searches herself for the moment, is she holding back?

      No.

      She squeezes again, with a focused exertion… nothing.

      Something is terribly wrong. She can’t close her claw.

      Zaktesh glances down to her armour; there are ripples across its sheened surface, its resisting her control. She glances to Bar.

      There was nowhere left to turn for Bar, but inward. In all his understanding he’s gleaned, from the guidance and education that’s been downloaded in him. Bar has reached the kernel of the simple truth, the essence of what was passed on to him. Bar comes face to face with the absolute. And like anyone who does…

      …He finds himself there.

      Bar’s eyes snap wide open, they’re pitch, bottomless black, like a dead universe... Metal dribbles from Zaktesh to Bar.

      She hears his voice in her head.

      “I see you.”

      Through Bar’s eyes, translucent waves emanate off of all things. He sees the total; the undiluted universe is at his fingertips.

      Bar peers into the distance, beyond vision, beyond sound, he sees the coming of many vehicles. First his former family and friends, and across the wasteland, the silver-sheened machines of the Keshta.

      Zaktesh, for the first time in a long time, begins to panic.

      Zaktesh tries to remove her leg from Bar's body; she jerks hard, blood spurts and globes into the dust. Bar snatches hold of the spindled leg with both hands. He’s staying in contact.

      The armour is trickling from her to him.

      “You’ve got her Bar.” Valla smiles through her tears.

      The armour peels away from Zaktesh’s crest, then her head, she’s exposed.

      Valla raises her arm -psssssstt- and aims a weapon into Zaktesh’s face.

      Zaktesh exposed stares down the barrel of her daughter’s gun, a gun that is morphed from years of pain, crafted from a lifetime of torment.

      Mother and daughter lock a deep stare, fettered by a loathing and hate, yet weight by love.

      The armour leaves Zaktesh completely and is now across Bar. The Kestha is naked, her scarred and maligned shell, a map to many a battleground.

      Valla arcs her pistol from Zaktesh’s face, down to her leg that has Bar pinned.

      -BOOM- The exoskeleton of the leg, shatters into jagged splinters of shell, and is amputated from its body.

      Zaktesh falls back, stumbling in pain; Bar and Valla are now free of her. Zaktesh doesn’t scream or screech, she cradles her severed limb. Falling at the mercy of those she sought to slaughter.

      

      Bar and Valla stand entirely clad in Metal.

      "You did it," Valla says as Bar collapses.

      She catches him before he can crash to the ground. She feels his limp body in her arms. She looks down to him.

      “Bar, please be okay, please.”

      Bar’s eyes open, the Metal peels away from his face, he stares lovingly at Valla. He raises his hand to her face. She and he, let the Metal slip away, so there is just flesh on flesh.

      “I want to give you a gift.” He softly says.

      “Just live.” She whispers out of desperation.

      Bar’s empty hand emanates a differing value, a subtle vibration as he touches her face. They’re caught in the ‘Learning’ without the need for the memetic Metal. They’re in a union.

      “See what I see, feel what I feel.” Bar whispers to her, she delves into those pockets of Bar’s existence that led him to his understanding.

      “Know what I know.”

      She too stands before the absolute, face to face. And like anyone who does… she finds herself there. Her journey is complete.

      “Oh, I-I understand.” She whispers in the hushed tone of enlightenment.

      Valla can now see through the spectrum of existence, she sees into the vortex of matter, its relationship to non-matter. How time and space look upon each other. In essence, this is all a giant machine, created by God and left to run its course. Once the machine is understood, then everything changes.

      In a suspended eternity, Valla finds herself. She glances down to the one she’s with, Bar. He too shares that eternity.

      “My gift to you.”

      Her Metal feeds into Bar’s wound, it augments a healing, as if days become seconds and a month in a moment. Time has no meaning to them now.

      Bar stands. There’s a quintessential quiet about the two of them.

      Bar reaches out his hand Valla takes it.

      Zaktesh staggers to standing, she has an aggressive posture, her exposed ebony, scarred flesh is magnificent.

      Valla and Bar turn to Zaktesh, pressed back to back with extended arms… Psssst... their hands weld producing a single large gun, it buzzes with a lethal energy.

      "Enough mother," Valla commands.

      Zaktesh, still staggering bends to her knees in supplication, lowering her crested head toward the rocky bed.

      

      Valla glances into the distance; Bar follows suit, she knows he's sensed it too. He hasn't said anything, but he doesn't have to. They share the same space.

      They wait.

      Motionless…

      The dusk darkens...

      Till…

      Their sense of an oncoming force translates into mounting dust clouds flourishing across the flat horizon, and against the black sky.

      “The Earthlings are coming.” Bar mutters in a tone without inflection.

      Valla looks to him and smiles; it's filled with joy, peace.
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        * * *

      

      Paxton is in the front of the Paladin. He has a set of prism binoculars pressed against his face.

      “Ramirez, they’ve got that Regent son-of-a-bitch.”

      Paxton lowers his field glasses; he sees that Ramirez isn't driving, it's a young woman, a private.

      “Sorry, sir.” She replies.

      Paxton doesn't answer, he looks back through his binoculars.

      “They could finish him off... Bar must have gone to their side.”

      Paxton snatches at the radio. He broadcasts to all vehicles following in his wake.

      “We are in a code red situation.”

      

      Rain, Yennis, and Gunnar, in their Vels, look up to the internal speakers at their father’s voice.

      “Humanity must make a stand this day.”

      Rain looks across to the Grunts and soldiers, arming themselves with tank-busting weapons. Her mind wanders back to Bar. Humanity has come out in force to stop one of their own.

      “And we will remember this day, as the resolution of the war.”

      Across all the vehicles following Paxton, soldiers and Grunts prepare for war.
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        * * *

      

      Valla taps Bar’s shoulder, they turn to another direction, approaching from another direction is the Xaionta, the Kestha military. The Kestha military force consists of marching soldiers covered in Metal, tanks, and weapon platforms.

      Valla and Bar are sandwiched between two hostile forces.

      “Today is the day that humanity triumphs.” Bar and Valla can hear Paxton’s transmission.

      Bar and Valla join hands... Valla turns to Bar. He’s about to do something, she knows.

      “See what I see.” He says to her.

      

      Booscchhh - There's a dynamic vibrancy around them, an energetic glow radiates, ripples through the fabric of time-space. The ripple washes of Zaktesh, though she never feels it. Over the fallen Debris next to them, to make the Metal quiver. Room after room in the spaceship, where human technology melds with Xaionta Metal, come to life. The fallen Debris flickers with energy, and the buzz of weapons charge.

      

      Over the Troop Carriers, where the Metal in the Guardian’s Vels, activates, beyond their control. And like a wild animal, it rips into the bottom of the Paladin. There’s panic and mayhem in the back of the troop carrier.

      

      Paxton feels the carrier grind to a halt.

      Paxton's army follow suit and also grind to a halt their leader.

      

      The ripple of translucent energy cascades through the Harvester’s home... plants, animals, insects respond with joy to its contact. As it washes over the Harvesters, they glance to the direction of the source. The Harvesters begin to sing.

      

      Like a crashing ocean the energy waves over the Kestha forces, they too are drowned in its wake, their engines stop, their armour becomes a lifeless liquid to them.

      

      Bar and Valla from looking out, simultaneously stare up into the night sky. Their lips speak as one, as they cast the lightest of whispers that reverberate through destiny.

      “I have become.”

      From the planet’s surface, the vibrant energy whips out into space like a lashing solar flare. It washes over the orbiting Debris. And like a defibrillator on a dormant heart, the Debris that encapsulates the planet in its orbit, pulses to life.

      Billions of tons of technology, spark into purpose; powering up weapons.
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        * * *

      

      Paxton has stepped outside of his vehicle; he's watching on in silence, the empty black of the night is filled with an ominous arcing light. Sheets of flashing technology fills the sky.

      Paxton arches his neck; he's staring into the domain of broken spaceships, which have been roused from the dead. Risen like a mechanical Lazarus, to utter of a burning hell that awaits for those who would be a catalyst to its glory.

      "Tell everyone to stand down," Paxton speaks to the Private in the cockpit.

      

      Bar and Valla gaze out to the waiting armies. The two of them know, that fear runs amok in their ranks. Bar as a gesture of power makes the orbiting Debris, flourish with colours, and illuminate the two of them stood upon the brow of their world.

      Bar begins to speak, and his voice is projected over the human radios.

      “This is our home.”

      Valla follows suit, she speaks in her own language, which is carried to the Kestha.

      “Nadfokan copap.”

      

      Paxton squeezes his hand tight, the prodigal son returned and slew mankind’s gambit. He punches the side of the Paladin.  Bar’s voice rings out from the internal speakers of every Paladin and vehicle.

      “We welcome you here.”

      Rain, Yennis, and Gunnar step out from the back of the Paladin.

      

      The waiting Xaionta, also are filled with a brew of fear, anger, and confusion. Valla's voice chimes out.

      “Lido, tolle descarpe.”

      Bar and Valla are illuminated like saviours of the planet. Their sheened armour shines brightly as any star.

      “Remember, you, humans and Kestha alike are the invaders.”

      “Himoo niinono doshka da Kestha, tray briennal.”

      Bar reaches up to the sky as if he's plucking a star from orbit. He gently squeezes his hand. The humans and the Kestha both here the rumbling of power, like a chariot of angels is approaching.

      The night sky, laced with jewelled Debris, is cracked open, as a pillar of white energy, dividing the horizon CRASHES into the ground, pummelling its welcome.

      A quake is felt under feet.

      The crack of a million simultaneous thunder claps reverberates around the planet until it whispers unto itself.

      

      Bar is calm, Valla is tranquil. They’re now here, the war will end, either through peace or annihilation. They feel the fear gnawing at the sentient life forms around them.

      “We know you are afraid.”

      “G di oso noo mope.”

      Bar for the first time as he addresses the masses tilts his voice to a whispered threat.

      “You should be.”

      “Hendrik Vor Katnoo.”

      

      END
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