
        
            
                
            
        

    
Prologue
Alone in the dark a young Shandi boy slithered cautiously through a labyrinth of ancient tunnels and chambers. He stood at nearly six feet, the average height of a child by the standards of the serpent people. In place of legs was a massive scaled tail. The color matched his upper, more humanlike torso and was devoid of hair. Instead it was covered in thick plated scales of brown and dark green. His face vaguely resembled a human’s, with a round flat nose, slanted crimson eyes and a pair of fangs showing through his lower lip. In his three fingered hand he held a light torch, while on his chest he wore the sash of a noble. Below the sash was his belt and on it held a slender scimitar-like sword in an encrusted scabbard. A blast of wind screeched from the rooms ahead, causing him to reach for his weapon with the look of fear in his eyes. It’s just the wind. He thought to himself. Sighing, he continued forward. Why did I have to take that bet? My friends are long gone by now and I’m completely lost. The hallways were flat sandstone bricks built nearly thousands years ago. After the Great Awakening most of the temples on Shandi Prime were destroyed when the priesthood was eliminated. This complex was buried under the sand for over a thousand years and still in pristine condition. Other than a few cracks the hallways and rooms were in perfect condition. As the young boy entered a hypostyle chamber he gazed upon the stories of the ancients. The walls were lined with murals of the great battles before his people traveled the stars. Etched onto the massive columns were depictions of the ancient gods.

Since the Great Awakening two hundred years prior, the gods were cast out of society as the Shandi embraced atheism. No god controlled their destiny, no god created them, and there was no life to live after this one. Now they believe in the power of thought becoming reality. Thoughts begin as fragmented concepts. When joined they become true ideas. Ideas lead to action and action changes reality. Thus the cycle of existence begins with each new thought in turn leading to a change in the world.

He marveled at the beauty of the murals. In ancient times they were warriors of the gods and fought for the cause of their mythical immortals. Today they still fought, but each fought for individual glory. As he wandered the massive chamber he came to a sealed door. Holding the light torch he noticed a strange symbol carved on the door. What is this? He thought to himself as he touched the symbols. It reminds me of star constellations. But I don’t ever remember seeing this one in our skies. As his hand brushed against the door a rumbling began to sound. He started panicking and looked around quickly. When he was about to flee the sealed door in front of him grinded into the walls and a new passageway opened up. So it wasn’t a ground quake after all? Before he entered the dark and narrow passageway he checked his light torch once more. I still have a few more hours with this light before it runs out. Hopefully I’ll find a way out of here before then. He slithered tentatively down and noticed a colossal room at the far end. As he entered he noticed the stone floor was glowing lightly. At the center of the chamber was a statue set on a base. He went up to the statue and gazed upon the visage of a being he’d never seen before. It’s not Kalaidian. It looks like a male. And his ears, they’re round. As the statue came into his torchlight its features showed more clearly. The statue resembled a human man wearing the armor of the dragon with a straight blade sword in one hand and a set of scales in the other. On the base was something written in ancient hieroglyphics. He brushed away the dust and read the symbols out loud.

“In the days of twilight a great warrior will come. As the Teacher spoke, he will be the two tailed Knight of Aquarius.”

*

Shiken Ka awoke in his chambers and sat up. He looked out the window and saw the moon shining brightly on his fiefdom, a desert planet on the outskirts of Shandi territory. The sand sat silently as no wind could be heard. He turned and placed his falchion on his back before heading out to the balcony to watch the night. That dream again. It seems like I’m having it more and more lately. Why? That happened fifty years ago. He stared into the night and looked up at the stars. A knock came from the door in his room. He went back inside and answered the door. Outside stood another Shandi clad in armor and wearing a green sash, signifying his rank as commander. He closed his eyes and bowed before saluting.

“I apologize for waking you at this hour my Lord, but I must deliver this information to you now,” the commander said.

He nodded. “It’s alright El Kar, I was awake anyways. So what could be so important that you must tell me directly?”

“Our contacts on Dega Jul have been informed that the Odarian merchants are planning on hiring Kalaidian mercenaries. Normally I wouldn’t be too worried about it, but this time it seems they have their hearts set on Valis Kein.”

He shot El Kar a nasty look. “Never address Lady Star so casually. She may be an enemy but Captain Valis is worthy of our respect.”

El Kar bowed again. “I’m sorry my Lord, in my haste I forget to address the captain properly. To be honest I’m more concerned with the Terran Rakna Maigar she keeps under her thumb.”

Shiken smiled. “I look forward to it El Kar. To fight Lady Star and the Terran is a great challenge. After all, isn’t it the way of our people to seek out new challenges to remain strong?”

Chapter 1 - Surprise! Fight for Your Life

The Avoni flew alone through a light asteroid field at the center of the Degan system. On the bridge Valis sat in her chair. Kivi stood at ready next to her. In front of Valis sat Zae and Baed at their respective consoles. Kivi checked the ship’s defenses one more time.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Kivi said.

“I agree, something’s not right,” Zae added.

“I know,” Valis said. “I anticipated this trap a long time ago. That’s why I’ve got a plan.”

Kivi turned to Valis. “Would you care to tell us more?”

“Last week I received an offer from captain Krigik,” Valis explained. “He seemed quite interested in making a deal with me and as our history isn’t the best, I figured the stupid bird would set a trap out here.”

“Why would he do that?” Baed asked.

Valis pushed a button on her chair’s computer and played some recorded video on the main monitor. “Remember when we fought the Rigika at the frozen moon to save Brian and Seles? It’s been almost two years but I doubt he’d forget so soon.”

“He’s seeking revenge?” Kivi asked. “Normally the Malcovin aren’t interested in vengeance, just money.”

“Not true,” Valis countered. “I’ve known Malcovin that hate losing profit over anything else. They’ll seek any way to avenge the loss of wealth even if it doesn’t bring them profit.”

“All they lost was a drop ship,” Baed said.

Valis looked at an image of the Krigik from the Degan registry. “No Baed, they lost a whole lot more than a drop ship and thirty soldiers. They left the schematics for the Talon for our Maigar to find and allowed us to develop our own mobile suit. On top of that they lost out on the profit they would have made from Seles’s return to Kalaidia. And the final factor, the Terran they would have recovered. Dead or alive, Brian’s more valuable than any space ship.”

“In other words, get ready for battle?” Kivi asked.

“That’s exactly what we’re doing,” Valis answered.

“So what’s the plan?” Zae asked. “You seem quite calm, but I’m not sure the rest of us are.”

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Valis said.

*

The Rigika drifted behind an asteroid, watching the Avoni pass by through the field. The Malcovin ship was a Geld class cruiser, heavy class, the same as the Avoni. But its shape was very different. The Malcovin preferred a cube style vessel to the Kalaidian cylinder shape, and as such, the Rigika appeared to be a large cube like ship with shaved edges. Inside a large number of the birdmen worked hastily at the behest of their captain, Krigik. He sat on the bridge with the rest of the command crew. He wore a sash of golden silk and a crown of white and gold feathers. He tapped his claw on the arm of his chair with impertinence in his eyes.

“What is the status of the operation!?” Krigik shouted.

His commander checked the monitor once more. “All ships have reported in. All we have left to do is to wait for the Avoni to enter the appropriate area of the asteroid field.”

“Good.” Krigik stood up and paced around the circular bridge. After a few minutes the Avoni entered the target zone for the Malcovin.

The commander turned to the captain. “The Avoni is in position.”

“Great!” Krigik shouted. “Open a channel. I’m going to give the great Lady Star a chance to surrender first. I’d rather recover a ship like that in peak condition.”

*

Seles stood in the cargo bay while others were running around frantically making adjustments to the Mjolnir. At the open hatch halfway up the robot sat Brian, dressed in his exoskeleton armor. He was working on the final adjustments of the attachment system for Novaguards and the Mjolnir. Next to Seles stood a quiet Ensign Kaela, another beautiful Kalaidian with long lime green hair and crimson eyes.

Seles’s patience ran out as she paced below him. “We had a month of leave time to do this, so why is this taking so long?”

After a few seconds he looked up and shouted across the room. “Everything’s done on this end Daes! Is everything else ready!?”

Daes turned from her monitor. “Yes! You can leave anytime!”

He lowered himself to the floor using the Mjolnir’s elevator cord. As he set foot on the ground he noticed Seles glaring at him.

“You still haven’t answered my question,” she stated flatly. Kaela stood by and watched as many of the others did.

“There was a lot going on,” he said with an insincere smile. “Do you have any idea how much paper work the Degan authorities made me go through before they issued me an ID?”

“That took a whole month?” she asked.

He flipped out a part of his armor and showed her the electronic ID. “Because I’m a nonstandard species I had to go through a whole more than most. They forced me to give genetic samples and tested me in every way imaginable. Now I’m forced to make these adjustments at the last minute. I’m sorry Seles; I just didn’t have the time beforehand.”

At the other end of the cargo bay Daes sat at her monitor trying not to laugh at the situation going on. One of her ensigns whispered a question to her. “Is it just me, or has the lieutenant been in a bad mood lately?”

Daes turned and looked over at Brian and Seles, with Kaela shadowing them. “Maybe she isn’t getting any. That could be the problem,” she said sarcastically. A number of officers nearby laughed.

Seles sighed and put her hands up in defeat. “Alright, you’re forgiven. Now is it finished?”

“Would the two of you please join me up there?” he asked while pointing up to the Mjolnir’s hatch. “We’ll be attaching the Novas in a moment and it’ll be much easier for you to board them if you’re up there.”

He braced himself on the elevator cord. Seles and Kaela both firmly held onto his arms as they went up to the hatch on the mobile suit.

“Kaela, would you stay our here for a minute,” Brian said. “There’s something I need to discuss with Seles.” He moved inside towards the private room. Seles followed slowly.

“What is it you’d like to discuss with me?” she asked as the door closed behind them.

He turned to face her. “What is it Seles? Something’s wrong and I don’t know what it is. Level with me, what is it?”

Her gaze fell to the floor. “You’ve been so distant lately. It’s like you’re going out of your way to avoid me,” she looked into Brian’s eyes, “And what disturbs me the most is the way you look at me.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

She pointed at his cold and distant eyes. “Whenever you look at me I see a cold, dead stare. It’s like you’re not seeing me even though I know you can. I can see it when I look at you, the pain you’re holding inside yourself. What happened to make you this way?”

He closed his eyes and turned away. “Seles, you know I endured the Kai when I was captured. What I didn’t tell anyone was that she had used more than physical torture on me. The Greys gave her a gift of telepathy. She toyed with my body, that I could live with. But she toyed with my mind, and that I can’t.”

“What did she do to you?” she asked as she tried to embrace Brian. He backed away.

“She used her power to project your image over herself. Even though I know it was her, the image I see is you.” He slammed his fist on the wall.

Seles slowly hugged him from behind. “Brian, close your eyes and listen to my voice.”

He closed his eyes.

“We’ve both fought to protect each other. I didn’t realize what I felt for you until I was standing over your dying body. You were willing to give up everything to save me. At that moment I realized what my feelings really were. I love you and I’ll do anything to protect you.”

“What do you mean Seles?” he asked as he held her hands.

“No matter what it takes I’ll heal your wounded heart,” she said, closing her eyes and holding him close.

“Thanks Seles.”

*

“We’re receiving a hail from the Rigika captain,” Zae reported.

Valis smiled. “Put them through.”

The image of the bridge of the Malcovin ship came onto the screen; at the center of the screen stood the tall and dark captain, Krigik.

“Krigik, why did you want to meet me out here?” Valis asked.

“You know well what it is I want Valis Kein!” the birdman cawed.

“Are you after my surrender or my ship? Which is it Krigik?”

“I don’t want your ship nor do I care for your surrender. What I want is the due compensation for the loss of a drop ship, thirty veteran soldiers, and the unlawful theft of our technology. In short, I want the Terran who serves you and his mobile weapon called the Mjolnir.”

Valis stared into the monitor. “What would you do if I say no?”

Krigik cawed. “Then you’ll be destroyed.”

“I’ll give you one chance Krigik,” Valis said. “If you don’t surrender or withdraw I guarantee your lives will end today.”

He pointed at the monitor. “Let us see who dies!” A moment later the image left the screen.

Valis turned to Kivi. “Prepare the ship for battle,” she turned to Zae. “Scan for other ships. I have a feeling they didn’t come out here alone,” she turned to Baed. “Use the asteroids for cover. Krigik chose this battlefield to gain an advantage, but it’s just as useful to us.”

“Yes captain,” the three said in unison.

Valis opened the computer on the arm rest and opened up a communication channel to the Mjolnir.

*

As Brian and Seles embraced a light started flashing on the monitor on the wall.

Valis’s image came up. “I’m sorry to disturb the moment. But it looks like we’ll be going into battle today.”

The pair split and saluted the captain.

“Please take your positions. We’re unsure of their strength right now so be ready for a fierce fight,” Valis added.

“Yes captain,” the pair responded. Seles went back outside while Brian remained.

“Is there something else you wanted to tell me captain?”

“Be cautious,” Valis said. “Krigik has his sights set on destroying you and the Mjolnir. Depending on how many ships they have, we may have to switch to formation C-3.”

“What about the Talons?”

“We’ll draw them in and destroy them,” Valis answered. “Daes’s installed the same scanning system you have in the Mjolnir in the Avoni, so detecting them won’t be a problem. All Novaguard squadrons are standing by to attack. I�m ready to call Seles back should the plan go awry.”

“Alright,” he said before turning off the monitor. He headed back outside. The two Novas were now attached to the Mjolnir. Seles sat in the cockpit, facing the ceiling. Her hair dangled towards the floor. She looked over at Brian as he stared.

“I know this looks funny, but I’m sure you asked us to do this not just for a laugh,” Seles said.

From the far side of the Mjolnir came another voice, Kaela’s. “I agree with the lieutenant. Why are we doing this?”

“There are two reasons,” Brian said. “First, we need to test the system. But the second reason is much more important.”

“And what would that be?” Seles asked.

“The Mjolnir has the capability of attacking at range like a medium class ship, but I can’t fight in melee at the same time very effectively. With this system in place, I can have the two of you fire your ranged weapons while I use the rakna blade.”

“Is that the plan?” Seles asked.

“Yes, that’s it,” he answered.

*

Valis and the others on the bridge watched as another Malcovin ship appeared on the screen.

“It looks like you guessed right Valis,” Kivi commented. “Besides the Rigika, there are three additional Geld class ships encircling us.”

Valis sat calmly. “These foolish birds think they can trap me with a simple encirclement. Either they vastly underestimate me or they really are idiots.”

“How do you plan to get us out of here?” Zae asked.

Valis pointed at the Malcovin ships. “The Avoni is heading towards our entry point. No doubt the enemy thinks we’re going to try and break the encirclement to escape. Our real objective is to feint the enemy ship we’re heading towards. Brian will launch the Mjolnir and destroy them. Instead of using this opportunity to escape, we’ll circle around and attack the second ship. Krigik will probably panic and either attack aggressively or run away scared. Either way this battle will end in our victory.”






Chapter 2 - Surrender or Death
Krigik watched closely as the Avoni moved to escape.

“What do you think she’s trying to do?” Krigik asked.

His commander looked up from the weapons systems for the ship. “The simplest escape is to punch through the Meku and run for it.”

“Launch the Talons and Claws. Tell the other ships to do the same,” Krigik said as he stared at the monitor. “She’s got something up her sleeve, I know it.”

*

“It appears that the Malcovin are deploying their Talons and Claws,” Zae reported as she called up the image on the monitor.

Valis looked down at her chair’s monitor. “Are you ready?”

“We’re ready to launch.” As Brian’s image disappeared as Myli’s appeared.

“Are the Novas ready?” Valis asked.

“Anytime captain,” Myli responded. “I’m a little nervous taking command of all four squadrons.”

“Don’t worry, once Seles and Kaela detach from the Mjolnir they’ll help you out,” Valis said.

“Thanks,” Myli said before ending transmission.

Valis stared at the Malcovin ship before her. “Alright, it’s time to show them why the Avoni is the most feared Kalaidian ship in the galaxy. Zae, give the order to deploy the Mjolnir and the Novas.”

“Yes captain.”

“Baed, turn the ship aft and head to this position,” she pointed to a location on the monitor, “This is where the third ship should emerge.”

“Yes captain,” Baed said as she turned the ship.

“Kivi, ready all gun batteries and the magnetic shields. Load all HV cannons with Spinning Death missiles.”

Kivi grinned. “Someone’s feeling aggressive today. All gun batteries standing by and the missiles will be ready in two minutes.”

“Our first objective is to destroy the Carron. We must destroy it quickly; otherwise the Rigika and the Sheldik will encircle us.”

“What about the Mjolnir?” Zae asked.

“Brian should be able to take out the Meku and the smaller ships flying around it. Afterwards he’s to circle and attack the Rigika on their flank. By this time we should be ready to engage the two remaining ships. Our objective is to split the two ships and destroy them,” Valis explained.

“I like the plan,” Kivi said.

“It hinges on the surprise the Mjolnir has in store for them. Krigik doesn’t know we can detect their Talons.” Valis looked at the timer. “It all begins in two minutes.”

*

The cargo bay opened up the main door above the Mjolnir. Brian activated the phase cloak, enveloping the giant and the attached Novaguards with invisibility. He checked the systems before looking to Daes on his monitor. When she gave the signal he flew the giant into space. As the mobile suit moved away the Avoni turned aft. They also noticed the other forty two Novaguards taking up defensive positions around the ship.

Brian turned on his com. “Are you ready to test our firepower?”

“You mean what you have?” Seles asked sarcastically. Kaela tried not to laugh.

He sighed. “Yes Seles, this has to do with how much the Mjolnir can deal out.” He pressed a few buttons and the giant drew the massive pulse rifle attached to the back. While readying the firing system he glanced at his monitor.

“It looks like their Claws are set in two positions,” Seles said. “They have twenty guarding the top of their ship with the other twenty positioned below and in front.”

“I confirm that Maigar,” Kaela reported.

“Both of you aim your pulse cannons towards the sides and bottom. I’ll use the rifle to take out the remaining Claws.” He checked the time. “It’s going to take us a few minutes to reach them so make sure everything’s working perfect.”

Brian flew the Mjolnir down and forward before turning up at an angle. Aiming the pulse rifle at the Claws in front of the Meku the mobile suit fired the first volley. Red pulses of energy filled space as the blasts destroyed a score of Claws. At the same time Seles and Kaela aimed their pulse cannons and fired at the other Claws, destroying another dozen. Placing the rifle on its back, the mobile suit drew the massive rakna blade. The Novaguards attached turned their ships down towards the other ship.

“Are you ready?” Brian asked as he flipped the rakna blade in the Mjolnir’s hands.

“I’m ready,” the two pilots said in unison.

“Alright, let’s see how fast we can get the job done!”

The Mjolnir pointed it’s blade down charged into the Meku’s magnetic shields. The energy put into the rakna blade began draining the shields.

“Now Seles, Kaela!” he shouted.

The Novaguards shot pulse after pulse of energy straight into the Meku. With no shielding to defend it the massive ship began exploding.

“Let’s get out of here!” Brian shouted as the Mjolnir flew away. The Meku exploded in their wake as they headed back to the Avoni.

*

The Avoni flew towards its target point and noticed the other two Malcovin ships closing in. Valis sat calmly on her bridge.

We’re going to have five minutes to destroy the third ship Valis thought to herself. Now all we need to do is pincer the third ship and destroy it.

Valis turned on her com. “Myli, take all of the Novas and circle around this large asteroid.” She sent Myli the image. “If I’m correct, there’ll be a ship emerging in two minutes. Strike them from behind.”

“What about the others?” Myli asked.

“They should be joining you shortly.”

Myli called the other Novaguards. “Let’s go!” They flew towards the asteroid.

“Captain, we’re picking up five Talons heading from the opposite side of the asteroid,” Zae reported.

“Draw them in,” Valis commanded. “Let it look like we can’t see them and when they’re too close to dodge blast them out of the sky.”

“Yes captain,” Zae responded.

Valis went to Baed and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I want you to dive the Avoni when we reach the asteroid. Then ascend so that our ship is perpendicular to the Malcovin ship.”

“Yes captain,” Baed answered. She moved the ship as Valis commanded.

Kivi looked up from her panel. “All weapons ready captain.” Valis sat back down, looking calm. “By the way, why are we attacking the bottom of the Malcovin ship?”

Valis called up her battle plan on the monitor. “The Novas will intercept their ship after we begin our assault. As we attack from the bottom the Novas will attack from behind. At the same time Brian will attack from other side. Given our superior firepower we should destroy them before the other two ships get here.”

“I like it,” Kivi said.

*

Krigik began pacing. His commander turned to him.

“Captain, it appears that the Meku has been destroyed.”

“What!?” the birdman shouted. “How is that possible? The Avoni is about to attack the Carron!” He ran over to the commander’s monitor.

“Whatever destroyed them did so quickly. Only four of their Claws remain and they’re heading towards the Sheldik.”

“Send out Talons out now!” Krigik commanded. “We can’t allow Valis and her Terran pincer the Carron.”

*

“I’m picking up ten Talons,” Brian said as his radar showed them. “I want you two to detach.”

“Alright,” Seles said.

“Yes Maigar,” Kaela said.

“So what are we going to do?” Seles asked as the Novaguards detached from the mobile suit.

“We’re going to punch through their line. After that the two of you are to speed towards the Avoni,” Brian explained.

“What about you?” Kaela asked.

“Don’t worry. I can take care of them myself. You and Seles need to get to the main battle. I’m sure Myli needs your help.”

“Are you sure?” Seles asked. “I can stay with you if needed.”

“Thanks Seles,” he said. “But your fellow pilots need you more than I do.”

“Alright,” she answered.

As the Mjolnir neared the V formation of Talons the mobile suit evaded their initial volley of pulse fire. Seles and Kaela did likewise while staying close. The Mjolnir turned the pulse rifle towards the Talons and fired a series of pulse blasts. Seles and Kaela fired a number of pulse shots and HV missiles. The Talon at the center of the formation dodged easily, but the four next to it were destroyed. The Mjolnir and Novaguards passed through the center of their line while speeding towards the Avoni. The Novas continued on while the Mjolnir changed its weapons to the rakna blade and shield. Brian turned the mobile suit about and flew full speed towards the Talons as they fired at him with all their might. The Talons formed into two groups of three and flew in circles around the Mjolnir, firing away with their pulse rifles. It was faster than they anticipated and with a quick charge, the mobile suit destroyed one of groups with a series of spinning sword slashes. The Mjolnir turned to face the remaining three as they split. The middle Talon extended its claws. Speeding towards the Mjolnir, the leader attacked swiftly and drove the Mjolnir back. After a series of attacks from the Talons claws Brian pressed the attack. Despite the Mjolnir’s superior strength and maneuverability the Talon defended itself perfectly, not allowing him to strike a decisive blow. At the same time he felt the shots from the other two Talons hitting his flank. He calmed himself to prevent the berserk from taking over. He drove forward with another attack on the Talon in front of him. At the same time the Mjolnir dropped the shield from it’s the left hand and took the pulse rifle. With a lightning quick kick he knocked the Talon in melee with him off balance. Then the Mjolnir flipped around and fired a pair of pulse shots. Seeing the other two Talons destroyed, Brian quickly put the rifle away and grabbed the shield again. The Mjolnir and the Talon circled each other.

*

Kivi sat at her chair and waited to give the order to fire. “The Talons look like they’re going to flank us.”

“Destroy them,” Valis ordered.

“All gunners fire at will,” Kivi commanded to all the pulse cannons scatter around the ship.

The Talons flew dangerously close, so much so that the Avoni’s cannons destroyed all but one of them in an instant. As the last one flew away the Avoni fired a spread of HV missiles. The Talon was quickly torn to pieces.

“They’ve been destroyed,” Kivi reported. She looked at Valis. “It looks like Seles and Kaela are heading into position now, but Brian seems to be held up.”

“It looks like one of their pilots is pretty good,” Valis said.

“Indeed,” Kivi responded.

Valis looked down at her timer. Thirty seconds. She tapped her finger. “Fire all weapons!”

“All weapons fire!” Kivi commanded. When the Avoni ascended the asteroid’s surface the Malcovin ship appeared quickly. With series of pulse blasts and HV missiles, the Carron suffered massive damage to the bottom of their ship. Valis noticed the Novaguards engaging the Claws in the distance.

“Warn our Novas to not approach the Malcovin ship,” Valis ordered. “Now Kivi, have your way with them.”

“As you command,” Kivi said gladly.

The Carron couldn’t dodge as the Avoni’s surprise attack hit their main engines. The massive ship weakly tried to shift itself to a better position, but was too late. After another barrage from the Avoni, the ship began exploding. After the Carron exploded the Avoni flew through the debris field.

Two down, two to go. Valis thought to herself. “Baed, move us to the battle between our Novas and the Claws. I’d like as few casualties as possible.”

“Yes captain,” Baed answered as she turned the ship once more.






Chapter 3 - Salvaging Victory
Krigik stood in shock as he watched the Carron explode. Turning to his commander, he shouted angrily. “Where’s the Meku!?”

“We’re not picking it up,” his commander answered.

“What about the Talons?” Krigik asked.

“All but one has been destroyed.”

“Dammit!” Krigik shouted. “Tell the Sheldik to move diagonal to us. She’s going to try and isolate one of our ships. We need to get into a better formation.” The birdman stared angrily at the Avoni. “No matter what it takes today will be the end of you Valis Kein.”

*

On the bridge of the Sheldik Captain Riga sat quietly. His commander turned to him.

“Captain, the Rigika is ordering us to move into a diagonal formation.”

Sighing, Riga stood up. “Krigik is truly an idiot. We had a four to one advantage and look at the mess we’re in right now.”

“What should we do captain?” his commander asked.

Riga stood silent for a moment and stared at the Avoni. “Contact the Avoni.”

“What?” His commander sat looking aghast. “Are we going to surrender?”

Riga cawed. “No, we’re going to make a deal. Krigik’s incompetence has cost the lives of at least three hundred Malcovin today. I’m sure Valis will give us a better deal than he has.”

“Yes captain, I’m hailing them right now.”

*

Valis watched as the last of the Claws were destroyed. We’re not in a good position right now; it’s taking Brian too long to destroy that last Talon. It’s good that Seles and Kaela are back to command the Novas, but I’m still not sure of our chances. Wait! She stood, seeing the Rigika and the Sheldik move into formation. That’s it!

Valis went to Baed. “Alright, I want to you move us parallel to the Rigika and opposite to the Sheldik. It’s a bit risky, but we can take them on one on one this way.”

Zae turned to the captain. “Captain, we’re receiving a hail from the Sheldik. Their captain would like to speak with you.”

She stared at the Sheldik. Captain Riga isn’t an idiot strung to his emotions like Krigik. He’s an opportunist. “Put him through.”

“Yes captain.”

The image of the gold adorned Captain Riga came up on the main monitor. He sat calmly. “It’s been awhile Captain Valis,” Riga said as he stood up.

“Nearly five years,” Valis said. “Of course, at that time we fought on the same side.”

“Yes, that’s true. But let me get right to the point.” Riga pointed at his monitor. “I propose a deal. Krigik has stupidly sacrificed too many lives and resources on revenge. My guess is his age is getting to him.”

“What kind of deal?” Valis asked.

“Simple,” Riga started. “We split the spoils. If I help you destroy the Rigika each of us gets to salvage one ship.”

Valis nodded. “I agree to the terms.” She turned to Zae. “Send him the appropriate contract.” She turned to Baed. “As soon as Riga signs legally, change our heading to move straight at the Rigika.”

“Yes captain,” the two answered in unison.

Riga laughed when his commander handed him the electronic documents. After using his claws to sign he turned back to the monitor. “Everything’s done on my end.”

Zae turned to Valis. “Everything’s cleared.”

“Good,” Valis said. “Now Riga, I don’t have to tell you what to do.”

“I know, continue on course. We’ll open fire as soon as you do.”

*

The Mjolnir and the Talon sparred for a long time, claws clanging against sword and shield. After a few minutes of fighting the Talon backed away and flashed a message using the eyes of the mobile weapon. Brian signaled back. A second later a hail came from the Talon. He accepted the call. On his monitor appeared the image of a red feathered, young Malcovin pilot seated inside the Talon’s cockpit.

“My name is Lieutenant Dreka, of the Sheldik.”

“I’m Lieutenant Commander Brian Peterson of the Avoni. Why did you contact me?”

“You should be receiving your change of orders right about now,” Dreka said. He wore a smug look on his face.

Brian looked to this communicator as a message came in. “What kind of change in orders?”

Dreka cawed in laughter. “It’s seems my captain has chosen to join yours for this battle. That means you’re no longer an enemy of mine.”

He turned on the message as an image of Valis came on. “Brian, Captain Riga of the Sheldik has decided to make a deal and join us. As of now your orders are to return to the Avoni.”

“I’ve never had this happen before,” Brian remarked.

“As a mercenary, it’s my job to change sides if the price is right,” Dreka said as the two started flying towards their ships.

“It must get confusing.”

“Not after the tenth time Terran. Remember, the Gods have theirs, so let’s get ours!” Dreka explained with a laugh.

“That’s an interesting way to live,” Brian said.

*

When the Rigika moved into position for an attack the Sheldik opened fire with its pulse cannons and HV missiles. The Avoni joined in the attack, firing all its weapons. As the shields of the Rigika collapsed under the double assault a message came in.

“Put it up on the monitor Zae,” Valis commanded.

“Yes captain.”

On the screen came the image of not Krigik, but his commander. “I am Commander Sedil, now in charge of the Rigika. As of a moment ago captain Krigik died. We give our surrender.”

“Of course Commander Sedil,” Valis turned to Kivi. “Cease fire. Recall our Novas.”

“Yes captain,” Kivi responded.

Valis turned to Sedil. “As terms of surrender, I will give you two choices Commander Sedil. First, surrender your ship and abandon it to us. Or pay an appropriate price equal to the sale price of a Geld class ship.”

Sedil knelt down and took something off of Krigik’s corpse. It looked like a flat gold card with inscriptions on it. “Seeing as Krigik’s no longer alive his market accounts are open for the taking. I’m sure he had enough to purchase another ship like this.”

“Send over the account numbers and pass codes. Once we confirm their legitimacy you’re free to go,” Valis said.

Sedil went to the scanners and input the card.

Zae turned to the captain. “Commander Sedil has sent over all the data. It checks out according to the Degan account database.”

“Good,” Valis said. “Well Commander Sedil, good doing business with you.”

“Likewise,” Sedil was about to turn off communications before stopping, “By the way, you should know I hold no grudges against you.”

“That’s good to hear. I’d hate to destroy such an understanding new captain,” Valis said before turning off the monitor.

*

The Mjolnir landed in the cargo bay while a number of engineers ran about to make repairs. When Brian turned off the systems and opened the hatch he noticed Daes staring up at the mobile suit with a surprised look on her face.

“What is it Daes?”

She pointed to various spots on the giant. “What happened out there?”

He used the elevator cord to get to the ground and join Daes. In a number of areas the Mjolnir’s outer frame was scratched and dented. He turned to Daes and shook his head in disbelief. “The Talon I fought was piloted by someone who could go toe to toe with me.”

“You look far too excited,” she said.

“I know,” he said. “I knew if I fought enough of them I’d finally meet a Malcovin who could pilot their suit like that.”






Chapter 4 - Reprieve and Assessment
Kivi, Zae, Celi, and Daes waited on the bridge. A moment later, Brian, Seles and Mira joined them. Valis came out of the strategy room.

“Hmm

one of you is missing,” Valis said.

“Who’s missing?” Kivi asked.

Valis smiled. “It’s not official until we launch again from Dega Jul, but I’ve granted our chief navigator the rank of lieutenant.”

A smile came to Seles�s face. “It took her a year longer than me but she finally got it.”

“That’s because of her youth and inexperience,” Valis explained.

The elevator opened and Baed emerged wearing a silver bracelet, signifying her rank as lieutenant. She saluted everyone.

“Thanks Valis,” Baed said. “I’m indebted to you for giving me this opportunity.”

“You’ve done well, more than enough to warrant a promotion,” Kivi said.

“You’ve done a great job,” Seles said as she embraced her cousin.

Valis waved for all of them to pay attention. “I’ve called you all here for an assessment, starting with the highest rank officer and moving down.” She turned, looking at Seles, Baed, and Mira. “It may be awhile so feel free to relax here or any place nearby.”

“Yes captain,” the three answered separately.

“Now, let’s get started.” Valis looked at Kivi and waved for her to follow.

“Yes captain,” Kivi said as they went the strategy room.

*

Valis poured a glass of wine and offered to Kivi, who nodded and took the glass.

“I hope you’re not planning to drink a glass for each of us Valis,” Kivi said before taking a sip.

“No, I only plan on a glass or two for now.” Valis paused to take a sip. “It’s been nearly seven years Kivi.”

“Seems like less time than that,” Kivi said while she swirled the wine glass.

“Something’s changed, hasn’t it?” Valis asked.

Kivi stopped swirling the glass. “To be honest I’m content.”

“Is it Brian?”

Kivi nodded. “For the first time in my life I have a challenger I can’t take for granted.” She paused to drink. “I feel liberated.”

“He’s had more of an effect than I thought on you,” Valis said. “But much of that innocence was lost when he went to Kalaidia.”

“I know,” Kivi said. “I can see it in his eyes. To have endured such pain and be able to smile through it

that’s the true testament of his strength.”

“True. But still, I want you to keep an eye on him. He’s been acting strange lately, detached from the rest of us.” Valis paused to enjoy the wine. “I’m sure what he needs is revelry and fun, something he can get his fill of during the layoff.”

Kivi laughed. “What are you suggesting I do?”

She took Kivi’s hand. “Take him out for a night of fun, your style. I’m sure what he needs isn’t the typical Kalaidian night out, but one suited to his people’s tastes.”

Kivi shook her head in disbelief. “Thanks a lot.”

*

After a few minutes Kivi emerged from the strategy room and went to Brian. “I’d like to talk to you later, alright?”

“Sure, anytime,” he said as she left.

“What was that about?” Mira asked.

“I’ve never seen her look so confused,” Seles said.

Celi tapped Brian’s shoulder. “Maybe our commander has the urge to spend some time with this one.”

Brian shook his head with annoyance. “It’s my turn; see you ladies in a few.”

He went into the strategy room. Valis sat at the end of the table. Her purple hair and aquamarine eyes seemed to sparkle in the dim light, highlighting her beauty.

“Sit down,” she said. He sat in the seat next to her as she held a glass towards him. “Would you like some?”

“What is it?”

“Kalaidian wine,” she answered.

“I’ll try some.” She poured some into a glass, watching Brian stare at it for a moment. He then swallowed it in one gulp. “Much sweeter than I expected.”

“Do you like it?” Valis asked before sipping her glass.

“Yes.” He noticed she was staring at him. “What is it?”

“How are you feeling?” Before he could answer, she waved him off and poured another shot into his glass. “And no, I don’t want the answer you give everyone. Tell me how you really feel.”

He gazed into the wine glass while swirling the liquid slowly. “At times I feel very alone. They forget I’m not one of them.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” Valis said. “You alone represent your people, for good and for ill. And try as you might to fit it you really can�t can you?”

He gulped another glass of wine. “No. I feel pressure from all around. If I make one wrong move my homeworld is doomed. The other races believe I’m superior. Body and mind are one in the same to me and my mind is as fragile as anyone else’s.”

“You’re talking about the Kai.”

His eyes glazed hauntingly. “What made it worse was her telepathic implant. Torturing me physically is horrible enough. But it’s the way she manipulated my mind that bothers me the most.”

“In time all wounds heal.” Valis poured another glass for herself. “Let me tell you a little about myself. When I was ten I was sent by my family to live with Celestia, a close friend of my deceased mother. When I was there I lived with Seles. She was just a little girl at the time. I came to think of her as my little sister.”

“She never said anything about this,” Brian said.

“No, we don’t talk about it with others. The other thing I wanted to tell you is that while I don’t understand everything you’re going through I do understand the pressure.”

“Please continue.”

“When I was eleven I entered the Kalaidian military academy in Vaelis. I was the youngest officer in training ever and graduated at the age of fourteen. Only five years later I became the youngest captain ever at the age of nineteen.” She pushed her drink aside. “What made more difficult were the expectations. Being a prodigy, I was forced to live my life quicker than I wanted. If the Kalaidian military had its way I’d be an admiral and hating every moment of it.”

He nodded. “I understand. It’s not just the fame that gets at you but the expectations. Every time you enter a battle you should emerge victorious.”

“And that’s why battles like the last one leave me feeling so empty,” Valis said. “The challenge was there but the Sheldik turned and decided the battle before it got interesting.”

He laughed. “I know how it feels. The Talon I fought defended itself on an even level. Given better technology he could really compete with the Mjolnir.”

“Who was the pilot?” she asked. “The logs say that you spoke with him.”

“Lieutenant Dreka.”

“Dreka the Lightning, no wonder you had a tough time fighting him.”

“Is he famous?” Brian asked.

“Dreka’s the best Malcovin pilot, the grandson of the genius pilot and engineer Grigon the Thunder. It’s said shortly before his death Grigon designed the Phase Talon.” Valis drank some more. “I want you to enjoy yourself this week.” She took a small metal card out of her pocket and slid it towards him. “I’ve given you a private apartment in the Kalaidian district. At the end of the week I plan on visiting you so make sure you leave some time for me,” she explained.

“Thanks Valis. I appreciate talking with you.”

“Anytime,” she said.

*

Brian came out lost deep in thought. Zae went in after him and left him with the other girls.

“Is something wrong?” Seles asked. She stood in front of him and tried to meet his melancholic gaze.

“It’s nothing.” He looked into her eyes. “I’m alright.” He turned the rest of the officers. “I’m going to take my leave.”

“Going to see the commander?” Mira asked.

“Later. I need some time to think by myself,” he said as he left on the elevator.

Celi gathered the four of them together, seeing that Daes was at her console working on something. “Now that he’s gone, what are our plans?”

“Seles is supposed to get the information we need during her meeting,” Baed said.

“What information?” Mira asked.

“Where his apartment on is,” Celi answered. “Since the greeting ritual is inappropriate onboard a vessel we’ve had to wait this long. Now we can finally get what we want from him.”

Daes laughed in the background. “Do you have any idea how weird that sounds?”

The others laughed with her while Celi turn red. Seles turned to her. “He deserves a proper greeting ritual.”

“What I want to hear are the stories from his home,” Mira said. “In all the time Brian’s been here we haven’t gotten much out of him about Earth.”

“It’s all up to you Seles,” Celi said. “Get what we need and he’ll have a surprise waiting for him when he goes home tomorrow night.”

Chapter 5 - A Night on the Town

Brian stepped into his green exoskeleton armor. Looking at the stand nearby him grabbed his helmet before checking that his rakna was on his belt. He turned to the bed and threw a stuffed shoulder bag over his shoulder when a ring came from the door.

“Brian, its Kivi.”

“Come in,” he said as he turned to the door. Kivi stood in the door dressed in her blue exoskeleton armor. The armor was similar his, though it matched her feminine figure. On her belt was a pair of rakna blades.

“That looks fine on you,” he said, moving closer. “Fits like a glove.”

“Thanks. After the debacle with our first generation suits, Daes took her time reworking this armor.” She noticed Brian was staring at her. “What?”

“That armor really does suit you.”

OH! Now I get it. She thought to herself. She noticed the four girls hiding around the corner, spying on them. She turned back to Brian. “Let’s go.”

“Sure.”

They left the ship and walked down a ramp onto a flat dock. The sun glared off their armor. Ships of every shape and size flew through the air with sky scrapers reaching to the sky. They stepped onto a massive elevator that led to ground level. With them were Kalaidians who hadn’t seen Brian up close. He breathed the air in, savoring it.

“This is the first time I’ve breathed this air without my helmet blocking the way,” Brian remarked.

“We’re being followed,” Kivi said.

He nodded. “I noticed that too. I’m just going to think of it as if we had four secret bodyguards.”

“True,” Kivi said. “This will be the first time the public gets to see you. Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

“I’m not a kid. I can handle myself and anyone who tries to mess with us.” He couldn’t help but still notice that many of the Kalaidians nearby stared at him. “I hope they don’t start dropping to their knees and praying.”

When the massive elevator touched ground level the pair headed into the streets. Scores of Kalaidians were in awe as he passed.

“They look happy Brian.” Kivi noted the smiles and shouts aimed towards him. “I’ve never seen this in my life.”

“When I first talked with Seles about the Kalaidian system of rule I had a feeling this would happen once I did what I did,” he said as he smiled and nodded back to them. “The people of Kali no longer live in chains. You and the rest of your people have been set free. Free to dream, free to hope, and free to live the way you want.”

“You’re sounding sentimental,” she said as the pair walked through the middle of the Kalaidian district, with merchants and workers all around showing their respect to the Terran.

He looked to the sky and took a deep breath. “Before I was taken I was on the path to become a writer. In my heart I’m a dreamer whose mind always resides in the clouds. I wear the armor of a knight but in my heart I’ll always be that storyteller.” He turned to Kivi, seeing the look on her face. “What?”

She laughed. “It’s not like you to be so serious.”

“I feel relaxed. The Avoni’s my home now. You and the others are like family.”

When they reached the outer reach of the Kalaidian district Kivi stepped in front of Brian and faced him.

“What is it?”

“It’s time to stop this kind of talk,” she said. “Let’s have some fun. And to suit your Terran tastes I have the perfect thing in mind.”

*

“What are they talking about?” Jesela asked as the four shadowed Brian and Kivi.

“It seems pretty casual for a conversation with Kivi,” Mira answered.

“Why don’t we ask Seles?” Baed asked, looking to her cousin.

Seles stared for a moment. “My guess is he’s talking about his past, probably about being a dreamer.”

“How do you know that?” Jesela asked.

Seles pointed at him. “He’s walking at a slow pace and is looking at the sky. He always gets sentimental when he looks like that.”

“I’m impressed,” Mira said before stopping the group. “By the way, were you able to get what we needed from the captain?”

Seles pulled a metal card key from her belt pouch. “Valis was quite cooperative. I’m supposed to give it back to her by the last day of leave.”

“Why?” Baed asked.

Mira sighed. “You sound like a naive girl.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Baed asked.

Jesela whispered into Baed’s ear. “It means that the captain wishes to have a night to herself with our dear Terran.”

Baed blushed. “Oh.”

“Alright, enough of this,” Mira said. “We need to find his place. Seles, do you know where it is?”

“Of course,” Seles said as she flipped open her wrist scanner. Calling up an image, she pointed to a dot on the map. “It’s only a few blocks from here.”

“Let’s go then,” Mira said as they headed towards a large apartment complex at the end of the road. It was a massive metal and concrete complex standing ten stories in height. Windows and small balconies lined the complex.

Mira glanced around. “Where have Jesela and Baed gone off to?”

Seles did likewise. “I’ll bet their off following the other two.”

“Well, we did need someone to lure him back to his apartment.”

“True,” Seles said as the pair stopped in front of the massive apartment complex. “Valis really went all the way for Brian.”

“No kidding,” Mira responded. “These apartments are the best in the Kalaidian district.”

Seles took out the metal key card. “Well let’s go and see if our plan will work.”

Mira sighed. “I sure hope it does, we had to do a lot of research to get it right.”

*

Standing outside the Kritkar; Brian smiled and shook his head. “I thought when you said you were taking me somewhere special it would be

well, actually, I wasn’t sure.”

Kivi slapped him on the back. “It’s not the locale that defines special. It’s the drink and food.”

“I guess you’re right,” he said. He noticed the stares from alien in the bar.

“Are you coming or not?” Kivi asked while standing in the doorway, looking impatient.

“Sure.”

She led the way. At the far end of the bar they saw a pair of Minans grappling and pounding on each other while a number of patrons cheered. The old Malcovin bartender, Grig, saw the pair and immediately recognized both of them. He waved to Kivi and pointed to a pair of open seats. When they went to sit down Grig went to Brian.

“You were in here a few months ago, weren’t you Terran?” the old birdman asked. He poured something into a tall glass and slid towards Kivi.

Brian nodded. “I apologize for any damages. But I want to apologize more for the fact I didn’t order anything while I was in here.”

Grig pointed to Kivi’s glass. “So what’ll you have?”

“I’ll have the same thing she is.” Grig handed Brian a drink. He took a sip of ale and savored it.

“How is it?” Kivi asked.

He drank some more. “It tastes a hell of lot better than the stuff I drank on Earth.”

“I hope that means you like it,” Grig said.

“It tastes great,” Brian said after enjoying another gulp. “I haven’t had a beer in a while.”

“Well then, I’ll leave you two to yourselves.” Grig turned to attend to other patrons.

“Well, is this what you needed?” Kivi asked, drinking some of the dark ale.

“Did Valis tell you to do this?”

“You’re game to our plan,” she answered. “But truth be told I’d prefer companionship to going it alone.”

“I know how it feels.” He watched the Minans pound each other more. He also noticed a pair of Ick-Tckt staring him with their ant-like eyes.

“You don’t like them very much do you?” Kivi asked.

He turned back to the bar and sipped his drink. “They give me the creeps.”

“If you think drones like them give you the creeps, wait until you see a Duchess, a Princess, or their Queen.”

“Wait, so those two are just drones?”

“Yeah, Ick-Tckt are ruled by their females.” She glanced back at them. “I wish they’d blink. I’m sure that’s why most races don’t like them.”

He finished his drink and tapped the counter to call over Grig. “Alright Kivi, I’m going to keep drinking until I forget about this conversation.” Grig poured him another glass.

“Agreed,” Kivi chimed glasses with him.

*

A while later Brian sat back from his meal and groaned, feeling content. Kivi stared at him.

“How can you eat that?” she asked, pointing to his empty plate.

“I was doing something Seles suggested.”

“She told you to eat that kind of food?” Kivi took a sip from her drink.

He waved for the bartender. “Grig, what exactly was that?”

The old Malcovin bartender came over and took the plate. “We call it Raksha. It’s a specially spiced dish that consists of fried vegetables and meat from a Rak.”

“What exactly is a Rak?” he asked.

Grig flipped out a small tablet and called up an image. “This is what one looks like.”

Brian stared at the picture. The animal shone looked similar to a flat nosed deer, minus the antlers. He sighed in relief. “I’m glad it wasn’t something gross.”

Kivi stared at him. “Eating meat is gross.”

“By your standards,” Grig squawked. He looked at Brian. “So your species eats meat?”

“We’re actually omnivores,” Brian answered. “But to be honest that’s the best food I’ve had in over a year.”

“Thank you, I appreciate the compliment. Can I get you anything else?”

Brian took up his drink and sipped. “No thanks, I’m full. What about you Kivi?”

“I lost my appetite watching you eat.”

“If you need anything, just call.” Grig headed to the other end of the bar.

Brian noticed the pair of Ick-Tckt walking over to them. He turned and gulped the rest of his drink. Kivi did likewise. The two creatures stood behind them.

“Are you Brian Peterson?” the first one asked.

“Yes.”

“May we have a word with you?” the second asked.

Chapter 6 - Being Drunk, Being Bugged

Brian looked the Ick-Tckt in the eye. They stood a little shorter than an average human, with four back legs and two limbs for use as hands. Most of their ant-like bodies were covered by a dull brown cloak, although their insect eyes and antenna showed through their hoods. Their mouths were ant-like as well, causing their speech to be screechy with clicks and whistles.

“I’m off duty right now, but I’ll listen to what you have to say,” he said.

One of the Ick-Tckt stood close to Kivi while examining her closely. “Have you chosen this one to be your mate because of her physical superiority?” he asked.

Kivi choked on her ale, coughed, and turned around to shoot him a nasty look. “What?”

Brian shook his head. “No my interested ant-man, Kivi’s not with me for that reason. We’re just friends.”

“What’s an ant-man?” the one in front.

“An ant is an insect from my homeworld you resemble,” Brian explained.

The Ick-Tckt next to Kivi lowered his head. “I apologize. I assumed you were his mate because you wear the same armor as him.”

“What is it you’d like to talk about?” Brian asked.

The Ick-Tckt leaned towards him. He smelled a strange acid filled odor coming from them. “We were wondering if we could hire you.”

“Yes, we would like for you to work for our Duchess,” the other added.

Curious, Brian didn’t flinch. “What kind of job would it be?”

“She’s called the Duchess Chka. She is very interested in hiring you as her Tcka Knight,” the first one answered.

He looked to Kivi. “What rank is that?”

Kivi stared at the two Ick-Tckt. “Think of it as her personal general. If they really serve the Duchess Chka you’d command over ten thousand troops, not to mention her space fleet.”

His narrowed his eyes before answering. “I’m sorry, but I’ll have to decline.”

“The Duchess is prepared to offer you much wealth and power,” the first one offered.

He shook his head. “No, I have a contract with Captain Valis.”

The two ant-men looked at one another, clicking away in their native language. “We’re sorry to hear that. If your contract expires early, or you choose another way to leave it the Duchess’s offer is always available.” The pair bowed before leaving the Kritkar.

“That was interesting,” Brian remarked as he tapped for another drink.

Kivi knocked the look of shock off her face. “You haven’t even been in space for two years and already offered the position of a Tcka Knight.”

“So who is the Duchess Chka?” he asked before drinking more ale.

She put her glass down. “She’s one of the wealthiest merchants on Dega Jul. Behind the Kein family of Kalaidia and the Ka faction of Shandi; she’s the third most powerful person in this system.”

This time he choked on his drink. “What? And she wanted me as her general?”

“Not only that, but you’re a Terran, not an Ick-Tckt,” Kivi said. “To say that their kind don’t like outsiders is an understatement. The fact she was willing to bring you in shows just how much value they place on your abilities.”

*

Baed and Jesela neared the Kritkar as dusk approached. Both carried a bag on their back full of clothes and other materials.

“You look tired,” Baed said.

Jesela sighed. “I am. Are we going to have enough energy to pull this off?”

“Maybe we should get something to eat,” Baed said before pointing to the Kritkar.

“Old Grig does make the best,” Jesela said. She went to go inside and noticed Baed wasn’t following. “What’s wrong?”

Baed motioned for her to be quiet and moved into the shadows. She listened into the alley to a number of clicks and whistles.

“What is it?” Jesela asked in a whisper.

Baed’s eyes widened. “We need to find Brian as soon as possible,” she said as she headed for the door of the bar. Jesela followed her as she went inside and sat at a nearby table.

“At least we know where he is,” Jesela said as she pointed towards the bar.

“Good.”

“What’s wrong?”

“You heard that noise coming from the alley, right Jesela?”

“Yeah, it sounded like clicks and whistles to me.”

“It was actually a group of Ick-Tckt talking to each other. I think it was about six of them.”

“How do you know that?” Jesela asked.

Baed sighed. “I wasn’t going to tell anyone this, but one of the main reasons I fled Kalaidia was because I was training to be the ambassador to Ick-Tckt Prime.”

“Are you saying you can understand them?”

“I could even speak back to them if needed, but I’d rather not. But if what I heard is true, Brian’s going to be ambushed on his way home tonight.”

“We should contact Mira and Seles.”

“I agree, call them Jesela.”

*

Using the metal key card to open the door, Seles and Mira went inside Brian’s new apartment. The first room was a place for meeting with some furniture in the middle. To the right was the kitchen and cleaning areas. To the left was the bedroom and bath area. The lighting was mostly natural with some lamps to enhance the look. On the far wall was one possession Brian had put in before he came: the two sheathed rakna blades of the late Gaelic Kein. Seles ran from room to room to check everything out. At the same time Mira walked up to the crossed blades on the wall. When she was about to touch the swords a voice spoke in her head.

“Not now Mira, it’s not time for you to gain that power yet.”

“Father?” she asked mentally.

“No, I’m only the final program for you Mira. When the time comes, take these blades and clang them three times. Your true purpose will be revealed.”

“How will I know when the time comes?” Mira asked, closing her eyes and concentrating on the blades.

“The mark of the Maiden will begin to glow.”

“What’s going on?” Seles asked, staring at Mira’s face.

She blinked and looked at Seles. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“For just a moment your eyes were glowing blue. You looked like Brian when he goes berserk.”

Mira turned back to the swords. “My eyes glowed once before. It was back in Delne’s palace. When Brian was bloodied and battered I found myself healing him faster than I thought possible. I saw the blue light reflected in my hand scanner.”

“Mine did the same.” Seles stared at the swords. “I never fought with a rakna blade before but I was able to fight an experience warrior like Delne on an even footing, all because I felt that power surge through me.” Seles pulled her shirt away, looking down at the mark on her right breast. “Is it because we bear the mark of the Maiden that we’re able to enter the berserk state?”

Mira brushed the mark behind her ear. “There are supposed to be five of us, right?”

Seles stood in thought for a moment. “According to the prophecy of the Teacher there are supposed to be five of us.”

“I wonder who the other three are,” Mira said. Her wrist scanner began blinking. “Looks like Jesela and Baed have everything we need.” Seles sat down and put her feet up. Mira joined her before flipping open the video section. “What’s going on Jesela?”

“We need to meet up,” Jesela said over the communicator. “A number of Ick-Tckt are going to ambush Brian tonight. And to be honest he looks rather drunk at the moment.”

Seles perked up. Mira collected her thoughts for a second before answering. “Keep an eye on him Jesela. Seles and I will head to where you are shortly.” Mira closed the communicator and ended transmission.”

Seles tapped panel near the front door. It opened to reveal a number of pulse rifles and body armor. “I’m glad I insisted Valis get a few of these for Brian.”

Mira picked up a pulse rifle and checked its aim. “I’m glad to.”

*

After several of hours of drinking and entertainment Brian and Kivi stumbled out of the Kritkar. Cautiously, Baed and Jesela followed them.

“Kivi, do you know where we’re going?” Brian slurred.

“Of course, Valis made sure your apartment was next to mine,” Kivi answered very slowly and deliberate. “She said it made it easier for the three of us to meet off the ship.”

“That makes sense.” He glanced behind them and moved close to Kivi’s ear. “You know we’re being followed.”

“I wasn’t expecting those two.” She pushed him away.

They headed into a set of back streets that were empty at this hour. When they began making their way through an open street they noticed the shapes of a dozen creatures moving to surround them. The pair stopped and saw the Ick-Tckt they spoke with earlier in the evening led the pack.

“We will ask you one more time Brian Peterson,” the lead Ick-Tckt said, “Join the Duchess Chka or we’ll use force to bring you to our side.”

He grinned and stood up straight. “I told you before I’m not interested.” Brian grabbed his rakna blade and drew it.

Kivi dropped her hands and drew the rakna blades on her belt. She immediately stood at his back. “I think we’re outnumbered by a lot.”

“No we’re not,” Brian said as he looked up.

*

Mira coiled her raiga whip and flipped the pulse rifle back into her hands. She stood over the Ick-Tckt in position as a sniper. Seles laid flat on her belly and aimed the pulse rifle at the group of Ick-Tckt on the ground. She saw Brian and Kivi standing back to back in a defensive posture. Mira walked up behind her.

“What do we do next?” Mira asked.

Seles stared down the scope of the rifle. “I’ll fire; you just make sure no one gets behind us.”

Mira looked down at the situation. “I really wish they knew we had the high ground.”

“They do.” Seles paused. “Brian glanced up at us just second ago.” Seles took aim at the Ick-Tckt in the rear ranks. “As soon as they make their move, I’ll start shooting.”

*

“Look ant-man, I have no interest in serving your Duchess. I serve Valis Kein and I’ll fulfill my contract with her,” Brian said angrily.

The Ick-Tckt hissed and raised its right arm, “Attack!”

At that moment Seles fired and blasted the leader’s head off. The front six charged Brian and Kivi. The other five hesitated. With a quick spin of his blade, Brian dashed between the first pair of Ick-Tckt and sliced them both in half. The other two attacked with him with a pair of glowing spears. He parried furiously and pushed them onto the defensive. Kivi spun her blades and charged. With a quick parry and slice, one fell before her. As the other three moved in to attack, another pulse shot took a head. Kivi quickly took advantage of the confusion and cut another ant-man’s head and chest apart. The two after Brian pressed forward in desperation. With a quick spin kick Brian knocked one to the ground. With only one in front of him, Brian easily knocked the spear out of the way and sliced through it. As he turned to deal with the last one he saw the flash of pulse fire blast its head off. Using her two swords, Kivi deflected the ant-man’s spear and stabbed with her other blade, cutting open its guts. She quickly spun around the wounded creature and sliced its head off. The five left hissed and fled. Kivi was about to move on them when Brian placed his hand on her shoulder.

“Why?” Kivi asked.

“Two reasons.” Brian paused. “First, we’re not in the position to attack. And second

” Brian coughed, holding back his vomit. “I’m not feeling the best right now.”

“Alright,” Kivi said. “By the way, who was it that provided us with cover fire?”

Brian looked up. He saw Seles and Mira were gone. “We were being watched by two angels, one with silver blue hair and the other with pink.”

Kivi looked at the handy work of Seles’s sniper fire. “She’s a good shot.”

Brian looked unwell. “Well Kivi, let’s get back to the apartment complex.”

*

Brian parted ways with Kivi as she went into her apartment. “Take care,” she said as she went inside.

“You too,” he said before going to his apartment.

He flipped out his key card and inserted it in the slot next to the door. It opened. The interior was dark. He stumbled in a few steps and promptly passed out on the floor in front of the door. The lights came on to reveal Mira, Seles, Baed, and Jesela. The four walked over to the unconscious Terran, looking annoyed.

“Did he drink more on the way back?” Mira asked.

Seles knelt down and brushed his face. “No, he was this drunk during the fight.”

“What are we going to do now?” Baed asked.

“Maybe we should get him to his bed. I don’t think he’d like to sleep on the floor all night,” Jesela suggested.

Seles motioned for Mira to go to his feet. “Let’s roll him over and get this armor off.”

Mira did as Seles asked and the pair rolled him onto his back.

Seles reached under the chest plate and pressed a switch. The exoskeleton folded out a little bit and gave them a chance to slide him out of the frame.

“He’s heavy,” Mira said to Seles as they carried him to his bed. Afterwards she and Mira went back into the other room.

“I think we’ll have to do this tomorrow,” Seles said to the other three.

“Well, the Char Dom is a two night tradition,” Mira said.

“We’ll just have to tell twice as many stories tomorrow evening,” Jesela added.

“Or we could just start when he wakes up,” Baed suggested.

“Let’s get some sleep,” Seles said. “We can discuss what we’re going to do tomorrow.”






Chapter 7 - Char Dom
Man, I don’t feel sick at all. Technology is great. Brian thought to himself. He wore the brown pants from the day before, but his shirt and other clothes were gone. He opened his eyes and found himself on top of the bed, covered with black sheets and matching pillows. The bedroom had white walls and a white ceiling. To his left was a wall of windows. The morning sun shined through brightly. He sat up cross-legged and noticed he wasn’t alone. Starting from the right to left at the foot of his bed stood Seles, Baed, Jesela, and Mira. Each wore a translucent dress matching their respective hair colors.

“Good morning,” the four said in unison with smiles.

He ran his hand through his hair. “Good morning to all of you.”

They moved around the bed. Seles stood to his right with Mira to his left. Baed and Jesela stood at the corners. After a moment each took a deep breath and chanted: “Char Dom, se jent ko.”

“Alright, not that it’s not a bad thing to see all of you first thing in the morning like this, but what are you doing?” he asked.

Mira stepped forward. “This ritual is called the Char Dom. Since you’ve only had a room on the Avoni up until now we haven’t been able to hold a proper ritual.”

“How does this ritual work?” he asked.

“Basically, when a Rakna Maigar is newly anointed the Char Dom takes place,” Seles explained. “Traditionally it begins on the first evening the Maigar returns home. Unfortunately you were too drunk last night.”

“Sorry about that,” he said.

Baed and Jesela bowed. “We’re going to start breakfast,” Jesela said as the pair left.

Brian ran his hand through his hair again before standing up. “Could either of you tell me more about this?”

“To put it simply, the Char Dom is a greeting ceremony consisting of storytelling. Each guest tells a story, including the Maigar,” Mira explained.

“What kind of stories?” he asked.

Seles tapped his shoulder. “Any kind of story is usable. To tell you the truth, I haven’t heard much of your homeworld since you came to us.”

“She’s right Brian,” Mira added. “Despite being in close contact with a Terran we haven’t learned much about your history or myths. As Kalaidians, many of our myths and stories tell of songs and performances that changed history. That’s what we seek from you.”

He sighed before closing his eyes. “The reason I haven’t said much about human history is because of the wars we’ve fought.” He looked at them. “Terran history is filled with more bloodshed and despair than the Shandi, or even the Ick-Tckt. In the twenty years I lived on Earth there wasn’t one day of true peace.”

Mira turned to Seles. “Is he telling the truth?”

Seles nodded. “When I first met Brian he told me so. Our own history pales in comparison when it comes to warfare.”

*

After a feast for breakfast the girls all sat on the couches in the apartment’s front room. He sat in the chair wearing the brown pants and white shirt he usually wore.

“So how does this work?” Brian asked.

“We start with the first guest and move in order around the table. You tell your stories last in the order Brian, so think up a good one,” Mira explained. “The first one to tell her story is Seles.”

“I don’t know which one to tell,” Seles said.

“Why not your time with Brian on the frozen moon,” Baed suggested.

“Yeah, we haven’t heard what happened at all,” Jesela added.

She looked to Brian. “Is it alright?”

“Sure.”

Seles composed herself. “I was guarding Brian before we even knew his name or anything,” she said. “The look on his face when he couldn’t understand our language was priceless. At first, I didn’t know what to think about him. Then I learned he was a Terran shortly before the Avoni was attacked by the Greys. Everything was a new experience when I first worked with him. When we crashed he said that the cold and snow were normal for his homeland.”

“Is it really?” Mira asked.

“It’s true,” Brian answered. “In the part of the world I come from it snows for about a third of the year.”

“That’s cold,” Baed said.

“Not my kind of place to live,” Jesela added.

The others turned to Seles when she was ready to continue. “On the way to the cave where we took up shelter for the twelve day ordeal, I succumbed to the cold. When I woke I was being embraced rather warmly by Brian, who was sleeping soundly.”

“What?” the other three asked.

Seles smiled. “He used his own body heat to help me warm up.”

Mira closed her eyes. “It’s a known fact embracing helps against the cold.” She opened her eyes and glared at Brian. “You weren’t naked, were you?”

He waved her off. “No, I didn’t do that.”

“Well anyway, when I woke up, all I remember was how warm he was.” Seles smiled again. “No matter how scared I was he always calmed me down. He said that no matter what, he was going to get me off that icy rock. His strength gave me strength. I don’t know what I would have done if I was alone.”

Brian leaned forward. “Remember Seles, it was the same for me. Without what you taught me I wouldn’t have been able to do anything.”

“So what happened in the cave?” Jesela asked.

“There were a lot of strange questions,” Seles looked at Brian again, “I was quite scared at first, to be all alone with a Terran. But as the days passed I saw he wasn’t much different than us.” She motioned to her left. “It’s your turn Baed.”

Baed thought for a moment. “When Seles and I lived in the royal palace, we had a lot of fun annoying the adults. Especially our instructors, but I think we also had a knack for annoying Celestia.”

Seles laughed. “Oh, my mother would get so mad at us. So which story have you chosen my dear cousin?”

“When you were twelve and I was eleven we were the same height and weight. Seles had a fun idea: let’s change our hair colors and switch places. Because we’re practically identical the plan worked.”

Brian looked at Baed, causing her to blush. “You know, your hair color makes you look different.” He looked at Seles and then back at Baed. “But to be honest you look just like Seles in every other way.”

“Including my radiant beauty?” Seles asked sarcastically.

He sat back. “That’s what makes you look alike.”

Seles elbowed Baed. “Get back to the story.”

“Well, I was to take Seles’s place for a day. At mealtime her mother kept staring at me, saying: What’s wrong my daughter? What got me caught was when it was time to recite the religious prayers to Kali. The princess is trained for the role of high priestess. Unfortunately, I wasn’t so studied and her mother figured it out after half a day.”

“What about you Seles?’ Mira asked. “Surely something came up that hindered your guise.”

“I thought posing as Baed would be easy,” Seles said. “After all, she’s only a duchess, not a princess.” She looked at her cousin. “Despite our similarities, I have to give the superior brain to Baed. Her instructors were shocked at how unlearned I was and insisted that I must be ill. What got me caught though was when the language teacher came.”

“That doesn’t sound hard Seles,” Mira said.

“Oh yes it is Mira,” Baed said. “One of the reasons I fled Kalaidia is because I was being groomed as the ambassador to Ick-Tckt Prime.”

“Yes, and I didn’t know anything about the language,” Seles said. “How a mammal like us can speak it is beyond me.”

“That explains why you were my sniper last night,” Brian said. “Thank you Baed.”

“I did what I was supposed to,” Baed said. “Besides, I have to use the ability to understand their language for something.”

“So what happened after both of you was found out?” Mira asked.

“I remember we got yelled at, a lot. First our instructors did it, and later Celestia took her turn. She forced us to change our hair back to the right color and made both of us to clean the roof of the palace.”

“That’s pretty harsh,” Brian said. “I’ve seen how much roof that place has.”

“It took us two weeks,” Seles said.

Baed motioned to Jesela. “Now it’s your turn.”

Jesela looked to Mira. “Do you mind if I tell them how we met?”

Mira sat back. “Only Baed doesn’t know the truth about me. It’s about time someone lets her in on it.”

“Know what?” Baed asked.

Seles put her hand on Baed’s. “Mira’s real name is Mira Kein, the famous musical prodigy and only daughter of Gaelic Kein.”

Looking rather confused, Baed turned to Mira. “How is that possible?”

Mira turned to Jesela. “Let me explain and then you can tell the story.” Jesela nodded. Mira took a deep breath. “I guess this will be my story then. A hundred and fifty five years ago I was in between Kalaidia Prime and the Rigas system, one of our people’s largest colony systems. I was to perform for the first time off the homeworld. As we approached Rigas Four, the main inhabited planet, the ship I was on collided with a wrecked ship. I was severely injured, and my father had me put into a regeneration machine.”

“How long were you supposed to stay in there?” Baed asked.

“Like I said, I was severely injured, so it required that I stay in for at least seven years. Unfortunately, the Grey Plague killed my father and all the other males our people had, so I was left in hiding, sleeping calmly. By chance a Reiki research vessel found the asteroid I was sleeping on. They had no idea who I was and woke me little over four years ago. I escaped from their facility here on Dega Jul.”

“How famous were you?” Baed asked.

“If you research her you’ll see how much your people adored Mira back then,” Brian said.

“Well, now that my story is out, I think Jesela should tell hers.” Mira said, turning to her friend.

Jesela took a sip from a glass of wine. “It was four years ago when I first met Mira. I was attending science courses at the Kein Academy. I was shopping alone near Mya’s place when I saw a very confused girl walking the streets. Her clothes looked ancient, like something out of history rather than reality. I could tell she was scared by how many aliens walked the streets, so I went to talk to her. Seeing another Kalaidian, she ran over to me.”

Mira shook her head. “I must have looked like an insane person.”

Jesela laughed. “You did! I introduced myself to her and she did likewise back to me. That was when she peppered me with questions. Where am I? What year is it? Why am I here? Questions like that. I took her aside and told her everything I could. The look on your face was priceless Mira. I’ve never seen someone so shocked at her surroundings. So I bought her a few pairs of clothes and asked her where she was staying.”

“As you can imagine I had nowhere to go. I wasn’t going to go back to the Reiki. So I asked if I could stay with her,” Mira explained. “Also, from the looks I was getting from Jesela at the time I figured it would be best if I tried to blend in.”

“I was staying at the academy’s dorm at the time. Since I didn’t have a roommate, it wasn’t a problem taking her in. She started classes the next term to learn medicine. After three years the two of us hooked on with the Avoni.”

“I have one question. Do you still have those clothes Mira?” Brian asked.

Mira laughed before looking around the table. “You’ve seen me in them a number of times. It’s the white dress I wear when for performances.”

“That explains why it looks so different than the clothes I see you wearing today,” Brian said.

“Those were normal clothes when you went to sleep?” Seles asked.

Mira nodded. “Remember, in those days males existed. I broke it out when I first saw Brian. I figured he’d rather see a dress like that then what most Reiniere wear today.”

“What do they wear?” Brian looked puzzled.

“Usually they wear a very conservative covering dress.” Mira winked at him. “Like I said, I figured a man would rather see skin than dress.”

He noticed that they were staring at him. “I think that’s the queue for a story. But first, I should go get my armor.” He left the room for a moment then returned with his armor on. With the snap of his fingers holograms started appearing. “For my first story for you afternoon is actually a pair called the Iliad and the Odyssey. Later tonight, I think the Arthurian Legends will do fine.”

“What stories are these?” Seles asked.

“All of these are fictional in nature, but you’ll notice many moral questions and tests. These are two of the ancient stories of fantasy from my world. I hope they don’t bore you.”






Chapter 8 - Matron Veda Kein
Valis stood outside the Avoni, stopping to gaze up at her ship. I’ll be back in a few days girl. She thought as she walked over to a transport ship. Zae sat in the front programming their flight route. Valis sat next to Zae and sighed with resignation.

“You look tired,” Zae remarked as she flew the transport off the ground.

Valis stared out at the city. “I hate leaving my ship. By the way, why are you my pilot?”

Zae flew the craft towards the Kein estate. “You probably don’t know this Valis, but I have no family on Dega Jul. Nor do I have many friends. Since I have nothing else to do I thought I’d fly you home.”

“You never were the type to have many friends,” Valis said.

Zae shrugged her shoulders. “It’s the same with you. But that may have changed lately with the addition of a certain second officer on the Avoni.”

“You’re talking about Brian,” Valis said. “You should get to know him better, I’m sure you’d like him a lot.”

“I know him well enough,” Zae said. “He said I could play around on the Mjolnir while he’s on leave. I figured that would be a good way to spend my time off.”

“Sounds better than what I have to do,” Valis said, shrugging her shoulders. “Not only do I have to line up our next job but I have to meet with my incorrigible grandmother.”

“You’ve never spoken of Veda in an endearing way.”

Valis stared out the window. “Tell me, have you ever gotten angry about Brian taking your position on the Avoni?”

“In the beginning I was. But after seeing him in battle I can tell why you took him in. My plans for the future will be put off for a few years, but not many. Kivi will have enough money in a few years to buy her own ship. When the time comes Brian and I will slide into first and second officer roles respectively.” Zae flew the transport towards a set of white palatial estates with greenery all around it.

“Looks like after six years everything’s completed,” Valis said.

Zae landed the shuttle in an open field near the palace. Around them were many servants as well as a number of guards. Valis noticed the finely dressed matron heading towards the transport. Veda was of similar build to Valis, with long dark blue hair and aquamarine eyes. Her face showed a little bit of age. She wore a blue dress that lightly covered her near perfect figure.

“Zae, take care of the ship while I’m gone,” Valis said as she got up to go outside.

“I will,” Zae said as the door closed behind Valis.

Veda walked slowly to her granddaughter, smiling at the sight of Valis. When she got close she hugged Valis.

“It’s been far too long since we last saw each other Valis,” Veda said, clasping Valis’s hands and looking into her eyes.

“Two years. Being the captain of a star ship tends to take up most of one’s time,” Valis said as the two broke hands and started walking towards the palace. The guards left the area as the transport took off, leaving the two alone.

“I remember,” Veda said. “I was once an admiral myself.”

Valis looked around at the gardens, fountains, and buildings. “It looks like the estate is complete.”

“Indeed,” Veda said. “It’s taken us six years but now it’s finished.” The pair stopped in a garden, surrounded by palm trees and flowers, with a large white water fountain at the center. “So tell me Valis, what’s he like?”

“Are you talking about Brian?”

Veda laughed. “Who else would I be speaking of? Unless you’ve taken to liking Minans or Malcovin what else would I be talking about?”

Valis picked a crimson flower with thorns. “He’s a good man. Far better than I thought a Terran ever would be. He’s taken to the role of Rakna Maigar to honor our people.”

“But he’s not a true Maigar Valis. Being Terran he could never play that role,” Veda said with prejudice dripping in every word.

“What do you mean by that?” Valis asked. “He completed the ritual and was confirmed by a Reiniere. Why would being Terran bar him in your eyes?”

“His heart is Terran.” Veda stared down Valis. “His heart is savage, vile. Terrans are war crazed brutes incapable of civilization. If you’re not careful, he’ll kill you and take your ship.” She laughed to herself. “Of course, being a male, he’s probably not smart enough to do that.”

Valis gritted her teeth, holding back on anger. “Gaelic Kein would be sickened by those words.”

Veda looked at her angrily. “Never use my brother’s name so lightly Valis! Gaelic was a fool who died because he was weak.”

“When he spoke of freedom he was speaking of all Kalaidians, not just the women.”

“That’s what we disagreed upon. He believed males were equal to females, a foolish notion.” Veda laughed. “Of course, your mind would be clouded after you slept with the creature.”

Valis slapped Veda across the face, knocking her to the ground. “Brian’s a man of honor, and I’ll not have you speaking of him in such a way! He alone did what we couldn’t by freeing the serfs. You speak of concepts like freedom and equality, but not because you believe it. He believes in freedom and equality, not just in words but in action. You think he’s being of war and hate, but he’s anything but that! He’s chosen to give his life up for my crew without hesitation.” She pointed a finger at her grandmother. “Or is it that you’re jealous of what he did? Is the fact that he freed our people and not our family!?”

Veda sat up and wiped the blood from her lip, staring up at Valis. She stood up, resigned. “You really are too much like my brother.”

“Are you saying I’m a weak fool?” Valis asked angrily.

“Yes Valis, but aren’t we all?” Veda composed herself. “We can discuss this further at dinner. I have a number of business deals that must be dealt with this afternoon.”

She watched her grandmother leave before turning to the garden and walking down the stone tiled path. Veda is stuck in the past. She looked up at the bright blue sky. Mother would have loved this place. After a few strides Valis entered a small white stone building with numerous works of art. But one caught her attention more than any other. She walked up to the picture, stunned at what it showed. The pictured showed Mira Kein, dressed in a purple dress similar to the white one Mira wore when performing with Brian. She stood on a stage with light shining on her and crowds of fans surrounding the stage. At the bottom of the picture was written: MIRA KEIN, THE ETNERAL SONG OF GAELIC. Valis reached up to brush the picture’s face.

“No wonder you wouldn’t tell me,” Valis said.

*

Valis walked into the dining room, a massive open aired room with white walls and columns. The table at the center was sparse with a small set of dishes near the head. The only one sitting at the table was her grandmother. Some servants shuffled in and escorted Valis to her seat.

Valis sat down, noting the empty chairs. “I hope I’m not the only one here.”

Veda laughed. “No my dear, the others will be here shortly. Our family is busy all the time. You’d know that if you didn’t run to your star ship all the time.”

Valis smiled. “I don’t run away, I prefer business that includes travel. Coming home is nice once in a while though.”

“I’m sorry for what I said to you earlier,” Veda said with reconciliation in her voice. “I was out of place.”

“Why the sudden change in attitude? After all, you referred to him like he was a monster.”

“A reference I regret, I assure you. As for the real reason,” Veda paused to take sip of wine from her glass, “I received a message from Celestia just an hour ago. I may have thought Celestia was a puppet and fool in the past, but the woman’s changed.”

“Changed, how so?”

Veda swirled her wine. “Happiness, for the first time in my life I saw happiness in her eyes. I also learned he declared the Callun Kamiya with Seles.” Veda looked at Valis with a grin. “He had every chance to grab for power and yet didn’t. Why?”

“I told you before, he believes in freedom and equality. When he left for Kalaidia Prime, I asked him what he was going to do. He showed me a copy of a document from his homeworld, from when his country, the United States, declared their independence. I could see in his eyes that he lived those beliefs and would do right when he went to Kalaidia. Unlike what we’ve been told for centuries by the older races, Terrans aren’t evil.”

“Maybe he’s an exception.”

Valis shook her head. “No. I’m sure Terra Prime is the home to many good people.” She leaned forward and took a sip from her wine. “Did Celestia say anything else?”

“She mentioned that the House of Commons will be up and running by the end of next month. Her goal is to have a prime minister in place by the one year anniversary.” Veda narrowed her eyes. “The man has courage Valis, I’ll give him that. He stood before the nobles and told them what they didn’t want to hear.”

“Gaelic would be proud. Did you know he received Gaelic’s blessing and title while on Kalaidia?”

“Celestia mentioned that in her message. To think my brother left behind a message for someone he didn’t know. How could he have known Brian would appear a hundred and fifty years after his death to succeed him?”

“I’ve studied the works of Kali extensively and I have a theory about Brian.”

“Go on.”

“A little over two thousand years ago the Teacher came to our world,” Valis said. “He said that one day he would return to us. Now, if you look at the reports of the Original Five, the Teacher stated that the Warrior would follow him.”

“Are you saying Brian’s the Warrior?”

Valis took another sip of wine. “The reason I believe it is because the Five Maidens are members of my crew.”

“What?” Veda asked. “You and Seles, I know, but who are the others?”

Valis felt for the mark on her inner right thigh. “As you know, I bear the mark of the Maiden of Wisdom. Seles bears the mark as the Maiden of Passion. My Commander, Kivi doesn’t know it, but she bears the mark of the Maiden of War. My head medical officer, Celi, bears the mark of the Maiden of Life. I’m not sure about the fifth, so I’ll have to check into it, but I’m confident she’s onboard as well.”

Veda closed her eyes. “That isn’t possible Valis. The only one of our family to bear that mark was my brother’s only daughter, Mira Kein. She died long ago and was far too young to have born any children.”

“What was Mira like?”

Veda smiled with nostalgia in her eyes. “Never before have I seen a girl so born to sing. Her voice echoed like the goddess herself and her beauty was unmatched. If she had lived her name would be legendary. Mira was a once in a thousand years talent, combining the best of all things.” She sipped her drink. “I remember how my brother was after her death. Sadness beyond despair, it was like an ocean of tears.” Valis sat with her grandmother in silence for a moment, hearing nothing by the wind. “The past is the past and nothing can change it.” She shook away the tears before turning to Valis. “I’d better change the subject or I’m going to cry my heart out.”

“Alright, I have a way. Tell me what the job is.”

“Always the businesswoman,” Veda said. “Don’t you ever find the time to relax?”

Valis leaned forward and whispered into Veda’s ear. “The last night before I leave Dega Jul I have an appointment alone with Brian. I should feel nice and relaxed after that.”

Veda sat back, shocked. “That’s disgusting!”

“You wouldn’t say that after you spent a night with him.”






Chapter 9 - Night Visitors
Brian stood up and stretched. “I think it’s about time for me to get some sleep,” he said as he stepped out of his armor.

The four girls each took a turn to say, “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight ladies,” he said as the door close behind him, leaving the girls to themselves.

A moment later the door light flashed OPEN in Kalaidian. The door opened suddenly as four Minans dressed in blue and gold uniforms ran inside. They were armed with pulse rifles and stun batons. The four took positions around the girls. Seles stared at their uniforms and noticed at the starburst badge they wore on their sleeves. She was about to ask a question when a fifth being entered the room, this one wearing a crimson and gold exoskeleton that resembled a humanoid cat.

The Mylor floated over to Seles and spoke in a robotic, feminine voice. “You are Lieutenant Seles Daevon of the Avoni, are you not?”

Seles glanced around. “Yes, and who might you be?”

The Mylor moved next to Brian’s empty exoskeleton. “I’m Commander Siata of the Confederation Special Task Forces. I was dispatched by the Degan authorities to ask Brian a few questions about the incident last night.”

The bedroom door opened and Brain walked out carrying his rakna blade. He looked at the girls to see if they were okay before tossing the rakna on the ground. Siata used her telekinesis to take the rakna and hold it in her hand. Her suit’s cat eyes glowed blue while she checked the blade. “I’m still amazed at the construction of such a weapon,” Siata said. “One would think the Kalaidians were a much older race when looking at this sword.” Using her telekinesis again she placed the sword back onto the ground. “Your friends seem surprised to see us.”

“Do you know her Brian?” Seles asked.

“Yes, I was told by the Degan authorities that a special task force would watch my activities,” Brian answered. He turned to Siata. “So you know about the Ick-Tckt?”

“It was reported by some concerned citizens. I don’t suspect you or Kivi of doing anything wrong.” Siata turned to Seles. “Nor do I suspect any of your friends here did wrong.” She turned back to Brian. “I just need some questions answered.”

“Go ahead,” Brian responded.

“Stand down,” Siata commanded the Minans. They lowered their pulse rifles. “Now Brian, tell me everything you can remember.”

“I was at the Kritkar with Kivi. We were enjoying a night out, drinking and such. During the evening, we were approached by a pair of Ick-Tckt, male drones. They asked if I was willing to work for their Duchess, Chka. Since I have a contract with Captain Valis I declined.”

“What position were you offered?” Siata asked.

“They offered me the position of her Tcka Knight,” he answered.

“So after you turned them down, what happened next?” Siata asked.

He cleared his throat. “I got drunk. Kivi and I headed back to this apartment complex later, when we encountered a number of Ick-Tckt armed and ready. They requested I come with them, or else.”

“I snuck up behind their sniper and knocked him out,” Seles added. “I took that position myself.”

“So you claim rightful self-defense?” Siata asked.

“Yes, that’s what I claim,” Brian answered.

Siata held her one hand up and signaled before turning back to Brian. “That will be all. If I have any more questions I’ll call you into my office.” Siata turned and left, flanked by the four Minan soldiers.

*

Zae sat in the cockpit of the Mjolnir and fought a simulated battle. After destroying a number of simulated enemy Talons she turned off the system and closed her eyes. She opened up her eyes and took a deep breath before standing up to stretch. She opened the front hatch of the giant and took the elevator cord to the ground. She saw Daes was busy working on something on the computer.

“You did pretty well,” Daes said as Zae came over to get a drink of water.

“I could do better if the restrictor wasn’t in place,” Zae said.

Daes looked at her with a brow raised. “You do know that would kill you in real combat Zae.”

“Not if I have an exoskeleton like Brian and Kivi.”

Daes again stared at Zae. “I should tell you that they paid for those suits themselves.”

“I know Daes, that’s why I’m willing to pay the same as them,” Zae turned to the Mjolnir and gazed at the giant, “I wouldn’t mind having one of those either.”

Daes called up the image of the prototype Talon. “I may have a solution to that problem. You see, unlike the Mjolnir, the Talon isn’t doesn’t use a gravity drive.”

“I know that much.”

Daes pointed to the back of the prototype Talon. “The original design for the Talon uses a Q-Drive. But for cost reasons, the Talons we see today aren’t equipped like that.”

“What’s the difference between the gravity drive and a Q-Drive?”

Daes called up the blueprint of the Mjolnir. “The Mjolnir is equipped with a light class gravity drive. This is what gives the mobile suit its power. Being a true gravity drive, it only needs to be replenished every ten years with Aldenite. The Q-Drive doesn’t process Aldenite the same way. Although it’s much cheaper to recharge the Q-Drive, its maximum usage time is about ten standard days.”

“In other words, it may be cheaper and more effective for mass production, but not as good as the Mjolnir,” Zae said. She stood in thought for a moment. With the advent of the Talon fighters like the Novaguards are going to be scraped in a few years. She turned again to the Mjolnir. Is he trying to incite an arms race? She noticed a new image on the screen. “What’s this?”

The image appeared a little small than the Mjolnir, but similar in shape and size. “This is the mobile suit I wanted to work on during our vacation Zae. I’ll call it the Phase Rakna. It’s going to cost up a lot of credits but it’ll be worth it.”






Chapter 10 - Time to Themselves
“You two have some fun,” Mira said with a grin. She stood with Jesela and Baed at the door. They waved as they left. The morning sun filled the apartment with radiance. Seles stood outside Brian’s bedroom door. She turned and knocked on the metal door.

“Brian, are you ever going to get up?” She stood for a moment, hearing silence. She knocked again, this time a little louder. “Brian, wake up.” She put her ear to the door and listen, hearing someone groan, and then a thud. She heard some cursing and the door opened. A sleepy eyed Brian stood in the door, wearing only shorts.

Seles giggled. “You look great Brian.”

He grinned faintly as he tried to pose in a sexy manner. Doing so caused him to fall over.

“You really are a fool,” Seles said after laughing. He stood up and shook his head.

“Well, falling on my head like that wakes me up. Since I haven’t found the equivalent to coffee here in space I need something to get me going.” He opened the closet and took out a set of clothes.

Seles paced about the room slowly. “What’s coffee?”

Brian finished putting his new clothes on. “It’s a drink that has a lot of caffeine in it. It helps me wake up in the morning.”

“Your people use caffeine as a stimulant?”

He turned to Seles, who looked perplexed. “Yeah, caffeine is used all over Earth.” He noticed the strange look on her face. “Alright, what is it?”

“You don’t know do you?” she asked.

“Know what?”

“That drug has a powerful effect over my people. Our metabolism is such that caffeine works like a narcotic.”

“Are you serious? What kind of effects does it have on you?”

She blushed. “It enhances the physical senses and increases sexual desire. But, if too much is used, we can suffer severe hallucinations or even cardiac arrest.”

“That’s weird,” he said. “Never mind then.”

She brushed her hand across his face. “I don’t think you’d mind if I used it for the sex part,” she said with a wink.

“Normally I’m to the one who’s sick, but this time it’s you.”

“Are you feeling any better?”

Brian touched her face while looking into her eyes. “A little bit.”

She closed her eyes and held him tightly. “You’re lying again.”

“I know Seles, I know.”

*

“Seles, why are you taking me here?” Brian asked, standing just outside Mya’s store.

She grabbed his covered hand, as he was wearing his exoskeleton armor and rakna blade. “I just want to show you something,” she said as she dragged him inside. As they entered a number of Kalaidians were shopping around the store, looking at various dresses and fabrics. As soon as Brian was visible they all stopped and stared.

He leaned down to whisper. “Maybe I should go somewhere else.”

Seles smiled at him. “No.”

“I can’t win against your smile.”

A moment later the well dressed and beautiful Mya entered from the back room. She took one look at Brian and Seles and ran them over. “You got him here Lady Seles!” Mya exclaimed, clapping her hands. “I’ve been waiting for months for this chance!”

Confused, Brian turned back to Seles. “What’s she talking about?”

“Well, Mya’s been busy the last few months working on special projects.” Seles turned to Mya, who looked quite happy to see Brian. “That special project being clothes for you.”

“The first time we met, when you posed as an android, I had a feeling,” Mya said as she walked around him. “Would you mind taking that off?”

“Alright,” he answered as he flipped the switch and stepped out of the armor.

“You’re quite the specimen, aren’t you?” Mya asked.

“That’s only because of the training I went through. Seles she can tell you what I looked like before.”

Seles turned to Mya. “He was tiny compared to now. So how many outfits do you have for him to try out?”

“Twelve or so,” Mya answered, staring into his eyes. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“No, not at all

” Brian stopped in mid-sentence and stared across the room.

“What?” Seles and Mya asked in unison. They turned, seeing what Brian was staring at.

Zae emerged from one of the dressing rooms, wearing a gorgeous, sparkling emerald colored dress. It was cut low, highlighting her breasts, and the skirt hung just below her knees. She wasn’t wearing her usual rank circlet, but a pair of golden hair pins studded with emeralds. Wearing a pair of black sandals she walked over to him.

“From that expression, I get the feeling this was a good idea,” Zae said while smiling playfully. She twirled, giving them a better view of just how much the dress matched her.

Mya took Zae’s hand. “You look gorgeous dear.”

“Brian, you’re gawking,” Seles said.

He composed himself. “I’ve never seen you like this before.”

Zae smiled at him. “I’m on leave so I thought I’d relax and try something different.”

Mya took Brian by the hand. “Now it’s your turn!” He shrugged as he was dragged into the back room. The other Kalaidians watched. Seles stood next to Zae.

“You look great,” Seles said.

“Valis mentioned I was acting rigid,” Zae said. “Since I lost to Mira for the position of Reinere I�ve been in a rut.”

“You shouldn’t feel bad about that. Mira’s a special case when it comes to music,” Seles looked Zae in the eye, “Your skill is great as well. Much better than I could ever hope to be.”

“I thought the queen of Kalaidia is the High Priestess and must know how to perform.”

Seles laughed. “Do you know the reason why my mother is good at song and dance?”

“Isn’t she a natural?”

“No,” Seles said as she shook her head. “It’s because she’s had over a century to practice. I’m the same way. I’m sure if I practiced long enough, I’d be just as good.” Seles stared at the spectacle around Brian’s changing area. “Not like you or Mira.”

The two watched as Brian came out wearing a black and green suit. Mya and the other Kalaidians were going crazy over it while Seles rolled her eyes and sighed.

“He might be smiling, but I can tell Brian feels alone,” Zae observed.

“It’s because we’re different. But there are things that bring us together.”

“Are you speaking of love?” Zae asked.

“That and beauty.” Seles brushed her hand against Zae’s dress. “That was the first time I’ve ever seen him look at you like that.”

Zae smiled. “I know. I was hoping for a reaction.” She looked Seles in the eye again. “But the difference is he looks at you like that no matter what you’re wearing.”

“I know. So what is it about him you find so enticing Zae?”

Zae stared at Brian while thinking. “His honor, he’s shown all of us the kind of honor he carries. The weight of his people follows him wherever he goes, but he walks tall, with pride. I know I can trust him and that’s what attracts me to him. I know in my heart whatever he tries it will be the right thing. One cannot go wrong following such a person.”

“What if he strays?”

“When that day comes he’ll learn from the mistake.”

“So how do you think he looks in that suit?”

Zae smiled. “Good. Saying that, he’d look great wearing anything.”

“Or wearing nothing at all,” Seles said while blushing.

Zae rolled her eyes. “Only you and a few others would know.”

“Just wait, he’ll throw the rose to you next time.”






Chapter 11 - The Festival
Valis sat alone in the back of a black hover car and looked out at the city outside. She wore a dark blue dress and a silver tiara with a necklace of Kali on her neck. She was made up as well, sparkling in the dark of the vehicle. She smiled as she looked at herself in the window. After a few minutes the hover car landed outside the complex Brian lived in. Kivi stood outside, impatiently waiting.

Valis stepped out and walked over to Kivi. “Is he ready?”

Kivi smiled. “My, you look gorgeous if I may say so.”

“Somehow I get the impression you’re making fun of me,” Valis said, noticing Kivi bite back a laugh. “Where is he?”

Kivi glanced back at the door to the apartment. “He’s been in there for hours.”

“And I rushed to get ready,” Valis said with faux disappointment in her voice.

Brian stood in his apartment wearing a dark black and green suit with a dark green cape, along with the rakna on his belt. He checked himself one more time before walking out the door. He saw Kivi and Valis chatting down below in the street in. He couldn’t take his eyes off of Valis for a moment as he walked down the stairs.

“You look lovely captain,” he said before kneeling and kissing her gloved hand. “I’d be honored to join you this evening.” He stood back up.

“I’m glad I’ll have you at my side this evening,” she said before nodding to Kivi. She motioned for Brian to get in the hover car. “Kivi, I trust you’ll get the job done.”

“Yes captain,” Kivi said.

She stepped into the hover car with Brian.

“What job are you talking about?” Brian asked when the car began to fly to the Kein Estate.

“Daes has something she’s working on. She thinks she can mass produce craft similar to the Mjolnir at lower cost,” she turned to Brian, “You do know how much that monster cost?”

Brian laughed. “I could’ve bought a light class ship for that much money. Is she going to use the Talon prototype?”

“That’s what she told me,” Valis said. “If she succeeds, the Avoni will have the fighting power of an Original Five ship.” Brian looked like he wanted to say something when she waved him off. “I think that’s enough on this subject for tonight.”

“Of course,” he said.

“By the way, Celestia sends her regards.”

“I’m sure she loves all the documents I sent her on forming a government.”

Valis cracked a grin. “She’s chosen a parliamentary system rather than the one your homeland uses.”

“I’d have to agree with that decision.”

“Why do you say that?” she asked as she leaned forward.

“My homeland’s system is inefficient. I admire the spirit of which it was born, but not the reality of what I saw before leaving Earth.”

“Ideals always sound better in the realm of dreams, not in the world we live in,” Valis looked out the window, “The Kein family thought ideals alone would change the Kalaidian people,” she paused. “But it didn’t. It took a single Terran to change what we thought impossible,” She looked Brian in the eye, “Reality isn’t perfect, like the ideals in our minds, but what you’ve done is a start. Because of you my people can dream once more.”

“But one can’t live on dreams alone.”

“Of course, but one can’t live without dreams either,” Valis countered. “So let me ask you, what is it you dream about?”

“I don’t know where to start.” He took a minute to think. “The dream I have is a world without war, without hate, without greed. I dream of a world where no one suffers needlessly, a world where everyone’s talents are allowed to blossom. That’s the dream I have, but I know it’s just that: a dream.”

“Maybe it’s as far-fetched as you think.” She took his hand. “That’s why in the future, I’ll follow you.”

“Why?”

“Because the world you speak of is there, waiting for us to find. You’ve unchained the people of Kali from their cursed past. By breaking free from our past the future is all we can see. The other races don’t understand what you’ve given to us. It’s because they can only see the darkness surrounding them. They can’t see the light that shines from the others nearby,” she smiled. “I’m glad I get to see what things you do from here on.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

“All I ask you try,” she said.

Sunset neared as they arrived at the Kein Estate, landing at the front gate. There were a number of other Kalaidians all dressed as best as money could afford. They approached the gate, with the guards letting them through with a salute.

“This place reminds me of the royal palace on your homeworld,” Brian said as they headed towards the courtyard behind the main mansion.

“The Kein family is the second wealthiest family of Kalaidia. Now that our relations with the homeworld are back to normal we can resume free trade like we did before the Upheaval six years ago.” Valis smiled and nodded at a group of ladies passing by. She then looked forward, freezing in place, staring forward.

“What’s wrong?” Brian asked. He turned and saw Valis’s grandmother, Veda, closing fast. While her age showed a little bit, Brian could see the beauty of the lady, especially in the contrasting crimson red dress she was wearing. Her long dark blue hair and aquamarine eyes shined brightly in the setting sun. She stopped in front of the pair and smiled before turning to greet him.

“You must be Brian,” Veda said as she smiled playfully. “Valis has told me much about you, and Celestia has nothing but praise.” She paced around him, gazing in a manner that caused him to blush before turning to Valis. “I can see why the young ones are going nuts about him.”

He turned away. Valis took Veda aside and whispered to her. “Don’t talk like that, he’s not something, but a person.”

Veda backed away, still smiling. “Don’t worry about that.” Veda took his hand. “Now young man, please dance with me.”

He looked at Valis, who had resigned herself to the situation. “Of course my lady,” he answered as she dragged him to the courtyard.

The courtyard of the Kein estate was filled with Kalaidian merchants from every family. The ladies stopped to see the young human dance with Veda.

“You seem to have our traditional dances down quite well young man,” Veda said as they danced at the center of the circle.

“I was trained as a Maigar, so of course I would know these,” he grinned, “I can show you one of the dances of my homeworld if this bores you.”

Veda laughed. “No, this is enough.” She looked into his eyes, seeing how he looked at her. “Who trained you? That’s the question I’ve had on mind since I first learned of you becoming a Rakna Maigar.”

“I was trained by the Reiniere of the Avoni.”

“Was it Zae, the young one with green hair? How could she know the ritual to train you?” Veda asked, smiling coyly.

“No, the Reiniere of the Avoni is someone you know well Veda, someone you thought dead long ago.” Brian answered, looking rather reserved.

“Now I’m intrigued. Who might this person be?”

“She slept for a hundred and fifty eight years to find me, the pride of your brother, Mira Kein,” Brian answered.

Veda’s expression was one of shock for a second as she composed herself quickly. “So Mira’s alive,” Veda laughed, “He always did have a trick up his sleeve.” As the dance ended, the two bowed to the crowd and then walked over to her table. Valis sat alone, bored. She stood up as they got closer, annoyed with her grandmother.

“My Valis, you look so impatient.” Veda patted her on the back. “Go have you fun with him, I’m sure that’s what he’s been looking forward to all evening.”

Brian offered his hand to Valis. “Would you like to dance?”

She took his hand. “Sure.”






Chapter 12 - Illusions or Truth
Brian stood in the doorway leading out to a balcony that stood over the courtyard. Across the room Valis slipped her dress back on. She walked over and took his arm gently with hers.

“I feel like I’m taking advantage of you,” she said as she gazed at the stars with him.

“I don’t feel that way at all,” he said while running his hand through her hair.

She closed her eyes and held him. “When I’m like this, I can forget who I am. Holding you, I can relax and feel alive.”

“It’s not like you to get all serious on me.”

She looked up. “I know you don’t believe it, but I thank the goddess every day that you came to me.”

“You’re right about that Valis. Although I don’t believe in a higher power like Kali, I believe in you.”

“What?”

“I didn’t agree to serve you because of just survival. I trust your judgment. You saw not what I was, but what I could be. And to be honest, I see the same for you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your potential is great,” he turned to the stars, “I stay at your side because I know you’ll lead me in the right direction.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be doing that for me and the others?”

“I’m mortal, and a weak one at that. Despite how I carry myself, the pain of Delne Raekar follows me wherever I go.”

She held him tightly. “What happened to you? Be honest with me.”

He looked into her eyes again. “I saw a vision of Dega Jul, one that Delne used to trick me. I thought she was Seles, but something was off. I could tell by the way she acted it wasn’t really Seles. I broke her mental illusions, only to see the awful truth. I was chained to a wall. She enjoyed seeing me suffer. But as angry as I was I could only see one image haunting her.”

“What was it?”

“It was Gaelic Kein.”

“I don’t know anything about him and Delne ever meeting.”

His eyes glazed over as he looked up at the starry night sky. “When the two were very young, before their training in their respective arts, Delne and Gaelic knew each other.”

“How do you know about this?”

“When she was messing around in my mind I saw a number of her memories. I saw her true feelings, and her greatest sadness. What I saw in Delne’s soul was that of a broken woman,” he paused, “She was broken by her mother, who taught her the Kai.”

“It’s said the only way to perform the Kai is to experience it.”

“That’s exactly what happened to Delne in her youth. The Maigar’s art is the light, whereas the Kaida is the darkness. The Kai twists one’s mind and body, pushing them to madness. But no matter what horror Delne tried with me all I could see were the tears behind the mask. She was twisted in that world of darkness and desperately tried to get out. But by the time Gaelic returned to her life he was with his new love. In her madness Delne consented to what the Greys had to offer. After the plague hit and as Gaelic was dying Delne who showed him one last moment of mercy. She provided the tomb where he prepared the cure for the plague.”

“Seles told me that Delne had strange smile as she died,” she said. “Promise me you won’t let the darkness twist you.”

He smiled. “Time will tell.”

“Do you remember how to use the Kai?”

“I know how to use it. Saying that, I don’t think I’d ever have the will to go through with it. My head might not be on straight right now, but I’m not that far gone.”

The pair stood together arm in arm, gazing upon the festival, a hint of fire glowing in each other�s eyes. “I think it’s about time we got back to the party,” Valis said, breaking the trance they shared.

“Of course Valis,” he said.

*

The Sheldik sat in port on Dega Jul, far from the Avoni. Captain Riga headed into the launching bay. As he entered the cubic room he saw a number of engineers modifying the Talon that Dreka piloted. He saw Dreka directing the engineers, shouting obscenities once every few minutes at their incompetence.

“You don’t carry Grigon’s legacy for naught,” Riga said as he watched the drive being attached to the back of the Talon.

Dreka turned away from his work. “The real reason for this is so we don’t fall behind the Mjolnir.”

“You held your own in the Talon as it was.”

Dreka raised a claw and shook it back and forth. “No, Brian didn’t activate the full drive system,” Dreka stared at his Talon, “He was only fighting me on twenty percent output.”

“How is that possible?” Riga asked.

“I don’t know how he did it, but he must have the schematics for the original Talon. Our government believed it was too advanced to work properly, so they used the lesser model, the Phase Talon Beta that we’ve been using for over a year now.”

Riga looked over the schematics on a nearby monitor. “No wonder they didn’t believe it.” He turned to the Talon. “Using a Q-Drive, you can match the Mjolnir in all categories.”

Dreka threw up his claws. “It’s the best I can do for now. I’m not sure how to integrate a true gravity drive into a vessel this small, let alone the cost.”

“It says here that you’ll need a charger to keep the drive functioning,” Riga said.

“I’ve already built one,” Dreka pointed to the other side of the bay. There stood a scaffold with a massive glowing device at the top, “The back of the Talon is supposed to rest in there to charge it.”

“I hope it works,” Riga said.

Chapter 13 - Doing What Mercenaries Do Best

Valis and Brian stood inside the tactical room while the last of the ship’s supplies were being loaded by shuttles. Kivi and the other of the senior officers entered and saluted their captain.

“Thank you,” Valis said. “As you know, our next mission is an assault involving three vessels in addition to our own: the Daevoni, the Xardain, and the Callmai. Our objective is to destroy a weapons cache on the planet Kalmar. Our scouting reports reveal a number of options. The plan I’ve come up with is this.” She called up a holographic image above the center table. At the center was an image of the planet Kalmar, a desert world with a breathable atmosphere. She focused a key point on the image that pointed to a location on the surface. “This is where the main complex is located. Because of their heavy shielding an orbital bombardment may not work. But first, we must deal with this.” Valis moved the image off the planet and into the orbit. There were three large ships shown, a number of small ships and a satellite system nearby. “The orbital position is defended by three Gant class ships, at least a hundred and twenty Spits, and an orbital defense system.”

Examining the image closely, Kivi signaled to speak. “So let me guess your plan.” Kivi pointed to the ships in orbit. “You’ll have the Mjolnir and Novas launch a surprise attack to push the Gants out of position. Then our main ships come into the fray and finish off their battleships. Meanwhile, the Mjolnir and the Novas take out the orbital defense system.”

Valis smiled. “That’s exactly what I had in mind.”

*

Jesela and Daes looked from the monitor in the cargo bay towards the Mjolnir, and then towards an object looking quite similar to the giant robot, only built up to the midsection.

“It’s coming along faster than we anticipated,” Jesela said.

Daes checked the schematics for the incomplete Phase Rakna. “When this mobile suit and is finished we’ll be the leading race technologically.” Daes smiled, looking then at the Mjolnir before turning to Jesela. “Do you know how we came across this technology?”

“I don’t know the specifics, but it has something to do with the Talon.”

“I designed the Mjolnir based on the blueprints of the Talon. What I find strange is that a field commander of the Malcovin handed the data crystal with the schematics on the Talon to Brian as he died.” Daes walked back to the monitor.

“Why would he do such a thing?” Jesela asked as Brian and Seles walked into the room.

“If you’re curious Jesela I can tell you what he said as he died,” Brian said.

Daes, Jesela, and Seles all looked at him. “Tell us,” the three said nearly in unison.

He scratched his beard and glanced at the Mjolnir. “He said this to me: I was entrusted with this for you Terran. As the Thunder predicted the Warrior has come. Those were his last words. I’ve yet to understand them.

Daes stared at the Mjolnir. Is it possible that Grigon knew about Brian? She thought.

“Daes, you look really out of it,” Brian said.

“Sorry about that.”

Seles looked to the far side of the Mjolnir and noticed the frame of the Phase Rakna. “Is that what you were talking about a few days ago Jesela?”

“Oh yes. Now that we’ve figured out the drive system and basic systems of the craft it’s only a matter of time before we finish this,” Jesela answered. The Avoni went to full battle alert.

“It appears talking time is over,” Brian said.

*

Seles ran into the launching bay and saw all forty three of her subordinates standing by.

“As each of you read in the mission plan we’re going to launch a coordinated attack using our Novas alongside the other ships’ squadrons,” Seles said before jumping into her Nova’s cockpit.

“Yes lieutenant,” each pilot answered before doing likewise.

Seles turned on the systems as she readied to move out. When the bay doors opened the sight of Kalmar came into view. The planet was of similar size and mass of Kalaidia, but devoid of water. Other than the brown and tan of the desert the main features of Kalmar were formations of rock algae. Under the surface of the desert were vast water deposits. Seles took a deep breath before flying her craft into space. Behind her each Nova did the same before moving into a trident formation with her at the head. The Mjolnir came into view from above and took point. Behind the Avoni were three heavy class Kalaidian ships. Each launched their Novaguards. Brian’s image appeared on every one of their screens.

“This is Maigar Brian Peterson calling all Novaguards. Take formation D-2, with your squadron leaders in the front.” The Mjolnir drew its pulse cannon. “Our goal is the break through the center of the enemy formation while destroying as many as possible. The signal to go in will be my pulse cannon firing.”

Brian flew the invisible Mjolnir as close as he could to check the Shandi formation. Three Gant class ships were positioned around a small orbital station with a hundred and twenty Spits in formation. It’s time to show them what I can really do in this thing. He flipped the switch above his seat and shifted the gravity drive to full power. He aimed the pulse cannon and fired an energy blast into the center of the Shandi formation, destroying the orbital base. As Mjolnir speed forward the squads of Novas followed, blasting away with their pulse cannons. Drawing the rakna from its back, the Mjolnir landed on one of the Gant class ships. Using the blade, the mobile suit carved a hole in the hull. Flying away at full speed it took aim and fired a blast straight through the Shandi ship. Brian saw the light of the explosion to his back.

“What’s our status?” Brian asked over the com.

“Looks like everything is going as planned,” Seles said.

Brian checked his radar. Two Heavy ships and about a hundred Spits remain. He turned to the orbital defenses. I’d better destroy them before they begin attacking us.

“Move into formation S-4,” Brian ordered. When the Novas flew through the enemy formation they surrounded another Gant class vessel. They combined their attacks to drain its shields. The Mjolnir turned and fired a pair of shots into the Spit formations, destroying a few dozen of the smaller ships. Flying towards the Gant ship under attack the Mjolnir aimed and fired. The ship tried to evade, but the sheer amount of firepower hitting the shields couldn’t prevent the vessel from being blasted. The ship exploded while the Novas took formation around the Mjolnir.

*

From far behind Valis watched the battle unfold. Her eyes widened as she watched the second Gant ship explode. I predicted one destroyed. How is this possible?

Kivi smiled as she watched the battle. “He’s amazing.”

“Yes, he definitely is,” Valis said. The third and final ship exploded from the third wave of attacks. Captain Esra appeared on the monitor.

“Valis, do you think your Maigar could let us have some fun?”

“I don’t pay him to only do half the job.”

“It must be easier for you to plan strategy with him around,” Esra said.

“No Esra, it’s harder.” Valis stared as the Novas while they finished off the Spits. “My plans anticipated one main ship destroyed and a fourth of the Spits. I’ve never seen such display superiority as this.”

*

From the ground Shiken Ka watched the battle in space.

Commander El Kar stood next to his lord. “It seems that Terran’s craft is destroying our forces with ease. I’d hate to say it, but with him on her side, Captain Valis is invincible.”

Shiken took up a glass of red wine. “No El Kar, this was in my plans. My contacts told me this was the power of the Mjolnir.” He raised his glass to the sky. “Now I’ve got you right where I want you Lady Star.”






Chapter 14 - The Desert Snake
Valis paced on the bridge in front of the main monitor. Baed and Zae relaxed while waiting for further orders. Kivi finished the work at her station and headed the exit elevator.

“Be careful Kivi,” Valis said.

“Don’t worry; I’ll capture the base on Kalmar.” Kivi said.

“I hope so.” Valis looked at the monitor again. This is too easy. Shiken Ka must have something planned. She sat down and began working out a plan on her chair computer. “Zae, relay an order to the other ships that we will begin an orbital bombardment on the Ka palace. I’m sure they have shields to protect them, but at least we can give our ground forces a chance to set up.”

“Yes captain.”

Captain Esra’s imaged appeared on the main monitor. “Looks like you’ve been handed another victory old friend,” Esra remarked while the Daevoni flew closer to the Avoni. The Callmai and Xardain positioned themselves close to the southern pole.

“Perhaps,” Valis said.

*

Looks like they’re all cleared. Brian thought as the last defense satellite was destroyed by the Mjolnir’s pulse cannon. Turning the giant around, he flew back towards the main group of Novaguards.

“Are you already done?” Seles asked over the com.

“Yeah, it looks like I’m finished,” he said before checking his radar. There were no enemies remaining.

Valis appeared on their monitors. “The two of you are going to escort the ground forces down to the surface. Seles, take twenty Novas down with you. Make sure to change their ventilation systems for surface conditions.”

“Yes captain,” Seles said.

*

Shiken stood on the balcony of his massive pyramid shaped palace, surrounded by a number of smaller pyramids acting as storage and shelter for his troops. Looking through his enhanced binoculars he watched the Kalaidian troops landing ten ketres south of his position.

“Looks like a lot,” El Kar remarked.

Shiken turned and laughed. “Not enough. Even with the Terran’s giant they can’t penetrate our base’s shield.” He handed the binoculars to El Kar. “Have our allies deploy their forces. If we’re lucky we’ll catch both Captain Valis and the Terran from two sides.”

“Yes sir,” El Kar said before leaving.

Shiken narrowed his eyes and stared into the bright sandy dunes before his base. I�ve waited for a long time to get my revenge on you Lady Star. Nearly a decade has passed since I fell into your trap. Shiken Ka drew his massive scimitar like sword and pointed it at the sky. “Let it be known Shiken Ka was the one to hand the Lady Star defeat!”

*

When the Mjolnir landed it planted a massive spear-like pole into the ground to generate a field of holographic illusions to cover the Kalaidian forces. Kivi left a shuttle with a number of ground troops and waited as they furiously set up the base camp. Seles landed with twenty Novas behind her as well as numerous shuttles filled with supplies and soldiers. Brian emerged from the Mjolnir and held his helmet as he descended to the surface. Seles did likewise from her Nova while her subordinates basked in the midday sun.

“That doesn�t look very comfortable to wear in this climate,” Seles said as she pointed at his exoskeleton.

“You’d think so,” he said. “But truth be told, the temperature control system works in the reverse also.”

“It cools you down?”

“Of course,” he answered.

Kivi stood outside a large shuttle flanked by a number of Kalaidian troops. She glanced up at the sky before taking in a deep breath.

“You seem to be enjoying this,” Brian said as he and Seles joined her.

“It’s been over ten years since I last visited home,” Kivi said. “The plan is simple. The Mjolnir will charge the base while the Novas follow. Behind them our shuttles will be on standby and ready to take the base once the shields are down.”

“What exactly will this accomplish?” Seles asked.

“That’s right; Valis rarely fills anyone in except for me,” Kivi said. “This base, no, this planet is held by Shiken Ka, the Kein family’s main rival on Dega Jul. Normally, Valis couldn’t care less about the movement of money and arms, but lately, rumors have abounded that Shiken Ka has enough arms to equip twenty or thirty heavy class ships.”

“That’s a lot,” Brian said.

“Yes, like I said, Valis normally wouldn’t be concerned, but the buyer of this equipment is the Duchess Chka.”

“The Chka that tried to recruit me?” he asked.

“Yes,” Kivi said. “That kind of military power is on par with a space fleet division, not something to be trifled with.”

“So where will you be during this battle?” Brian asked.

“I’ll be riding alongside you in the Mjolnir,” Kivi said.

“It must be easier to command from the front,” Seles said.

“I trust both of you to take care of me. But know that I’ll do my best to keep that from becoming an issue.”

*

Valis paced nervously back and forth on the bridge while watching intently what the situation was on the surface. Even if something goes wrong, I can trust Brian and Kivi to protect the ground forces. She looked at the planet’s image closely. What trick does he have up his sleeve this time around?

“Captain,” Zae looked wide eyed at her scanners, “I’m detecting five Jckta Class ships heading towards our position. In addition, there are at least two hundred Drones.”

“Zae, contact our ground forces and call for an immediate withdraw,” Valis ordered.

Zae tried to send the order but found the signal was being jammed. “Captain, the message isn’t getting through.” Zae looked at the scanner and noticed an energy spike coming from the surface. “I’m also detecting an energy surge.”

Valis watched as a massive pulse of energy fired across the surface, not into space.

*

“Everything looks to be on schedule,” Brian said to Kivi as she stood to the side and watched the monitors closely.

“Are the communication systems working?” Kivi asked.

He checked twice. “Something’s jamming our signal.” He turned the com towards Seles and the Novas. “Seles, can you hear me?”

“I’m picking you up loud and clear,” Seles answered.

“Are you able to contact the ships in orbit?” Kivi asked.

Seles looked perplexed. “No.” She relayed the message to all the surface units. “None of us are getting a signal out to the fleet in space.”

“This isn’t good,” Kivi said. “All forces tighten up your formation and use the Mjolnir as a shield.” She turned to Brian. “The jamming is likely coming from a massive energy spike.”

“Are their shields that powerful?” Brian activated the Mjolnir’s defense systems.

“No, that wouldn’t be the problem.” Kivi saw the scanners pick up the signature of the energy spike. “They’re going to fire at us!”

He flew the Mjolnir forward towards the Shandi base, oblivious to the energy spike coming from ahead. Looking up, he saw the massive beam of light begin to form and shouted over his com. “Everyone, get behind me!”

All the Novas and transports fell in line behind the Mjolnir as a massive beam of red energy smashed into the mobile suit’s shields.






Chapter 15 - Cut Off
After absorbing all of the blast the Mjolnir fell into the sand below with its shields down, emitting smoke. Inside, Kivi shook her head and stood up to find Brian unconscious.

“Can you hear me Brian?!” Seles shouted in distress over the com.

Kivi took the unconscious Brian and laid him onto the ground gently. She removed his helmet and saw a little blood, but no other injuries. She put her head close to his before taking the com and turning on the monitor.

“How’s he doing?” Seles asked.

“He’s right here lieutenant,” Kivi looked down, “He’s unconscious, but otherwise uninjured.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that,” Seles said with relief in her voice.

“How’re the rest of our forces?”

Seles checked her scanners. “It appears the Mjolnir took the whole of the blast. I’m not finding any casualties on our side.” Her eyes widened and she looked up. “I’m detecting a large force from the north and another of a different kind from the southwest.”

Kivi turned on the Mjolnir’s scanners. “I see.” She ran a diagnostic check. “Seles, I want you and Mira to take command and lead our ground forces back into space.”

“What about you and Brian?”

“Don’t worry about us.” Kivi grinned. “That blast knocked the Mjolnir to the ground, but it looks like this machine’s still operating at eighty percent.”

“Take care of him.”

“I will. Now get back into space.”

“Yes commander,” Seles said before ending transmission.

Kivi watched the Shandi and Ick-Tckt forces swarm towards them from both sides. Standing the Mjolnir back up, she reactivated the shield and drew the pulse cannon. Taking aim towards the north, she waited until she could target some Spits flying over the sand dunes and fired. The beam hit the enemy formation and destroyed six fighters while two others crashed into the ground. A dozen more flew towards Seles and her formation of Novaguards. Kivi checked the engines and then looked at the radar again. She saw a number of Spits and Drones heading towards her position. Looking down at the unconscious Brian she sighed. “Looks like I’ll be the one to use us as a diversion.” Kivi fired up the engines on the Mjolnir again and flew the giant as fast as she could towards the east.

*

“You heard the commander, let’s get back into space,” Seles said over the com.

“Is he alright?” Mira asked from one of the transport ships.

“Kivi said he was.”

“Thanks,” Mira said. “You take care of the Novas; I’ll get the ground troops and transports going.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Seles turned her Nova towards the Spits flying at them. “Alright ladies, we have a few dogfights to get into,” Seles said to her fellow pilots. “Everyone’s to get at least three stars or I’ll be disappointed.”

“Yes lieutenant,” her subordinates answered.

*

“I think we should retreat,” Captain Esra suggested over the monitor.

“That�s what we�re going to have to do.” Valis turned to Zae. “Order our Novas into formation D-6.”

“Yes captain,” Zae said as she relayed the orders.

Valis turned to Daes. “Are the ground forces doing anything?”

Daes checked her scans carefully. “It looks like the Mjolnir is drawing most of the enemy forces off the main group. Seles and her escort Novas are holding their own.” Daes looked up from her console. “It looks like our transports are about to reach orbit.”

Valis turned back to Zae. “How long will it be until the enemy reaches us?”

“Ten minutes.”

*

Shiken watched the Mjolnir fly away from the main Kalaidian forces into the eastern desert.

“What are your orders?” El Kar asked.

Shiken narrowed his eyes. “Send everything after the Mjolnir.”

“Why focus everything on that one?”

“If we can capture the Terran’s giant we can become a lot stronger.” Shiken turned to El Kar. “Prepare my ship for battle.”

“Yes sir.”

*

Kivi looked behind and saw the mass of fighters chasing the Mjolnir. Brian moaned before rolling over and opening his eyes.

“Since you’re with me now, could you switch the controls over to Kalaidian?” Kivi asked. She turned the com on. “Seles, it’s time you get out of here.”

“What about you?” Seles asked.

“We can escape on our own. As soon as you’re off the planet we’ll hide in the desert,” Kivi answered.

“Alright commander,” Seles said as she turned her Nova towards space.

*

“Is everyone else in the air?” Mira asked her subordinate, an ensign named Jaeli.

“Looks like everyone except our shuttle and one other.

“Alright, get us off the ground and back to the Avoni.”

“Yes lieutenant,” Jaeli answered. A number of the remaining ground troops ran onboard and packed the shuttle to its limit. As the dust kicked up from the engine starting Mira checked her scanner once more.

“Are we ready?” the pilot asked.

Mira turned and nodded. “Let’s go.”

The shuttle took off behind the line of other shuttles with one other heading out at the same time.

“Where’s the Mjolnir?” Mira asked the copilot as she went to the front of the shuttle.

“It seems to be flying away from the battle field at full speed lieutenant.”

“What about our Novas?”

“They’re just up ahead of us.”

At that moment a flash of light filled the air around the shuttle and pushed it to the ground. Behind them were a number of Spits as well as a light class Shandi vessel in the shape of a floating diamond. Two more shots hit the shuttle and forced them to crash into the desert. For a few minutes everything went silent as the Shandi closed in on their position. Mira laid at the front of the transport ship and shook her sand covered head before standing up. Seeing the wounded and dead around her she ran to the nearest officer.

“Are you alright lieutenant?” Jaeli asked.

“I’m alright.” Mira looked around. “Please tend to the wounded.” She looked up at the sky as the others flew away. That’s right, go. She ran outside and saw a large force of Shandi ground troops surrounding them. The light class vessel landed nearby. Mira held out her hands as a sign of surrender. “Drop your weapons,” she ordered her soldiers.

From the Shandi vessel emerged a large snake man wearing a falchion on his back. He slithered forward to see Mira standing with her hands out. His troops followed behind him.

“I’m lieutenant Mira of the Avoni.”

Shiken raised an eye. “Really?” he asked.

“Yes, that’s my name.”

Shiken turned to El Kar. “Treat her and the others well.” He turned and looked down at Mira. “You’re the Avoni’s Reiniere, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Worry not young lady, you’re worth far too much for my men to cut you apart and eat you.”

“I guess I should be happy to hear that.”

“My you look angry.” Shiken saw the look Mira shot his way. He moved over, pushing her chin up with his massive scaled hand and looked down into her blue eyes. “You must have been the one to train the Terran how to be what he is.”

“And what if I am?” Mira pulled away from his grasp.

“Nothing really,” Shiken grinned, “I’m surprised your people still remember how to make a Maigar. My troops will escort you and your companions onto my vessel.” He motioned towards the landed ship. “As I said before, we’ll take good care of you.”

Mira motioned to her subordinates. “You heard him,” she said as she walked towards the Shandi vessel.

“I hope to hear you sing lieutenant Mira, if only once,” Shiken said as she walked past him.

“Not likely Lord Ka.”

*

“All Novas and shuttles from the surface have reached orbit,” Zae reported.

“Good,” Valis said flatly. “As soon as they’re onboard get us out of here.”

“All shuttles accounted for except the one lieutenant Mira was in,” Zae said.

“Mira,” Valis said with fear in her voice.

Baed turned to the others on the bridge. “I’ve received a call sign from Mira.”

“Good girl,” Valis said. That means she was able to surrender. “Zae, contact the other ships and tell them to escape to the planned point.”

“Yes captain,” Zae said as she turned back to her console.

Chapter 16 - Flight into a Sand Storm

“Are you alright?” Kivi asked while piloting the Mjolnir.

Brian braced himself against the wall and held his head. “I think I’ve got a concussion.” He slid to the floor, looking quite out of it. “Mjolnir, set command systems to Kalaidian,” he said before slipping back into unconsciousness.

“Thank you.” Kivi watched the systems switch over to the Kalaidian language, while the pilot’s seat shrank. She checked the radar and saw fifty enemy fighters chasing them. Kivi checked the drive systems and noticed few of the meters showing red. It doesn’t look like this we reach escape velocity. She turned the Mjolnir about and fired a pair of shots at the enemy formations, destroying a dozen fighters. Thirty eight remained when a light class vessel joined them. She glanced over at Brian. Who did he piss off for them to be chasing us like this? She fired another pair of shots into the enemy formation and took down six more. They closed in with pulse blasts skipping off the sand near the Mjolnir. An alert came up on the radar from something heading towards them from the east. She smiled, seeing weather interference. A sand storm, thank the goddess. I can lose them in there. She turned the Mjolnir and flew at full speed towards the swirling wall of sand covering the horizon.

*

Seles stepped out her Novaguard, seeing the dejected looks on her subordinates’ faces.

Myli looked to Seles. “Do you think they’ll come back?”

Seles nodded with confidence. “Remember, the Mjolnir can gravity jump by itself.”

“Are you alright lieutenant?” Kaela asked.

“I’m sure they’re okay. I need to go see the captain right now. And remember, even though we’re back in the Degan system our enemies may have allies nearby.”

“Yes lieutenant,” her subordinates answered.

Not bothering to remove her flight suit Seles quickly made her way to the bridge. The crew was visibly down. Rarely had a battle planned by their captain gone wrong, and even more rarely was she handed a thorough defeat. They had escaped, as well as most of their allies, but no one doubted this was a defeat on their part. Seles was close to the bridge when Jesela stopped her.

“Did Mira make it out?”

Seles lowered her head. “Her transport was shot down.” She could tell Jesela was worried. “I’m sure she’s alive.”

“Why did this happen?”

Seles took her hand and looked her in the eye. “That’s what we’re going to figure out. Before leaving orbit Mira sent out a surrender call. She might be uncomfortable in the hands of the Shandi, but her position on the Avoni is likely known to the enemy.”

“I hope you’re right,” Jesela said, still looking worried.

*

The Mjolnir flew into the sand storm as Kivi took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Remember to long ago, when I lived in the desert. The Mjolnir spun through the wind and sand, flying through without any effort. A series of blasts from their pursuers came through and knocked the giant to the ground. Kivi turned the mobile suit around and aimed. I won’t let them take us prisoner. I can’t let the Mjolnir fall into the hands of my enemy. She opened her eyes, now glowing light blue. Time slowed down for her. She aimed the cannon and fired, knocking a score from the sky. The sand began to kick up fiercer than before as she aimed for another shot. While the Mjolnir aimed, a large pulse blast coming from a light class ship hit the rifle, blasting it in half. She gritted her teeth while drawing the sword from the back of the Mjolnir.

“Use the storm as cover,” Brian said as he pulled himself up. He looked at her eyes.

“I want to

,” Kivi was stopped by Brian.

“I know you want to continue fighting.” He stumbled over and put his hand on hers. “Let it go and run.”

She looked at the enemy formation stopped at the edge of the sand storm. She blinked a few times before the glow faded from her eyes. “What was I doing?”

“I didn’t think it was possible but it appears that it is.”

“What?”

“You can enter the berserk just like me.” He looked at the enemy formation. “You can lose them, right?”

“Yes, our phase cloak is fully functioning.” She activated the cloak, with the Mjolnir disappearing into the storm as it flew away just above the ground. “You said berserk, how is that possible?”

He shook his head. “From what I’ve heard Seles and Mira both entered it when I was taken by Delne. For a long time now I’ve suspected that many of your kind can enter the berserk state, not just I.”

“Why was I snapped out of it so easily?”

“I think it has to do with something like hearing a friend’s voice telling you to stop. Seles was able to calm me.”

*

Seles walked onto the bridge and saw everyone at their consoles. “Where’s the captain?”

Zae looked up. “She went into the planning room,” Zae turned back to her panel, “I’ve never seen that look in her eyes.”

“I think it’s the first time we’ve ever been driven away from battle like that,” Daes said.

Baed quietly steered the ship, looking quite distant. “I hope they’re alright.”

Seles put her hand on Baed’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, they’ll come back.” She turned to the planning room and went inside. Valis stared at the planet Kalmar with great intent, flipping through a number of hypothetical battle scenarios.

“I had a feeling you’d come to see me.” Valis turned the hologram off. She stared into the air with darkness in her eyes.

“What’s wrong?”

Valis laughed. “Tell me Seles, do you know what we’re fighting for?”

“Money,” she answered.

Valis struggled to hold back her tears. “I sent scores to their death for money. It wasn’t even for a righteous cause. They went to their deaths to fill the coffers of the House of Kein, and nothing more.”

Seles hugged her. “They’ll be alright Valis.”

“I know. But still

” she trailed off.

“Have faith,” Seles said. “Kali brought him to us and I can’t believe she’d let him go so easily.”

*

Mira and the twenty two surviving soldiers from the Kalaidian group were escorted far underground into a holding area. Although the space was small, the Shandi provided reasonable accommodations and food. After a long wait Shiken Ka came down to see them himself. Standing outside the main force field and flanked by a pair of guards, he called for Mira to come to him. Looking annoyed, she made her way to the front.

“Make sure all of you stay alert,” Mira commanded. “We don’t yet know what they’re going to do to us, so be ready.” She threw her white sash on, the sign she was a medical officer. “Why did you call me?” she asked.

“I don’t wish for you to look like that.” Shiken looked quite smug. She shot him an even dirtier look. “Well, if that’s how you’re going to be I can’t help it.”

“Are you here to mock us?”

“No my young Kalaidian, I’m not here to mock you. I came to inform you your ship has successfully fled and our scouts have spotted the Avoni in the Degan system.”

It must have gotten pretty bad to leave us behind. Mira thought while standing silently.

“Worry not, for you will fetch a high ransom. Tell me, do you know anything about the Terran? Brian is his name, if I remember right.”

“What about him?” She couldn’t hide the concern in voice and face.

“I’m curious to know more about him.”

“You won’t beat him. Even if he has to fight a thousand of your troops alone he won’t be defeated by you.”

“That’s some confidence you have in him. What if I told you I had my best me working him over for information?”

“It wouldn’t work,” Mira answered flatly. “A few months back I healed wounds on him so terrible that it would’ve have killed ten of your best men.”

“What do you mean?”

“He was subjected to the Kai. He survived a day alone with Lady Delne Raekar.”

Shiken narrowed his eyes. “If what you say is true than I have much to fear. No Shandi ever survived a single night with that witch Delne�s kiss.”

“Then you know of the Kai?”

“Yes young lady, I know of it. It’s said anyone who survives that darkness is doomed to enter it themselves. If your Maigar has survived and not gone mad, he’s indeed stronger than I suspected.” Shiken then turned and started towards the elevator upstairs.

An ensign came from the group. “What was he getting after?”

Mira smiled. “They didn’t catch Brian, now I know it.”

*

Far from the Shandi complex Brian and Kivi rested inside the Mjolnir. The sand storm raged outside while the giant was half buried in sand. Ahead, a small mountain range stood on the horizon.

“What do you think we should do now?” Brian asked as he checked the Mjolnir’s systems.

She noticed a number of system gauges reading red. “Assess our situation.”

“It looks like our enemy’s hit something important.” Brian sighed, scratching his head. “We’re going to have to find somewhere with cover.” He looked to the back. “I need to open up the gravity drive to see why we’re losing particles.”

Kivi joined him, looking at the back. “That’s not good. Without Aldenite the gravity drive is nothing more than a fancy gravity engine.”

“You fly,” he said while shaking his head. “I’m still not right.”

“Alright,” she said as she started up the engine. She shrugged the sand off of the giant and flew towards the mountains. It took her a few minutes to find a shrouded area where they could hide. He put his helmet on.

“I’ll go outside and open up the back,” he said.

Kivi took the moment to stretch.

Brian went out the front hatch with a howling wind filled with sand blowing all about. Climbing his way around the waist, he moved up the back of the Mjolnir near the top of the back, just below the neck and shoulders. After pressing set of buttons in a specific sequence the engine cylinder popped open. He examined the glowing engine inside. Looks like the second and third conducting lines are torn. He held himself against the wind and reached in with to shut the lines off. Closing his eyes, he felt the right spots and shut the engine down. Taking a look, the glow was gone. He closed the back hatch and made his way back into the cockpit. Closing the door behind him, Brian took off his helmet. “Try rebooting the engine system.”

“Sure,” Kivi said as she flipped the switch, turning the systems off for a moment, with darkness filling the room for a few seconds. The lights came back on, and the red started to disappear from the gauges. “Looks like whatever you did is working.”

“I had to disconnect the second and third conducting lines to the main drive. That means we’ll only be able to go up to sixty percent of full power.”

She put a hand on his shoulder. “You rest for a while, I’ll stay on watch.”

“Sure.”

Chapter 17 � Searching for a Reason

Brian woke up in the room behind the cockpit and banged his head against the wall. Dammit Kivi, can’t you fly more gracefully? He thought as he opened the door to the cockpit.

“It’s good to see you awake,” Kivi said as she flew the Mjolnir through blazing desert.

“Next time, take it easy,” he pointed at the wound on his head, “You nearly killed me with that last move.”

She laughed. “Sorry about that. I was flying a bit low and ran into a tall sand dune.”

“So where are we going?”

She called up the map system on the monitor. “There’s a small oasis nearby that would make a great place to rest.”

“Thanks to the phase cloak all we have to do is make sure we’re not seen,” he said while pacing.

“What’s the problem?”

“Did you bring your rakna?”

She pointed to the room in the back. “I left them in the storage locker. Why?”

“We might have to fight some hand to hand combat.” He drew his rakna and held the blade straight forward, looking down the blade. “Also, I think there’s a way to learn to control the berserk.”

“What’s your theory?”

“From the literature I’ve read about the Maigars of old the best way to learn to control it was by sparing with someone else who can enter that state of mind. I think we should spar.”

“Isn’t there another way?”

“No, I’ve tried a number of things and still can’t control it. If I’m going to do this with anyone I’d prefer someone who can fight me on an even level.”

“I think you’re overrating me a bit.”

“No Kivi, I’m not. You have much more potential to reach for.”

“I’m glad you have faith in me.”

*

Valis walked into the main dining hall of the Kein estate alone and noticed everyone save for her grandmother had left. Next to Veda was a place for Valis with wine and food ready. Veda stood up and smiled. “It’s good to see you Valis.” She walked over and hugged her. “I’m sorry about what happened. Our agents usually aren’t off target.” She went back to her seat and took up a glass of wine, taking a sip. “Please, relax and have something to eat.”

Valis went to her place at the table. “Tell me grandmother, why were my ship and the others sent to Kalmar?”

“We can’t let our rivals gain any advantage on us,” Veda said with a serious tone in her voice. “This failure is not something I anticipated.”

“I hope you’re not blaming me,” Valis stared angrily at her grandmother. “I’m a damn good tactician, but if I’m not given the proper intelligence reports I can’t do a thing.”

“No one’s blaming you. But if we don’t take care of this mess quickly our financial future will be compromised.”

“So what we’re fighting for is wealth? Is it prestige? Or something else?”

“All of those things, you know that. We fight because we must in order to survive.”

“Isn’t this the same as when we lived on the homeworld? Constant fighting, never ending battles, life lost. Isn’t there anything better than this?” Valis asked.

“I’ll admit that his words are moving,” Veda paused, “But the freedom he speaks of isn’t for us, at least, not on Dega Jul.”

“How can you say that? You’ve heard the reports from home. The House of Commons is close finally opening. Our economy is stabilizing and recruitment for the military is booming. With a few words he changed a world. Why can’t we do that here?”

“The Merchant Council would never allow such a thing.” Veda sighed. “All they ever do is bicker about whose trading rights are whose and such like that. Money rules this planet and the people you seek help from are forced to work just to survive.”

“But you agree it’s at least worth a try?”

“Yes, I do.” Veda stood up and looked to the stars. “I’ll see what I can do Valis,” she said as she turned back to her granddaughter.

Valis said a prayer before turning the glass aside and pouring out its contents onto the floor.

“For him I suspect?”

“For Brian, for Kivi, and for all those who died in my name,” Valis said before leaving.

*

Brian crawled out of the Mjolnir’s front hatch and made his way to the thick, grassy ground. Kivi stood nearby, stretching once more. Short palm trees filled the area with a pond of open water at the center.

“This doesn’t look natural to this planet at all,” he said as he joined her.

She smiled. “No, this looks like vegetation from Kalaidia,” she touched one of the palm trees, “This system was probably ours a hundred years ago.” She took a deep breath before removing her sea serpent styled armor, revealing her uniform underneath. “I need to take a bath. Would you care to join me?”

Brian blushed. “No, I don’t think so.”

She smiled as she walked away, “Your loss.” Kivi went to the pond and checked the water temperature. She noticed Brian was standing behind a palm tree. She removed her clothes and took a step into the water, submerging all the way and then sitting with her head and shoulders above the water.

“Tell me, what is the difference between the others and a southlander like you?” Brian asked while staring in another direction.

“There are no genetic differences. But physically, southlanders tend to be taller with dark skin. Why do you ask?”

“I’ve noticed a bias towards the northerners. There’s virtually nothing about the southern continent or its people in the Avoni’s database.”

Kivi let out a sigh of frustration. “A thousand years ago the Obrils submitted to the worship of Kali. It was at that moment the Southlanders were subjected to the priestesses of Kali. Our old ways were to be forgotten and the worship of the Goddess was to replace it.”

“What were your old ways?”

“The things taught to us by Raulno.”

“Wait, I thought Raulno was the god of sun that the southlanders worshiped.”

Kivi laughed. “No, Raulno was a great Maigar banished to the southern continent nearly fifteen hundred years ago. His actual name was Raulno Daeva.”

“That sounds familiar.”

“That’s because it’s the archaic form for the Daevon family. Raulno taught the people of the ancient southlands the ways of the free spirit. He was very similar to Gaelic Kein.”

“Do all Southlanders know this?”

She rolled over in the water. “No, only a few of us know as much as I do. When I was a young girl my mother raised me to be the Vleani of my tribe. The Vleani are the high priestesses of the tribe.”

“So you weren’t going to be a soldier?”

She gazed at the blue sky. “When I was thirteen some officers came. I was an impressive specimen back then so I was drafted.”

“By gun point you mean.”

“Yes. But if I hadn’t I’d still be walking the deserts for oases like this one.” She stepped out of the pond and put her clothes back on. She walked up behind Brian and took his hand. “In the days of old it was custom for the Vleani to entertain a traveling Maigar for the evening.”

He blushed as he saw Kivi’s deep crimson eyes and dark, mystical complexion. “But I’m not Kalaidian.”

“Why should that matter? You’ve been with a number of my kind in that way.” She smiled, seeing something was holding him back. “Am I too much woman for you?” She asked as she walked around him.

“Back on Dega Jul one Ick-Tckt asked if you were my mate. He mentioned size as the factor.”

“I am rather tall.”

“That’s true. If it weren’t for those ears you’d look exactly like a short human woman.”

“Short?” she asked. “Just how tall are they?”

He held his hand above her head by a few inches, “About right there for those living in my country.” He looked into her eyes. “You’re like a desert goddess and I’d be happy to show you the pleasures of the flesh you seek, but,” he said as he pointed off in the distance.

She closed her eyes. “Shandi, fifteen or twenty I’d say.”

“Get your armor on,” he said as he pulled out the rakna from behind his back. “I always carry a spare for times like these.” He handed it to Kivi.

She nodded and ran to her armor. Brian put on his helmet and scanned the area for heat sources. Thirty vetres away there was a band of Shandi on foot, dressed in full body armor and carrying pulse rifles. He drew his rakna and took up position behind a thick group of bushes. It looks like fun time is over. He thought as they moved towards them.






Chapter 18 - Oasis Battle
Kivi ran over to her exoskeleton armor and jumped inside. With a quick flip from the rakna Brian gave her she took her helmet and locked into place. She turned and saw the Shandi surrounding him in a half circle formation. Turning again, she saw a similar formation entering the oasis from the opposite direction.

“Brian, can you hear me?” she asked into her com.

“Well, that’s pretty handy,” he answered. “I didn’t know our suits could communicate with each other.

She hid behind a pair of trees. “Can you get back to the Mjolnir?”

“Not at the moment,” he said while checking their formation. He picked up a heat source in the sky. “It looks like this contingent has air support.”

Kivi looked overhead and saw the same thing. “I’ll act as a decoy. Get to the Mjolnir and take out their air power.”

“Of course,” he said as he reached behind his back and pulled out a pair of pulse grenades. When the Shandi closed within ten vetres he threw two grenades at them. As they exploded he ran to the Mjolnir. Hearing the grenades go off, Kivi pulled out a pair of her own. She rolled into plain sight of the Shandi coming at her. With a pair of tosses, another set of explosions filled the oasis. Seeing her, the Shandi quickly took up defensive positions and began firing pulse blasts. The Shandi chasing Brian began circling around behind Kivi, who flipped out her rakna and ran into the scattered formation behind her. Seeing Kivi acting as the decoy, Brian made his way into the Mjolnir and stood the invisible mobile suit up. Checking the radar, he was found two aircraft and twenty seven ground troops. As the Mjolnir flew a number of the Shandi on the ground looked up. In doing so, Kivi took the opportunity to slash a pair of the snake men in half while rolling back into the trees. The Mjolnir flashed visible for a second as it slashed and destroyed the first Spit. A few seconds later, Brian bore down on the second aircraft as it tried to escape. The Mjolnir quickly overtook the Spit in a chase. With another quick slash of the mobile suit’s massive sword the second fighter was destroyed.

*

El Kar entered Shiken’s chambers. “Our seventh ground patrol has encountered resistance my lord.”

Shiken nodded, “Finally. It was only a matter of time before we found them.”

“My lord, why haven’t they escaped?”

“Our surprise weapon likely damaged the mobile suit more than expected. Prepare my ship and mobilize all of our ground forces. There’s a massive storm heading into that region in a few hours and I want to pin them down.”

*

Kivi noticed the Shandi were surrounding her with pulse fire. She scanned the area and saw no way out. As she did so, a small object rolled on the ground near her. Kivi evaded as best she could as she felt a surge of pain. Shaking her head, she rolled to her feet as the Shandi closed in with grins on their faces. Kivi’s eyes started glowing blue as she gripped the rakna blade tightly. Time slowed down as she made her way quickly into their ranks, slashing them with a lightning speed. A dozen fell as fast. The remaining dozen retreated. She smiled wickedly under her helmet as she spun the rakna, gathering energy in the blade’s twirling. After a moment she stopped and slashed the blade towards the retreating Shandi, blasting them with a ray of red energy. Five fell from the blast while another two writhed in pain as they burned to death. She laughed under her helmet, repeating the energy attack as she chased down the last retreating Shandi. As they burst into flames the Mjolnir flew over her head and landed. Brian left the mobile suit and saw the carnage Kivi had brought down onto the Shandi troops. She walked out from the trees with a bloody sword and blood soaked armor. By the aggressive way she walked towards him he could tell something was wrong. She’s in the berserk and she can’t control it! He thought as he put up his shield just in time to block a blow from her sword.

“Kivi, snap out of it!” he shouted as he stepped back and drew his sword. Kivi stood still for a moment, no expression showing because of the helmet on her exoskeleton. He saw a faint blue light shining through the helmet, and a strange sound, like laughter. “Have it your way,” he said flatly as he slashed at her. He blinked and she was gone. Turning quickly, he managed to avoid her slash at his left leg and retract his shield as he rolled away. She disappeared again. Brian barely put his sword up in time to stop her from hacking off his head. I guess learning how to control the berserk isn’t going to be put off any longer. He blinked his eyes as they started glowing blue.

*

Mira stood at the entrance of the main cell. A pair of guards came down the elevator, flanked by Shiken Ka. He deactivated the barrier. “Come with me Lieutenant Mira.”

“Why should I?” she asked.

“Your Terran friend’s life may depend on you. If he’s wounded, who will treat his wounds?”

“Why would you care what happens to him?” she asked.

“Before I kill him there are a few questions I need answered,” he held out his scaled hand, “I ask you come along so that I may do so.”

“Only if you promise not to kill him,” Mira said defiantly.

“Very well young lady, I will do as you request. Now come, we have little time before my forces pin them down.”

Mira turned to her fellow Kalaidians. “I’ll be back soon.”

*

I must stay focused. Brian struggled to keep control as he and Kivi fought. They had battled for hours with no end in sight. I must find a way to keep my mind from falling apart. He blocked another slash she delivered from an impossible angle near the ground. He focused and staved the madness.

He began to chant a song to keep focus; it was Mary Had A Little Lamb. “Mary had a little lamb; its fleece was white as snow,” Brian sang. It’s working! Is this the secret? He sang that line over and over again, feeling more and more in control.

“Kivi, can you hear me?”

She backed away, exhausted. “Why are we fighting?”

“Kivi, focus on a song and sing it out.”

She held back. He heard her sing the same thing he had. As she did so, she started feeling under control. She backed off and removed her helmet before dropping her sword. Her eyes glowed blue. She shook her head as the glow faded. Brian did likewise, removing his helmet and dropping his sword. His eyes returned to their natural color.

She fell to her knees, panting and laughing. “So that’s the secret? Singing a song or repeating a line to keep the mind from wandering.”

He laughed with her. “I know, I didn’t think that it would work, but it does.”

After a few minutes of rest they headed to the Mjolnir.

“We’d better get out of here as soon as we can,” she said. “I have no doubt Shiken Ka knows our position.”

He looked to the sky as the pair entered the Mjolnir’s front hatch as a number of Spits flew overhead. “Yeah, and it looks like they’ve got everything targeted on us.”

*

Mira stood with her hands clasped next to Shiken on his warship. The vessel glided over the sand dunes with ease and looked like a floating double pyramid. They stood on the bridge, with El Kar and a number of other officers. El Kar stood over an array showing the terrain around them.

“Our forces are in place on the ground,” El Kar reported. “In addition, our allies in orbit are ready for bombardment if need be.”

“Good.” Shiken paused, watching the storm kick up. “Have them commence with a bombardment immediately.”

“Didn’t you say you’d let him live?” Mira asked.

“I will keep my word,” Shiken said. “But first we have to knock him out of the air. Once the Mjolnir is grounded it won’t be able to escape the sheer number of soldiers and air support. Your Maigar isn’t a fool is he?”

“No,” Mira answered.

Chapter 19 - Dust In the Wind

“Things are not looking good,” Brian said. “Even in orbit there are ships ready to fire on us.”

Kivi sighed. “Such a simple strategy that I wish I was on the other end of it.”

He checked the power levels. “Dammit! All we need are two drive converters to get us into space!”

“I suppose you didn’t bring any spares?”

“No,” he answered. “The Mjolnir’s shielding is supposed to be impregnable.”

“What if we convert to ship form?”

“We’ll still be overtaken.”

“Then what if one of us acted as a decoy again?” she asked.

He laughed. “There are forty Spits, a small ship on the ground and five ships in orbit. That’s not counting the ground troops they’ve deployed. All the Mjolnir has left is the sword and a few HV missiles. On the ground neither of us is fast enough.”

Kivi saw the desperation in his eyes. “Why don’t we charge up our armor to full capacity?”

He scratched his head. “I’ve never done that before; there’s no telling what may happen.”

“How powerful would it be?”

He checked his armor. “We’re currently charged to twenty five percent. That’s the level the Degan authorities allow us to have them at. At eighty percent or more I’m not sure what will happen.”

“How about using the HDS?” she asked.

“Then I’ll be the one who gets out.”

“No, as mission commander I can’t allow that.”

“I’m sorry Kivi, but you don’t remember one important thing.”

“And what is that?”

“Your suit can’t use the HDS right now.”

“I don’t want to leave you behind!” she shouted before banging her fist.

“I don’t plan on dying today,” he said solemnly. “Just make it to an outpost quickly and get the converters. If I play my cards well I’ll evade capture.”

“How do you plan to do that?”

He shifted the cape and revealed the folded dragon wings on the armor’s back. “These aren’t for show.”

*

Shiken stood quietly while watching his forces tightening their search.

“Sir, we’re picking up a bogey flying away from the Mjolnir’s estimated position,” an officer reported.

“Can you identify its mass?” Shiken asked.

“Just a moment sir.” the officer scanned the bogey a number of times, surprised with each reading. “Sir, there must be a mistake.”

“What is it?” El Kar asked as he double checked the console.

“What’s the issue?” Shiken asked.

“My lord, the bogey weighs a hundred and twenty five videns,” El Kar answered.

Shiken turned to Mira. “Tell me, what are the specs on the Maigar’s exoskeleton?”

“I know nothing specific,” she answered.

“Shoot it down,” Shiken commanded. “This must be a decoy. Have our Spits engage the bogey. Also move half of our ground troops in that direction. El Kar, call our allies in orbit. They’re to bombard the Mjolnir with impunity.”

“Yes my lord.”

*

Kivi shook her head in disbelief. “You’re the smallest aircraft they’ve ever picked up.”

“I know. It feels pretty weird to be flying like this. Good luck Kivi, hopefully we’ll meet up soon.” Brian’s com left range and all Kivi heard was the Mjolnir’s engine.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

After a moment she noticed red flashing inside the cockpit shifted to a blue and music started playing. A sense of calm filled the air. She glanced at the monitor and saw a text message.

Don’t worry Commander, I’m here with you.

She looked around, confused. The lights flashed again, still keeping the light blue color. She looked at the monitor and another text message appeared.

My master is a survivor Kivi. You know that better than anyone.

She looked around as the colors shift in a pattern with the music. “Did Daes install an A.I. in the Mjolnir?” she asked out loud. Another message came on the screen.

Yes Commander. Although I have little experience now, and I’m unable to speak as of yet, I’m the A.I. of the Mjolnir.

“Do you understand the current situation?”

Yes. I’ve located a supply base nearby that should suffice for repairs. If the needed, please voice command Auto Golem Activation. That will allow me to act on my own.

“Does he know about this?”

Yes. Although he hasn’t checked in a while, he was the one who put in the command for independent action. Brian has worked tirelessly to record his memories in my core systems, so in a way, I am him.

Kivi laughed. “Are you his back up?”

You might say that.

*

Brian flew a few hundred feet off the dunes below with his head facing forward and body flat against the sky. The sound of the exoskeleton’s jets filled the air. Turning his head he began picking up heat signatures. He aimed straight at one of the incoming Spits. As the two met in the air he grabbed the left wing. He saw the pilot inside panicking while trying to shake him off. With a quick draw of his rakna, he activated its heat power and stabbed into the Spit’s engine. With an effort of both hands, Brian managed to carve the sword out as the engine started exploding. He jumped off as the Spit swirled to the ground. He then latched onto another Spit and gutted the engine, forcing the craft from the sky. As he swirled away a pair opened fire as he successfully dodged their attacks. He moved to tackle another Spit, but it evaded his attempt. They came around for another pass and fired. Using everything he had he dodged the blasts and hooked onto another one. Before he finished destroying the engine the pilot ejected. Brian turned to look behind him, seeing the other Spit ready to fire. He leapt off as it was blasted by the last of the four. He took to the air once more. Checking his radar, he noticed the Spits were fleeing. I wonder what their commander has in mind. Power levels are at seventy five percent. Everything looks good at the moment.

*

The officer on the Shandi vessel turned to Shiken Ka with a funny look on his face. “My Lord, it seems that the bogey has destroyed three Spits.”

Shiken laughed, “Well done Terran.” He turned the officer, “How is it accomplishing that?”

The officer shook his head. “It latches onto the Spit and uses a rakna to do the rest.”

Shiken smiled, “Excellent. I didn’t expect something like this to happen, but interesting nonetheless. His exoskeleton must surpass that of the Maigars of old.” He looked at Mira, “You trained him, didn’t you?”

Mira nodded, “Yes. He’s the best I’ve ever seen.”

“I have no doubts about that,” Shiken said as he turned to El Kar. “What about the Mjolnir?”

“It seems that the orbital bombardment uncovered nothing my lord.”

“That’s alright. It’s obvious to me now the Terran wasn’t alone in that craft. He’s giving them a chance to escape. So let’s claim our prize. Order the bombardment onto the Terran; let’s see how much his armor can take.”

“But,” Mira was stopped as Shiken raised his hand.

“Worry not,” he said. “My plan is to take him alive. If nothing else is gained, I will see that Terran before me in chains.”

*

Brian hacked away the engine of the fourth Spit. He leapt off the crashing aircraft, flying away in an attempt to escape. His heat scanners started going crazy. Energy blasts fell in mass from above with a beam smashing into his back, forcing him into the sand below. The sand kicked up around his body, filling the air around the small crater. All around, massive energy pulses smashed into the ground, kicking up sand and adding to the sand storm already starting. After a few minutes the barrage stopped. He rolled out from under the dune to take a look around. He scanned the skies before checking the ground around him. He checked the power of the exoskeleton. That’s not good. The meter read thirty four percent with flying capabilities gone, heavy shields gone, and everything else in the red. Scanning the horizon, Brian could make out a number of vessels rolling towards him.

“You better have gotten out of here Kivi!” he shouted into the wind as he drew his sword.

*

“It appears we’ve pinned him down,” El Kar said, pointing to the dot representing Brian on the radar.

“Good,” Shiken looked at the sand storm picking up. “Damn. He picked a fine time to try and escape us.”

“What are you planning?” Mira asked.

Shiken turned to El Kar, “I’ll personally command our ground forces. No matter what the cost I will capture him.”

“A landing transport is ready my lord,” said El Kar.

“You’ll be coming with us little lady,” Shiken said to Mira. She went with him to the back of the bridge and onto the elevator.

“If he sees me it’ll only make him more difficult to defeat,” Mira said as they left the bridge.

“That’s my intention young lady,” Shiken said. “I want to see him at peak combat ability.”






Chapter 20 - Escape and Capture
We’re almost there Commander.

Kivi saw the supply base come up on the monitor along with a few Shandi standing guard.

“Are you capable of fighting without a pilot?”

Yes, but only for limited time periods. Daes built in a time limit until I can speak.

“How long will that take?”

Once I’ve accumulated enough personal and battle data I’ll be able to act on my own. At the current rate I’d estimate another five years of operation.

“That’s a long time,” Kivi said. She checked the scans of the complex. “All we need is two drive converters, right? There should be a number in a small base like this.”

The supply warehouse is under the ground near the northeastern section of the base.

“Thank you,” she said as she changed the Mjolnir to humanoid shape and drew the blade. “After opening the warehouse I’m going to have to leave to get what we need.”

I’m able to fight independently for ten minutes. After that I’ll enter standby mode.

Kivi dropped the phase cloak and launched a pair of HV missiles at the base. A number of guards panicked when the Mjolnir appeared. The explosion ripped a massive hole in the ground. She donned her helmet and grabbed the pair of rakna blades from the back room. As she went for the hatch, the Mjolnir knelt down next to the hole as pulse blasts flashed from all sides. Kivi grabbed the elevator cord and lowered herself into the warehouse. Quickly drawing her blades, she was attacked by a pair of guards. She dodged their shots and cut them both in half. She turned as another three headed towards her. She charged, dodging their pulse blasts, killing them with a series of slashes. On the surface, the Mjolnir aimed its right arm at those attacking from the ground. Large cylindrical guns emerged from the arm. The mobile suit fired a volley of HV bullets, killing the Shandi in mass as the mobile suit showered bullets in all directions. After a few minutes the remaining Shandi fled. Searching the warehouse in haste, Kivi found the converters needed. Taking a bundle of the metallic cords, she wrapped them around herself and made her way back to the surface to the elevator cord, still lying on the ground where she had left it. Taking the cord and tugging the mobile suit pulled her up. She watched as the Mjolnir shot down a pair of Spits flying over them. She jumped into the hatch, flipped off her helmet, and dropped the converters on the floor of the cockpit.

She took the controls. “Let’s get out of here with the speed of the goddess!”

Yes Commander.

The Mjolnir stopped firing and turned its phase cloak back on. When the mobile suit got off the ground it shifted to ship form. An orbital barrage decimated the base as they flew away.

“That’s pretty cold,” Kivi said as she flew the Mjolnir towards a nearby mountain range.

*

Shiken Ka and El Kar stood outside and watched Brian’s every move.

“Sir, this is madness,” said El Kar.

“Yes, that it is,” Shiken said before turning to Mira. “How long can he keep this up?”

“That depends on how angry you’ve made him,” Mira said with a grin. “This fight could go for hours before he shows any fatigue.”

Shiken checked through is binoculars again, zooming in on Brian’s helmet. “Tell me, do his exoskeleton’s eyes glow?”

“No,” Mira answered.

“Then he must be able to berserk like the Maigars of old,” Shiken concluded. “I heard stories that before they died out, each Maigar had the strength of a hundred knights of Kali. Now I know why they were so feared in battle.”

“What should we do my lord? We’ve already taken over a hundred casualties. With the sand storm blocking an aerial strike he has the advantage,” El Kar said as Brian killed another pair of ground troops.

“It’s funny that he’s outnumbered hundreds to one and yet has the upper hand.” He drew the falchion from his back and slithered onto the sand. “Vor dai un malic to,” Shiken said as he moved towards Brian.

“You shouldn’t fight him alone!” El Kar shouted as he tried stopping his commander.

Shiken scowled at his friend. “The only one who is worthy of fighting this Terran is myself. Order our troops to contain him.”

“You’re going to fight him personally?”

“Yes old friend, I must.” Shiken looked at all the dead troops of his. “Honor dictates I defeat him or die trying.”

“Yes my lord.”

*

Brian stopped to rest for a moment, humming a song. Looking around, the ground was littered with the bodies of dead Shandi. When the rakna blade’s glow began fading he felt the weight of the exoskeleton. The power meters read zero percent before the helmet’s systems went black. With the sand blowing Brian couldn’t see anything with it on. Shiken Ka approached cautiously with his falchion drawn. He saw the Terran breathing hard, covered in the blood of his soldiers. Shiken’s troops circled around and surrounded Brian on all sides. He came within ten feet of Brian.

“Even with all the odds in my favor one Terran seems to be the end of me,” Shiken said.

Not able to see anything Brian twisted his helmet off and revealed his face and hair, but most strikingly, his glowing blue eyes. Shiken’s grim face changed to shock, seeing a face all too familiar to him. It’s not possible! He remembered the statue he’d seen in his youth, how it looked just like Brian, down to the hair style and armor. It’s him. He couldn’t hold back the laughter because of the absurd situation before him.

“What’s so funny?” Brian asked as his eyes turned back to normal.

“Nothing young warrior, at least, nothing you need be concerned with. I am Shiken Ka, lord of this planet and head of the Ka family.” Shiken held his sword horizontal in front with both hands. “Vor dai un malic to.”

Brian did likewise, “Quuntai.”

Shiken smiled as he took a battle stance, “I see you’ve studied my people’s language and tradition.”

“One can never know enough in this universe,” Brian said.

Shiken began with a quick slash forward. The strength of the attack almost knocked Brian over as he blocked with his sword. He backed off to regain his footing. Shiken charged forward, his snake bottom flowing through the sand as if he was a fish swimming in the ocean. Brian blocked another attack, this time rolling around to Shiken’s back. He jumped to his feet and thrust his sword. The Shandi lord twisted around and blocked with a loud ring of metal. Brian backed away while watching the Shandi lord take another stance.

“You’re quite good,” said Shiken.

“You’re not bad either,” said Brian.

“What happened to your glowing eyes and super speed?”

“You noticed that, didn’t you Shiken? Well, my armor has 0% power, and as for my berserk, well I’ve been fighting for hours. And to tell you the truth I’m damned hungry right now.”

Shiken laughed, “If you defeat me you’re welcome to my palace’s food stores.”

“That’s all the motivation I need.”

*

Mira watched the two dueling from a distance. El Kar stood next to her, watching through the binoculars.

“This battle could go on for hours.”

“What did he say as he left?” Mira asked.

El Kar lowered the binoculars. “Roughly, it translates to “On my life and honor.” It means he’s betting his life on this fight. If he loses all that’s his is to be rewarded to the Terran.”

“He would put that much on the line?”

“Think about it,” El Kar said. “If you put everything you own, including your life on the line you’re forced to perform at your best. My lord will give everything of his being to this duel. In our society the strong rule because they are strong. Strength is righteousness because it’s born from thoughts. Thoughts become actions and action changes reality. Without strength, nothing changes and nothing ascends. It leads to a pathetic death on the sharp end of an enemies’ blade.”

“What if I told you Brian feels that way?”

“If he is then he’ll be victorious. He’s strong, stronger than any being I’ve ever seen.” El Kar narrowed his eyes, still watching the battle, “If he fought a Mylor, I’d bet on the Terran.”

“Then by your own words you believe Brian will win.”

“No, he’s been worn down too much. It’s only a matter of time before the Terran falls to exhaustion.”

*

Brian shook with exhaustion, barely able to dodge an attack.

“Brian, can you hear me?” Kivi asked over the com.

“Yeah, I can.”

“I’ll be there to pick you up shortly.”

He stared at Shiken and the ground forces surrounding him. “No Kivi. If you come back both of us will be captured.”

“But Brian,” she said.

“I’ll be alright,” he said. “Tell the others I’m alright. And if you can give Seles a kiss for me.”

“What?”

Brian shook his armor. “It seems my armor is now completely drained.”

“Now I understand.” Shiken closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “You risked your life so she could escape. I commend you.”

“Let her go and I’ll surrender.”

Shiken sheathed his sword. “I accept your terms.”

Brian dropped his sword and fell to his knees. “Thank you,” he said before falling unconscious.

Shiken placed a hand on the now sleeping Terran’s shoulder. “You fought with the strength of two hundred knights.” He turned to his soldiers, “As the Maigar bargained, I hereby order no one block the escape of the Mjolnir. Now, take him back to my ship!” He took Brian’s rakna and studied the blade closely. “Magnificent design,” Shiken said as he headed back to his ship.

*

Kivi placed the last drive converter into place, turning to see a message on the com. She turned it on and saw Mira.

“I’ve surrendered the remaining ground forces. Brian�s also been captured.”

“I understand,” Kivi said with concern on her face. “He’s alive, right?”

“Yes.” Mira smiled, “Shiken Ka has given me this opportunity to tell you that for the next twenty four hours no one will pursue you or the Mjolnir.”

“Thank you Mira,” Kivi said as she brought the mobile suit to full power. “We will return for you and the others, I promise that. I pray Kali watches over you.”

“And you as well Kivi,” Mira said as the message ended.

Night fell as the stars flickering brightly in the clear sky.

“You must feel the same as I right now,” she said as she patted the Mjolnir’s monitor.

Yes. But we must go.






Chapter 21 - Ransom and Relief
Brian opened his eyes to find himself chained to the wall wearing only his sleeveless white shirt and dark brown pants. Looking from side to side and up and down, he noticed he was inside a well-lit cubic cell with a solid metal door. He tested the chains and found them quite restrictive. After a few seconds the door opened. He saw Mira with her med kit while Shiken Ka followed behind her.

“Brian!” she shouted with joy as she dashed forward to hug him. “I was so worried you’d been killed,” Mira said as she buried her head in his chest.

“You must mean a lot to her,” Shiken said as he watched them quietly.

“I’m glad that you’re alright Mira,” he said before grimacing.

Mira grabbed her med kit and took out the regenerator. “I’m sorry Brian; I should have taken care of your injuries before getting excited.”

“It’s not a problem,” Brian replied. He noticed Shiken was waiting patiently.

“I have sent notice to your captain of your capture,” Shiken said. “No doubt she’ll find a way to pay your contracts.”

Both Brian and Mira laughed.

“I must be missing something.” Shiken said, surprised by their reaction.

“You should know in every contract Valis signs that in the case of capture, she’s obligated to pay our ransom,” said Brian.

“Is that so?” Shiken grinned, “It’s good to know I have a large amount of money coming. After the mess your people caused we’re barely able to function.” He took out a key and tossed it to Mira. “That will free his arms. As long as neither of you try anything I guarantee your lives,” he said before leaving the room.

Mira took the key and unlocked the chains. Brian rubbed his wrists in relief. “Do you feel alright?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he saw she was staring at him, “What is it?”

“Why did you put yourself at risk like that?”

“I couldn’t let the Mjolnir fall into their hands. Its sounds strange, but that mobile suit is more important than me really.”

“No it’s not,” Mira said with tears in her eyes. “Don’t you understand how I’d feel if you died?”

“I’m sorry,” he answered. She saw a strange darkness in his eyes as he spoke.

“It’s like you’re searching for a place to die,” Mira cried, “I can’t stand to see it.”

He held her close. “I’ve been living on borrowed time since the day I was taken. I live every moment like it’s my last because I know I could die anytime. What you see as suicidal I see as my way of searching.”

“Searching for what?” she asked.

“I’m searching for a reason to live. I’m lost on who I am and what my purpose is. I know if I keep fighting, if I keep living just a little longer, I’ll find the answer I’m looking for.”

*

El Kar watched Brian and Mira on the monitor while shaking his head, “Mammals.”

Shiken came into the room. “I see you’ve been watching.”

“Is she really tending to his wounds?”

“I suppose you could say that,” Shiken shook his head. “Still, I don’t understand them.” A light started flashing. Shiken pressed the button and allowed the message through. On the screen appeared the image of Valis wearing her uniform and circlet.

“I received your message earlier today Lord Ka,” she said. “I’ll pay the ransom you seek. Should you bring harm to my officers I’ll make sure the wrath of Kali falls upon you and your soldiers.”

“Of course Captain Valis,” Shiken answered. “You’re looking well if I may say so myself.”

“As are you Lord Ka,” Valis responded. “But before I agree to pay anything, you’ll have to show me they’re alive.”

“El Kar.” Shiken motioned for his friend to stream the picture of Brian and Mira to Valis.

“I see,” said Valis. “What about the rest?”

El Kar changed the video feed over to the other captured Kalaidians.

“Are you satisfied?” Shiken asked.

“For now Lord Ka,” she said before ending transmission.

*

The Mjolnir flew into the cargo bay. A number of Kalaidians waited to fix the mobile suit. Kivi sighed, completely drained. She stood up and patted the Mjolnir.

“Thank you,” she said before heading out the front hatch and using the elevator cord to get down.

“It’s good to see you’re alright commander,” said Daes.

“It’s good to be back. I must go to the captain immediately.” Kivi said.

“He’s alright,” Seles said, catching Kivi off guard. “We received word earlier today that Brian, Mira, and twenty two others are being held.”

Kivi shifted from no energy to all energy. “Before I go I have something to deliver to you.” She leaned down and kissed Seles, completely catching her off guard. The others stared and blushed. Kivi backed away. “He said you get the rest when he gets back,” she said with a smile as she ran out of the room. Seles put her hand on her lips, confused.

“First time you’ve ever been kissed by a woman?” Jesela asked while standing next to Seles.

Seles shook her head. “He probably told her to do that as a joke

“

“It’s best you not think about it too much Seles,” Jesela said.

*

“So when did you schedule the concert?” Brian asked as he sat cross legged on the stone floor. Mira sat with her back to the wall.

“I was planning three months from now,” she answered. “The logistics of putting on a concert are more than I initially thought they would be.”

“I’ll bet you didn’t have to do any planning when you were younger.”

“No, I don’t remember anything like that.”

The door opened before Shiken Ka entered, “I have good news. Your captain has agreed to terms and you’ll be returned to your ship within a week.” He looked at Mira, “I wish to speak with him alone. Please tell your comrades the good news.”

“Yes, of course,” she said as she winked at Brian and blew a kiss, “I’ll see you later.” Two guards escorted her out.

Shiken slithered back and forth. “I have many questions to ask you. I hope you don’t mind.”

He stood up and saw Shiken towered over him by over a foot. “I was expecting you to ask me about a few things. So shoot,” Brian said as he leaned against the wall.

“How long have you been in space?”

“A little over a year and a half,” he answered.

“How did you come to space?”

“I was abducted by the Greys. They experimented on me, for what reason I don’t know. All I remember was that when I awoke this last time I was able to fend off their technology.” He looked at the ground. “I killed every one of them. After falling unconscious I woke up on the Avoni.”

Shiken held up his hand. “Wait. Are telling me you single handedly defeated an entire crew of Greys and captured their ship?”

Brian laughed, “I wouldn’t exactly say I captured their ship. I didn’t know how to fly it, let alone claim it as my own.”

“Still, do to what you did with technology as advanced as ours would be impressive, let alone a lone Terran without anything. Please, continue.”

“Afterwards, I awoke on the Avoni. The first people I saw were Celi, the head medical officer, and Seles, who’s now a lieutenant. After I was injected with nanomachines I understood what they were saying. When Seles and I talked for the first time the Avoni was attacked by another Grey ship.”

Shiken smiled, “So the Lady Star survived an attack by the Greys.”

“Lady Star? Are you talking about Valis?”

“No doubt you know much about Captain Valis. My people call her Lady Star, because she burns brighter than any star amongst Kalaidians. In a single battle she defeated five ships of my fleet with only a half working ship herself. That’s only one of her many victories during the last war.”

“Tell me, why do your people and theirs fight so often?”

“For over a hundred years we’ve warred, mainly over territory. As you know, the Kalaidians once controlled thirty star systems. Now they control only seventeen. Systems like this one are what we’ve been fighting for.”

“It’s the same here as it is at home.”

“What do you mean?”

He looked Shiken in the eye, “For thousands of years my race has warred. It’s amazing how much blood has been spilled over dirt.” He glanced aside, “It’s such a waste.”

“You say that and yet you fight for wealth.”

“Of course,” he said. “One has to survive.”






Chapter 22 - Honor and Understanding
Mira sat next Brian and checked his wounds. “It looks like everything is alright now.” She put down her scanner.

He sat back against the wall. “Sometimes I wonder if this is reality. Earth seems so long ago.”

“I know how you feel,” she said while mirroring his posture. “When I woke up six years ago I was completely shocked. The world had changed so much and I hadn’t. I felt like a person out of time, not just out of place.”

He took her hand. “You have memories of long ago, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“What was Kalaidia like in those days?”

“It was a lot like the way you found it. Father sheltered me from most of it, but I knew of the hate directed towards me. There was constant political intrigue, back stabbing and deception. I couldn’t stand the lies. When I met Jesela I decided to leave it all behind.”

“But you do have a title to claim, don’t you?”

“Not really. I was only a countess by noble standards. What I enjoyed more than being able to change myself was the fact that I wasn’t famous any longer. I could blend in for the first time in my life.”

“Are you happier now?”

“Yes,” she squeezed his hand, “I found I wanted to really do something to save others’ lives. I love music, but I enjoy being a medical officer more. I was able to save your life and that means a lot to me. It was the first time I looked death in the eye and waved its power away.”

“Just as I was regaining conscious I saw your eyes glowing blue. Next time that happens, sing a tune to yourself. That’s the secret the Maigars used to control their berserk.”

“Really?” she asked. “I wasn’t expecting it to be something as simple as that.” She moved over and hugged him, closing her eyes. “You’re really warm.”

Shiken Ka entered the room with a small table in his hand, along with three glasses. He set it before the pair.

“It looks like I’ll be returning you by the end of the week,” he said as he pulled out a large black canister and unscrewed the top, pouring some into each cup. “Please, try it.”

Brian took the glass and sipped the dark liquid. Looking up at Shiken Ka, Brian laughed, “You can’t know how much I’ve missed a having something like this.”

Mira tried it. “This is an interesting drink,” she said before taking a few gulps.

“It’s the best black tea I have on the base,” Shiken said before taking a drink. “Other species prefer alcohol to feel drunk, but for my people it’s this.”

“This is much too strong to be the tea from my world,” Brian said. “It’s more like coffee.”

Mira blinked her eyes, blushing. What is this I’m feeling? She thought to herself as she drank some more.

“So why are you offering us tea?” Brian asked.

“I have many questions to ask you.” He glanced at Mira, who was blushing heavily and breathing strangely. “Well then young Terran, let’s begin. Do you believe in any god or gods?”

“No,” Brian answered quietly.

“Than what do you believe in?”

“I believe in what’s real, what’s before me at the moment.” Brian took a sip, “On my world people like me are referred to as atheists. If I remember right your people underwent a massive change two hundred years ago, when the religious leaders were destroyed and a new system was put into place.”

“You know of our history,” Shiken said. “I’m glad. From what I can tell the worries of my fellows were incorrect. Despite looking similar to a Kalaidian you’re not one of them. So why would a powerful warrior such as yourself submit yourself to an inferior breed of being.”

Mira was blushing heavily while looking out of it. “I’m not inferior. I’m just smaller.” She put down the glass and hugged Brian tightly. “Tell him Brian.”

He blushed from her embrace. “Is there caffeine in this drink?”

“Of course,” Shiken answered. “What would be the point of drinking black tea without caffeine in it? Is there a reason why she’s acting like that?”

“Caffeine for Terrans acts as a stimulant, for Shandi, alcohol, but for Kalaidians. Well, it acts as an aphrodisiac,” Brian explained.

“Well then, I’ll take my leave soon. I know how much mammals like you like physical pleasure.”

“I feel really weird,” Mira said, moving her hands about him. “I

“

Shiken grinned. “Looks like you’ve learned to enjoy the pleasures they can grant you Terran.”

“Well, it’s not like I’m going to be able to go home anytime soon,” Brian said with a shrug. “Ask what you want, I can tell you want something from me.”

“Do your people have constellations?”

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

“What constellation were you born under?”

“Aquarius, the Water Bearer.”

“Thank you,” Shiken said as he placed the bottle of black tea on the table. “I’ll now leave you two alone for the night. Enjoy yourselves.” Shiken left the room.

He glanced at Mira, who was getting more aggressive. She glowed in the dim lights.

“Brian,” she said before kissing him gently. “I want to be with you. Since the day you saved me, I meant to give something back. But I wasn’t sure what.”

He rubbed behind her ear, seeing her quiver with pleasure. “Let’s just live in the moment.”

“I’m all for that,” she said.

*

Kivi entered the cargo bay where the Mjolnir stood. Next to it stood the slightly smaller and leaner Phase Rakna. Daes and Jesela were finalizing the computer systems. Seles stood outside the cockpit and took the elevator cord down to meet with Kivi.

“It looks like it’s nearing completion,” Kivi said.

“It should be ready by the time Brian returns to us,” Daes said. “We’ll be starting construction on more after we’ve tested the Zero’s systems.”

Valis walked into the room and stood with her senior officers. “It looks like that gamble I took is paying off.”

“It certainly is,” said Kivi.

“What gamble?” Seles asked.

“The gamble was letting that troublesome Terran onboard,” Valis said with a smile. “He’s costing me a lot of money at the moment.”

“Did you finalize the deal with Shiken Ka?” Kivi asked.

“Yes,” Valis turned to Daes, “Will this be ready by tomorrow?”

“I was hoping to test the systems first, but yes, it will be complete,” said Daes.

“Good,” Valis said as she touched the mobile suit.

“Is something wrong?” Seles asked.

“Yes,” Valis answered. “Our scouts have overheard talk amongst the Ick-Tckt allies of Shiken Ka, and it looks bad.”

“Because Shiken is willing to negotiate with you and made a deal he’s considered expendable,” Kivi said.

“What?” Seles asked.

“It means by this time tomorrow the ships we fled from will be attacking the complex we failed to penetrate,” Valis explained. “And unfortunately for Shiken Ka, he doesn’t have much fire power other than that great shielding system.”

“What’s your plan?” Kivi asked.

“It’ll take us a few days to reach them so I’m banking on them holding out. I still have to work a plan out, but I’ve secured the help of the three ships that joined us last time. In return, I am to give them each a prototype Phase Rakna.” Valis stared at the mobile suit. “Seles, this one’s yours.”

*

Mira awoke the next morning covered in a thin sheet with her clothes tossed off to the side. She turned to see a sleeping Brian. Did I? Did we? What the hell? Why did I act like that? She threw her clothes on as quickly as possible, noting he still had his eyes closed. She went over to the glasses and noticed something still at the bottom. Taking out her scanner she made a chemical analysis.

“You do know I’m awake,” he said before opening his eyes and grabbing his clothes.

“What happened?”

“Exactly what you think happened,” he answered as he put on his clothes. The scars of his night with Delne still showed.

Tears came to her eyes before she ran over and hugged him. “You’ve suffered so much and I’ve been so cold.”

“It’s alright,” he said.

“No, you haven’t spoken to anyone about the Kai. Not even Seles has heard anything about the pain you suffered.”

“I’m not supposed to appear weak. That’s the price I pay for being born human.”

She squeezed his hand. “Tell me,” she said while looking into his glazed over eyes.

“Alright,” he said. “I’ll tell you everything.”






Chapter 23 - Sold Out
“I don’t mean to interrupt your conversation, but I must speak with you Brian,” Shiken said as he entered the cell.

Both Brian and Mira stood up.

“I wish to speak with him alone,” Shiken said as he turned to Mira.

She hesitated and waited for Brian to nod his head. “Okay,” she said before walking out the door.

“You planned all this, didn’t you?”

Shiken smiled, “Of course. I’ve found it’s easier to get information from one who laughs with joy.”

“What is it you’ve been trying to get at?” Brian narrowed his eyes. “There’s something you know you’re not letting on to and it’s bothering me.”

“Then let me get straight to the point,” Shiken said as he pulled out a small device and pressed a button. A moment later an image of the statue appeared before Brian. “Can you tell me about this?”

He stared at the hologram. “Where is this from?”

“My homeworld,” Shiken answered. “I found this when I was but a youth, nearly fifty years ago.”

“What? I wasn’t even born yet! How is this possible?”

“The statue is about two thousand years old.” Shiken pointed at the hologram. “The detail is perfect, right down to your actual height and weight, including your armor.”

Brian laughed at this absurdity. “There’s no way that could’ve been built that long ago.”

“But it was,” Shiken said calmly. He turned off the hologram. “It’s written by the ancients and on the statue that when the Great Twilight comes the Knight of Aquarius will appear. As said by the Teacher long ago. Most of this knowledge was lost when my great grandfather lead the people to freedom from the priesthood. Only a small number of my people know the teachings of the ancients. It was written that the Knight was to open the door to paradise, but how is unknown.”

He stood in shock for a moment before looking Shiken in the eye again, “I have to see this statue in person.”

Shiken nodded, “I will do as I can young Terran.” He knocked on the door. “I’ll be back shortly to give you an answer.”

“Thank you.”

As he left Mira stepped back inside. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ll tell you everything later when we’re with the others.”

“Okay.” As Mira answered a series of explosions came from above, shaking the ground and walls. The two were driven to the ground, with him landing on the bottom. After a moment the shaking stopped and the lights came back on.

“What was that?” she asked.

“Orbital bombardment,” Brian said as he stared at the ceiling.

*

Shiken caught himself as the blasts hit from space at the same time his guards fell to the ground. He braced himself before turning to his soldiers. “Take up defensive positions!”

He made his way to the command chamber a few floors up and saw El Kar and a number of soldiers activate the defensive shields.

“What happened?” Shiken asked with anger in his voice.

El Kar turned to him, “It’s the ships in orbit.”

He saw a number of damaged pyramids outside as he gazed at the dead soldiers.

“Such cowardly behavior!” he shouted as he banged his fist on a stone desk. He turned to his soldiers. “Did we receive any messages from them?”

“No my lord,” all said in unison.

El Kar saw a message come through. “They’ve sent us a message.”

“Let me see it.” Shiken scowled as he read the message. By order of the Duchess, you’re to turn over the captured Terran, Brian Peterson. If this is not met within the hour we will destroy your base. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He turned to El Kar and his soldiers. “Ready the base for a siege. Call our soldiers at the other bases of this planet. Reroute all available power to the shields.”

*

Brian and Mira stood and noticed the door had popped open. He motioned he would go first and went outside. There, he saw the guard outside was crushed by fallen rocks. He turned to Mira as she readied her med kit. She scanned the Shandi soldier.

“He’s still alive,” she said as she looked up. “Please take the stone off of him.”

Brian nodded and lifted the stone before tossing it aside. “I’ll check the rest of this level.”

“Alright,” Mira responded as she pushed her regenerator to full power.

He walked for several vetres before finding a split north and south. He noticed a number of the guards were unconscious before a few Kalaidians came to him.

“What’s going on?” ensign Myli asked as he met them.

He turned to the crowd gathering in the hallway. “I don’t have the details on the situation. But from the explosions coming from above it’s obvious we’re being bombarded from orbit.”

“Is it Captain Valis?” Myli asked.

“I doubt it,” Brian answered. “She already agreed to pay our ransom.” He looked at the others, “We’re to be returned within the next few days.”

One of the Kalaidians moved to take an unconscious guard’s pulse rifle.

“Don’t take their weapons,” Brian ordered. “If we make the wrong move right now Shiken Ka will be forced to kill us.” He heard a groan come from a Shandi pinned under some rubble. He went over and moved the rocks out of the way. “Are you alright?” Brian asked as he reached out with his hand.

“Why are you helping me?” the soldier asked.

Brian nodded, “As of now, we’re not enemies. Even if we were, I’d prefer you didn’t die under a pile of rocks.”

The Shandi took Brian’s hand and was dragged from the stones. Brian turned to the Kalaidians as they stood in shock. “Don’t just stand there ladies, help them out.”

*

The young Shandi Brian had saved watched the Terran work unceasingly to save his comrades, not sure what to think. Meanwhile, Brian and Mira led the saving of lives, unnerving Kalaidians and Shandi alike. After a while Shiken Ka came down the hallway flanked by a contingent of guards. He looked to the young soldier. “Have they treated you well?”

“Yes my lord,” the young snakeman said while holding his hand over his heart.

“Good.” Shiken saw Brian and Mira working on one of his men. “Brian I must speak with you.”

Brian nodded to Mira.

“Don’t worry; I’ll be able to take care of this,” she said.

Brian nodded and turned to Shiken. “What can I do for you?”

“Why do you save the lives of those who imprison you?”

“Your people feel pain, do they not? When one of them dies someone mourns for them. Above all things I value life. It should not matter if they be of mammalian origin, or insectoid, or reptilian. At this moment we’re not enemies. I’m at your mercy and so are my subordinates,” Brian paused as a serious round of bombardment from orbit hit the shields, “Anyways, I don’t really have much of a choice, now do I?”

Shiken took Brian’s rakna blade from a soldier standing behind him and tossed it to the Terran. “If you really are the Knight of Aquarius then prove it,” Shiken said as he turned to leave.

Brian looked at Mira, “Take care of things here.” He looked at the others, “Remember this moment ladies.” Each stared at him, nodding one by one to acknowledge him. He turned and hurried to catch up to Shiken Ka, “I’m going to need my armor.”

Shiken smiled, “Of course, my men are charging it up as we speak.” Brian joined them on the elevator, leading up to the armory.

“So what’s the plan?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Shiken said. “I was thinking you could add to the plan.” The other Shandi watched with a mix of anger and awe in their eyes.

*

Brian donned his armor and placed the sword in its sheath. Closing his eyes, he focused his energy and drew the blade with lightning speed and performed a series of slashes.

“Are you ready?” Shiken asked.

“Anytime,” Brian said.

“Good,” Shiken said. “I’m expecting no less than a victory because of what you did against my men.”

Chapter 24 - The Sandy Wind of Change

The Ick-Tckt ground forces marched from all directions around the Shandi base. Most of it was concentrated in the south where the shield generators were most numerous. The shield deflected blasts from space with ease. Emerging from an area near the edge of the shield walked a lone figure clad in dragon motif armor with his helmet on and sword in hand.

“Is everything in place?” Brian asked over his com.

“Everything’s ready,” Mira responded. She was stationed with the Shandi back in the command tower.

“Are you sure about this plan?” El Kar asked, looking unconvinced.

Mira winked at him, smiling, “You remember what he did to your forces?

“Yes,” El Kar responded.

“He can do that a hundred fold if need by Commander El Kar,” Mira said.

He stared at the image of Brian on the monitor. “I see why you place so much faith in him.”

“When they begin fleeing our forces will move in quickly to take out as many of them as possible,” Shiken added. “This will be the first time I’ve ever gone into combat with a Rakna Maigar at the head. How long will it take?”

“Four minutes,” Brian answered over the com.

“I pray Kali watches over you,” Mira said.

“Thanks Mira.”

“What’s wrong Brian?”

“Looks like some of them want to talk.”

A number of Ick-Tckt troops circled around him, carrying pulse rifles and clad in black body armor. One stepped forward, “Rakna Maigar Brian Peterson, are you not? Have you come to surrender to us?”

“No, I came to ask you to leave,” Brian said as he drew his sword. “If you don’t I’ll make sure none of you leave this planet alive.”

The Ick-Tckt backed away before ordering the attack. All around Brian flashed the light of dozens of pulse blasts. When their leader called off the attack they saw that Brian stood completely unaffected. He pointed his sword at the mass of Ick-Tckt soldiers gathering around him, as well as the Drone fighters filling the sky.

“Let me show you what I’m truly capable of doing.”

Brian spun his rakna and gathered a massive amount of energy. With a broad slash in he blasted a number of Ick-Tckt troops with a wave of energy. With another series of spins and slashes he cleared a path in front of himself. The Ick-Tckt who weren’t knocked prone from the initial series of blasts started running. As they ran Brian blasted a line of energy through the opposing ground troops, killing two scores in one shot. He continued using his rakna’s energy blasts to part the enemy lines. Seeing a pair of Drones bearing down on him, he gathered an extra-large amount of energy and blasted them out of the sky. Taking the opportunity, he flew in the air, flashing light and sound down on the terrified Ick-Tckt soldiers. Spinning his rakna, Brian twirled in the air for a moment, blasting apart everything around him.

*

Mira smiled as she watched the Ick-Tckt line crumbling. “He’s amazing, isn’t he?”

“Agreed,” El Kar said in awe. “To think one man could do so much damage. A thousand of his kind could wipe out an entire homeworld.”

“Fortunately for us and the rest of the Confederation he’s alone,” Shiken said, watching Brian’s every move. “How much time is left?”

“One more minute,” Mira answered.

“How much do you think it would take to get Brian to join our forces?” El Kar asked.

Shiken laughed, seeing the reaction from Mira. “His loyalty won’t be purchased that easily, will it?”

“He was offered the position of Tcka Knight by the Duchess formerly employing your forces,” Mira said. “He turned down that position and had to fight off a squadron of Ick-Tckt troops to make his point. His loyalty to Valis is unbreakable. He will fulfill the contract promised.”

“So that’s the price he paid to live on your ship,” said Shiken.

*

When Brian finished the first phase of the attack he saw a number of Shandi troops emerging from the sand dunes in the desert. Taking to the sky, he renewed the hunt for more Drone fighters. On the ground, Shiken Ka’s troops tore into the Ick-Tckt forces with a fury unknown, battering the antmen’s positions. Brian twirled his rakna time after time, blasting pulses of energy into the enemy forces.

“How are things looking from your position Mira?” Brian asked over the com.

“You’ve succeeded in driving their forces back. With Shiken’s troops moving in from behind it looks like the offensive is going according to plan,” Mira answered.

Brian spun the rakna and blasted another Drone fighter from the sky. “Mira, have all of Shiken’s forces gathered below the base?”

Mira turned to El Kar, “Are your forces gathered down below?”

El Kar looked up from his monitor, “Yes, all forces on Kalmar have gathered here.”

“You heard that Brian?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Shiken watched as his troops surround the Ick-Tckt ground forces and pummel them into the sand with energy blasts. A smile came to his face as he watched a tiny figure flying in circles, destroying one Drone after another.

“How does he compare to other Maigars?” Shiken asked.

“He’s the best I’ve ever seen,” Mira answered.

“It looks like they’re about to attack our forces from space,” El Kar reported.

“Cowards,” Shiken said condescendingly. “First they betray us and now they sacrifice their own soldiers so coldly.” Shiken pressed the com to reach all of his men and Brian, “All troops, clear out. They’re about to launch a bombardment on your position from space.”

Hearing that command the Shandi on the ground scattered. Brian flew back to the base. The sky began glowing as red energy blasts smashed into the ground. Quickly, Brian activated his shield and took up a defensive position on the ground, blocking a dozen Shandi from getting killed. He repeated the maneuver number of times as they retreated to the shield surrounding their base. Brian waited patiently to defend each group of Shandi as they came to the border of the shield. With his power meter reading at five percent, Brian ran into the defensive shield after the last group of soldiers was inside. Staggering with exhaustion he made his way to the command tower. All around him saw a look from the Shandi he had never seen so much of before. They’re smiling, I wonder why? Brian thought as he passed. When the crowd soldiers recovered their breath the chant of “Brian” began filling the base. Each soldier raised his weapon in salute. Brian made his way to the elevator leading to the top where he saw Shiken Ka standing with a smile, El Kar looking on from the side, and Mira, who ran over and hugged him.

“Are we safe?” Brian asked.

“For now,” she said. Mira backed away as Shiken Ka moved forward.

“Well done young Terran.” Shiken held out his hand. Brian grasped it tightly. “Our days as enemies have come to an end. I’ll return to your soldiers their weapons and vessels. And I’ll also refund your ransom money.” Shiken’s subordinate’s gasped with startled looks on their faces. He turned to them, “How can I ask of that to the man who just saved us from certain doom.” He looked to his troops outside, still chanting Brian’s name, “And how could I deny them their celebration.”

“I hope you’re not planning on doing it right now,” said Mira.

“No, you can go to your soldiers and explain the situation. I’d also advise you to get some rest before the feast this evening!”

*

Each of the captured Kalaidians took back their pulse rifles, regenerators, and body armor.

“As of now, we’re working with Shiken Ka and his forces,” Brian explained. “I aided them in an offensive strike and forced the Ick-Tckt forces to fall back for now. I know that the orders I’ve given may seem strange,” Brian paused, seeing each was listening intently, “For the last century, your people and the Shandi have warred. A hundred years is a long time, and a lot of blood has been spilt. But today that changes,” he clenched his fist in the air, “Shiken Ka has given us permission to leave if we wish, but as all of you know that’s not an option.”

Mira stepped forward, “Of our remaining vessels, we have two functioning support shuttles and two Novaguards. In addition, only ensign Myli has any experience as a pilot.” Mira signaled for Myli to come forward.

“Yes lieutenant?” Myli asked.

“Please choose one of the remaining combat troops to act as your support pilots.” Mira looked at the girls, “I know that amongst you are a number of excellent pilot candidates, but all we need is one at the moment.”

“Yes lieutenant,” Myli said.

Mira stepped back, allowing Brian to speak once again. “As you know, Captain Valis has agreed to pay our ransom. Now that the Ick-Tckt has betrayed Shiken Ka the deal is off. I’m sure Valis will be here shortly to aid us. For now live with that in mind. Today, we will join forces with Shiken Ka to survive, but my hope is for this small path to open to a greater future. The time for fighting between Kalaidian and Shandi is over. It’s time to talk to one another and get to know each other. Peace is not bought with money or arms, but understanding one another. Only by understanding another person can you learn to trust them. I trust Shiken Ka. He’s Shandi, but the man has a sense of honor I rarely see in people. It’s time to repay that honor my friends, and repay it we shall. So take up your rifles! If they’re going to take our lives they’ll have to take them from us by fighting to their last breath!”

The crowd saluted and cheered.






Chapter 25 - Brothers in Blood
Seles stood in the HDC in the heat of the desert being projected, shading her eyes as she looked at the sky. I’ve never been to the deserts of the south. She blinked as the door opened. Kivi walked inside holding a rakna blade in one hand while wearing a pair herself.

“You wanted to see me Commander?”

Kivi tossed Seles the rakna she held. “I’m going to show you how to control your berserk,” Kivi said. She drew a sword and took a stance with the blade tip pointed at Seles.

Seles drew the rakna and dropped the sheath into the sand near her feet. She paced around Kivi, gauging the tall southlander, “What do you mean by control it? I was under the impression one mastered it simply by using it.”

“No, Brian discovered the secret. And now I’m going to show you how to as well,” Kivi said before moving forward and striking with a series of slashes.

Seles parried each attack. Kivi pulled away, seeing her difficulty.

“You defeated Delne Raekar and yet you’re not putting up a decent defense,” Kivi remarked.

“It’s not like I’m trained to fight with it,” Seles said. “Before that day I’d never picked a rakna to use as a weapon.”

“Then how?”

“When I touched Brian’s mind, I gained some of his memories.” Seles flipped the rakna before taking a different stance. “Please train me.”

*

Brian, Mira, and the other Kalaidians made their way down the stairs of the massive hall. The Shandi stood at step levels, ten in a square around the center. At the bottom rested Shiken Ka and El Kar, flanked by their guards. The cheer of “Brian” filled the hall.

“It looks like you’re popular,” Mira said, smiling.

He walked down, turning and nodding to the Shandi soldiers. When he reached the bottom Shiken Ka held up a black bladed knife.

“As the Terran has shown his loyalty and courage in battle I bestow upon him a great honor,” Shiken turned to the crowd, “Never before has one of our people taken the Blood Oath with another race. Today that changes.” Shiken took the knife and sliced his left hand. He flipped the knife and held it towards Brian. He took the knife and sliced his left hand. Shiken held out his bleeding hand. Brian took Shiken�s hand as their blood dripped.

“Kem dal, tah keh him no,” Brian said in Shandi.

“Vraim ee, so in to no,” Shiken replied.

“What does this mean?” Myli whispered to Mira.

“The Blood Oath makes them brothers,” Mira answered.

Shiken turned to the crowd, “Let the feast begin!”

*

Tired, Seles fell back as she dropped her sword. Kivi stood over her, looking tired herself.

“You’re pretty good,” Kivi said before sheathing her sword. “I think with a little time, you’ll be as good as him.” She saw sadness in Seles’s eyes. “What is it?”

“Lately, I feel like he’s been distant,” Seles said as she dusted off the sand, “I don’t know what it is but something’s been bothering him that he won’t open up about.”

“It’s the Kai,” Kivi said. “He suffered its wrath only a few months ago. In all this time he’s never shown weakness. But the Kai is much more than torture. It eats the very soul of the one who suffers it.”

“What will happen if he can’t be healed of his pain?” Seles asked.

Kivi closed her eyes. “He’ll be consumed by the darkness and enter it himself. Either he’ll die by his own hand or he’ll become the monster that scarred him.”

“What?”

“That’s how a Kaida is trained,” Kivi explained. “Only by suffering the Kai can one ever understand its power.”

“If that’s true, then Delne

“

“She was trained by her own mother.” Kivi stood silent for a moment, “But I can’t believe he’ll suffer that fate Seles. He’s too strong.”

“He’s mortal,” Seles said. “That’s what we’ve forgotten.”

Chapter 26 - We Won’t Back Down

Brian, Shiken Ka, El Kar and Mira stood around the center planning table at the top of the command center.

“What are you holding onto that’s got them excited?” Mira asked.

El Kar changed the hologram to show the storage warehouses deep underground, “We have enough parts to arm forty heavy class ships with matching shielding systems.”

“That’s twice as many as Valis estimated,” Brian said. “Isn’t there anything we can do with all that equipment?” He looked to El Kar.

“We don’t have the power to use any of them,” El Kar answered. “The parts were constructed for use on Ick-Tckt ships only.”

“Can’t we use the same trick as we did yesterday?” Mira asked, looking to Brian.

“No,” Brian answered. “They were caught off guard the first time. I doubt their commander is foolish enough to send them in without a counter measure.”

A moment later the orbital barrage began again, much fiercer than before. Each of the people in the room held onto a nearby counter while the ground shook violently.

“I don’t think they intend to capture you anymore!” Shiken Ka shouted.

*

“It looks they’re launching another attack on the base,” Zae said, bringing up the image on the main monitor.

Valis narrowed her eyes as she watched. “They’re so concentrated on attacking the surface they haven’t noticed us.”

Kivi sat at her seat and compiled all the information from the other Kalaidian ships. “Our friends are spreading out as planned captain,” she reported.

“Good,” said Valis. “Open fire.”

Zae and Kivi activated all attack systems and fired a barrage of pulse cannon blasts as well as a number of HV missiles. The three Kalaidian ships with the Avoni did the same, while the Novaguard units stayed in a defensive formation, firing their pulse cannons into the Ick-Tckt fleet. Within a few moments of the battle beginning, two of the heavy class ships exploded along with half the Drones. The surprised Ick-Tckt fleet ended their bombardment and turned about.

“Is everyone in position?” Valis asked.

Zae turned around, “Looks like everything is going as planned captain.”

“Excellent,” Valis said, watching the battle carefully. “Seles, it’s your turn,” she commanded over the com.

“Yes captain,” Seles responded.

Seles stood by outside the Avoni in the Mjolnir. After this battle I’ll be flying my own mobile suit. Seles looked at the images of her subordinates, still piloting Novaguards. I’m going to miss flying one of those.

“Lieutenant, I have a question,” ensign Kaela asked over the com.

“What is it Kaela?” Seles asked.

“Is it true our Novas are going to be retired? I’ve been hearing rumors that the captain’s going to replace them with mobile suits like the Mjolnir.”

“The Zero is nearly finished,” Seles said. “But because of the cost it’s going to be a while before all the Novas are replaced.” She readied pulse rifle of the Mjolnir before vanishing out of sight. “Kaela, you take care of my back. The plan’s the same as the first battle.”

“Yes lieutenant,” Kaela answered with a salute.

*

The barrage pounded down relentlessly for half an hour. Brian turned to Shiken Ka, “I’m going to ready our counter attack force.” He put a hand on Mira’s shoulder. “You’re in command of the troops,” he said before heading outside.

Shiken turned to El Kar, “Ready our ships. If the shields fall we’ll have to flee.”

“Yes my lord,” El Kar said. He headed to the elevator.

Shiken turned to Mira, “I know that your numbers are small and most aren’t warriors. If you wish lieutenant, you and your people can board the Gigos.”

Mira watched the battle before turning to Shiken. “The two captured Novaguards are alright, aren’t they?” she asked.

“Yes,” Shiken answered.

“Please allow the pilots to join Brian and the Spits. The rest of my people will do as you offered,” Mira said before leaving.

Shiken drew his falchion. His voice echoed over the loud speaker, even louder than the pulse blasts hitting the shield, “If this be our final battle then let us die with glory! By my order, fight unto your last breath. Our tails are to the mountain and there is no chance of retreat. In the name of my great grandfather, Gigos Ka, we will defy the heavens and become gods ourselves!”

When Shiken’s speech ended each Shandi raised their weapons in a cheer.

*

Brian walked into the small hanger where the captured ships were being stored and saw Myli and ensign Celis in their respective pilot suits. Both were checking on their Novaguards and saluted as he came over to them.

“Is everything alright?” Brian asked.

“Yes Maigar,” each said in turn.

“Good.” Brian put his hand on the beak of Myli’s fighter, “I’m going to take a ride on the back until we get into the sky.”

“Aren’t you worried about getting killed?” Celis asked.

“You two didn’t see me earlier.” He extended the exoskeleton’s draconic wings. “I took out a dozen Spits before being forced to the ground.”

Myli shook her head. “It never ceases to amaze me what the captain gives to you.”

“Are you almost ready?” Mira asked over the com.

“We’ll be lifting off momentarily,” he answered. “What’s the status on their ground forces?”

“It looks like a large number of infantry as well as two hundred Drones,” Mira answered. “Our radar shows their space force has been annihilated or left the orbit.”

“Are you detecting any Kalaidian vessels?” Brian asked, noticing Myli and Celis listened intently.

“Yes, four heavy class vessels, a large force of Novaguards, and I’m pretty sure the Mjolnir,” Mira answered ecstatically.

“Good,” Brian said. He turned to the pair in front of him, “Let’s go, we have a victory to claim.”

The pair boarded their fighters. He took a hold just behind the cockpit on Myli’s fighter before locking his helmet and activating his exoskeleton to full power. The two fighters blasted out of their holding area with a number of Spits around them. The shield went down momentarily to allow the fighters to leave the base and intercept the Drones. As soon as the enemy force was in sight, Brian detached from Myli’s Nova and flew. He sped forward, spinning his rakna until it had gathered enough energy to blast a pair of Drones, knocking them from the sky. Myli and Celis stayed close to their commander, flying in a defensive circle, ensuring his flank was protected.

*

In the middle of the massive dog fight in the sky, Brian and the Novaguards with him started picking up the signals from the Kalaidian forces.

“Looks like our back up is here,” Brian said to Myli and Celis. At the same time he slashed away at a Drone’s engine he was blasted point blank by another fighter and fell to the ground with a resounding boom.

“Brian!” Both Myli and Celis shouted. They heard him groan.

“That wasn’t fun,” he grumbled over the com. “If you can hear me Seles, please take care of the rest. I’m going to pass out now.”

“Brian!” Seles shouted over the com. “Can anyone tell if he’s alright!?”

“Seles, its Mira. Other than his armor’s power level near zero he doesn’t have any serious injuries.”

“It’s good to hear you,” Seles said. “Tell Shiken Ka that we’ve destroyed all the Ick-Tckt forces in orbit and will now commence with the mop up on the surface.”

Mira turned to Shiken, “You got all that, right?”

“Yes lieutenant,” Shiken Ka answered. He turned on the base’s communications system, “To all Shandi forces I repeat my earlier instructions.”

El Kar turned to his lord. “We’re receiving a message from orbit. It seems the Avoni wishes to speak with us.”

“Lady Star,” Shiken said. “Put her through.

“Greetings Lord Ka,” Valis said while saluting in the traditional Kalaidian manner. “From what I can see I don’t think that I’ll have to pay that ransom.”

“No, aiding us is payment enough,” Shiken responded. “We have many things to discuss Captain Valis, many things indeed.”

“I’ll be looking forward to it Lord Ka,” she said.

Chapter 27 - New Beginnings, New Alliances

Captain Riga and Dreka stood at the center of a massive dark chamber, at the far end stood the Duchess Chka. She stood twice their height and many times a drone male’s mass. Three warriors stood nearby. She walked forward, clicking as she spoke.

“I brought you hear today to hear my proposal captain Riga,” said the Duchess.

“I’m listening,” he said.

“I need your skills as a tactician in the conflict before us here on Dega Jul. I’d be willing to pay above your standard rate by twenty percent.”

“What exactly warrants that kind of payment?” Riga asked.

“Bring me the head of Valis Kein and I’ll double your pay.”

Riga cawed. “I see, so that’s it great Duchess.” He turned to Dreka, making the sign of money with his hand. “So your intention’s to destroy the Kein family?”

“Yes,” the Duchess answered. “As your people know competition breeds conflict. We must eliminate those in conflict with our business. The Kein family’s been a frustrating rival of mine for many years.”

“How many do you need?” Riga asked.

The Duchess clicked her chitins to her warriors, who answered back. She turned back to the Malcovin, “As many as you can get in contact with.”

“I have my ship, and at least two others,” Riga said. “Give me a little time and I’ll see what I can do about rounding up more.”

“Thank you captain Riga,” the Duchess answered. “The time for small scale battles has ended. We must destroy the Kein family and all of their holdings before the Confederation High Council can make a decision on what to do.”

“Agreed,” Riga said before turning to Dreka. He motioned his approval. “Give my forces a day or two to prepare and we’ll join yours in space.”

The Duchess Chka nodded before going back to her private chambers. The warriors motioned for them to leave. Silence followed until they were outside the Duchess’s pyramid complex.

“Do you think we can trust her?” Dreka asked.

“She’d better keep up her end of the bargain,” Riga squawked. “Otherwise your Talon will cut right through her forces.”

“True captain, very true,” Dreka said.

*

“Captain, a shuttle from the Gigos is requesting permission to dock,” Zae reported.

Valis turned to Kivi, “Take care of things here,” she turned to Zae, “Let them onboard.”

“Yes captain,” said Zae.

“What do you think he has in mind captain?” Kivi asked.

“Shiken Ka’s a proud one. I have a feeling he’s coming to talk about what happened,” Valis said as she left the bridge.

As she headed to the shuttle bay a security squad joined her. She entered the shuttle bay and watched the Shandi transport land. What trouble have you brought upon us Brian? She thought as the shuttle cut its engines. Shiken Ka opened the shuttle door. He moved outside and met a contingent of Kalaidian guards. He glanced around, seeing the look of fear on their faces. He grinned as Valis stepped to the front. With a quickness deceiving his size he drew his falchion with lightning speed. The Kalaidians were about to fire when Valis put her hand up to stop them. Shiken placed the sword on the ground in front of him.

“I am Shiken Ka, High Lord of House of Ka, and the greatest of the seven swords. I come not for battle, but to speak.”

Valis narrowed her eyes. “Let’s get to the point. What deal did my Maigar make with you?”

“None Captain Valis,” he said. “Brian’s an honorable warrior and hasn’t forsaken you. I asked him to fight beside my forces.”

“So you didn’t force him?”

“No. As I said, I asked him to fight. He took command of the other prisoners and helped my injured soldiers. I wasn’t expecting him to do that.”

“That’s part of his personality,” Valis said. “He knows little of the feud between our peoples.” She closed her eyes before sighing, “So if it’s not about a deal with Brian, why did you come?”

“I came to ask for an alliance.”

“What?” Valis asked.

“I know you were not expecting me to ask of this, but the Terran has shown our peoples can work together. I probably don’t have to mention I know what’s about to happen on Dega Jul.”

She paced around Shiken, sizing up the Shandi. “What’s about to happen on Dega Jul?”

“The Duchess plans to destroy the Kein family,” he answered.

“I already know this.”

“I’m sure you do. But what you probably don’t know is that they’re planning to attack within the next seven days.”

“Are you sure of this?” Valis asked.

“Yes. My spies have been feeding my organization information constantly as of late. The Duchess knows if she doesn’t act soon the High Council will make a decision.”

“Do your spies know where they’ll strike first?” Valis asked.

“They’re on it right now,” Shiken answered. “That’s all I can say for now.”

“Thank you,” Valis said. She held out her hand to shake his and saw the cut on his hand.

“This is the greeting custom Brian used,” Shiken remarked.

Valis smiled, “Kalaidians traditionally bow to greet one another, but since it was a Terran who brought us together, I thought using his people’s way was best.”

“He won’t betray you Captain Valis. Now that he’s my brother by arms and by blood, I will favor Brian’s decisions.”

“You seem quite taken by him,” Valis said.

“Yes, but for another reason. Long ago the Teacher came to your people and said one day he’d return in search of aid. Brian’s the one to fulfill that task. The same may be true of my people. He’s the one we’ve waited for and forgotten, the Knight of Aquarius.”

“Are you sure about this?” she asked.

“Once I confirm it I’ll send you the details on this hidden piece of my peoples’ mythology. Watch him Lady Star, and follow the path he walks. His footprints in the sands of time will be the path to the future.” Shiken took his falchion back and sheathed it in a blur.

“Why?” Valis asked as he turned to leave.

“Brian’s eyes glow with the starlight path,” Shiken explained. “That man is no longer a man, but something much more. I see something in his eyes, something other than just the Kai. I see a greatness that shames even the pride in my heart. Where he goes, I will follow.”

“You’d follow him even if that leads to your death?” Valis asked.

Shiken smiled as the back hatch started to close. “Though time may move forward and stars will perish, I never see a day when that man’s soul will die. His body, perhaps, but his will shall endure forever.”






Chapter 28 - Awkward Moments
The Mjolnir landed in its assigned space in the cargo bay as a number of engineers ran over for maintenance. Seles changed the command language back to English before looking at Brian.

“I doubt I’ll be flying this for a while,” she said.

“What do you mean by that?” Brian asked as he opened the hatch. Looking out, opposite of the Mjolnir stood a giant nearly as large with a more fluid body design. The other Kalaidians began their work on the mobile suit.

Mira patted him on the back to get his attention. “Looks like you�ll have some competition.”

“So what do you think?” Seles asked. “That’s the prototype Phase Rakna. Daes keeps calling it the Zero though.”

“Have you given it a test flight?” he asked.

“Not yet. Daes still has to finish the Q-Drive’s filtering system,” Seles said they took the elevator cord down.

Valis’s voice came over the com, “Lieutenant Mira, I’d like to speak with you in my quarters right away.”

Mira looked a little confused as she emerged from the Mjolnir. Seles looked up as Mira took the elevator cord to the ground.

“Did you do something wrong?” Seles asked.

“Not that I know of,” Mira answered. She dusted off the sand on her clothes. “I guess I’ll see you two later.” Mira took her leave. She smiled and waved at Brian as the door closed behind her.

“Strange,” Brian said before wincing. “That fall isn’t agreeing with me at all.”

“Then let’s get you to Celi,” Seles said as she led Brian by the hand.

*

Mira hit the buzzer on Valis’s door.

“Come in,” Valis said as she opened the door. The large room was dark, lit only by the monitor on the computer.

“What can I do for you Valis?” Mira asked curiously.

“Explain this,” Valis said before changing the monitor to a picture of Mira Kein a hundred and fifty seven years earlier.

Mira shook her head. “I was hoping you’d never find out about that.”

“It’s not difficult to figure out once you’ve mentioned it to a few people,” Valis said, walking up close to Mira. “How is possible you didn’t age?”

“When the accident happened my father sealed me away in a secure location to heal in cold sleep. Unfortunately, he died without telling anyone where I was. So I slept Valis, I slept for a hundred and fifty years. I don’t know exactly how I was discovered but I found myself in the captivity of some Reiki scientists. I spent maybe a year under their care as they studied me. I escaped to find I was on Dega Jul. I was alone, confused, out of time. I was taken in by Jesela and trained at the Kein academy to be a medic.”

Valis stepped closer and ran her hand behind Mira’s ear to check for the mark. She grabbed the captain’s hand.

“Don’t touch me!”

Valis backed away. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Tell me, what’s the secret you’re keeping with Brian? He knows something and won’t say anything about it.”

“That’s between him and me,” Mira stared Valis down, “I won’t say anymore. If I must I’ll leave.”

Valis backed off after seeing the battle was lost. “On another subject, you do know you have rightful claim to our family’s title and wealth. Veda would have to recognize your position within the family.”

“Long ago I gave up my name. I live only for my friends now,” Mira said. “Anyways, Veda was always better at running the house.”

“I take it that you don’t care for the intrigue?”

Mira nodded. “That’s the nice way of putting it. I was nearly killed the first time because of family intrigue; I want nothing more to do with it.”

“Thank you,” Valis said. “I promise to not say anything to Veda or the others about you Mira, but in time they will find out about you.

“I know,” Mira said. “Someday soon I’ll have to face reality, but for now, I’ll hide in the shadows.”

“Alright, you can go now, but please send me that report quickly.”

“Of course,” Mira said as she left the room.

Valis sat in thought of a long while. She felt the Avoni gravity jump as she did so. Taking another sip of wine, she stared at the pictures of her youth and gazed into Queen Celestia’s image. What should I do? As she stood up to look at the picture up close her eyes were drawn to a new picture on the far end of the shelf, one with the image of Brian before the High Council. Her fingers stretched over his image, with a smile coming over her. As she was did so a message came over the com.

“All officers report to battle stations,” Kivi commanded.

Chapter 29 - The Hawk and the Hammer

“Captain, it looks like we’re surrounded,” Zae reported.

Next to the Avoni were three Kalaidian vessels, as well as Shiken Ka’s pair of ships, the Gigos, and a smaller, light class ship. Zae rolled the picture of the monitor and showed a number of ships positioned around their small fleet.

“I’m counting six Jckta class vessels and three Geld class ships. All enemy ships are launching their smaller attack vessels,” Kivi reported.

Valis sat in thought for a moment, calculating what to do. She drew up a quick formation and sent it to the main monitor. The formation looked like a triangle pointing down, with the three Kalaidian ships at the front, the Gigos in the center and the Avoni at the rear. She moved the screen to show where they were supposed to go.

“I take we’re in the rear because of the Mjolnir?” Kivi asked.

Valis smiled, “Yes. We also have another ace up our sleeve.”

“The Zero’s complete?” Kivi asked.

“Yes. We’ll deploy the Mjolnir to support the smaller Shandi ship. Seles and the Novas will remain behind to guard the Avoni.” Valis stood up and put her hand on Zae’s shoulder. “Send the battle plan to the other ships.”

“I’m on it captain,” Zae answered before delivering the battle formation to the rest of the ships. It only took a few seconds for the other ships to move into formation, following Valis’s lead perfectly.

*

Seles noticed the alert and headed to the fighter bay when her wrist communicator went off.

“Seles, please head to the Zero and deploy immediately,” Valis commanded over the communicator.

“It hasn’t been tested yet,” Seles said as she headed to the cargo bay.

“Daes has assured me everything’s ready,” Valis said. “If we’re going to test it, it’s better to try it in a real battle. You’ll lead the defensive position with the Novas.”

“Yes captain,” Seles said as she went into the cargo bay. A number of engineers were scrambled about to making last minute adjustments to the Mjolnir and Zero. Daes ran over to Seles and handed her a flight suit.

“Valis always does things like this at the last minute,” Daes said.

“But that’s part of the fun of serving under her,” Jesela said as she joined them.

“Was Brian already here?” Seles asked. She finished zipping up her pilot suit.

Daes nodded. “I gave him a replacement set of armor. You’ll find the Zero’s systems are complete and the Q-Drive is fully charged.”

Seles placed her foot on the elevator cord. As she was taken to the cockpit she noticed a number the engineers hard at work making four more Phase Raknas. How many new engineers did Valis hire for this? She thought as she entered the cockpit. It looked identical to the Mjolnir’s, save that it was sized for a Kalaidian. She activated the mobile suit’s systems and quickly checked all functions. She noticed a gauge showing the operating time remaining. She closed the hatch and opened a com channel outside.

“Everything’s good to go Daes.”

Daes and the others backed away to let Seles walk the suit to the exit port. The Mjolnir launched first and headed for the smaller Shandi ship. Seles moved the Zero into position and launched into space. She flew to the head of the Novaguard squadrons and turned on her com.

“This is Seles calling all squad leaders.”

“We’re here,” Myli said.

“I’m a little jealous of that new craft you have their lieutenant,” Kaela said with a wink.

“I think all of us are really,” added Meldi.

Seles smiled. “I wish each of you had one as your craft, but it’ll take some time and a lot of money.”

“Anything special planned?” Myli asked.

“No, take standard defensive positions around the Avoni. Anything major becomes my target.”

“Yes lieutenant,” all of them answered.

*

“It appears they’re using the battle plan I predicted,” Riga said over the com. Dreka sat in the cockpit of his completed Talon.

“That means their weak point will be the smallest ship,” Dreka said.

“That’s the most likely spot for your quarry,” Riga said.

Dreka cawed. “Good, I look forward to fighting him on even terms this time.”

“Even isn’t good enough,” Riga said. “You must defeat him or we’ll lose this battle.”

“In the name of my grandfather I’ll have my vengeance,” Dreka said.

Dreka and his fellow Talon pilots flew towards the smaller Shandi ship with great haste. After a few moments the ship opened fire on his squadron as they closed in.

“The rest of you take care of the ship,” Dreka commanded over the com.

“Yes lieutenant,” his subordinates responded. As they closed in to take on the Spits guarding the ship a flashing beam of energy appeared from above their position. One Talon was destroyed, while two others were damaged badly.

That’s him. Dreka thought as he extended his mobile suits’ claws and flew towards the Mjolnir.

Brian noticed a fast object closing in from below at the same time the other Talons headed for the ship. Looks like a Talon, but it’s fast. He thought as he readied for the initial attack. The Talon drew its rifle and fired five times. Quickly, Brian dodged and fired the pulse cannon. The black mobile suit dodged with ease. It’s equipped with a Q-Drive. There’s only one Malcovin alive that could’ve completed it without the blueprints. The Talon closed in and raked with its claws. Using the sword and shield, Brian managed to block both strikes as the Talon rounded about to make another pass. He sent the data to the Avoni when as he noticed the com was flashing from this opponent.

“You’re looking well Dreka,” Brian said as the two clashed once more, “I’m glad your Talon’s a real one now.”

“Why would you say that?” Dreka asked as they turned and charged each other once more, this time sparing for a moment before separating again.

“Because if I’m going to fight you, I’d rather do it against a worthy opponent,” Brian said while the two mobile suits circled each other.

Dreka cawed. “I’m out for the blood of the thief that stole my grandfather’s greatest accomplishment.”

“Then you’re looking in the wrong place,” Brian said. He intercepted another charge and turned the Talon away from the Mjolnir.

“I can tell that mobile weapon was manufactured using the Talon’s blueprints. The way it moves, the way it attacks, all of it’s the same,” Dreka said as he struck once more. The Mjolnir blocked, and Brian quickly brought about the shield for a bash. The Talon flew out of the way before it connected.

“What if I told you that I was given the blueprints by a dying Malcovin?” Brian asked.

“You’re a liar, that’s what I would say. There’s no one else who had a set of blueprints other than my grandfather,” Dreka said while spinning the Talon. He fired a blast of energy from the claws. Brian put up the shield and retorted with a sword spinning attack, causing no damage to either craft.

*

Valis watched close on the monitor for the enemy positions, carefully counting every unit on the field of play. “I see,” she said.

“What is it you’re seeing?” Baed asked.

“Yes, I think all of us would like to know,” Zae added.

“Our enemy must be smarter than I gave them credit for,” Valis said. She went to her chair and plugging another battle plan. “Zae, please send this to all the ships.”

“I’ve never seen you look so smug against odds like this,” Kivi said.

“Just look at the new plan and you’ll understand,” Valis said. She displayed the plan on the main monitor. “The triangle of defense shifts into a semi-circle that quickly strikes the forward position of the enemy, breaking their line.”

“I see,” Kivi said. “By taking this posture their rear ships become irrelevant unless they pursue, in which case we’d be in position to split their line a second time.”

“What do we have here?” Valis asked. She was receiving data from Brian. She quickly scanned over the data. “It looks like the arms race we predicted is on.”

“Why do you say that?” Kivi asked as Valis sent her the data. “This is

“

“A Phase Talon, the real kind that we’ve been waiting for,” Valis said. “And with Dreka as the pilot it’s an even match for Mjolnir.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Continue as planned. I’m going to trust him to hold off the new weapon our enemies have crafted.”

“Looks like our formation is working captain,” Zae said. “The front three ships have broken through their line of attack and the rest are falling into place.”

Valis watched as enemies behind them fell further behind. “Call back the Novas and Seles, as well as Brian. If the enemy wants to fight some more we’re in position to beat them. Hopefully they have a competent commander.”

*

Riga appeared on Dreka’s monitor. “I’m sorry to ask you to do this Dreka but we must retreat.”

“What do you mean?” Dreka asked while blocking an attack from the Mjolnir.

“Their front ships have busted through the line and now our forces are out of formation. If we pursue they have the advantage.”

Dreka slammed his fist on a panel to the side. Flashing a burst of light, he turned the Talon and flew back towards his ship.

“Next time we meet Terran I will take your head as a tribute,” Dreka said with anger.

Brian watched as the Talon flew away. “I hope that day never comes Dreka.”






Chapter 30 - Politics as Unusual
Valis sat alone in her study while poring over numerous documents on the financial power of her family. After a few minutes she sighed and stood up to stretch. Her door buzzer went off.

“I’m sorry I’m late, but I got hung up on the way back to the ship,” Brian said through the door com.

She opened the door. “Come in, we have a lot to discuss.”

He took a seat at her table in the center of the room. He noticed she had a strange look on her face he’d never seen before.

“Is something bothering you?” he asked.

She grabbed a pair of glasses and poured wine into each. She handed one to him before sitting down. After taking a sip she sighed once more.

“It feels like something really big is about to happen, but I don’t know what.”

“What about Veda? Hasn’t she said anything?”

Valis traced her finger around the top of the glass, staring into the red liquid. “No, and that’s what’s frustrating me.” She looked up. “I feel like we’re being strung along. I don’t like it, not one bit.”

“Then let me ask you something,” Brian paused for a sip of the wine, “What are we fighting for? And why are our enemies fighting us?”

“On the micro level we’re fighting for money, payment, and security. But when I try envisioning the larger scale I see very little. The merchant lords ruling Dega Jul have fought continuously over the years, but not to the scale we’re seeing now. And what disturbs me most is the complete lack of power the Confederation is showing.”

Brian shrugged. “The last event they stepped into was the war between your people and the Shandi a few years ago.”

“That’s because the battles were spilling over into other race’s territories,” Valis took a sip of wine, “That and the amount of dead were piling up fast. Large scale battles are rare these days, despite the military power that exists. No one wants to put all the capital into something that pays off so little.”

“I have an idea,” he said.

“Go ahead.”

“What our enemies have to offer is the status quo, is it not?”

“I suppose.”

“Then if the Kein family, your family wishes to win this war, they must offer an alternative.”

“What kind of alternative?”

“Give the people of Dega Jul a choice on their destiny,” he said before taking another sip. “Offer to them what was given to Kalaidia.”

“That would be wonderful.” She shook her head. “But my grandmother would object.”

“Unfortunately for her the status quo can’t last forever, nothing does. Dega Jul hasn’t had a central government since the Confederation moved their base of operations to the Kailion system five hundred years ago. The people of Dega Jul identify themselves as different from other worlds, even the ones from which they originated. It’s only right they finally learn to rule themselves fairly.”

Zae appeared on the monitor. “Sorry to disturb you captain, but Lady Veda is requesting an audience with you.”

Valis went over to the monitor. “I’ll take it right now.”

“Yes captain,” Zae said. Her image vanished as the face of Veda took its place.

“I heard you ran into some trouble Valis,” Veda said. “I’m glad you’re still alive.”

“You as well grandmother,” Valis answered. Brian stood in the background, looking a little uncomfortable. He turned and saluted.

“Good evening Lady Veda,” Brian said.

“And you as well Maigar,” Veda said. “After much discussion amongst the family and merchants we’re affiliated it appears we’re headed for gridlock. The only solution we can agree on is to use military power against the Duchess. Even so, I don’t favor it. Our chance of victory with their alliances isn’t realistic.”

“Maybe you’d be happy to know Lord Ka has decided to join us,” Valis said.

Veda seemed surprised. “When did this happen?”

“I met with him a short while ago,” Valis explained. “After a lot of discussion he’s decided to join our side. I’ll be sending Brian to oversee the Shandi during their meeting.”

“I’m glad to hear this Valis, but still, I’m surprised. What I’ve also called to ask is if you have any other ideas on solving this problem of ours.”

“Brian’s just explained to me what we should do,” Valis answered.

“Has he?” Veda asked haughtily. “Well Maigar, what grand scheme do you propose?”

“The only solution your family and allies have is to offer an alternative to what your enemies are. The people of Dega Jul are caught between two sides in this conflict, and till now have only been offered one choice. Offer them freedom Veda. Give the people of Dega Jul hope for a real future. Give to them what they so richly deserve, a working government that actually protects them and their interests. Without appealing to the people of Dega Jul your side is nothing more than a dictator in the long line of dictators they’ve experienced. Set them free, because that’s the only way to end the fighting once and for all.”

“Are you telling me to submit our family to the masses?” Veda asked.

“Yes,” he answered.

“Are you mad?” Veda asked. “The Kein family’s been as powerful this long because of the wealth we’ve maintained and power we’ve grown on Dega Jul. I won’t let all that go to waste to appease the foolish masses.”

Valis was about to say something when Brian put his hand up. “Wasn’t it your family that broke from the rest of Kalaidia over the concept of freedom? Or is your definition of freedom that which only affects me is tyranny? Because that’s not freedom at all, but the worst kind of selfishness,” he said.

“Is freedom not the right to be selfish?” Veda asked. “Is not excepting one’s fate the ultimate form of selfishness?”

“Veda, freedom is not the right to do everything you wish,” Brian said. “Absolute freedom like that breeds anarchy and leads to nothing in the end. The freedom I speak of is freedom from ignorance, prejudice, and social standing. Freedom is equality, and that’s what conceding your power to the masses will demonstrate to them. Show them you’re willing to call them your equal. Otherwise you’ll suffer the doom all arrogant wealthy people find in their selfishness and greed.”

“What fate is that?” Veda asked.

“Death at the hands of those you believe are less than what you are,” Brian answered. “Bow before their power or have your head chopped off by them later. That’s the fate the nobles on Kalaidia had before Celestia conceded their power. Now this world has the same problem, but with a different issue. Dega Jul is made up of many different species, all of whom have very different viewpoints on how to run a government. That’s why I proposed you offer them a different way. Like the people of Kalaidia the people of this world are on the edge of destruction. They sense change is in the air.” He clenched his fist. “If you have the will of the people behind your cause you’ll emerge victorious. Let go of your preconceived notions and embrace that which is to pass.”

Veda looked surprised. She let silence fill the air for a moment before speaking. “There was a man long ago who spoke like you do today Brian. That man was my brother, Gaelic Kein. He believed that tomorrow will be better than today and the next day will be even better.”

“It’s not just a dream,” Valis said.

Veda sighed before closing her eyes for a moment. “Long ago, I believed in such ideals.”

“The path is always there to walk Veda,” Brian said. “All you have to do is believe.”

“You’ve convinced me,” Veda said. “Though the rest will think I’m mad I’ll begin preparations for what you’ve suggested.”

*

After the Avoni landed on Dega Jul once more Brian was greeted by a shuttle with Shiken Ka onboard.

“Has Lady Veda heard of the news?” Shiken asked Brian as they flew towards his headquarters. The sun shone that it was late afternoon with a smoggy haze filling the sky. The massive skyscrapers reached far into the sky and blocked the view.

Brian noticed intensity in Shiken’s eyes. “Yes. By the way, what’s with the game face?”

“What’s a game face?”

Brian laughed. “Game face is a saying from my world Shiken. It means you have a look of total focus and concentration on the task ahead.”

“That’s true,” Shiken said as he admired the view out the shuttle’s front window. “Today is the day a number of things die. The time for fighting amongst the people of Kali and mine have come to an end.”

The shuttled landed outside a massive pyramid shaped metal building, built similar in motif of Shandi vessels. The look on the guards faces as the pair entered was of shock as they saw their leader walking side by side with a member of a Kalaidian crew. Through the massive hypostyle halls they walked until Shiken and Brian entered a meeting chamber. After a moment to allow for silence Shiken Ka took the podium.

“My fellow Ka, and to all those blood is of Shandi, hear my words. For nearly a century the people of Kali and ours have fought. The wars have been bloody and filled with sorrow. It may be said there’s no forgiveness between our peoples. But I believe that’s a falsehood of the greatest kind. And now is the time to prove it!” Shiken held up his hand, showing the scar of the Blood Pact. “I have sworn my blood and honor to this man,” he motioned for Brian to show his hand, baring the same mark, “Brian has the strength of a thousand within him. He’s shone honor I never thought possible and courage above anyone I’ve ever met.”

“What is the point of this spectacle!” one of the doubters shouted.

“Yes, get on with it!” another shouted.

Shiken nodded to Brian. With a flash faster than could be seen Brian drew his rakna blade and spun it. He slashed and sent a shock wave towards each of the hecklers. The stone before them shattered.

“You wish to know the facts?!” Shiken raised his clenched fist to the sky. “Then I’ll tell you everything. The Duchess has betrayed our trust and stolen the lives of our brave warriors. But this man, a servant to Lady Star, came to my aid. Without even a second thought he bled for my men. And to reward that trust I hereby renounce all allegiances with the Duchess. From this day forward the family of Ka will seek peace with the people of Kali.”

Murmurs amongst the crowd were fierce with many in doubt of what their leader had just said.

“And now I’ll go to the homeworld to secure our interests there,” Shiken said, bowing before leaving.

“You will come with me?” Shiken asked before Brian got on the shuttle to leave.

He reached out and took Shiken’s hand vigorously. “I will.”






Chapter 31 - Uncertain Departure
Brian headed back to his apartment when he noticed Kivi and Valis waiting on the balcony of Kivi’s apartment. He waved; they saw him when he made his way up the stairs.

“So how goes the front on Shiken Ka’s end?” Kivi asked.

“He’s requested I go with him to his homeworld,” Brian answered.

“As much as I don’t like the idea of dividing our forces I’ll approve it,” Valis said. “Now that Seles has the Zero I’m confident in the Avoni’s defenses.”

“I think we should send Mira with him again,” Kivi suggested.

“I’d be glad to bring her along.”

“I know you would,” Valis said. “You can go to Shandi Prime as long as you take Mira with as backup. You’re also to not reveal anything about the technology you’re using.”

“I’ll make sure of it Valis,” he answered.

*

“Are you sure you don’t want to stay onboard my ship?” Shiken Ka asked as he spoke to Brian and Mira over the monitor.

“We’ll be just fine on our own,” Brian answered.

“Very well, if anything happens I’ll contact you,” Shiken said. “Please make sure that you stay within the ring of my ships when we enter Shandi territory.” His image disappeared and the pair were left alone.

Mira spun around and took his hand.

“Mira, what’re you doing?” he asked has was dragged into the tiny bedroom.

She tapped his armor with her finger. “You really are an idiot, aren’t you?”

“What?”

She pointed to the bed. “I’m going to take advantage of every moment we’re alone.” Mira hugged him again, this time with a different look in her eye. “You need a lot of rehabilitation.”

“Alright Mira, you win.”

*

Seles and Valis sat together in Valis’s quarters with a heating tray at the center of the table. Valis grabbed a bottle of wine and offered Seles a glass.

“We haven’t had a chance to do this for a while,” Seles said as she took the glass.

“We’ve both been so busy,” Valis sipped some wine, “Is he alright now?”

“I think he’s getting better,” Seles answered. “He told me to protect the Avoni while he’s gone.”

“I’m confident in that,” Valis said. She looked over at a photo of the pair on the nearby desk. “Not just because Brian says so but because I’m sure of your ability.”

Seles sighed. “I have to admit leading the Novas is tough.”

“But you’ve adjusted, just like I thought you would,” Valis said. “If you we’re in the regular military you’d already be in Zae’s position.”

Seles laughed. “Then I’m definitely glad I’m not in the regular military. That sounds like too much responsibility for me.”

“That’s why I’m not an admiral,” Valis said. “The pay is not worth all the work and planning.”

Seles waved her hand. “I’ll understand what you’re talking about in a few years, right?”

“Yes,” Valis said before taking a sip of wine. “Unfortunately, my avoidance of admiralship will be coming to an end.”

“The current events here have led to it,” Seles said.

“I know, and because it’s outside the jurisdiction of the Kalaidian military, we can’t rely on their aid.”

“What about the Confederation?” Seles asked.

Valis sighed with annoyance. “They wouldn’t step in even if it was called for.” A moment of silence pervaded the room as the light switched on the heat tray. Valis lifted the lid and revealed a cheese pizza.

“Even you started eating these?” Seles asked.

Valis took in the aroma. “I’m not sure what it is about this food Brian’s people eat that makes me like it so much.”

“I’m not sure either,” Seles said. “All I know is I’m looking forward to more foods from his world.”

“He comes from a meat eating society, doesn’t he?” Valis asked.

“Yeah, and I heard he ate a Malcovin dish that had meat in it recently.”

“It was probably the night he and Kivi fought with the Ick-Tckt.” Valis took a bite of pizza, savoring its flavor. “She told me watching him eat the dish nearly made her throw up.”

Seles laughed. “It is rather disgusting.” Seles took a bite of pizza herself. “But, our people in the past ate meat.”

“And it led to the extinction of several hundred species of mammals and fish.”

“That’s the downside,” Seles said. “On a completely different note though, where are you getting the money to pay for the Phase Rakna’s?”

“My grandmother is supplying us with the needed funding. I’ve also received a number of requests from the Kalaidian military on the matter.”

“Of course they’d be interested,” Seles said.

“What I fear is the inevitable arms race to come. If too many have the technology like the Mjolnir the wars will only get worse.”

“Brian mentioned that he longed for a better world,” Seles said. “I’m beginning to wish for that kind of life.”

“It’s the same for me,” Valis said. “Did I ever tell you what I planned on doing when I retired from this job?”

“You said something about running a vineyard back on the homeworld,” Seles took another slice of pizza, “Sounds kind of sleepy to me.”

Valis laughed. “Yes, but that’s the life I long for in the future. The world you speak of, the world without war is a sleepy world where everyone lives in peace. Take away intrigue and wealth and war will end.”

“I hope it’s really that simple Valis, I really do.”

Chapter 32 - The Knight of Aquarius

Several days passed as Brian and Mira traveled alongside Shiken Ka’s fleet to the Shandi homeworld. As the group performed its last gravity jump to enter the Shandi home system, Shiken Ka called the Mjolnir.

“Please stay within the center of our formation,” he instructed.

“Of course,” Brian said as he moved the Mjolnir to the specified area. Mira stood next to him in the cockpit.

Both watched as the image of Shandi Prime appeared on the monitor. Before them was a planet of similar size and climate to Earth and Kalaidia, save for the massive amount of desert on the two continents sitting on the equator. At the outer edges and in a few spots within the massive wastes was green plant life. Below and to the north of the two central continents were two smaller landmasses; both had much more plant life.

“There’s a lot more water than one would assume,” Brian said.

“If their homeworld was nothing but desert, nothing would’ve ever evolved there,” Mira said. “Because of the ocean surrounding the continental landmasses this is the only planet occupied by a sentient race that has hypercanes.”

“I’d love to see one someday,” Brian said as the fleet entered orbit. There was a long pause before Shiken Ka received clearance for atmospheric entry. His image appeared on the Mjolnir’s monitor again.

“Although the High Council isn’t happy to see you and your mobile suit they’ve given clearance for landing.”

“Are we landing in the capital?” Brian asked.

“Yes. I welcome you and Mira to the city of our ancestors, Strevsdak,” Shiken said with reverence.

“We thank you for giving us this chance,” Mira said.

“You’re welcome,” Shiken said before his image disappeared. Brian shifted the mobile suit into humanoid form and positioned the shield in front.

“Wouldn’t it be easier on the Mjolnir if we entered in ship form?” Mira asked.

“Yes, but I want those on the surface to see the mobile suit like this first. Ship form is great for speed but the humanlike shape is needed to leave an impression.”

“Like what you did on Kalaidia?”

“Exactly the same,” he answered as the mobile suit started down into the planet’s atmosphere. “The only difference is I won’t keep the lights on.”

“And not get captured,” she said sarcastically.

“Yes, it would be great if it didn’t happen again.”

The Mjolnir stayed at the center of the formation as space changed to sky over the great city of Strevsdak. Below them spanned a metropolis unlike anything Brian had ever seen. In place of metal and glass towers were massive pyramid shaped structures, with the city itself culminating into a monolithic pyramid shaped complex. Flying crafts filled the air, and all around the city were lush, green farmlands, teeming with life itself. He landed the Mjolnir before taking a deep breath.

“Let’s go,” he said as he took his helmet and checked his rakna. Mira carried her medic bag on her back and wore a raiga whip on her belt.

“You really know how to use one of those?” he asked as he opened the front hatch.

“Long ago it was the standard weapon of noble women,” she said. “I never learned how to fight with a blade myself.”

“Whatever makes you feel safe,” he said as he and Mira took the elevator cord down. Once on the ground they were met by a contingent of soldiers led by a female who carried herself like Shiken Ka. She moved over to Brian and looked him over.

“I know it’s strange to say this about a mammal, but you’re impressively built,” she said.

“As are you Lady

” he trailed off intentionally.

“Miv Daek is my name Terran,” she turned to Mira. “You’re stronger than you look little girl.”

Shiken Ka made his way over to the gathering and noticed Miv Daek had beaten him there. She turned and saluted her fellow noble.

“I had a feeling you’d be here waiting Miv,” he said before saluting her.

“I’ve heard you’ve taken a blood oath with this Terran,” she said. “If the reports of his exploits in battle are correct then I’m not surprised.”

“I can assure you all of the reports are accurate,” Shiken answered. “On another subject, why are you and your soldiers here?”

Miv pointed to the grand tower at the center of the city. “Trai Gor wishes to meet with you and Brian.”

“What about the meeting of the High Council?” Shiken asked.

“The other five noble families refuse to meet with the Terran here,” Miv explained. “But if my family and Gor’s decide to go with your decision the other five have little choice in the matter.”

“Very well,” Shiken said. His soldiers and Miv Daek’s surrounded Brian and Mira. Shiken Ka waved his hand. “Follow us.”

Brian nodded, with Mira doing likewise as the force of ground troops marched towards the palace of the Gor family.

“It’s amazing to see this in person,” Mira said. “The palaces on Kalaidia have nothing on these.”

“I agree,” Brian said.

The troupe stopped at the base of the tower at the center of the city, the palace of Trai Gor, and ruler of Shandi Prime. The guards all confirmed the identities of those entering before opening the stone doors to the interior. It was only a few moments into the palace when they entered the throne room, a large hypostyle chamber with a single seat at the far end. There stood a powerfully built male Shandi, clad in armor with a falchion sheathed on his back. As they approached, Brian and Mira noticed the leader was elderly, but still quite vital. He turned to acknowledge the group as all the Shandi saluted their leader. Brian and Mira stood fast, not sure how to act. Trai Gor moved down from his pedestal and went straight to Brian, looking the Terran eye to eye.

“For many months now I’ve wished to see you in person Brian Peterson. The rumors of your strength have nothing compared to what I see today,” Trai Gor said before looking over to Shiken Ka and Miv Daek. Brian stepped forward with his hand out.

“On behalf of my people, I thank you for this audience Trai Gor,” he said. Trai Gor took his hand and shook it vigorously.

“Are you speaking as a servant of Captain Valis or as a Terran?” Trai Gor asked.

“Both,” Brian responded. “I was sent by Captain Valis as a representative of the Kein family but I’m also the first of my people to visit your world Trai Gor. And from what I’ve seen it’s quite impressive.”

“On behalf of my people I accept your kindness.” He called off his guards. “Now, let’s get to the matter at hand,” the Shandi lord turned to Shiken Ka, “In the message you sent me you told me this man here is the Knight of Aquarius, a figure long forgotten since the rulership of the priesthood,” he turned to Brian, “Do you know anything about this Maigar?”

“No, I know nothing about this,” Brian answered.

Shiken moved forward. “There’s a place I need to take all of you. When I was young I entered a temple of the ancients on the edge of the old city. There, buried in the sands of time is the secret of Brian.”

“How is that even possible?” Mira asked.

Trai Gor turned to Mira. “Long ago, around the same time the Teacher came to your world, a being of similar nature appeared on our world. Most of our race knows little about it, largely because the secrets of the priesthood died when they fell from power. The legends say a two tailed being came from the sky. The two tails signify legs like yours,” Trai Gor explained as he pointed to Brian’s legs. “Kalaidians have the closest figure in their religious texts to this mythical being.”

“But we have given up all the old ways, have we not?” Miv Daek asked. “Are we to take the words of false prophets so literally?”

“True,” Trai Gor responded. “To take the words of the ancients at face value is a blunder.”

Shiken motioned to speak. “I know it’s hard to believe,” He looked at Brian with scrutinizing eyes, “And memories are fleeting at best. But you must trust what I’ve seen has proven to me all that I need. For confirmation I’ll take you to the ruins.”

“What’s there?” Miv Daek asked.

“Something that will prove beyond a doubt what I’m saying is the truth.”

*

Shiken checked his scanner a few times to make sure the temple was still there. He turned to Brian. “Please blow away the sand. Below it is the temple I want everyone to see.”

Mira stepped back to allow Brian the room to draw his rakna. With a few spins over his head he slashed forward and blew away the sand. Just below where they stood was the entrance to an ancient temple. Trai Gor moved signaled for the others to follow.

“Is this the place you spoke of?” Trai Gor asked Shiken.

“Yes. It’ll take us a few hours to reach the room in question,” Shiken said as he took the lead. Behind him followed Brian. Mira clasped his arm while the rest followed cautiously. For what felt like eternity the group moved through the ancient temple, marveling at its preservation, as well as the stories held within the murals.

Shiken put his hand up to stop the group following him and pointed to a narrow hallway. “At the other end of this hall is the place I saw the statue of Brian all those years ago.”

He moved into the hallway as the others followed. After a few minutes the hall opened up into a massive chamber. When Brian and Mira stepped inside, the floor started glowing in a pattern. The light originated at the statue at the center and moved towards each of the side walls. Brian and Mira stood near the center, transfixed on the statue at the center. The nobles followed in with shocked looks on their faces as they saw a statue resembling Brian at the center.

“Two thousand years ago the Teacher visited our world,” Shiken Ka said. “And he left this as his beacon to the future.” he moved next to Brian and placed a hand on the human’s shoulder, “How he knew a man looking like you was to come to us is beyond me.”

Mira walked over to the statue. She turned around, looking Brian up and down. “It matches everything.” She brushed away at the inscription and read it as best she could, “The Knight of Aquarius.”

“Aquarius is my birth sign from Earth,” Brian said. He stared at the statue. “I have no explanation for this.”

“Is it the will of Kali?” Mira asked

Shiken moved forward. “In the days of old we believed in gods. But today we’re different. It’s my belief that the Teacher was a Terran who transcended his nature and became something far greater than a mortal.”

“There are a number of people from my world who’ve been said to have done that in history. But still

” Brian paused and placed a hand on the inscribed plaque. At that moment the eyes on the statue began glowing blue and a strange blue aura covered Brian. Mira held him tight. Shiken backed away and saw their eyes glowing with the light of the berserk. Around them the light flowed down eight paths to a panel in the stone walls opening at each point.

“What is this?” Trai Gor asked.

Shiken looked at each of the eight points and found an inscribed panel at the base of each. “The Teacher left behind a message before leaving our planet.”

Chapter 33 - Message of the Teacher

What is this place? Brian thought as he opened his eyes to see a vast sea of fuzzy blue and green. Turning, he saw Mira holding his arm.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he answered.

Mira pointed to lights floating off in the distance. “Brian, look!”

Far away on Kalaidia Prime, Celestia sat at her desk enjoying a glass wine when her eyes began glowing blue. She dropped her glass and looked into the mirror, seeing Myden standing behind her. His black eyes started glowing blue as well.

“What’s happening?” she asked.

“The Warrior is calling to the Maidens. I’ve only seen this place once before. Myden closed his eyes and took her hands with his. “This is where he’ll learn the truth.”

Valis, Kivi, and Zae stood around the battle planning table discussing their next move when their eyes began glowing blue.

“Captain,” Zae said with confusion in her voice.

“It’s the berserk state,” Kivi said.

Valis narrowed her eyes, searching. “I can hear his voice calling to me.”

Zae pointed to the stars in the sky above them. “It’s coming from here.”

“Shandi Prime,” Kivi said.

Seles sat up from her bed as a strange wave of energy entered her. Looking into the mirror she saw that her eyes were glowing.

“Seles,” Baed said with fear in her voice.

Seles pushed aside her curtain to see her cousin’s eyes were glowing.

“I hear a voice in my head,” Baed said. “I think its Brian.”

Seles hugged her as each closed their eyes. “I can hear him as well. He’s calling for us, just relax and let it happen.”

“Thanks Seles.”

Celi stood in the medical lab alone when she felt a strange surge fill her body. Rubbing her eyes, she saw a strange blue glow emerging from her eyes. She knelt down, holding her head in her hands. Suddenly she snapped back up and faced the ceiling.

“I can hear you Brian. I’m coming.”

As the strange glowing lights approached Brian and Mira they began making out that they were their crewmates, along with Celestia and Myden. Each stood perplexed in a circle when Myden made his way to the middle.

“It looks like you found the power spot Brian,” Myden said.

“Yes,” Brian said before looking at all the others. He saw confusion on all their faces. “Where is this place?”

“There are many names for what this place is, but I believe the closest term for this from Earth is the Akashic Records, or Universal Database,” Myden explained. “Everything that ever was and exists now is recorded her.” He turned to the Kalaidians next to him, “I believe your people would refer to this place as the Recorder of the Grand Stage. If Kali exists she watches from this place and sees everything.”

“If this place is a database for knowledge then why don’t we see any of it right now?” Valis asked.

Brian looked around and then closed his eyes. “This is only the entry point. To find knowledge we must travel deeper into the sea.” He opened his eyes and saw a path open up before him. “We must be careful to not lose ourselves in this place because we might not be able to return.”

“Why are we here?” Seles asked.

“The Teacher left behind a message for all the older races before he departed the existence we all know,” Myden said. “Of the Great Dragon three will come, the Teacher who will show the Path, then will come the Warrior, who will lead them upon the Path, and finally the Goddess, who will open the door to paradise.” He turned to Brian. “The specific message left by the Teacher was that the Warrior would call for the Five Maidens, the Three Wisemen, and the twenty seven stars.”

“Did you say five maidens?” Celi asked. “I say that because there are eight of us here.”

Myden nodded. “The Teacher was not a fool when he left the marks on your ancestors. He intended for more than five for a simple reason.”

“If one of us died another could take our place,” Mira said.

“Yes,” Myden said. “For example, your younger sister no doubt carries the same mark as you Celi.”

“If that’s true then why isn’t she here?” Celi asked.

“She is, it just took her a little longer to get here,” Brian said. He looked down at his left side and saw the cute little Kalaidian girl he met on Kalaidia Prime. She looked around, confused. Seeing her big sister, the little girl ran over to Celi.

“Sis, what’s happening?” the little girl asked.

Celi knelt down and hugged her little sister, “Don’t worry Kyli, everything’s alright. Just stay next to me and nothing will happen to you.”

“The Teacher’s plan was to be executed without issue,” Myden explained. “Even if one or all of you fall another waits to take your place. The same pertains to me, Brian, and the others who aren’t here at the moment.”

“What others?” Valis asked.

“As you can see, I’m the only one of the three wise ones here at the moment,” Myden answered. “There are two others who may show themselves as of yet.”

Before them a vortex started to clear away a path, seeming to go on for eternity.

Myden pointed to the path. “Now go Brian, and see why you’re coming wasn’t by chance.”

Brian started down the path tentatively before looking back at the whole group. “I’ll be back in a little while,” he said as the vortex disappeared around him.

“Why can only he go?” Kivi asked.

“Worry not Maiden of War. If he should die in battle or elsewhere it will likely fall next to you,” Myden turned to Seles, “Or maybe you Lady Seles.”

“What do you mean by that?” Valis asked.

Myden closed his eyes. “Should the Warrior fall another must take his place. If no Terran is present then it naturally falls to a Kalaidian, and Commander Kivi or Lady Seles have the proper qualifications. The message the Teacher left to us was the path to eternal happiness.”

“How is that possible?” Celestia asked.

“Unification,” Valis said. “The only way I can think of is for the Confederation of Alden to unify, thus ending disputes between peoples.”

“That’s part of it Lady Valis.” Myden paced about in a circle around the group. “The other goals are prosperity for everyone and demilitarization. We’re entering stage five of the Teacher’s original plan, the creation of the Degan State.”

*

As Brian walked forward through the strange ocean the sea began to get darker and darker around him. Suddenly, a bright orb floated towards him. As the orb closed he saw images of Earth, Kalaidia, Shandi, and Malcov. He reached his hand up to block the light.

“I have waited for so long,” said a strange voice from the orb.

“Who are you?” Brian asked.

The orb shifted into the rough outline of a man. “I’m the one who’s carried the burden of light for so long, the remaining thoughts of the Teacher. I know what his wishes for us all were. And now

” The glowing image moved forward and embraced Brian tightly, “It’s time to pass on the knowledge I carry to you. When the time comes you’ll do the same for the Goddess, the lady who’ll open the path to Eden once and for all.”

*

“What is happening to them?” Trai Gor asked.

Shiken looked closely at Brian and Mira. “Other than their eyes it appears nothing.”

“Are they communing with the spirit of the Teacher?” Miv Daek asked.

Shiken shook Brian violently and noticed the blue glow turning red. After a moment Brian began convulsing and fell to the floor unconscious. Mira fell to the floor asleep a moment later. After a minute she sat up and rubbed her eyes.

“Where am I?” she asked weakly before looking over at Brian. “Brian!” She shouted as she moved over to wake him up. Another minute passed before Brian began to wake.

“What happened?” he asked, looking at everyone as he stood up.

“You and Mira stood still and gazed at the statue as your eyes glowed blue,” Shiken said.

“I remember seeing a lot of others, like Seles, Valis, Kivi, and a few more,” Mira said. She turned to the statue.

“What did you see Brian?” Shiken asked.

“I remember a bright light, a strange voice, and meeting the others like Mira said. What the voice told me I can’t recall, but I know it was something important.” Brian turned to the other Shandi nobles. “I can’t give you the answer you seek. But I can offer you this.” He dropped his rakna blade to the ground and deactivated his armor before walking forward, kneeling on one knee. He bowed his head. “If you truly believe I’m a threat, then I give you this.”

“You’re offering us your life?” Trai Gor asked.

“Even if I die another will take my place,” Brian said. “Each being is special, unique, but none of us are irreplaceable. The one you seek, the Knight of Aquarius could be I or anyone else capable of leading your people into the new era.”

Miv Daek drew her sword. “You’ve bled with our kind and are the brother of Shiken Ka. Even if I should be proven wrong in the end I choose to believe in you Brian Peterson.” Miv placed her sword on the ground and joined Shiken.

Trai Gor smiled. “For a hundred years our kind has warred with the people of Kali,” he looked at Mira, “I believe it’s time we finally end it. Brian may not be the knight you spoke of but I can see he has a power we thought impossible.” Trai Gor threw his sword to the ground. “Your power is the ability to bring others together.” Trai Gor moved behind Brian and turned to the five others. “Choose what path you may my friends but I choose the path of peace. I’ve lived a long life and all I’ve seen is sorrow, bitterness, and hatred. It’s time we end it.”

The others nodded and one by one each did the same, surrendering their blade and moving behind Brian.




Chapter 34 - Dreka’s Triumph

The combined fleets of Malcovin and Ick-Tckt surrounded a Kalaidian asteroid base orbiting Dega Six. Dreka stood by in his Talon. Waiting for the order to launch the black bird closed his eyes, thinking. What the hell was that place? And why did I see those Kalaidians and that strange being? And why did I hear grandfather’s voice telling me to follow him? He opened his eyes and looked angrily at the monitor. He banged his fist against the arm of the chair.

“I’ll never trust a thief like that Terran,” he said.

Captain Riga appeared on his monitor. “Is everything ready to go Dreka?”

“Yes captain,” he answered. He activated his com between Talons. “Alright men, it’s time to get going.”

“Take formation Z-11,” Riga commanded.

“Looks like you’re really relying on me,” Dreka said sarcastically.

“Our enemy is outnumbered four to one. I’m counting on you because if we don’t beat them quickly.”

“I understand,” Dreka said. He flew his Talon outside and took formation with the other Talons and Claws. They moved into a cone shaped formation with his suit at the tip. Flipping the switch to go to full power, Dreka’s mobile suit gave off an eerie red glow. A mass of Novaguards and a quartet of Avoni class ships launched from the base. With a blazing charge Dreka’s Talon cut down six Novaguards in an instant.

“The rest of you work on the smaller ships, I’m going after the base itself,” Dreka commanded. He flew past the other ships as he charged the main dock while cutting down Novaguards with ease. Behind Dreka the heavier ships started exchanging fire. Pulling out the pulse rifle, he aimed at the dock entrance and shot a beam of red energy, smashing through everything. Flying the Talon in quickly, Dreka aimed the rifle and fired in every direction, blasting the base apart from the inside. Looking to his side, he saw two of the Kalaidian ships explode. Over the com came a message of surrender. The Kalaidians stopped firing. As Dreka flew back to his ship he noticed the Ick-Tckt open fire on those surrendering.

“No!” Dreka shouted. He turned his Talon to intercept the incoming Ick-Tckt forces. “I will not be a part of something so cruel!” He aimed his weapon at the front Jckta class ship. A number of Talons closed in to restrain him.

“What are you doing!?” Dreka shouted. “This isn’t war, its murder!”

Riga appeared on Dreka’s monitor. “I’m sorry, but our orders are to eliminate all our enemies. The Duchess ordered no surrender and no mercy.”

“I don’t care what her orders were,” Dreka said before his eyes starting glowing blue. “All I know is this isn’t justice.” He turned off Riga and opened a com line with the Ick-Tckt. With a motion swifter than the eye could see the birdman freed his mobile suit and flew towards the Ick-Tckt ship. With a single shot he blasted the shields off the front ship and damaged its weapons system. “Are you listening to me now? The Kein forces have surrendered and under interstellar law what you are engaging in is unlawful mass murder. Should you fire upon another Kalaidian that’s surrendered I will consider you my enemy.” The Ick-Tckt stopped firing. Dreka turned his Talon back towards his ship. “Please take on all the Kalaidian prisoners; I don’t trust those vicious bugs.”

*

After Mjolnir landed on the Avoni Brian and Mira took the elevator cord down once more. They noticed the Phase Raknas were almost finished. Jesela and Daes, along with all the other engineers were hard at work on both the interiors and exteriors of the mobile suits. They left the cargo bay and quickly made their way towards the bridge.

“What happened to us?” Mira asked.

“I’m not sure,” Brian said as the door opened to the bridge of the Avoni. In a circle at the bottom of the bridge stood Valis, along with Kivi, Seles, Baed, Zae, and Celi.

“Brian, what happened on Shandi Prime?” Valis asked.

“Yes, please tell us,” Kivi and the others echoed.

“What did you see at the end of the path?” Seles asked.

“To be honest I don’t remember that part,” he answered. “The only thing I know is the ancient ruins are what caused this.”

“What sort of ruins?” Valis asked.

Brian stood in thought for a moment. “Shiken Ka spoke of a sealed ancient temple he got lost inside of when he was young. There were pictures of archaic Shandi culture, but what was most amazing was the area inside the innermost parts of the temple.”

“What was there?” Valis asked.

Mira stepped in. “Shiken Ka brought us inside of a large chamber and at center of it was an accurate statue of Brian, left behind with a message about the Teacher. When Brian and I touched the statue our eyes began glowing.”

“The same thing happened to all of us,” Kivi said.

“But how is that possible?” Zae asked. “We were separated by light years.”

“If what Myden said was true then distance wouldn’t matter in that place,” Baed said.

“I wish there was more that I could tell all of you, but I honestly don’t recall what happened after I went down that strange path,” Brian said.

“I believe you,” Valis said. “It may take us awhile to figure out what happened, but for now we can worry about it later.”

“Agreed,” Kivi said.

“Agreed,” the others said.

Seles walked over to Brian. “Is everything alright?”

“Do you mean me, or what’s happening right now?” he asked.

“You,” she said before closing her eyes and sighing with frustration.

“We should talk in my quarters,” Brian said.

When they went for the elevator a panicked image of Veda Kein appeared on the main monitor.

“Valis!” she shouted. “Our base at Dega Six has fallen.”

“Are you sure?” Valis asked.

“Yes. It fell in less than an hour,” Veda said.

“How could they have done that in less than an hour?” she asked as she turned to Brian.

“It means Dreka’s with them.” Brian looked at Seles, “Let’s get everything ready with our mobile suits.

“Yes,” Seles answered as they ran into the elevator.

“What did he mean?” Veda asked.

“How long will it be before Shiken Ka and his allies arrive?” Veda asked.

“Tomorrow,” Valis answered. “I’ll begin planning the mission immediately. Even with this alliance our forces are outnumbered.”

“I trust you with this Valis,” Veda said before ending the message.

“The start of another war,” Valis said. “When will fighting like this ever end?”

“When the last enemy is dead,” Kivi answered grimly. “Or when everyone realizes how wasteful and stupid war really is.”






Chapter 35 - Troubleshooting an Asteroid
Seles sat in the cockpit of her Zero.

“Is everything working properly?” Brian asked over the com.

“Everything’s green,” she said after checking the diagnostics, “How about yours Brian?”

They gravity jumped to Dega Six a few moments later and turned the phase cloaks on afterwards. They headed in the direction of the asteroid now conquered by the forces of the Duchess.

“Do you think it was a wise decision for Valis to send us both out for this?” Seles asked.

“She sent both of us in case the enemy forces were weak. If that’s the situation we’re to strike them down ourselves,” Brian said. A strange smile crossed his face. A light began flashing on each of their monitors. “Looks like a distress signal.”

“Kalaidian,” she said as she pressed the button and opened a secure com channel. “This is Lieutenant Seles of the Avoni. Please respond.”

“Oh, thank the goddess,” a number of voices responded. Ahead of their position they detected three Novaguards hiding on the near side of an asteroid.

“This is ensign Delis, and the other two are ensigns Jaes and Raeka. We’re from the resource colony of Dega Six under the ownership of the Kein family.”

“What condition are your Novas in?” Seles asked.

“All systems are working perfectly,” Delis answered.

“Please tell us everything,” Seles requested.

“After our base fell our forces surrendered. That was when Ick-Tckt closed in and fired on us. If it wasn’t for that Talon stopping them we would’ve died,” Delis reported.

“Are you saying the Duchess’s forces fired on surrendering forces?” Seles asked.

“Yes lieutenant,” Delis said. “What’s your command?”

“The three of you are to fly to this designated point,” Seles said before sending an encoded message containing the coordinates.

“Thanks,” Delis said as the three Novas lit up and flew away.

“Do you think it was Dreka that saved them?” Seles asked.

“Yes. We’ve only met through fighting twice, but that’s enough to understand the character of a person. Dreka’s proud, but not a murderer. He wouldn’t stand by and let others be killed like that,” he said, closing his eyes for a moment.

“But,” Seles said bitterly, “If what they say is true the Ick-Tckt is going too far. Firing on surrendering foes isn’t just cowardly, it’s illegal.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s why we’re taking them back with us to report to the Confederation the actions of the Duchess’s troops.”

“Yes, we definitely will.”

The invisible Mjolnir and Zero approached the fallen asteroid base to find numerous destroyed crafts. A moment later they spotted the fleet of Ick-Tckt and Malcovin ships stationed at the base.

“Kali,” Seles said.

“This is awful,” Brian said. He turned on his scanner.

Seles did likewise to survey the damage. “How many do you think died before he intervened?”

“Too many,” he said. “This is the price of war.”

“I’m detecting something,” she said.

Flying in a patrol was a squad of eleven Talons. Both Brian and Seles readied their weapons system.

“Calm yourself Seles; we’re not here to fight.”

“I know but I

” she trailed off.

“I understand,” he said as the patrol passed them by. “I think we have all the data Valis needs so let’s go.”

“Sure,” she said. The two invisible mobile suits turned around and flew away.

*

Valis, Kivi, and Zae stood by in the strategy room while they waited for Seles and Brian to return.

“No matter how many times I look at it, we’re still outnumbered three to two,” Valis said.

“That’s counting the forces Shiken Ka will be sending us?” Zae asked.

“Yes,” Valis answered flatly. “I can only hope they don’t try something as bold as attacking us while we’re on Dega Jul.”

“That kind of fighting will attract the attention of the Confederation,” Kivi said.

“I know, we don’t want them involved,” Valis said. “If the Confederation gets involved nobody wins.”

“We’re back,” Brian said over the com. “We returned with three surviving Novas from the base. What orders should I relay to them?”

“Tell them to take a few hours and relax,” Valis said. “I’ll debrief them later on what happened.”

“Yes captain,” he answered.

Chapter 36 - The Honor of Lady Star

Outside the Kein family estate nearly a hundred Shandi vessels landed. One by one each ship opened its main door and let out a captain and their escorts. The first to the gate was Shiken Ka. Waiting for them was Veda and Valis. Brian and Seles stood nearby.

“Greetings Lady Veda,” Shiken said while saluting. “After long discussions with the other noble families I come to ask for a peace between us.” He took the blade off his back and tossed it to his guards behind him. “Not just between us and your family of course,” Shiken looked to Seles. “Negotiations with the Kalaidian homeworld will begin shortly after this meeting.”

Veda smiled after hearing those words. She put her hand up and waved for her guards to let the Shandi through.

“I welcome you Shiken Ka. Long have our peoples been at war, but today that ends. The time for peace between Kalaidian and Shandi is now. I hope the celebration tonight will suit you and your peoples’ taste,” Veda said. “I’m sorry but I have many things to attend to. For now, please go with my granddaughter Valis.” Veda left with a number of advisors pestering her.

“I’m glad we met Lady Veda,” Shiken said as she left.

Veda turned back and saluted. “I’m glad you’ve chosen the same path as ours.”

“As am I,” Shiken said. He turned his gaze to Brian. Seles held his left arm while Valis stood to his right. He moved forward and reached out with his hand. Brian shook it gladly. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you for coming Shiken,” Brian said.

Shiken turned to Seles. “You must be Princess Seles Daevon. Your resemblance to your mother is striking if I may say so.”

“Thank you,” Seles said.

He turned to Valis. “For a century our peoples have warred over territory, resources, and because of our differing beliefs. But today that’s coming to an end.”

Valis smiled. “It has,” she said. Valis turned to the Shandi captains entering the gate as each gave up their weapon. “My grandmother has many preparations to attend to so for now I have the honor of planning our strategy.”

Each Shandi bowed with honor before following Valis into a large open plaza. A number of Kalaidian guards came out and handed each of them a tablet. Valis took her position in the center. On one side were the captains of the Shandi forces while on the other were the Kalaidian captains. Brian and Seles stood in the back with Shiken next to them.

“Before I begin, are there any questions from either of your forces?” Valis asked.

“Shiken, I’ve been meaning to ask something,” Brian said.

“Yes.”

“Why do your people call her Lady Star?”

Shiken chuckled. “I was the first to call her by that name. It was after she completely defeated me in battle.”

“You fought her during the war?” Brian asked.

“Yes, it was almost nine years ago. Her force had been reduced to two ships and both the captains had died during the battle. My side had eight heavy class ships, but that mattered little for the fact we couldn’t see outside.”

“What do you mean?”

“Valis clustered her Novaguards together in such a manner that they appeared to be large ships on our radar.”

“You couldn’t see outside? Why?” Brian asked.

“Our ships in those days were completely sealed from space. We relied heavily on our radar and scanning systems to see anything outside. Now we know better. But the illusion of equality is what drove me to enter battle against her as a standard battle. I thought we were about to rout them when one of the Kalaidian ships inverted its gravity drive and destroyed six of my ships. Thinking we were now outnumbered I was forced to retreat.” Shiken watched as Valis delivered her battle plans to the captains. “Captain Valis’s tactics are what wins battles.”

“True, I seem to be on the winning side more often than not,” said Brian.

*

“I don’t know about this,” Seles said. She looked uncomfortable in a silvery blue dress. Valis stood behind her, adjusting its tightness. She wore a purple dress.

“You look great,” Valis said.

Seles stared into the mirror. “Why are we playing dress up anyway?”

Valis sighed. “This is an official event tonight. I rarely get the opportunity to dress up, so of course I’m taking advantage of it. As for you, remember your noble rank.”

“I really wish my mother was the one to do this,” Seles said.

“Remember what tonight signifies,” Valis said. “You have the chance to sign the treaty and end an era of war.”

“I know,” Seles said, still uncertain.

Valis looked out the balcony to the stage set up outside. Veda and Shiken Ka were ready to sign the treaty. She took Seles’s hand. “Let’s go.”

“Yes.”

*

Baed and Zae sat at their consoles on the bridge of the Avoni while keeping a close eye on the party. A few minutes of silence passed between them until the door to the bridge opened. Brian walked in.

“What are you doing here?” Zae asked.

“I requested to be here for this,” he said. He walked over to the captain’s chair. Seeing its size he opted to stand.

“What brings you to the bridge?” Baed asked as she turned to face him.

He paced about the bridge. “The treaty signing between the Shandi and your people should be without my presence. Also, it occurred to be me I spend little if any time on the bridge.”

“That’s true,” Zae said.

“I think I’ve been avoiding this place for a number of reasons,” he said. “So show me what you two do here all day long. I’ll be honest in saying I don’t have a clue.”

“Sure,” Baed said.

“Hope it doesn’t bore you,” Zae added.






Chapter 37 - Mental Preparation
Dreka watched the treaty signing between the Shandi and Kalaidia from a monitor in the engineering room. The others ran about while working frantically to finish installing Q-Drives in three more Talons.

“They’re really making a spectacle of this, aren’t they Lieutenant?” ensign Vrekt asked. He was a little shorter than Dreka with brown color in his feathers.

“You’d think our chances were slim to none by the way they’re making it look,” ensign Rait added. He was the same size as Vrekt but black in color.

“We still have the number advantage by far,” ensign Malke said. He was taller than all of them with red feathers.

“Once these three are upgraded that Terran will be history,” Vrekt remarked.

Dreka looked at this subordinates before cawing with impatience. “He’d destroy you three by himself.”

“I think you’re exaggerating how good he is,” Rait said.

Dreka cawed again. “No, I say it because I could beat the three of you by myself. Get back to the simulator and work on your piloting.”

“Yes lieutenant,” the each said one in order before leaving Dreka alone. He turned back to his work.

The fools have no idea just how great a pilot he really is. He watched the monitor again, seeing Seles signing the treaty on behalf of Queen Celestia. It’s hard to believe she’s the one piloting the other mobile suit. The Talon bay’s main door opened. The plumed captain Riga headed straight to Dreka. Noticing how engrossed he was with his work, he patted Dreka on the back.

“How goes the work?”

Dreka seemed startled by the sudden contact and turned about. “It’s going to take a few more days to finish this. But

“

“What’s wrong?” Riga asked.

“To be honest my subordinates are subpar mobile suit pilots. Even though I can hold my own I worry about the other mobile suit we spotted.”

“The Phase Rakna,” Riga said. “I think that’s what the Kalaidians are calling it.”

“The pilot of that mobile suit is nearly as good as Brian,” Dreka paused, “Even outnumbered three to one I have confidence lieutenant Seles would win.”

“That’s pretty damning for our pilots,” Riga said. “The thing that concerns me more are the rumors Valis is ready to roll out more of them.”

“There’s nothing we can do about it other than continue on the path we’ve chosen.” Dreka turned to the three Talons being modified for Q-Drives. Why did my grandfather appear to me like that? And why did he tell me to believe in Brian? That Terran stole my grandfather’s work and I’m supposed to help him? I don’t’ understand.

“What’s wrong Dreka?” Riga asked.

“Nothing captain,” Dreka cawed, “I’d better complete these as quickly as possible.”

“The best way to win this war is to destroy the Avoni,” Riga said.

*

Brian leaned over Baed, causing her to blush while he watched her at work moving the ship during battle simulations.

“I can see why Valis chose you for this,” Brian said. “You’re as good as Seles is when it comes to piloting.”

“I prefer the bigger ships though,” Baed said, smiling.

“What if you jumped into a Nova?” he asked.

“She’d be Seles’s equal,” Zae said while looking over from her console.

Kivi walked in to relieve him. “Is everything alright?” she asked.

“Of course,” Brian said. “I was trying to figure out our bridge operations.”

Kivi took the captain’s chair and started checking the ship’s systems. “It’s time you paid your scheduled visit to sick bay.”

“Thanks for reminding me,” he said as her turned to leave. “Thanks Baed, Zae. I’m glad I had a chance to spend a few hours up here in to see how things work.”

“Thanks,” Baed said.

“You owe me another chance at the Mjolnir,” Zae said.

Before the elevator door closed he turned to Zae. “You’ll get the chance next time we’re on leave.”

When the door closed he closed his eyes. The image of Delne crept into him mind. He shook it off when the door opened. Heading into sickbay, noticed Celi and Daes in the lab room chatting about something.

“Are you okay?” Mira asked. She touched his face. “It’s her again, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” he answered.

She blushed. “Brian, I’ll always be there for you.”

The others in the sickbay started giggling. “I think we’re being caught on to,” he said.

“I haven’t exactly been keeping it a secret,” Mira said while smiling. “I hope you don’t mind.”

He shook his head before Celi and Daes entered the main room.

“I’m ready to check you now.” Celi said as Daes left.

Mira stood outside the testing room and waited. After Brian entered the small testing room he stepped out of his exoskeleton armor and stretched.

“Does the armor bother you?” Celi asked.

“Not really, I just feel like my body needs some air once in a while.”

She smiled. “Interesting,” she said as she began running the scanner over his body. Celi looked at his eyes closely before checking the scanner a few times. “Do you mind staying for a while so I can collect some data?”

“Not at all,” he said.

*

When Brian returned his room he shed his armor and went into the washroom. He turned on the water and splashed his face. Brian closed his eyes before sighing with relaxation. He sniffed the air and turned back to this room. Walking back into the main room he saw nothing, but could feel someone’s eyes on him. Instinctively he went for his rakna.

“You’ve really grown too paranoid,” Seles said from the inside of the closet. She opened the door, still wearing her blue dress from earlier. When she stepped out she flipped her hair. “I’m not letting you off this time”

“I’m sorry Seles; I’ve been on edge lately.” Seeing her stand there, looking so beautiful, he couldn’t resist embracing her. He spoke softly into her ear. “You’re the most beautiful girl in the galaxy. I’ve been holding you at arm’s length,” he closed his eyes, “I’m sorry.”

Seles stood in his embrace and felt warmth she hadn’t experienced in seven months. “You’re not the one who’s sorry Brian,” she said, running her hand through his hair. “Since the day you saved me I’ve been trying to save you. Until now I’ve failed.” She pulled back to look into his eyes. “Tell me everything Brian, don’t leave anything out.”

He let the façade fall away as tears ran down his face. “Alright Seles, I tell you everything.”

Chapter 38 - The Battle of Dega Six

“Lieutenant,” Vrekt said over the com.

“I know,” Dreka said as the images appeared on his monitor. “We’d better get back to base.” He and his patrol of Talons turned around. Behind them the Avoni and eleven Kalaidian vessels of the same class appeared in orbit of the gas giant, Dega Six. Turning on his com, Dreka called captain Riga. “Captain, we’ve spotted twelve Kalaidian vessels, including the Avoni.”

“We’d best prepare for additional forces to appear,” Riga said. “Valis wouldn’t attack unless she could win.”

We’ll be back to base momentarily captain,” Dreka said.

*

Brian and Seles stood by in their respective mobile suits with Valis on the monitor. “Remember the plan you two,” she said.

“I’ll draw Dreka off and fight him on my own,” Brian said.

“And I’m to lead the assault on the interior of the base using my mobile suit to break through their defenses,” Seles said.

“I’ll leave everything to you two until further notice,” Valis said before ending the message.

“What about us?” Myli asked over the com.

“Don’t worry Myli; I’ll be leading you towards the base,” Seles answered.

“She wasn’t asking about that,” Meldi said sarcastically. “She was wondering when we get to fly a mobile suit like you.” The other Nova pilots laughed over the com.

“It won’t be much longer ladies,” Seles said after laughing with them for a moment. “The others are nearing completion any day now.

“All of you will get a shot at flying a mobile suit,” Brian added. “I can promise that.”

“Yes Maigar.” the pilots said in unison.

“Why do they listen to you more than me?” Seles asked.

“Maybe your sex appeal doesn’t work on them,” Brian answered.

Seles laughed as the pair launched from the Avoni. They positioned their mobile suits in front of the ship, flanked by four squadrons of Novaguards.

“You really are an idiot,” she said.

“Yes my lady,” he responded.

Above them the heavier ships began bombarding the asteroid with pulse blasts and HV missiles. Brian and Seles both drew their mobile suits’ pulse rifles and joined in. The main shield deflected most of the energy blasts. The radar showed something coming from below and ahead of their position.

“Looks like Dreka and his friends are about to greet us Seles.”

“Then let the dance begin,” Seles said. The Zero charged the Talons with the Novaguards following.

“And may you be the best dancer on the floor,” Brian said, drawing the Mjolnir’s rakna and charging straight for Dreka’s Talon.

Flashing his pair of glowing clawed hands, Dreka’s Talon crashed into the Mjolnir’s blade and shield, driving it back. Seles and her squad continued forward while engaging the other Talons in a dog fight. With a quick flip of the sword and a punch with the Mjolnir’s shield, Brian knocked Dreka’s Talon back. The pair drifted in space while staring at each other through their respective mobile suits.

“You seem anxious Dreka,” Brian said after opening the com to his foe.

“Not at all Terran,” Dreka cawed, “I’ve been waiting for another chance.”

“You really want to destroy me, don’t you?”

“Yes, and in doing so take back my grandfather’s legacy.”

“I didn’t steal your grandfather’s legacy. I was given it on a dying man’s promise.”

“I don’t believe you,” Dreka said flatly before charging for another strike.

“Then there’s nothing more to say,” Brian said.

Seles led a squadron of twenty two Novaguards as they flew into a pack of Talons. Using the Zero’s superior speed and power she vaporized three Talons with the pulse rifle. The Novaguards circled the Talons in a display of tactical training owed to their commander. After attacking all the Talons she could see, Seles noticed her Nova squadrons had the Malcovin surrounded.

“Seles, it looks like we having everything under control out here,” Myli said over the com.

“Are you sure?” Seles asked before drawing the massive sword on her mobile suit and slicing through another pair of Talons.

“We’ve got them on the run,” Meldi said.

Seles turned the Zero towards the shielding systems. “Alright Myli, I’ll leave everything in your hands until I get back.”

“Yes lieutenant,” Myli said.

*

“Is everything ready?” Shiken asked El Kar.

“Yes my lord,” El Kar said. “Captain Valis has begun the assault from her side of the asteroid. Our ships will be in position momentarily.”

More than a dozen Shandi vessels appeared from the top of the asteroid and began firing a barrage down into the Ick-Tckt and Malcovin forces. A number of Talons turned and flew towards them. Each heavy ship launched three dozen of Spits to intercept. Shiken Ka turned on his video com, seeing Valis on the other side.

“Glad you could join us Lord Ka,” she said.

“I’m honored to fight this battle on your side Captain Valis,” Shiken answered. “Although it appears your tactical plans were a bit off.”

Valis waved her hand. “What can one do? The enemy side is led by Captain Riga.”

“That explains many things,” Shiken said.

“But there is something he couldn’t plan for,” Valis said. “Seles’s ability in a mobile suit is equal to Brian. And fortunately for our side we have the advantage.”

Shiken noticed his Spits were taking massive casualties. Valis backed her forces off.

“That should give you the room you need to work with,” Valis said.

“All Spits take formation L-10,” El Kar commanded. A moment later their enemy forces were isolated. “All vessels smash the enemy fleet!”

The Malcovin and Ick-Tckt ships began backing off into the asteroid’s main shield for protection.

*

Captain Riga sat on the bridge of his ship. This isn’t good. He thought to himself while watching the Shandi forces pound the top of their formation.

“Captain, the commander of the Ick-Tckt forces is asking what to do again,” his commander said.

Riga cawed. “Tell him to shut up and quit asking!”

“Yes sir.”

Riga turned back to the battle to see Dreka and Brian fighting. “Commander, tell all of our forces to move into this formation,” Riga said. He sent the data over to his commander.

“But sir,” the commander interjected, “Our mission is to defend the base and defeat the forces of Valis and Shiken Ka.”

“I know that,” Riga said. “Their second mobile suit is about to destroy the base. After the shield’s been disabled our fleet will be caught in the middle of a two direction bombardment. Even though our chance at victory has crumbled we still have a chance of taking out the Mjolnir.”

“Of course sir,” the commander said as he sent the orders. The Ick-Tckt and Malcovin fleet began leaving the shielded area of the asteroid to evade the bombardment from the Shandi forces. Brian and Dreka were away from the main battle, fighting a duel in the darkness of space. Riga positioned his forces around the pair as they fought.

“Dreka, we’re conceding the base,” Riga said over the com.

“Does that mean we’re running?” Dreka asked with frustration in his voice.

“Not quite yet my friend,” Riga answered. He turned on the com to the other Talons in the area. “All mobile suits and fighters are to take position in an encirclement formation around the Mjolnir. If we can destroy our enemy’s strongest warrior we can break their will to fight.”

“Yes captain!” the Talon pilots shouted as they took up positions around the Mjolnir and Dreka’s Talon.

“Wear him out as quickly as you can Dreka,” Riga commanded.

“Yes captain,” Dreka said before charging at the Mjolnir once more.






Chapter 39 - Spiraling into Control
Blasting through the main gate, Seles flew her mobile suit into the landing bay. She fired at Ick-Tckt and Malcovin troops occupying the area. Three Novaguards followed her in and destroyed a number of Claws still on the ground.

“The three of you can take care of anything that moves in here,” Seles commanded.

“Yes lieutenant,” her three subordinates responded as they began hovering.

Seles opened a com channel. “Our second objective has been completed.”

“Good,” Valis said. She turned to her monitor. “Seles, our enemy has changed their strategy to escaping our encirclement. Return with your squadron and take pressure off the Mjolnir.”

“Is everything alright?” Seles asked as she signaled her squadron to follow her.

“Our enemy’s commander is sharp,” Valis said. “They knew this could happen. In the event of their loss they’ve set up a plan to encircle Brian.” She narrowed her eyes while looking closely at the radar blips around the Mjolnir. “Take formation M-15.”

“I’ll relay your orders immediately,” Seles responded.

*

Valis appeared on Brian’s monitor. Flashes of light filled the cockpit from his battle with Dreka.

“What is it Valis? I’m kind of busy at the moment,” Brian said while fending off Dreka’s claw strikes one after another.

“Then I guess you don’t mind if I let you get killed?” she asked.

He glanced at the radar. “Sorry, I was focusing on the battle.”

“Go completely on the defensive,” she ordered.

He adjusted the Mjolnir’s systems and put his shield out front before activating the defensive barrier. A mass of glowing green energy particles surrounded the Mjolnir. Dreka’s Talon backed off and switched over to firing the pulse cannon. As a number of Claws and Talons surrounded the Mjolnir they unleashed a barrage of pulse fire onto the mobile suit. Each attack struck the defensive barrier and deflected harmlessly away. Again looking at his radar, Brian saw the escaping fleet heading straight to him.

“It’s time for you to fight seriously,” Valis said.

“But Valis

” he said, still hesitating.

“Just remember to stay in control,” she said. “I trust you. Now fight for your life and get out of there.”

“Of course,” he said before blinking his eyes. When he at the monitor his eyes began glowing blue.

*

Dreka kept Brian close, attacking with his claws in quick passes between his Talon and the Mjolnir. Looking at his radar he cawed with glee.

“Looks like he’s gone on the defensive,” Rait said over the com. Dreka fired pulse blast one after another and watched the Mjolnir closely.

“Captain, keep an eye on our flanks,” Dreka said.

“Of course Dreka,” Riga said. “Valis has seen my plan and sent the other mobile suit to aid him.” As Riga spoke the Mjolnir dropped its shields and drew its massive sword before charging straight at Dreka.

Dreka’s eyes widened as he saw the mobile suit’s speed. “How is that possible?” He barely blocked the blade with the claws. “He’s trying to break the encirclement!”

Riga stopped to think for a moment. “All Talons begin melee waves. We’ll wipe him out with overwhelming force.”

“Yes captain,” his subordinates responded over the com. The other Talons around the Mjolnir closed in with their claws glowing, while Dreka’s suit was being pushed back slowly to the edge of the encirclement.

*

Seles joined a number of Novaguards in the effort to free the Mjolnir. While they were able to close in on his position they found it quite difficult to actually get close enough to help.

“This isn’t looking good,” Seles said.

With a deflection faster than Dreka could anticipate the Mjolnir knocked the claws aside. With a quick slash it took off one of the Talon’s arm and kicked the mobile suit to the side. The Mjolnir turned to face more combatants closing in. Brian slashed through their mobile suits with lightning speed. Quickly changing weapons, the Mjolnir took out its pulse cannon and began firing into the Talons nearby.

Seeing the actions Brian was taking, Seles called for her squadron to take formation. “Take formation E-11,” she commanded.

“Brian, are you still in control?” Seles asked over the com.

“Of course,” he answered after a moment of silence. “That trick I learned is working. I’m reciting a song in my head over and over again.”

*

With his forces faltering, captain Riga signaled to withdraw. “All allied ships; it’s time to get out of here. We’re to regroup at Dega Jul.” Riga checked his com. “Dreka, are you still alive?”

With his Talon damaged Dreka sneered and turned to flee. “I’m sorry captain; I underestimated the power of the Mjolnir.”

“That’s not your fault,” Riga answered. “If our intelligence reports are accurate, the Terran is capable of berserking like a Maigar of old.”

“Why wasn’t I informed of this earlier?” Dreka asked as he landed the Talon on Riga’s ship.

“I wasn’t sure if it was true or not. Sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

“The left arm is completely severed,” Dreka said. “It’s going to take me several hours to repair the suit.”

“What about the other upgraded Talons?” Riga asked.

“They’ll be ready in a short while.”

“Good, as along as Valis has the extra mobile suit our side is at the disadvantage.” Riga looked over the battle monitor. “I�ve ordered a full retreat

that Terran’s tearing up the Ick-Tckt like they’re nothing.”

Dreka turned off his com and then banged his fist on the control panel. “Dammit! I can’t stand losing to him again!”

*

One by one the enemy fighters boarded their battleships and carriers before gravity jumping out of the battle zone.

“Looks like the battle went as you planned Valis,” Kivi said.

Valis surveyed the battlefield. “The victory is ours, but we lost more ships than anticipated.”

Kivi started running a diagnostic. “It shows how good of a commander Riga is.” She joined Valis in front of the monitor. “If he were in the regular Malcovin military he’d easily have made admiral by now.”

“The days of being the captain of one ship are over for the two of us,” Valis said. She returned to her chair and pressed the com for sickbay. “Celi, please have Mira stand by in the launching bay. Make sure she has that special formula we spoke of earlier.”

“Of course Valis,” Celi responded.

*

Brian landed the Mjolnir in the launching bay while Seles did the same with the Zero. Shaking his head and closing his eyes for a moment to concentrate he ended the berserk state. As he opened his eyes his vision blurred and a wave of exhaustion came over him. He stumbled out of the cockpit and used the elevator cord to reach the ground.

Mira waited for Brian with a regenerator and chemical injector. “Are feeling alright?” she asked.

He hit the ground utterly exhausted and barely able to stand. Seles came down on her elevator chord and ran over.

“Brian! What’s wrong with him Mira?” Seles asked.

Mira slid her hand under Brian’s armor and pressed the button to open it. Brian was unconscious with his eyes closed and skin pale.

“What’s wrong?” Seles asked again.

“Don’t worry,” Mira said. “We’ve been anticipating this since he first manifested the berserk state.” She used the chemical injector and shot into Brian’s neck. “In the days when Maigars were common this happened frequently.”

“What?” Seles asked. She knelt down to check Brian and found he was asleep.

“Prolonged use of the berserk state drains the Maigar greatly,” Mira looked at Seles, “The same could happen to either of us if we’re caught in that state.”

“Is there a possibility of death?”

“Yes, but it takes much longer than this to kill the user,” Mira answered. “When the eyes turn red death is close.”

“I’ll remember that Mira,” Seles said while cradling Brian as he slept.

Chapter 40 - A Moment to Regroup

Valis, Kivi, Zae, Baed, Seles, and Brian stood around the battle planning table.

“I know you’re all tired, but our next battle will be commencing in six hours’ time,” Valis said. “I thought we’d have this meeting to go over our strategy.” She turned to Daes. “How are the Phase Rakna’s coming along?”

“We should be done with the computer systems by the time the next battle commences,” Daes answered. “But it’s going to take a day to charge the Q-Drives.”

“Is there any way to speed up the process?” Kivi asked.

Daes turned to Kivi. “No, it takes time to warm the Q-Drive up. Too much too soon could cause an overload.”

“So we’ll have to plan this battle around our two mobiles suits as is,” Valis said. “Our next target is the fifth moon of Dega Five.”

“The base the Duchess has there is quite extensive,” Zae said. She called up the image on the database and displayed it as a holographic representation on the battle table. “How do you think we should attack?”

Valis turned the holographic image and zoomed in on the base at the north pole of the ice encrusted moon. “In order to maintain such a large resource base on a moon with no atmosphere the Duchess’s base requires heat from the interior.” She programmed a cut away image of the frozen moon. Under the frozen surface shone a rocky layer and then a mantle underneath. “This is the weakness of the base,” she said while pointing to a main thermal power station deep under the frozen ground.

“That’s a pretty narrow space to fly around in,” Brian said. “How do you plan to get someone in there?”

“The good thing is I don’t need you to go that far down,” Valis said. She pointed to a hydro core power station several kilometers above the thermal power station. “If you overheat this reactor a chain reaction will follow.” She smiled. “The power systems will fail first, ending the base’s usefulness.”

“So how do we get in there?” Seles asked.

Valis moved the image back to the surface and focused on the orbit around the moon. “Our forces will enter orbit above the northern pole. Captain Riga and Lieutenant Dreka will not be attending this battle. After losing so decisively the Duchess is likely to keep her strongest fighters as protection.” She glanced at Brian. “It will take several hours to repair the damage you did to his mobile suit?”

“Yes, eight or so,” Brian answered.

“I’m expecting a Malcovin fleet to be hidden at the equator or southern pole of the moon,” Valis explained. “They’ll attempt to pincer our forces between the base and deep orbit. That’s why Shiken Ka and his forces will enter orbit at the equator to intercept them. If they aren’t there then he’ll move his fleet north and join ours in the main assault. During the attack the light to heavier class vessels will hold down the Ick-Tckt forces with an orbital bombardment. Between attack waves, Brian and Seles will descend. The goal is to break into the enemy base, destroy the reactor and get out as quickly as possible.”

“Seems pretty straight forward,” Seles said.

Valis closed her eyes and shook her head. “I’ll send each of you more detailed battle plans later, but that’s the general idea.”

*

“Handling this thing is much harder than it looks,” Meldi said as she was defeated in the simulator.

Seles watched her three squadron leaders as they piloted Phase Raknas in the simulators.

“Lieutenant, how did you get used to flying these things?” Kaela asked.

“I second that,” Myli added.

Seles shook her head. “It’s not going to be easy piloting a mobile suit for a while. I know you’re frustrated but it can’t be helped. The new mobile suits will be read to roll out in no time and you to know how to handle them.”

Daes came over to check the numbers. “The good news is their reaction time is improving each time they practice.”

“How are they coming along?” Seles asked. She looked at the three mobile suits standing by in the cargo bay.

“The physical form is completed,” Daes answered. “There’s a little bit left with the internal systems. Then we charge up the Q-Drives and they’ll be finished.”

Seles turned back to her subordinates. “I’ll get into the simulator and show you how to move.”

“Thanks lieutenant,” each of her subordinates answered.

*

“You really seem to like this place,” Kivi said as she entered the HDC. Brian was relaxing on the ground in what looked like a temperate forest from Earth. She sat down next to him, shading her eyes and looking up at the sky. “It’s beautiful.”

“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss Earth,” he said before sitting up. “This place lets me to see home once in a while.”

“Isn’t the Avoni your home?”

“I’m sure it will be soon enough,” he answered. “What about you Kivi? Are you at home here?”

“I’ve been by Valis’s side for over ten years now. This ship’s been my home for almost seven years and the thought of leaving saddens me. My future is uncertain. But I can’t rely on Valis forever. I’d be lying if I said I don’t want that moment to come. I know in few years I’ll have saved up enough to build my own ship.”

“You’ll make an excellent captain.”

“But before that, I’d like to take you up on your offer.”

“Are you sure?” he asked. “It’s going to take a lot of training.”

She drew her swords. “I’ve never been surer of anything in my life. The only Maigar alive is you. I have no doubt that Celi and her fellow scientists will be able to create males, but until then, it’s vital you pass on your skills to others. If you’re willing to teach me then I’m willing to learn.”

He sprang to his feet and drew his sword. “Then let’s get started.”

*

Jesela stumbled into her quarters with exhaustion in her eyes. I can’t take much more of this. She thought as she fell into bed.

Mira’s curtain moved. “Jesela, you look terrible,” she said. She began readying for her shift.

Jesela raised one arm up in the air and waved Mira off. “Daes has been working me nonstop for days. I finally get a few hours to sleep,” she said. She rolled over and yawned.

Mira finished putting her uniform on and checked herself in the mirror. “I wish the fighting would end.”

“Is that because you don’t want him fighting?” Jesela asked sarcastically.

Mira turned to her friend. “Of course, you know about that part.”

“So what’s the deal? Are you two a couple or what now?”

Mira blushed. “I’m not sure, it’s complicated.”

Jesela laughed. “It’s because Seles and the captain are into him to, isn’t it?”

“That’s right,” Mira answered. “By the way, why is Daes working you so hard?”

Jesela yawned again. “We have three more mobile suits nearing the end of construction. One more day and I can sleep for a week.”

“Take care Jesela.”

“You too Mira, if I get injured I’m expecting you to save me.”

“If that happens you needn’t worry about that. Our medical staff is tops in the independent fleet.”

Chapter 41 - Battle over the Crystal Moon

Brian stood below the Mjolnir while running a diagnostic. Seles stood the same way below the Zero when Mira came into the cargo bay with a bag. She went to Brian.

“I know you may want to go berserk to end the mission quicker, but your body can’t take much more of it today,” Mira said. She handed him a chemical injector.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“I injected you with the same formula earlier,” she answered. “Your body may be weak from the berserk state. If you feel your energy drop take a shot of this and it’ll be alleviated.”

“Thanks,” he said as he took the injector.

*

Dreka watched as his top three pilots trained hastily in the simulator. Riga observed the results.

“They’re having difficulties,” Riga commented.

“Yes, but that’s to be expected,” Dreka said.

“You haven’t been yourself lately,” Riga said.

“It’s because I haven’t slept much lately,” Dreka answered sarcastically. He paused for a moment while the two laughed. “I haven’t reported this to you, largely because I don’t know if it was real. A short time ago I had a vision.”

“What kind of vision?” Riga asked.

“I found myself standing in a vast ocean of blue. I remember seeing many shadows and memories within the place, but what I remember the most was seeing my grandfather. “He told me a number of things, including that he wasn’t killed.”

“Is that possible?”

“It seems that way,” Dreka said. “He also told me that the one he was to follow had finally appeared and that the predicted results had occurred. He told me Brian was the one I should follow and that the Terran was the one to lead our people into the future.”

“Sounds ominous,” Riga said. “What do you plan to do?”

Dreka stopped to look him in the eye. “I don’t know what I should to. All I know is that I’ll continue fighting Brian until one of us is the victor. If he really is the one my grandfather was waiting for then he must be special. I need to see with my own eyes what he’s truly capable of.”

“And what if he does live up to your expectations?”

“If I confirm and am not killed then I’ll do what my grandfather told me to do. In the few times I’ve spoken to Brian I’ve seen a soul similar to my own.”

“I’ve heard the same thing listening to your flight voice recorder,” Riga said. “The reason you feel that way is because he’s offering us a better future. We can’t sustain the way we’re doing things forever. He changed the Kalaidian people for the better.”

“It feels like things are heading towards change,” Dreka said.

“Depending on which way this war goes we should be prepared to live under different rules,” Riga said. “If the side Brian’s on wins I have no doubts they’ll try to put forth a government similar to that on Kalaidia now.”

A message over the PA system stopped the pair’s conversation. It was the commander on the bridge. “The Duchess’s base near Dega Five has detected a large fleet of ships. She’s ordered us to prepare to bombard the Kein estate should the base on the moon falls.”

“Madness,” Riga said. “To think we’re going to attack so openly.”

“You’re that sure of the base falling?” Dreka asked.

“Valis has her fleets split, one at the pole and another at the equator. With the Mjolnir and that Phase Rakna they should take the base within two hours’ time.”

*

When the Kalaidian fleet appeared over the ice covered moon dozens of Novaguards deployed into offensive formations. Brian and Seles each took a squad of twelve. Kaela backed up Seles while Meldi backed up Brian. The Kalaidian fleet opened up an orbital bombardment on the Duchess’s base, a weapons systems factory. As pulse cannons fired down on them the base projected a shield; the force exerted shook the ground. Half the Nova squadrons fanned outward across the moon to strike surface batteries at point blank range. The Mjolnir and Zero descended ahead of the Novas. On the bridge of the Avoni Valis and her bridge crew watched the battle as it went into the second phase.

“Captain, we’re receiving a message from Shiken Ka,” Zae said before putting Shiken on the monitor.

“My fleet’s in position,” Shiken said.

Valis nodded. “Are there any signs of their forces?”

“Yes,” he answered. “A moment ago we detected a small fleet heading towards the northern hemisphere. How are things are you end?”

Valis checked the position of Brian and Seles. “They’re moving into position right now.”

“Good.”

*

A massive number of Drones launched from the bases scattered all about the northern hemisphere to intercept the Novas attacking their surface batteries. The Mjolnir closed on the main base with the Zero next to it. Each fired a series of pulse shots from their cannons before switching over to their rakna blades.

“The fun begins now,” Brian said.

“Of course, just don’t play around too much,” Seles said.

The two mobile suits flew at into the shield and punched a hole in the defensive system. When they headed inside the two squadrons of Novas behind them flew in and started the assault on the base.

“Looks like Kaela and Meldi are feeling aggressive today,” Brian said.

“I’m thinking they want to get back to the Avoni as quickly as possible.”

“Wouldn’t blame them, I know I’m not feeling my best right now,” he said.

“Then let’s stop chatting and complete the mission,” Seles said.






Chapter 42 - The Boiling Point
All across the interior of the Ick-Tckt base Drone fighters scrambled to intercept Brian and Seles’s squadrons. The Novaguards concentrated on destroying the Drones on the ground, while Brian and Seles worked on the ones flying. From the ground came a number of pulse blasts.

“It seems their power generation system is working exactly like Valis described,” Brian said over the com. “Seles, you and the Novas remain on the surface.”

He flew the Mjolnir near the center of the base before blasting a hole in the ground. Below, scores of Ick-Tckt fired at the Mjolnir, their attacks bounced off the mobile suit’s shields.

“This is impossible!” Kaela shouted over the com.

“We’re going to pull through this Kaela,” Seles said calmly while looking at her radar. “Their Drones are almost finished off. All we have to do is hold on a little longer so Brian can blow the generator.”

Below, Brian fired a number of pulse blasts to forge a path down to the next level. Afterwards he switched to the Mjolnir’s rakna blade.

“It’s going to take me a little longer to do this than planned,” Brian said.

“What’s wrong?” Seles asked.

“If I try to blast my way past the fourth level using the pulse cannon, it’s going to cause damage to the Mjolnir. The rakna blade at full power won’t take much longer to work with,” he said as he began cutting a hole with the blade.

*

Valis watched calmly as the fleet changed position to matching Kivi’s plans precisely. Zae’s eyes widened as the blips of Ick-Tckt ships appeared behind their fleet. She put the image up on the monitor before turning to Valis.

“Captain, it appears the fleet you were anticipating has arrived,” Zae said.

“That’s a lot of ships,” Baed added.

Kivi shook the surprise off her face. “I wasn’t expected that many.”

“Plan C ready?” Valis asked sarcastically.

“Yes, that was the third version of the plan I came up with,” Kivi retorted. “There are two more if need be.”

“Zae, call back Seles and her squadrons,” Valis commanded. “Also, call back our Novas on the surface to support the fleet.” She pressed a com on her chair. Shiken Ka’s image appeared on the main monitor. “Have you finished up your mission?”

“From that question I take it their reinforcements have arrived?” Shiken Ka asked.

“Yes, and we’re going to need your help,” Valis answered.

“We can spare half of this fleet at the moment.”

“Half is enough,” Valis said.

*

“This is taking forever,” Brian said to himself as the Mjolnir cut through another level.

“Brian, we’re receiving orders to return to the fleet,” Seles said over the com.

“Got it,” he said before bracing him for another cut. “I should be finished in five minutes.”

“Alright, take care of yourself,” Seles said.

After a few minutes the Mjolnir entered a massive chamber with a spinning metallic core.

“This must be it,” Brian said. The Mjolnir moved forward cautiously. Before he could strike the core he found a powerful shield blocked the way. From behind came a series of powerful pulse blasts, forcing him to take a defensive position behind the Mjolnir’s shield.

*

“Seles and the Novas have returned to their positions within the fleet,” Zae reported.

“Good.” Valis turned to Kivi. “How should we go about this?”

“Let them come closer,” Kivi said. “With this formation, if they can’t surround us, they can do nothing but try pushing their way through us. As soon as they try that the ships Shiken Ka sent will fly in from behind and destroy them.” The Ick-Tckt fleet began moving as Kivi anticipated. “Looks like they know it’s a trap and they’re flying straight for it.”

“Ick-Tckt tactics are sadly predictable,” Valis said while shaking her head. “The Duchess is obviously thinking with her emotions and not with her mind.” She went to Zae. “Tell the fleet to prepare for a defensive battle.”

“Yes captain,” Zae said.

*

“Dammit,” Brian uttered as the situation unfolded. “If I don’t blow this thing Valis and the fleet will get attacked from both sides.” He pointed the rakna of the Mjolnir forward to find where the pulse blasts were coming from. Timing his attack as best he could, Brian moved the Mjolnir forward and charged, using the ice walls around him to find where the blasts were coming from. Got it! He thought to himself. Diving to the side and rolling the mobile suit he came up with an arcing slash of the blade, destroying the first pulse cannon. He repeated the process until each of the weapons pinning him down was destroyed. He turned the Mjolnir and backed up as much as he could before flying straight at the core’s defensive barrier. The Mjolnir’s systems nearly overloaded before the shield finally gave out, letting the mobile suit lunge forward blade first into the spinning metal core. Twisting the blade, the Mjolnir finally cut through the device, causing the top to fall in a shuddering blast into the floor. I’d better get the hell out of here. He thought while backing up the mobile suit and flew as fast as he could to the surface. Below, the core began shaking uncontrollably and exploded. On the surface the shielding system went down as all of the power structures within the base gave way to the shattering ground below. The sound of scraping metal filled the air as the complex caved in from the explosions below, causing the whole base to fall into a crater of ice and rock. Watching the carnage from the air, Brian marveled at what had just transpired. He turned the Mjolnir to ship form and flew back to the Avoni.

*

The Avoni shook while being bombarded by a pair of Ick-Tckt vessels. They returned fire and destroyed one of the ships while Seles, in her Zero, blasted a hole through the other. Both enemy ships exploded a moment later.

“Our sensors are detecting a large energy build up behind the fleet,” Zae reported.

“That means the base has fallen,” Kivi said. She sighed with relief. As she sat back in her chair the enemy fleet began pulling away.

“I don’t think so,” Valis said. “Zae, tell the fleet to pursue. With any luck we’ll crush them before they can escape.”

“Of course,” Zae answered before sending out the command. As she did so the Mjolnir flew past the Avoni in ship form before changing back to mobile suit form. It took a position next to Seles’s Zero.

“Sorry that took so long,” Brian said over the com. “The Ick-Tckt fortified their base with some pulse cannons and shields we didn’t anticipate.”

“Everything’s alright,” Valis said. “You’re to stay with the Avoni. Let Seles and the Novas take care of the enemies.”

“Understood,” Brian said. He hovered close to the Avoni while Seles and the Novas flew into enemy ranks, blasting with impunity. As the Ick-Tckt fleet pulled away the Shandi forces awaiting them opened fire, devastating their fleet. The Kalaidians came in from behind to pincer the Ick-Tckt fleet.






Chapter 43 - Digging In
Veda stared out her opulent bedroom’s window and gazed at the blue morning sky of Dega Jul. A buzz came from her door as her estate’s commander entered the room. She turned about, noticing the rushed look on her commander’s face.

“Lady Veda, our forward scouts have detected a fleet of Ick-Tckt and Malcovin vessels headed for orbit above us. In addition, they’re deploying their Drones, Claws, and Talons on the surface.”

“That they would openly attack us amazes me,” Veda said, thinking about what to do next. “Our main space force is at Dega Five right now and they won’t be able to gravity jump for another twelve standard hours.” She looked up at her commander. “Deploy the estate’s shielding system.”

“Are you sure my Lady?” her commander asked. “It hasn’t been tested.”

“If we don’t use it our home will be flattened before our forces can get back to us.” Veda turned and looked at the sky. She turned back to her commander. “Also, put me in contact with Commander El Kar.”

“Yes my Lady,” her commander said. She saluted as she left.

Veda strolled back into her room and took a bottle of wine. She poured herself a glass as well as a second glass. She sat down at her table in the center of the room and placed one glass on the other side of the table while sipping from the other.

“What would you do brother?” Veda asked while looking at the blank seat. “These are the times when I miss you the most Gaelic. You were a master tactician and inspired some of the greatest victories over the Malcovin during the first war with their race.” She smiled before drinking more wine. “It seems like those times were the best. Now everything feels empty. My dear Valis has put all her hopes and dreams into that Terran. I can’t tell if she’s just young, a fool, or maybe both? Or maybe, she’s right? I wish I knew what to do next. With the advent of the republic you so wished for back home, our ways as a people are changing.” She glanced out the window while leaning back in her seat. “Have the years twisted my heart? Like they did to her?” She found a picture with Gaelic’s image replaced by an outline. Next to it stood a very young Delne Raekar with Veda behind them. “Hopefully in death you found each other, unlike in life.” Putting the picture down, she grabbed another, this one much more recent, with Valis and Brian standing together. Veda stood on Brian’s opposite side. “Are you really the one my brother predicted would appear?”

“Yes, he is,” a voice spoke to Veda telepathically. She spun about, confused. Then her eyes set on the one sitting in the formerly empty chair, donned in a long grey cloak.

“It’s been a long time General Myden,” Veda said. “You’re free to drink if you wish.”

Myden grasped the wine glass and sniffed it. “Smells wonderful, but you know alcohol and telepaths don’t go together,” he said telepathically while placing the glass back onto the table.

“It’s been over a century since I last saw you. How’s Celestia?” she asked.

“She’s doing well,” he said out loud in a raspy voice. “I can sense you have doubts about Brian. I’ve come here to tell you they’re not needed Lady Veda.”

*

Brian came to the bridge with Seles. Valis and the others on the bridge received a message from Dega Jul.

“It appears that the Duchess has decided to attack my family’s estate,” Valis said.

“You predicted that would happen,” Zae said.

“Our fleet will be unable to gravity jump for at least twelve hours captain,” Daes said as she looked up from her station.

“The Mjolnir came make the jump,” Brian suggested.

Valis waved his idea off. “No, you need to rest. Both you and Seles are exhausted.”

“Of course,” he answered.

“Is the Phase Rakna capable of making a jump?” Seles asked.

“Yes,” Daes answered. “But it burns off sixty hours of flight time each time you do it.”

“I have some ideas on how we’ll proceed once the main fleet can gravity jump,” Valis said. “I planned to send Brian and Seles ahead via their mobile suits. Your machines are capable of creating immense damage to the enemy fleet. The rest of us will follow you shortly after. But please, get some rest.”

“Yes captain,” Brian and Seles answered.

*

“You say I should trust him, why?” Veda asked.

“He has begun to awaken,” Myden said. “It’s only a matter of time before the Confederation makes a decision on his fate, but they can’t stop what he’s begun.”

“What do you mean by awakened?”

“All living things change over time, a process many species call evolution,” Myden explained. “Brian, while still human, has begun the process of changing. He’s touched the database and the Teacher’s left to him all of the knowledge he’d accumulated. Brian’s very young, but in due time he’ll realize the truth of what’s happening.”

“And what if he awakens?” she asked. “Will he become even more superior when compared to us?”

“No, you’re thinking too physically. What I’m saying is that he’s realizing the physical world is only half of the story. I came here today to warn you that soon he’ll deliver the message the Teacher passed onto him.”

“What message is that?”

“I can’t say for sure,” Myden said. “The path he’s embarking on is the path many great men and women have tried throughout history. The path he seeks is not war, like many would assume because of his heritage. No, Brian questions, he questions too much for his own good. What he seeks is peace. This path will lead to his destruction. He’ll leave the rest of us to either reject the vision put forth or to pick up the pieces and move forward.”

“What are you getting at?” Veda asked. She looked completely lost.

“Let me ask you a question.”

“Go ahead.”

“What options are there if one wished to unify the Confederation?” he asked.

“An outside threat would be the most effective,” she answered.

“Like my people, they would do the job?”

“Yes, the Greys are a major threat to all Confederation member races,” Veda answered.

“Saying that, if properly strengthened, my people would crush the Confederation long before their unity did any good,” Myden countered.

“What other option would you suggest?” Veda asked.

“Unification can be sought through war, trade, etc. But the most effective seems the least worth trying,” Myden said.

“I don’t understand,” Veda answered

“The word you just used Veda, understand. Understanding one another is the key to unification. Once the younger races understand their similarities outweigh their differences things will begin to change. As an outsider Brian understands this need more than any of you.”

“Why would that be?” she asked.

“From the world he comes from Terrans are far from unified. Each member race of the Confederation is more or less unified, but it generally stops along those lines. But you’ve witnessed a change, that being between the Kalaidian people and the Shandi. He succeeded in unifying the will of two races that have warred for a century, two races with hatred running quite deep between them.” Myden paused, seeing the look on Veda’s face change. “How was it he was able to do so?”

“By gaining Shiken Ka’s trust, he built the bridge you speak of,” Veda answered.

“Brian’s able to bridge the gaps because he’s an outsider. He sees past the form and sees what lies beneath. Some would call it the mind, the soul, etc. Whatever it is, he’s able to see through the shell we call body and find what’s contained within. What Brian found in Shiken Ka is that while the Shandi are very different physically, the differences of the mind are much less.”

“But each race is very different in their beliefs. The Shandi are atheists, whereas the people of Kalaidian are deeply religious. Are those differences not greater than you suppose?” Veda countered.

“A body is a shell, but the mind is a mind. Telepaths like me cannot see what others look like by their thoughts alone. But inside every sentient being lies something in common Lady Veda.”

“And what would that be?” Veda asked.

“Peace, prosperity, and safety. Only the truly mad crave war and conflict.” As Myden spoke the barrier shield outside activated. A second afterwards the orbital bombardment began as rays of light fell from the sky like rain. Veda stood up to put on her battle uniform and checked her raiga whip.

“Remember what I’ve told you Lady Veda. Brian is the Warrior who’ll lead your people into the future. Even if he falls the Five Maidens have begun to awaken themselves. The future lies in the ones you’ve watched grow my lady. Trust in them,” Myden said as he faded into the shadows.

Chapter 44 - One More Tranquil Moment

“This is really nice,” Seles said while relaxing in the hot waters of the Avoni’s communal bath. Around her were a number of crew members. Sitting next to her was Celi and Mira.

“You look really tense,” Celi said as she looked at Seles. “Is the mobile suit taking a toll?”

“Not really,” Seles answered. She closed her eyes and let out a sigh of relaxation.

“It has to do with how many battles we’ve been in the last two days,” Mira said.

“You got it,” Seles said. She opened her eyes and stared at the white ceiling. “While the pilot suit is perfect for use in a mobile suit I was thinking of asking Daes if she could design me an exoskeleton like Brian’s and Kivi’s.”

“I think all of us would like to have one of those,” Mira said. “The power it gives to them is amazing.”

“But without him inside its powers would remain dormant,” Celi said. “I couldn’t have guessed that the technology from a hundred and fifty years ago would stand up to today’s weaponry with minimal modification.”

“I thought you preferred living things to machinery,” Seles said. “It seems like the technical stuff would be more to the liking of Daes.”

“Oh, it is Seles,” Celi said. “While I prefer biological systems to mechanical, the problem is the two are forming a singularity.”

“You mean like the nanomachines in our bodies?” Mira asked. “It does beg the question of the difference these days.”

“Yes. That paired with our ability to replace limbs or organs with mechanical replacements,” Celi added. “Using a cybernetic system a being could literally become one with a machine like an exoskeleton or mobile suit.”

“That sounds crazy,” Seles said. “But I wouldn’t put it past someone to try.”

“The greatest proponent of such thinking is the famed Malcovin scientist Grigon the Thunder,” Celi explained. “His theories on mechanics melding with biology are still valid today, even a hundred years after he proposed them. Daes told me there’s a black box system built into the Mjolnir even she wasn’t sure did. Maybe it has something to do with those theories.”

“You mean something that even Daes couldn’t figure out was built into the mobile suit?” Seles asked.

“It is a bit like our friend Brian, don’t you think?” Mira asked. “We can see on the surface what his functions are but his mind is hidden. It’s like a black box in the mobile suit; we’re not sure exactly what’s going on in there since we can only see the surface.”

Seles closed her eyes. “When he was fourteen years old he fell in love with a girl. It never came to be for him. His heart turned dark in the years afterwards, until he met us.”

“Did he tell you this?” Mira asked.

Seles looked up. “He didn’t have to. When I touched his mind some his memories transferred to me.”

“Do you remember much of his life on Earth?” Mira asked. “He never talks about it himself.”

“Bits and pieces, that’s all,” Seles said. “The thing that disturbs me the most are the images of war on his world. His people glorify killing each other in a very graphic and unsettling manner.”

“How so?” Celi asked.

“They use video technology for entertainment purposes, much like our people do now,” Seles answered. “But the entertainment I see much of is full of violence, gore, and a lot of death.”

“We should be glad we don’t have to see it then,” Mira said. “And at least he doesn’t subscribe to such things.”

“I know Mira, but it’s still disturbing,” Seles said.

“You could say the same thing about our religion,” Celi said. “We glorified a system for over a thousand years that enslaved a vast majority of the population.”

“I’m glad he helped us,” Seles said.

“I think we all are Seles,” Mira said.

*

After drying himself off after a relaxing bath Brian headed into his bedroom wearing only brown pants. As he walked towards the bed he turned, rolled and picked up his rakna blade, pointing it at the shadows.

“Who could have slipped in unnoticed?”

“Your senses have grown keener,” Myden said telepathically as he stepped out of the shadows.

“Is that you Myden?” Brian asked. He put his sword away. “What are you doing here?”

“That’s the question you should be asking,” Myden answered. “It looks like you’re doing well.”

“I wasn’t expecting to see you for a while longer.” Brian glanced about his room. “I’d offer you something to eat or drink, but I don’t really have anything on hand.”

“It’s alright,” Myden said in his raspy voice. “I came for a brief visit.”

“Is something wrong?” Brian asked while putting his shirt back on.

“No, I’ve come to see how far along you are.”

“What do you mean Myden?”

“When you were on Shandi Prime you touched a conduit to the database of reality, at least, that’s what my people refer to it as. The Teacher imbued you with knowledge. I’ve come here to see how much you’ve unlocked.”

Brian grinned. “Go ahead.”

Myden closed his black eyes and focused his mental energy into Brian’s mind. When he opened his eyes they flashed blue and then turned back to their usual black. “You’ve learned to control it.”

“You’re talking about the berserk, right?” Brian asked.

“Oh yes, it does do that. But there is much more to the berserk state you haven’t figured out,” Myden explained.

“What kind of things?”

Myden paced back and forth for a moment to gather his thoughts. “The berserk state is not some random occurrence, no; it’s not like that at all. The older races refer to this phase in a beings evolution as awakening. Notice how all the older races have a special, almost magical power. This stems from the fact their species have awakened, thus beginning evolution to the next phase. But there’s something unusual about the awakening of one sentient creature. That being, when one person begins to awaken the ones around him or her begin down the same path. Lady Seles, Lady Mira, and the others have felt this power surge through them. Even one that you call an enemy has been affected by your awakening.”

“Dreka,” Brian said, looking lost. “If I’ve awakened as you speak of why haven’t I developed a power like the older races?”

“You’ve only begun to second phase of awakening. The first is experiencing it without control; the second phase is learning to control it. It will likely take several years, perhaps decades to finally achieve the result you speak of,” Myden said.

“Do you know what that power might be?”

“The older races have an idea of what the awakened powers of the younger races may be, but nothing concrete.” Myden paused. “But time will tell the story.”

“You mentioned Dreka has started to awaken.”

“Yes.”

“What should I do about it?” Brian asked.

“Like you, Dreka seeks an answer. The Malcovin are a people dedicated to the accumulation of wealth and power. For them, having money and power are the keys to success. But many amongst their race disagree. The first to truly rebel against this ideal was Dreka’s grandfather, Grigon. Grigon went missing fifteen years ago, but not before leaving behind the seeds of the Mjolnir and Talons.”

“A while ago, you mentioned that one of the wise men was referred to as the hawk. Is it possible that Grigon was that hawk?”

“Most likely,” Myden answered. “And because Dreka’s of the same blood he’s likely inherited the mark as well. Dreka seeks an answer Brian, the same answer as you. He wants to understand, he wants to join you. But his heart is closed right now.”

“How can I change that?” Brian asked. “He seems convinced I stole his grandfather’s plans and am using them to spite him.”

Myden backed away and began fading away. “A closed heart and mind can only be opened by breaking away that which is closing it off. Show him there is another way. He won’t submit to words alone, but neither will he submit to arms alone. I leave the rest in your hands.”

Myden faded away, leaving Brian alone in his room. He looked at his rakna and then his armor. What am I supposed to do?

Chapter 45 - Battle Over the City Skies

“Are they ready lieutenant?” Vrekt asked while looking at the new mobile suit.

Dreka checked the power levels in each suits’ Q-Drive. Everything was green. “You can all get in the mobile suits now,” he said.

“Great!” his subordinates shouted as they jumped into their newly outfitted Talons.

Captain Riga walked into the launching bay as the mobile suits lit up. “Your grandfather would be proud,” Riga said.

“I hope so,” Dreka said, sounding a little more reserved. “So what plan of action have you chosen?”

“I want the four of you to take a defensive position around the Duchess’s estate,” Riga said. “The fleet we’ve assembled will strike Valis when her forces are most vulnerable.”

“I take it you’re expecting Brian and the other mobile suit to head to the Duchess’s estate?” Dreka asked.

“I’m counting on it,” Riga said. “While they attack here and are occupied Valis’s fleet will be surrounded. It will only be a matter of time before they fall.”

“We’ll see,” Dreka said before turning to his Talon.

Riga put a hand on his shoulder. “Remember what we spoke of earlier.”

“I know,” Dreka answered. “If Brian and his side are victorious we should join them. But I’m not going to give him an easy fight.”

“That’s exactly what I would expect from you,” Riga said. “One more thing, should this ship fall you’re to disengage immediately.”

“I don’t think that’s going to happen,” Dreka cawed. “But I’ll remember should it occur.”

*

The Duchess’s main fleet, consisting of nearly one hundred heavy class vessels and dozens of smaller class ships, hovered in orbit of Dega Jul above the Kein estate. Squads of twenty at a time took turns pelting the estate from orbit while the rest stood by. Suddenly, two ripples appeared in the center of the fleet as the Mjolnir and Zero gravity jumped with a pair of Novaguards attached to each mobile suit.

“You know the drill ladies,” Seles said to her Nova pilots. “Don’t detach until we’re joined by Valis in a few minutes.”

“Yes lieutenant!” her pilots shouted.

Both the Mjolnir and Zero turned back to back with each other, pulse cannons drawn. Using their shields to block incoming attacks, the pair of mobile suits spun around and fired a series of blasts, forcing the ships around them to scatter. At the same time the Novaguards attached to them fired in opposing directions. The Ick-Tckt forces started attacking the mobile suits with Drones, but none were able to get close enough to do damage.

“Looks like Valis’s plan is working,” Brian said. He glanced at the radar. It showed the fleet around them had separated into a number of smaller units.

“When was the last time one of her plans ever failed?” Seles asked.

Brian laughed. “When she made the foolish mistake of cracking open a Grey ship and found a Terran onboard.”

“So true,” Seles said. When the Mjolnir and the Zero began edging towards the atmosphere, Valis’s main fleet, along with Shiken Ka’s appeared around them.

“Looks like that’s our queue to head down,” Brian said as he turned the Mjolnir for atmospheric entry.

“Ensigns, detach and join the Avoni,” Seles said. Her subordinates detached and flew towards the Avoni. She turned her mobile suit in the same direction as the Mjolnir.

“Let’s pay a visit to Veda Kein,” Brian said.

“Of course,” Seles said as she followed the Mjolnir.

*

Valis stood on her bridge as the Avoni as the rest of the fleet gravity jumped into the center of the enemy fleets.

“Looks like Brian and Seles were successful,” Kivi said.

“Yes, I’m glad everything is going as planned,” Valis said. She turned on her com. “How are the other mobile suits coming along?”

“They should be ready within the hour,” Daes replied.

“Good,” Valis said. She turned to main monitor to observe the enemy. “It looks like plan A-4 is the one to go with. Send it out.”

“Yes captain,” Zae said.

“Baed, keep an eye on how close the Avoni comes to the other ships. We can’t afford to be caught to close together,” Valis said. “Launch all Novaguards and have them take a defensive formation around the Avoni. Our goal is to isolate each enemy formation one by one and destroy them individually. Given that we have little more than half of the number of ships of our enemy, the advantage is theirs. Brian and Seles will aid the ground forces and strike the Duchess’s palace within the hour.”

“Captain Riga may have something to say about that,” Kivi warned.

“That’s why I kept the three Phase Raknas here,” Valis said.

*

The Mjolnir and Zero descended through the atmosphere of Dega Jul before coming to a soft landing outside the Kein estate in the midday sun. All around Drones, Claws, and Talons flew, blasting the energy shield protecting the Kein estate. Brian and Seles scanned the area and saw the destruction areas around the estate had endured.

“This is terrible,” Seles said, seeing mangled metal mixed with concrete.

“I know,” Brian said. Even with all their advanced technology, these people are addicted to war. As Brian thought, scores of Novaguards emerged from below the Kein estate and tore into the enemy fighters. “I’ll send a signal to Veda we’re here.”

“Alright,” Seles said. She took a few shots with her mobile suit’s pulse cannon, destroying a few enemy crafts.

Brian joined Seles in attack mode when Veda appeared on his monitor. “I’m glad to see you’ve joined us here on the ground.”

“Valis and Shiken Ka have taken their positions in space,” Brian said.

“Good.” Veda paused, thinking. “I’ve decided to leave the future in your hands young man.”

“What?” he asked.

“You must be my late brother’s reincarnation,” Veda said. “Follow the plan Valis gave you, but remember to follow what’s in your heart. I can see that this war, that fighting itself disgusts you. I for one agree. It’s time to stop fighting and start working towards the future Gaelic envisioned. He wanted a world not just of equality, but of justice, fairness, and most of all, that didn’t value things over people. So in a moment I’ll give up what I have, not for Valis, not for you, but for everyone.”

“I’m glad you’ve changed your way of thinking,” Brian said.

“No, I’m still the same bitter old lady,” Veda said sarcastically. “But I know it’s time to leave things to the younger generation. My time of ruling, like Celestia’s, has come to an end. I entrust the future to you. Fight for the future to come and not for the past that has been.”




Chapter 46 - Brian’s Vision

The image of Veda Kein appeared on video screens across Dega Jul. Simultaneously the audio was broad waved over all communications networks.

“I have an announcement to make to all who call Dega Jul their home. As you may or may not know, I am Veda Kein, head of the Kein estate and all associated material systems. But who and what I am is less important than the horror you, the people have witness to today. At this moment two factions have chosen their paths on the question of rulership of Dega Jul; the Kein and Ka organizations, and the Duchess Chka’s joint venture with the Malcovin. I know that matters little to those of you working hard each day for a better future. But I thought it prudent to set the record straight and explain everything to you. The reason I’ve chosen to speak to you today like this is not to ask for help but to ask each of you about the future of Dega Jul. Right now the governing body of the Degan system is called the High Council, but what it really means is the rule of the wealthiest merchants and noble families from various worlds. The only voices that matter are those with the power to move wealth and material power. The voice that should matter, that being the people of Dega Jul, is shut out. I admit for years I have been one of the exploiters of this system and the wrongs I have wrought against you are numerous. But now I know this system can’t last forever. It’s time to move on. I declare the people of Dega should rule themselves, not as a dictatorship, not as an oligarchy, but as a democratic republic. I concede my wealth and power to this dream and as such give up what I own to you the people. No longer will I see you ruled as nobles over commoners. I’ll join you in this fight. You might ask yourself why I’ve chosen this path. Has she gone mad? Is she lying? I understand your concerns and I’ll answer all of them in due time. But the reason is because of a young warrior fighting right now, by the name of Brian Peterson. As a Terran it’s assumed he loves battle and is thriving in this twisted war. But he’s not. I see in his eyes not that of a conqueror, not of a warmonger, no, I see the eyes of a dreamer. He alone saved Kalaidia from falling into civil war and now he’s fighting to end this one. I’m entrusting my future as the people of Kalaidia have already done to this young man. He’s proven to be a guide at finding peace between the people of Kalaidia and the Shandi, an event never thought possible. He saw through our differences and forged a lasting pact. He achieved the impossible and that’s why I will follow where he goes.”

Veda ended her message to the people of the Degan system before reclining back in her chair and sighing. “Do you think I did the right thing?” she asked the blank seat at the table. Veda smiled. “You do, don’t you brother?”

*

Good job grandmother. Valis thought after watching Veda’s broadcast.

“Your grandmother has taken a bold step,” Kivi said. She turned back to the work on the computer.

“I’m glad to see her vision isn’t as limited as I feared,” Valis said. “Zae, how goes the battle?”

“Our forces are holding up with little losses so far,” Zae said. “We’ve successfully destroyed two of the enemy formations, four remain.”

“Good,” Valis said. She looked at the battle formation again. She saw an opening behind her condensed fleet. That doesn’t sit well at all. She pressed her com. “Myli, Meldi, and Kaela, board you’re Phase Raknas. I’ll be sending you the coordinates to head to.”

“Yes captain,” each of the three said over the com.

“You think Riga and his fleet will show up soon?” Kivi asked.

“Yes, this would be about the time to strike,” Valis responded while looking at the battle map. “They have enough ships to crush us if we break formation, but not enough to execute the plan on their own. The opening at the rear of our fleet is perfect for attack. That’s where I’m going to put our trump cards.”

“Brian and Seles have joined three squads of Novaguards on the surface and are headed for the Duchess’s palace,” Zae said. She called up their position on the monitor.

“Good,” Valis said.

“If there really are four Talons with Q-Drives down there, do you think we have enough to challenge them?” Kivi asked.

“We don’t have much of a choice,” Valis said. “But, I’d guess none of those Malcovin pilots are as good as Dreka. Seles and that many Novas should be able to keep them occupied while Brian fights Dreka.”

“You have a lot of confidence in him,” Baed remarked.

“Has he proven me wrong yet?” Valis asked.

*

The Mjolnir and Zero flew at the head of a formation of three Novaguards squadrons of eleven. Below, metal and concrete buildings stretched from horizon to horizon as the afternoon sun hung high in the sky. Brian looked at his radar. They were approaching the Duchess’s palace. A moment later a series of pulse blasts came from ahead, destroying three Novas. Brian and Seles, along with the rest dodged skillfully. They saw four Q-Drive equipped Talons ahead.

“I’ll draw Dreka off now!” Brian shouted as he flew the Mjolnir away, while Seles and the Novas scattered as headed for the Duchess’s palace. Dreka obliged Brian’s move and flew alone at the Mjolnir. Brian noticed a call.

He flipped the switch. “So you wish to talk again?” he asked while dodging a pulse blast from the other craft.

“Of course Terran,” Dreka said. He dodged a shot from the Mjolnir’s pulse cannon. “When you were on Shandi Prime I had a strange vision.”

“You saw that?”

“My grandfather told me to believe you,” Dreka said. “But I won’t, not to the man who stole his work and twisted it.”

“Is that what you think? Do you really believe I stole Grigon’s plans?”

“I’m not sure what to believe,” Dreka answered.

Dreka closed in for a series of vicious strikes with his claws, forcing Brian to draw the sword on the Mjolnir and block them, alternating with the blade and shield.

“Why do we have to fight?” Brian asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Dreka asked. “Your people suffer from the same fate as mine, don’t they?”

“What do you mean?”

“To be the strongest, to be the fastest, to fly the highest, to be the wealthiest, to compete over and over again until the loser is destroyed! That’s what my people believe. Only by pursing perfection, only by constant strife can one ever attain happiness. But some of us know the truth. We know this way of life can’t last forever. That’s why we accept the fate that will come.”

“And what fate is that?” Brian asked.

The Mjolnir and Dreka’s Talon exchanged a series of melee attacks. Neither could break through the defenses of the other as they backed away from each other.

“Long ago the box of destiny was opened and inside it contained an infinite darkness,” Dreka answered. “The fate of all things is to die. Fight if you wish, deny it if you can, but death will claim you one day. Nothing lasts forever; our fate is oblivion. The strong shall consume the weak and the strongest, sad to say are the Greys. One day their power will engulf the galaxy in darkness so great everything will be consumed. There’s no escaping it and no hope to defeat it. We must simply accept it.”

“Since the day I was taken by those bastards I’ve been living on borrowed time,” Brian said. “That’s what I felt at first but now I remember I have someone to live for.”

The two mobile suits clashed in a series of melee strikes and blocks, finally a feint from each separated the two machines.

“Who would be worthy of your life?” Dreka asked before charging in the Talon and forcing Brian to go on the defensive again.

“A year ago I swore my life to her. No, it’s been longer than that,” Brian said. “I live for her most of all. She’s the shining star in my life, the heartbeat of my soul, my Joan d’Arc. Seles Daevon is the one I speak of, the one who can surpass either of us as a pilot.”

“Prove me wrong,” Dreka said as the Mjolnir charged forward with a flurry of slashes and shield punches. He blocked each attack with a claw while being forced back.

“And the only way is to beat you in battle?”

“Yes.” Dreka’s eyes began glowing blue. “If I’m defeated then I’ll follow you. Show me you can defy fate, defy even the gods themselves!” Dreka’s Talon charged and slashed furiously, the Mjolnir blocked each strike.

Brian’s eyes began glowing blue. “If that’s your wish then I’ll grant it.”

*

Seles’s Zero engaged a Talon in melee, trading attacks back and forth over the Duchess’s palace. Ten Novas circled around and pounded the palace’s shields over and over again while the remaining Novas tried their best to keep the other Talons occupied. This isn’t good. Seles thought. She turned her Zero to full defense and flew to intercept the attacks of the Talons.

“Lieutenant, your craft can’t take that much damage,” an ensign said over the com.

“Don’t worry about me,” Seles said. She concentrated all her energy on defending the Novas. “This mobile suit was built to take a beating. Concentrate your fire on the palace.”

“Yes lieutenant,” the fighter pilots echoed.

They fired frantically at the palace’s shields. After a few minutes of bombardment the shields began weakening. Seles glanced at her radar and noticed a craft leaving the palace at high speed. The Talons moved in to engage in melee as Seles drew the pulse cannon and fired into the air, driving the three Talons away. She flew towards the fleeing aircraft and fired an attack straight into the small Ick-Tckt ship. After the shuttle exploded the three Talons began withdrawing. Seles turned to the remaining Novas.

“All Novas are to cover this area until further orders. We have to make sure the Duchess and her associates don’t have a chance to escape,” Seles said. She turned the mobile suit to the battle between Brian and Dreka.




Chapter 47 - Dreka’s Epiphany

The Kalaidian and Shandi fleets were in the process of attacking the third of six enemy formations while holding its own.

“Fly in cautiously, something’s bothering me,” Riga said.

Their radar flashed three bogeys. “Captain, our scanners are detecting three light class crafts heading for us at full speed.”

Riga saluted Valis’s fleet. “Well met, Lady Star.”

The three Phase Raknas tore into the Malcovin fleet, destroying one ship after another.

“Captain, what

” his commander shouted as the ship was hit by a blast from one of the mobile suits. Riga’s bridge crew was thrown around as fire began popping up all over the ship. Riga sat fast in his chair.

“You fought well my friends,” he said. He found that the communications systems had been destroyed. Riga looked at the monitor and saw a Phase Rakna point its pulse rifle at his ship.

“There are so many things I wish I could go back and change,” he said to himself. “If only I had the courage back then, maybe Grigon wouldn’t have died.” The Phase Rakna fired into his ship, causing a series of explosions. “Dreka, I pray you find the happiness none of our race has seen. Wake us from the long night and blaze a trail to the future.”

The bridge was consumed in flames as the Sheldik exploded.

*

As the Mjolnir and Talon continued their battle, each machine strained to defend against one another. Soon their shielding systems began failing. Afterwards each craft began taking damage.

“Are you tied to your people’s fate?” Brian asked. “Is fighting, greed, and destruction all you can see?”

“Yes, because that’s all there is to this miserable world,” Dreka answered. “I fight because I have no choice.”

The two mobile suits stopped their battle and saw they were reaching at the breaking point. Dreka’s eyes widened suddenly as a flood of Brian’s memories entered his mind. The scene he saw the clearest, as if through Brian’s eyes, was when the field commander Dragik handing him the data crystal. Brian felt the same surge as he grabbed his head. He saw the image of Grigon from Dreka’s eyes when he was young. A moment later the image jumped to when he and the others were in the ocean of thought. He saw himself and the others from a distance. Turning he saw an old, grey Malcovin standing next to him.

“Dreka, he’s the one I waited for. I waited for over a century for the day he would come to us,” the old Malcovin pointed at Brian, “And now, you must follow him Dreka.

“Why?” Dreka asked. Brian felt the uncertainty in the Malcovin’s mind.

“You carry the mark of the second, the Hawk. Now take to the sky and let your wings fly with the Dragon. The future is never set Dreka. We build it new, each day, by working together, not apart. You already know this so do it you idiot!”

Brian shook his head and found he was in the Mjolnir. Dreka’s Talon hovered in front of him.

“I see,” Dreka said. “I finally understand.” He heard a shout from one of his subordinates over the com.

“Why are you hesitating Dreka?” Malke asked.

“No, wait,” Dreka said. He stared at the Mjolnir. What should I do? What am I supposed to do?

As Dreka hesitated his subordinate, along with another Talon closed in on his position.

“If he won’t destroy the Mjolnir then he’s betrayed us,” Vrekt said.

He charged with his mobile suit’s claws ready to strike. When Dreka turned he was locked in a moment of confusion, seeing his life about to end, the Mjolnir flew into the path and took a glowing claw through the cockpit. A cry of agony came from Brian’s craft.

“Brian!” Dreka shouted.

“Dreka

if you can’t accept what you are

then

you must

change,” Brian said. “Break free

from the destiny that binds your people

and lead them into a new world. Unchain yourself

from what you are

and become

what you should be.”

Brian. Seles felt the pain in Brian’s mind and the pain in his body. Her eyes began glowing blue. Turning her mobile suit towards the battle between Brian and Dreka, she saw three Talons about to strike down the Mjolnir. Dreka’s Talon quickly grabbed the Mjolnir and flew away. The three Talons followed. Aiming her pulse cannon with deadly accuracy, she fired a shot and blasted a Talon apart. The second charged her Zero and slashed with its claws, destroying her pulse cannon. She backed off quickly and drew the sword. She sparred with the two remaining Talons in the skies over Dega Jul with tears running from her eyes. Strangely, Dreka felt the young Kalaidian’s emotions and fears. He flew to an open roof nearby and landed with the Mjolnir below him. The birdman quickly unbuckled and opened the Talon’s door, using the elevator cord to go down to the Mjolnir. He held a hand scanner. Seeing through the hole the cockpit, Dreka looked upon Brian in person for the first time with fear in his heart. Climbing forward and scanning, Dreka saw Brian’s right eye socket cut into deeply and noticed his right arm was missing as well. When he moved closer he found Brian’s wound was cleanly amputated and cauterized.

“Brian!” Dreka shouted. He took out a small bandage and placed it over the destroyed eye. “Brian, can you hear me!”

His left arm grasped Dreka as his left eye opened. “Go to her

I’ll be alright.”

“What happened?” Dreka asked.

A Kalaidian shuttle land nearby.

“My arm was mangled when the Talon struck. I had to use my rakna to stop the bleeding.” Brian cringed and laughed. “I never thought pain would be so wonderful.”

From outside came a small squad of Kalaidian foot soldiers with Mira at the lead. Seeing Brian she ran to him. She looked at Dreka with confusion.

“He’ll live lieutenant Mira,” Dreka said before moving back to the hole he entered.

“Why?” she asked while setting her regenerator to full power.

“He saved me,” Dreka said. “He saved my soul.” he marched back to his Talon and reactivated all its systems. Looks like my systems are at about fifty percent. Dreka flew the suit back up into the air. Fifty percent will be enough.

“I will protect her Brian, that I promise,” Dreka said while flying the damaged mobile suit towards Seles.

Even using the berserk Seles found herself on the defensive against the two Talons. They circled and struck in waves, forcing her to parry with her shield and sword while dodging as best she could. One of the Talons charged and locked her sword and shield. The second moved in from behind to stab. A pulse shot came from behind, forcing the second mobile suit away from her. She saw Dreka’s damaged Talon, missing an arm, aiming its pulse cannon.

“Stand down,” he commanded over the com.

“Why should we listen to a traitor like you?” Vrekt asked.

“Our mission is over,” Dreka explained.

“It’s not over until we collect the money for killing him!” Rait shouted before turning and charging at Dreka.

“You can’t let go of the past,” Dreka said calmly. His eyes glowed. “Then there’s no place for you in the future.”

He dropped his mobile suit’s rifle and aimed the single remaining claw forward while spinning the mobile suit in a pattern Rait couldn’t follow. A moment later his claw struck through the center of Rait’s Talon. Dreka’s Talon danced away as the other mobile suit exploded. Seles punched with the Zero’s shield and knocked the Talon in front of her back. With a quick slash and thrust with the sword the last Talon exploded. She saw a com channel calling her.

“Lieutenant Seles I surrender to you,” Dreka said. “He’s still alive. A young medical officer with pink hair is taking care of him.”

*

Brian groaned before opening his left eye. He saw Mira and Seles next to the bed. Turning his head he saw Celi, Valis, and Kivi talking outside the door.

“I had this crazy dream that I did something really stupid and lost my eye and an arm in the process,” he said. He glanced at his missing arm. “Damn, I guess it really happened.”

“You really scared us this time,” Mira said. She hugged him.

“What’s going to happen to me?” he asked as he sat up.

“We’ll make sure you’re ready for the concert on time. Celi has taken measurements for your replacements. It should take about three months to rehab,” Mira said.

Seles embraced him tightly. “You’re an idiot, you know that?”

He felt her tears. “Yeah Seles, I am.”

Chapter 48 - Birth of the Degan Republic

Brian stood on the roof of the apartment complex and gazed across the broken cityscape. He wore his green armor minus the right arm with a black patch over his right eye. Closing his left eye, he took a deep breath, feeling the morning breeze blow through him.

“You’re looking a lot better,” Seles said. She stood to his left.

“Will you still love me when I’m an android?” he asked sarcastically.

“I’m sure she would,” Mira said. She stood in his blind spot to his right.

“Of course,” Seles answered.

“As would I,” Mira said.

“What do you think is going to happen?” Seles asked.

He pointed to the construction crews. “In time the damage will be repaired. The lives lost will never return. At least we’re moving towards a better world.”

“You’re still a dreamer,” Seles said before taking his arm. Above them flew Dreka’s damaged Talon. It landed on the other side of the roof. The three turned to see the black feathered birdman descend from his mobile suit. He walked slowly towards them.

He stopped to size up Brian and the two ladies. “This is the second time we’ve met in person,” Dreka said.

“I’m glad you got the message,” Brian said, smiling.

Dreka scratched his head and glanced at his Talon. “I wasn’t sure that thing would fly me here in time.”

Brian stood face to face with Dreka. Seles and Mira stayed with him. He reached out with his left hand. Dreka did likewise to shake hands.

“The past is the past and now I’m moving on,” Dreka said. “As of tomorrow a score of my comrades and I will be joining you on the Avoni.”

“What?” Seles asked.

Brian nodded. “I asked Valis to make another exception to the single race rule on the Avoni.”

“I’ll be joining you as a field commander of small craft lieutenant Seles,” Dreka said.

“I won’t go easy on you,” Seles teased.

“Throw what you will at me young lady, I’m ready for anything now,” Dreka answered.

“Are you sure about joining us?” Mira asked.

“Yes,” Dreka said. “Brian, I owe you my life. For that you have my thanks as well as my intellect as an engineer.”

“I didn’t ask for that,” Brian said. “I’m just glad we’re not enemies anymore.”

“Indeed,” Dreka said.

*

Veda paced the halls of her estate palace as her servants scrambled around in a daze. She walked into the main courtyard and found Valis waiting.

“It’s been awhile since you had time off,” Veda said.

“I’m glad for it,” Valis said with relief in her voice. “Although the war lasted little more than a week it was bloody.”

“And now we wait,” Veda said before looking at the sky. “Jabril Hopart was elected as the first prime minister of Kalaidia today.”

“I know.” Valis smiled. “I cast my vote last night to get it counted on time. Nine more years and the nobility will lose official power.”

“I’ve ceded control of our former estates to the House of Commons,” Veda said. “This estate and our corporations here are all we have left. Enough to aid you on the project you mentioned the other day.”

“Brian came up with the idea first,” Valis said. “He doesn’t know I’ve started implementing it. I don’t want to tell him I read his journal entries.”

“Privacy is an outdated value,” Veda said with a smirk. “He’ll get over it, just warm up to him and he’ll listen.”

“Do you mean seduce him?” she asked.

“Of course I meant that,” Veda said, laughing afterwards. “I wish Gaelic was here to see this.”

“He is, in a way,” Valis said. “She’s still alive.”

“It’s Mira. Brian told me when the festival was held. When did she come back to us?”

“She joined my crew a few years ago,” Valis answered. “Mira slept for all those years, waiting for someone to find her. She won’t speak of how or why, but admits to who she is. She told me she wants nothing to do with the estate and won’t make a claim against you.”

“If she didn’t come here herself she must be in hiding,” Veda said. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Mira has a concert set with Brian in a few months. I thought you’d like to know before seeing her face on every screen in the solar system.” A shuttle from the Avoni landed at the far end of the courtyard. “One more thing,” Valis said.

“Yes?”

“Did you have anything to do with the attempt on her life?” Valis asked.

“No,” Veda answered solemnly. “Although I didn’t approve his relationship with a commoner I cared for my brother far too much to do something so awful.”

“Do you know who may have?”

“We suspected for a long time the Raekar family may have had something to do with it,” Veda said. “The other possible scenario that makes sense is if the Malcovin assassinated her. We just ended our war with them and had claimed much of their territory.”

“Thank you for telling me this,” Valis said as she turned to leave.

“Tell Mira to come and see me sometime in the future,” Veda said. “There are many things I’d love to talk to her about.”

Valis smiled before stepping onto the transport. “I’ll do that.”






Epilogue
“I can’t believe how much damage this thing took,” Jesela said. She looked at the half destroyed Mjolnir.

“Well, it’s our job to repair, no, to make it better,” Daes said. She headed into the cockpit and touched the computer panel. “We’ll make you as good as new.”

Please, it hurts like hell. The Mjolnir answered in text on the screen. Daes laughed.

“Not as much as your pilot friend,” she said.

Make sure he’s taken care of as well.

“Don’t worry my giant robot, Celi and Mira can take care of that,” Daes answered.

“Who are you talking to?” Jesela asked from outside.

Daes poked her head out, smiling. “The black box system is functioning Jesela.”

“The Mjolnir’s learning?” Jesela asked with excitement in her voice.

“Not just that, it seems to have Brian’s sense of humor,” Daes said.

“I’m so glad!” Jesela shouted, jumping up and down. “I didn’t think that system would ever work!”

“You did great Jesela, even better than I thought you could,” Daes said. “Let’s get back to work.”

I’m glad you and Jesela made me.

“Is there a reason we should know about?” Daes asked.

I get to enjoy the company of attractive young women.

Daes laughed again. “You really have his personality down.”

I’m trying my best with what I have. The mobile suit wrote with a smiley face after the text.

*

Trai Gor stood alone in the ancient temple with his falchion glowing. He stared at the statue of Brian with a strange smile on his face. The light flickered for a moment as a short figure in a grey cloak stepped out of the shadows.

“It’s been awhile Lord Gor,” Myden said telepathically.

“Twenty years or so,” Trai Gor said. He turned to Myden. “Tell me, how did you pull it off? No matter what scan I run the statue comes out as genuine.”

Myden laughed. “It’s not difficult to change the memories of a single man. As for the statue, well, that was the easy part.” He pulled out his black staff and spun it a few times. The rock around the statue took the shape of a solid block.

“I see,” Trai Gor said as he watched. “What would have happened if Brian didn’t appear?”

“The Warrior is not tied to a specific individual or species to be honest,” Myden answered. He spun his staff a few more times and the statue changed to the visage of Kivi. A moment passed and he spun his staff again, revealing the statue as Dreka. “You’re the only one who knows this secret Lord Gor. I waited for an eternity to see the plan come to fruition. Even if my name is cursed for the rest of time I’ll see it through.” He spun the staff once more and the statue changed back to Brian. He stepped back into the shadows and vanished. Trai Gor stood alone as the light flickered once more. He gazed at the statue.

“I won’t say anything old friend,” Trai Gor said before leaving.

*

Brian sat in the side room of the sickbay while Celi checked her scanners. His right arm had a replacement that looked exactly like his original arm. He flexed the fingers on the cybernetic hand.

“It’ll take a few months to integrate the replacement arm and eye with your nervous system,” Celi explained. “How does it feel?”

He opened his right eye and looked around the room. “The arm feels like my old arm. It’s a bit sluggish on the reaction time, but this eye is something different.”

“I integrated a few systems from your exoskeleton into the artificial eye. If they don’t take well with you I can always trade it for a standard replacement eye.”

He blinked number times. “I think I can get used to this. I just need to learn to turn it to standard sight mode.”

“Are you sure about this?” Celi asked. She pointed at the scar above and below his right eye socket. “I can fix this if you want me to.”

He brushed the scar. “No Celi, this is a reminder of how close to dying I was. For the last year I’ve been looking for a place to die. It’s time I start looking at the reasons I have to live.”

“Are the scars of Delne fading?”

“A little bit,” he answered. “That’s the reason I need this,” he pointed to his eye, “I need a reminder I can see in the mirror every day to keep me going.”

Celi took his hand tenderly. “I’m glad.”
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