
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
i
            Zein:

The Reckoning

            A novel by

Graham J Wood

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      iii
         
            Thank you for all your support Mum and Dad…love always.

         

iv
      

   


   
      
         
v
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Prologue

                  	Chapter 1: New World Order

                  	Chapter 2: Desert Planet

                  	Chapter 3: Belief

                  	Chapter 4: Family

                  	Chapter 5: Patience

                  	Chapter 6: Preparation

                  	Chapter 7: Choice

                  	Chapter 8: The Badlands

                  	Chapter 9: Unlikely Allies

                  	Chapter 10: Prisoners

                  	Chapter 11: Opposition

                  	Chapter 12: Liberty

                  	Chapter 13: Natural Selection

                  	Chapter 14: Martial Law

                  	Chapter 15: The Rising

                  	Chapter 16: Blue Fire

                  	Chapter 17: Call to Arms

                  	Chapter 18: Control

                  	Chapter 19: Western Quadrant

                  	Chapter 20: Time and Place

                  	Chapter 21: Prisoners

                  	Chapter 22: Communication

                  	vi

                  	Chapter 23: Divide and Conquer

                  	Chapter 24: Battle of Waterloo

                  	Chapter 25: Reconnection

                  	Chapter 26: Freedom

                  	Chapter 27: Doubt

                  	Chapter 28: The Reckoning

                  	Epilogue

                  	Appendix

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
vii
            Prologue

         

         The cold, steel floor soothed the bruising to her body. She allowed her eyes to move around the room, not sure what she was seeking but trying to take some comfort from the protection the sparsely furnished cell provided. There was a small dirty sink with only the cold tap working, next to a steel bed frame, which held a hard and inhospitable mattress. A toilet with no seat made up the only other piece of equipment in the room. She raised her hand to her face, wincing when her hand touched the swelling around her eye. It was not the only mark her body carried, as the canvas of bruises and swellings across her body evidenced. The room was warm, which, since she was not provided with the dignity of any clothes, was a relief. She curled her knees to her chest in comfort and hearing footsteps hurriedly shut her eyes.

         The guard opened the feeding hatch to the squalid room and pushed in the unappetising food through the opening, consisting off stale bread, a lump of cheese which had seen better days and a glass of water. He noted the figure on the floor didn’t move at the noise of the tray scraping on the steel floor but remained in the foetal position, curling into herself for protection and comfort. The guard waited to see if she moved towards the door. He saw the previous food to the side, untouched and just as unappetising as the food newly introduced into the room.

         He was not a nice man, one of Zylar’s mercenaries who witnessed dreadful acts of wanton violence over the years. viiiHe remembered the day when the girl arrived, dazed, unsure, scared. He watched as she was taken to Zylar’s sleeping quarters frequently, returning the same night, always in worse shape; bruises prominent on her face, arms and legs. His orders were not to talk to her, and to feed her sparingly.

         In the room, the girl’s eyes flicked back open, staring at the bleak wall facing the door, the nightmare so raw and present in her young mind. She sensed the brute of the gaoler was watching her who, in her eyes, was just as bad as the rest. She remained motionless deciding not to give the monster any fun. Her abused body rested on the cool floor, aches and pains assailing her. Zylar was brutal. His anger ever-present and for now, the young woman bore the brunt of it. She closed her eyes and drifted off to a never-ending cycle of nightmares, her mind on the safety of her home planet and the loving arms of her mother.

         The hard, tough gaoler took no pleasure for what he was witnessing and a crumb of sympathy crept into his twisted mind. He was in two minds to provide a bowl of hot and nutritious soup and straight away cast out of his head the mad thought as quickly as it came to him; he knew not to cross Zylar, not if you wanted to live. He sighed and then pulling the shutter back up into place, he slammed the feeding hatch shut and made his way to a seat nearby.

         When the girl awoke with no recollection of how long she slept, no surprise as she was at a loss what time of day or night it was, she climbed onto the unwelcoming mattress. Though hard and relatively unyielding, her body accepted the slight improvement in comfort. After what seemed like minutes, which in fact was hours; time standing still in the inhospitable room, the door slid back and she let out a small moan of fear. She frequently prayed that the lack of attention over a period of time would continue. Now that seemed unlikely. Even in the short time, she had known him, she witnessed the dramatic change with his demeanour. If ixthere had been a shred of humanity, if that was the correct term for a Zeinonian, or decency within him, it was gone now. He neither seemed to take enjoyment or pleasure from the abuse he wielded out as he dominated her. He was very much like a machine, actions almost robotic. He hardly talked to her through those terrible nights but when he did his voice was cold, distant…he reminded her of one of his creations, the Ilsid.

         ‘Get up,’ said the woman standing next to the gaoler. She was an old woman who was assigned to look after her prior to being presented to Zylar for his gratification. Her lined, weary face spoke of her hard life experienced courtesy of the Eastern Quadrant. There was also a trace of sympathy in her tone of voice as she watched the young woman gingerly stand up. The old woman offered a robe to her, which Gemma gratefully took, surprised by the gesture. The young women knew the process as she was led down the corridor of the ship. First the shower and then cream for her bruises and then food.

         Later after eating what was a decent meal she rested on a sofa in the medical bay. Her sleep was fitful and full of unpleasant memories. She thought of Kabel and wished he was here to take her away from the pain.

         The old woman returned later in the evening.

         ‘Time to go,’ she said. Her voice clipped but her eyes offering some warmth.

         ‘Please no, I can’t take it anymore,’ said the young woman.

         ‘Believe me when I say it would be folly for you not to come with me,’ said the old lady, not unkindly. She placed her hand on the young woman’s wrist and helped her stand up from the sofa. The young woman let her pull her up, tears cascading down her face. She held the robe closely to her, as if it was a bulletproof vest to protect her.

         ‘You need to take the robe off,’ said the old woman. Her orders were strict; this young woman was not to be given a stitch of clothing. The robe was her idea, a small rebellion xwhich kept her sane from the horrific things she had seen since she was forced to serve him, the fear of reprisals receding in line with her advancing age.

         ‘No, please no,’ the young woman cried, but she knew her one supporter was this woman and to jeopardise her position as her keeper was a place she did not want to venture. She reluctantly removed the robe and gently placed it on the sofa. The old woman took her arm and led her up the corridor. The soulless faces of the Ilsid, guarding the corridor, stared out, neither looking right nor left, unaffected by the nakedness of the prisoner. The old woman took the young woman to a large door guarded by another two Ilsid who stepped out of her way. The door slid open and they stepped into the copiously richly adorned room. He was at the window looking out into the depths of space. The old woman patted the girl’s arm and turned to leave.

         ‘I understand you gave this woman a robe today,’ said the cold voice of the man at the window. Both the old woman and young girl, shook with fear.

         The dark figure turned and his ghoulish mask of a face stared down at the quivering women in front of him.

         ‘I did, Master,’ said the old woman, shrinking away, fearing the worse, resigned that her miserable life would end this night.

         ‘No need to worry, you have served me well and I am not a monster, am I?’ said the dark figure. He directed the question at the shaking young woman who was trying to cover her modestly. ‘I feel I may have treated you too harshly my dear. You know it is all the fault of the Blackstone brothers, don’t you?’ He cocked his head to one side waiting for a response.

         The young woman swallowed hard to break the dryness in her throat so she could answer. ‘Ye-s-s, Master,’ answered the young woman.

         ‘Good, good,’ said the dark figure and then he turned to the old woman. ‘When you pick her up later, see she has a xirobe and check our stores for some clothes. We are not barbarians, are we?’ The old woman nodded, her fear ebbing slightly. ‘You can go now,’ he said. The woman didn’t need any more encouragement. With a remorseful look at the young woman she was leaving, the old woman scurried out of the room.

         As the door slid shut behind the old woman, the tall figure beckoned to the remaining figure in the room. ‘Now come forward my dear, it’s time for us to become reacquainted; time for you to please your Master.’

         Inside her, Gemma felt numb at hearing his favourite phrase but for now, there was no choice. She reluctantly walked into the arms of her captor. Her silent plea directed at her friends.

         Would no one come to her rescue? xii

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Chapter 1:

            New World Order

         

         Cronje slumped down onto the uneven floor of the huge cavern, his face streaked with dust from the zinithium he was mining. The rivulets from the sweat dripping down his face, forcing the soot to part as it dribbled away, added to the mess. He wiped his face with his dirty and dishevelled sleeve. Since his imprisonment some months ago, he craved for the small things in life. The breath of fresh air on his face, a daily shower, clean clothes every day and not once a week, food which was edible and an end to the back-breaking mining which he and his fellow Zeinonians were forced to complete in the depths of the Core. As more and more joined him in this pit of despair, he pieced together what was happening above their heads from the information the angry new prisoners brought.

         The imprisonment and isolation happened quickly. Zeinonian men, women and children rounded up and herded into “safe havens” for their own protection. A fearful world stood watching, their opinions created by misdirection and downright lies. The age of their prosperity and freedom over, even worse than under the manic control of Zylar, forced out by the willing forces of the United Nations. Their mandate clear and set by their interim new leader, Victoria Kirk, who fought initially with passion for the safety of the Zeinonians at every meeting but bowed to the inevitable. The underlying reason accompanying the decision was based on the fear that the aliens were vulnerable to attack. A convenient half-truth created by the very 2actions Kirk brought to bear through her shady Cabal. Cronje knew all about the shadowy organisation, piecing together the stories and facts provided to him. Kirk, stepping temporarily into the leadership role on the premature death of the United Nations previous leader from a heart attack, was a masterstroke. Cronje shook his head in frustration. The humans were blind.

         Some people said it would have happened anyway, before the Channel Tunnel Black Day. The news concerning a malignant force from the Malacca clan using their superior weapons to tear a fatal hole in the fabric of the engineering feat sending millions of seawater crashing onto the Euro trains and passengers, catapulted rioting onto a whole new level. The death and mayhem imparted on the Zeinonians unlucky to be travelling in the cities of the world, was brutal.

         Cronje smacked his hand against his thigh. Supposedly it was the bravery and presence of the Protectorate Army, a peaceful army created by the United Nations as a new Earth force standing in the way, protecting, and saving many lives on that fateful day. The horror stories of the survivors of this “peaceful” army told him otherwise.

         Now the Zeinonians apparently sat safely behind the significant walls not just in the quadrants but all around the world in the countries willing to support the Safe Havens. Even North Korea threw open its doors so its established safe zones could be used. Cronje knew this was all a careful and well executed plan by forces the decent people of Earth could not see. The Zeinonian leadership carried on, coerced by hidden threats, mere vessels for the now powerful United Nations.

         Cronje cast his eye over the group of ragtag men, women and children around him. Once proud and defiant, now malnourished and in some cases, broken. They waited and prayed salvation would come from the return of the Joint Expeditionary Force. He shook his head again and 3grimaced. Their ancestors fought tooth and nail in a vicious homeland, besieged by the Pod before fleeing to the safety of this planet and now they like their kin in the quadrants sat desolately behind the daunting guard of the Protectorate, waiting for the return of a force from Zein. You couldn’t make it up.

         ‘Sir, are you alright?’ It was one of the Malacca clan veterans, rounded up with so many others and pushed into this hellhole. He noticed the change of expression on his superior’s face. Cronje pulled his thoughts away from the despair fleetingly overtaking him. He smiled and taking the offer of a help up grasped the welcoming hand.

         ‘I am fine Ged, just taking a breather,’ said Cronje. ‘How are we doing?’ Ged, and a couple of the other veterans were just back from circulating amongst the other prisoners to report back to him the general conversations taking place.

         Ged did not act or look his age, which was over sixty years old. His wiry, hidden muscular frame belied a quickness of reaction and many years of training. With the loss of Reddash, now confined on some “dark site”, Ged was someone Cronje could trust. The soldier in question chewed his lip. ‘More and more are falling ill sir; they need fresh air and the heat down here can be unbearable if the air conditioning is not on full pelt.’

         Cronje was not surprised. The humans did provide food, water and living accommodation in hastily built extensions to the original settlement but they could not replicate the air and freedom being topside could bring. He made the mental note to ask for more medicines on his weekly rations request. He thanked Ged who saluted with his arm across his chest and went back to look after his family who were incarcerated with him.

         Cronje reached down for a water canister and took a long hard swig. Around him the others who were resting, whispered amongst themselves, their eyes flashing to Cronje as he stood there pondering. He could see they 4were not giving up. Zeinonians never gave up. He could see an internal strength making him both proud and angry. Angry they were being treated this way. Angry the humans allowed themselves to be guided by fools. Angry that he could do nothing. He slammed the top back onto the water canister, startling those around him. He was a legend to them. A fighter, a warrior amongst them. The whispering stopped around the cavern as all eyes swung to watch the man they hoped could rescue them.

         He knew of their expectations. He could sense the change in the rest area, the soldiers guarding him did as well. Resplendent in their crisp, clean Protectorate uniforms – a combination of red and black, they gripped their weapons closely. These were the hardened Zeinonian haters. Not all humans were like these, he was very well aware of the forces behind the actions of the humans around him. Sometimes brutal on how they dealt with the prisoners and always, always dismissive of any concerns raised. Cronje even held a sneaky admiration of those in control of the Protectorate; they selected well. The soldier in him gave credit to those bringing forward the pace of change and so quickly turning the tables on the Zeinonians. This, of course, didn’t mean he was going to pull his punches.

         Cronje focused on one of the soldiers. A brute of a man. A South African. He only yesterday whipped one of the younger civilians to an inch of his life for attempting to break early from the allotted work. Only Cronje’s intervention stopped him fatally killing him. The soldier was on strict orders not to harm Cronje and backed off. Now the Malacca man let his gaze rest on the man’s face. All emotion removed from the look. The cold flinty eyes of the former Vice-Chancellor, bored into the man’s skull. The soldier feared no one and relished his role in this prison camp but the look got to him. There was no pity, no mercy in the look from Cronje. The soldier swallowed hard trying to hold the gaze. Eventually the soldier averted his eyes, fear building 5up within his body. Cronje lingered on the face and then turned back to the expectant faces in the room. Those watching knew then one mistake by their gaolers, one hesitation on their part and their Vice-Chancellor would vent such fury that no one could stand in his way.

         Cronje picked up his jacket he was sitting on and walked past the flinching brutish guard. Cronje won this round, his determination rekindled. Walking back to the mining operation with now a more purposeful stride, violence trapped within his lean body ready to be unleashed. He allowed an intense frown to echo his feelings. All he needed was an opportunity he could exploit and he knew fate would present one; he just didn’t know when and how. When it did, he would not hold back. Ged who was following his commander back to the mine, saw the ramrod walk, the twitch of the facial muscles. He pitted any person who stood in Cronje’s way. They would not stand a chance.
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            Chapter 2:

            Desert Planet

         

         Kabel paused for breath as he waited for the rest of the force to catch up to him, hunkering down behind a damaged vehicle. The heavily armed Xonian defences stubbornly resisted the Zein army. His readiness to attack left his soldiers behind in his wake, struggling to keep up with their driven leader. No one could talk him out of leading the initial attack. His thoughts so dark, he knew he needed to release his pent-up frustration. He waited until his team was nearly on top of him, photon shots pinging left and right all around him but merely glancing off his forcefield. He saw Kron, whose pursed lips demonstrated the same impatience and frustration of not reaching the enemy as his leader, scurry up to him purposely, squatting down so he reduced the sizeable target he made to the enemy guns. Some of the other handpicked soldiers, quickly joined Kron. Kabel chuckled much to the alarm of the soldiers around him and at odds with the dark mood he was in.

         ‘Come on Kron, won’t be long now before you are hammering your favourite toy into someone’s head.’ He pointed at the barbed armoured mace encasing the lower half of the big man’s left arm.

         Kron merely smiled grimly and pushed past Kabel.

         Enough waiting, Kron thought.

         Then Bronstorm pushed past Kabel; fierce determination written across his face. He had taken his friend Heckle’s death hard and now, his still youthful face exuded a mask as hard as granite and just as unyielding. Not far behind him 7was Zebulon, the Changeling, relishing the battle, away from the politics on his own planet, followed by Tate and Jaida and a collection of the fiercest fighters in the Zein and human ranks…between them the unlikely team presenting a force no one in their right mind wanted to stand against. However, the enemy did. Threatened by instant death by their commanders the Xonians had nowhere to run. They simply awaited their fate.

         Over the last few months, the attacks on Oneerio were coordinated with the greatest military precision against the defiant Xonian defences at the numerous mining centres. Walter Moore, the eccentric but brilliant scientist, combining his expanding knowledge of the different species with the experience of General Corder and Admiral Koshkov, led the creation of the overall strategy. Their agreement to a sweeping rolling attack with the Brooklyn, Cobras and ground forces taking the enemy by surprise. The results were overwhelming successful, with many Oneerions freed and the previous Xonian conquering armies destroyed or imprisoned. Now the last outpost and the largest, stood in the way of the complete victory.

         Earlier in the day, the Brooklyn swooped in sending a lethal payload of missiles slamming into the front entrance. When the smoke cleared the front line, the initial defence of the Xonians was simply blown away. Not intimidated, the Xonians brought up some of their reserve and, by using the remains of the defence backed with some heavy weaponry, fought back fiercely.

         As the rest of the force caught up, Kabel leapt up, following his friends into the action. He pulled out the two seckles from his tunic and shouting the Blackstone war cry, ran at the buckled doors to the mine. A wounded combatant raised his body from the floor desperately trying to stop him but his end was swift. There was no mercy on the face of the Lord Chancellor of Zein. The man Kabel replaced, Tate Malacca, freed from the burden of office threw his 8body and ancient sword into the survivors, driving his sword through the cowed bodies in front of him. He revelled in what he was good at, fighting. His youthful exuberance backed up by the burning furnace within him, stoked by years of survival. His battered sword swung with freedom backed up by the blaster held in his other hand.

         His alter ego, Belina was just behind him. His lifetime mate, his lover, his reason to live, but Belina did not need anyone to look after her. Her athletic body weaving and ducking the attacks of the defenders expertly, as she dispatched them coolly. Kron slammed his machete into any attackers’ head impeding his advance, clearing the way for his leader. They cleared the doorway and rushed into the labyrinth of corridors leading down into one of the largest mines in the sector.

         Kabel led them down a corridor where the remnants of the initial defence were fleeing. Impervious to risk he charged head on. He turned the first corner and a blast punched him back, his forcefield taking the blow. He slammed against the steel wall. In front of the attackers was a formidable barrier bristling with weapons. Bronstorm laid on covering fire, whilst Tate and Belina pulled Kabel back to safety.

         ‘You alright brother?’ said a concerned Belina. Kabel, a little winded, feebly raised an arm in answer and then smiled.

         ‘Just catching my breath Belina.’ He pulled his bruised body up straight against the wall. His troops tried to break through the wall of fire but were beaten back, taking high casualties.

         ‘Assessment, Kron?’ asked Kabel.

         Kron who had led the charge against the barricade on the fall of his commander, cast his eye around their surroundings. They were in the corridor where the retreating defenders fled into. There were another two leading off, both going down steeply into the earth, unlike the corridor 9they were now in. ‘My guess is this corridor leads to their War Room for the defence of the site and why they have built this barrier. We can’t use heavy weapons as the whole tunnel could collapse and we do not know what else the War Room controls.’

         ‘The other two corridors?’

         ‘Our intelligence said there were many protections built into the corridors leading down into the mine,’ replied Kron. ‘We know from Tian that the Oneerions built in trap doors triggered by pressure pads to stop unwanted visitors.’

         Kabel, stood up stiffly, the bruising obtained during the Skegus attack still limiting his freedom of movement. He pushed any negative thoughts to the back of his mind.

         ‘Right, Kron have a detachment keep those behind this barrier busy and trapped and we will check out the other two tunnels. Tell everyone to move slowly and tread carefully.’ Kron nodded and started barking out orders. Kabel turned to Tate.

         ‘Tate you take Belina and your Malacca troops and see what is behind Tunnel Two and we will take Tunnel Three.’ Tate saluted Kabel and waving his troops forward headed off to the tunnel. Kabel set off to Tunnel Three.

         Kabel carefully made his way down the tunnel in front of him, his men following. He felt uneasy. It almost felt too simple to break through the outer gates. He expected more resistance to support the powerful gun emplacements before the entrance. Sure, the Brooklyn’s powerful weaponry was the reason why the emplacements were taken out so effectively but he expected more troops bunkered in, and the number of troops defending the doors were no more than a nominal amount, though they fought hard. His magics flared, his senses heightened. Bronstorm who was close to him saw the change in his commander and his antenna for trouble rose up a notch. Suddenly behind him, there was an explosion, followed by screams of pain. Kabel turned and with Bronstorm went to see the cause of the 10commotion. Five men lay dead. He found a number of his men helping the injured.

         ‘What happened?’ asked Kabel to one of the men helping a soldier with a wounded leg.

         The soldier, pointing to one of the dead soldiers, ‘He lost his balance and used the wall to stop his fall and the wall simply erupted into his face,’ said the soldier, as he patched up the injured man. Kabel sighed and stood back up.

         ‘Bronstorm, tell the men to walk in the middle of the path and not to touch the walls. I will check for any traps on the floor.’ Bronstorm went to pass on the message.

         Kabel moved back to the front of the line and with the utmost care, checking the path in front of him, continued down the tunnel. Now and then when he saw or his magics sensed an issue in front of him, he would mark the spot with a luminous spray he brought with him. The tunnel spiralled downwards until they felt a lightening of the atmosphere and the group spilled out into a large cavern. At the other side of the large cavern, Tate and the other force entered the space roughly at the same time. There were many other tunnels leading off it, all going further down and cut into the sides were many pods, probably used for the slaves who the Xonians put to work in the mines which were at a deeper level. The pods were empty now, mangled and threadbare bedding littered the floors of the pods. In the centre of the cavern were washhouses, cooking and eating areas. Pots, pans and eating utensils lay around what must have been a hasty evacuation. The silence was repressive. Kabel moved in to the cavern. He motioned for his troops to fan out.

         He gestured to Tate and Belina from the other tunnel to follow his lead, which they did reluctantly. As both forces moved towards the centre of the cavern, Kabel and Tate, through a series of concerned looks, conveyed their unease to each other. They met in the centre of the cavern, their respective troops now fully in the area. Bronstorm found 11he was licking his lips nervously; this reminded him of Base Station Zero, the mining village under the Core.

         ‘This must be where they keep the imprisoned workforce,’ said Tate to Kabel, his eyes flickering around the area.

         
      But where are they now? thought Kabel.
    

         Suddenly, out of nowhere, there was an inhuman shriek, followed by bedlam as monsters erupted from multiple tunnels and attacked the soldiers from all directions.

         Monsters.

         It was the name Kabel instinctively gave them; there was no other name for them. They all had two legs and two arms like appendages but there is where their similarity to those assembled ended. They were of every size and shape, some misshapen, some lithe and fleeting. All their white eyes blazing at the defenders. The nearest troops to the first attack were torn apart, their screams cutting through Kabel, like a knife through butter.

         They may have all been lost if it was not for the Changelings. Zebulon, like the rest of the force initially found his usual assured personality, shaken by the sheer terror of the situation, however he was no longer merely a rootless person with no friends or family, he was now a leader to his people. Dropping his lethal trident, he turned into a huge four-legged creature with evil-looking horns and charged the attackers. The enemy were driven by a madness taking over their minds and bodies. Indoctrinated with Zylar’s instructions when they were released from their captivity, they made for the living flesh in front of them. The raging animal did not scare them, nothing did. As Zebulon and his soldiers battered and tossed aside the empty-eyed beings from all across the universe, there was no semblance of understanding who they were, where they were from and why they were attacking. It was all irrelevant. Behind the rampaging Zebulon his Presidential Guard, led by Wernion, changed into a variety of ferocious 12beings, one a bear, one a wilder beast, another a Pod and fought every step of the way, supporting their leader.

         ‘Over there,’ shouted Kabel to his soldiers, taking notice what Zebulon was trying to do. Zebulon, charging between an entrance and an outcrop of rock rising from the side, was establishing a platform the group could defend and escape from. Bronstorm was all movement, his deadly instruments cutting down the attacking beings at whim. His lined youthful face determined and concentrating on what was unfolding. He moved forward protecting his Chancellor. Beside him, the other soldiers followed him flocking to his side. He did not see them, his memories fixated on the image of his late friend, Heckle, who died saving his and others lives. The memory drove him, each victim to his seckles was a homage to the endless training his guardian and friend had taught him. The soldiers sensed the pent-up fury in their young companion and just like soldiers do, respected it was an outlet for his grief.

         Tate and Kabel made their way to Zebulon. A huge animal launched itself at Kabel, the creature’s arms covered in a bark like substance, which also covered its whole body. Saliva dripped from the huge jaws as it bore down on the Chancellor. Kabel blocked the attacker and slashed his seckle across the beast’s chest. Not a mark! The bark like substance was like some body armour. The beast continued its attack and swung his massive forearm catching Kabel on the head, spinning him around. Kabel went with the blow allowing his forcefield to bear the brunt. Tate sprang to his defence, his razor-sharp sword plunging into the beast from the side, bypassing the harder skin around the chest. He had to use both hands to withdraw it and as he did the beast gave a pained yell as it fell forward on top of him. He quickly sidestepped and allowed the dead body to fall beside him. Kabel wiped the sweat off his brow and nodded his thanks.

         Soon the survivors had made their way to Zebulon’s 13side. There was no point in escaping down the tunnel; if they turned their backs and tried to flee, they would be cut down. Zebulon took the left flank, now grasping his reclaimed trident in his returned Changeling shape, Tate and Belina the right flank, leaving Kabel and Bronstorm the centre. Forming effective lines of defence two deep, with the surviving soldiers, they repelled attack after attack. Blood splattered the floor, each soldier fighting for his life. The crazed beings kept coming. Suddenly there was a loud blast which scattered a large number of the attackers, then another and another. Above the explosions you could hear a voice yelling at the top of his voice.

         ‘Take this you bastards.’

         Kron.

         Through the swirling smoke Kabel could see the daunting figure of his second-in-command launching proton bombs into the midst of the crazed creatures. He must have heard the commotion and headed down with a squad of Blackstone troops, who were also throwing the powerful weapons. The attack faltered and then broke. Even the madness installed in their crazed minds could not take this amount of death and destruction. Kabel felt the power shift back to the Zein forces.

         ‘Take them on men,’ he yelled. As one they charged the remaining forces, slashing, stabbing, and shooting anything moving. Kron attacked from his position, madness gleaming in his eyes as his machete and barbed arm crashed into the skulls of the Ilsid. The fight was brutal but the attack was successful with every man and beast making up the Ilsid, dead.

         After, the remaining troops of Zein stood panting with both the exertion and the adrenalin pumping around their bodies. Kabel doubled up catching his breath and he saw Kron walk up to him. He pulled himself up and offered his hand.

         ‘Kron, another life debt I owe you.’ 14

         ‘Nah, Lord Chancellor, just an extra beer will do,’ said Kron with his usual wolfish smile. Kabel laughed and shook his head in wonder. The man was a one and only. Kron walked on to help some of the wounded to the surface.

         ‘Sir, we found the prisoners on the level below,’ Bronstorm reported. He had taken a detachment to make sure there were no other Ilsid remaining and also to seek for any survivors.

         ‘How are they?’ asked Kabel.

         Bronstorm shrugged. ‘Weak, scared but alive,’ he said. Kabel was thankful, he half expected wholesale slaughter from his experience so far of the Xonians. King Li will be happy.

         Kabel was briefed by one of his men. He learnt that before Kron came to their rescue he overpowered the defence above them and made it to the War Room. There he was able to see what was happening on the lower levels and not hesitating he led the cavalry charge himself. Kabel was thankful. He thrust his deactivated seckles back into his jacket. With the adrenalin leaving his body he sighed in relief. He rubbed his hand across his forehead as pain from a throbbing headache made him pause.

         ‘Lord Chancellor, are you hurt?’ Kabel pulled his hand away from his head and found Tate watching him with no small amount of worry.

         ‘Don’t worry about me, Tate, just a little weary.’ Tate was not an easy man to deflect.

         ‘You took too many chances today,’ he said, matter-of-factly. ‘You could have been badly injured or killed.’ Tate’s tone hardened. On Zein he survived many years before help arrived and though he knew he led from the front he ensured there was always a reasoned approach. Kabel ignored the accusation.

         ‘Why so reckless?’ said Tate, he wasn’t one for backing down. Kabel again ignored him. Tate, not appreciating the silent treatment, grabbed Kabel’s arm. 15

         ‘You will do no one a favour if you get yourself killed, especially Gemma,’ said Tate. Kabel wrenched his arm from Tate’s grasp, his anger flaring, and squared up to Tate.

         ‘Hey what is going on, Tate, Kabel?’ asked Belina, who, after treating the wounded was seeking out Tate. She was shocked to see the two men aggressively challenging each other.

         ‘Tate is worried I may cut my finger,’ said Kabel, humour replacing the burst of irritation. Tate ground his teeth together in frustration. Belina looked from one to another.

         ‘Look, we are all safe and sound, so drop it Tate, my brother needs an outlet and even if he is blind stupid sometimes, it’s his call!’ Somehow, Belina cooled matters down but criticised both parties, a situation not lost on either of the two legends of Zein. They both chuckled, situation contained.

         ‘Alright, you both, I get the message, no more running directly into bullets and any kind of weapon,’ said Kabel holding his hands up in surrender and allowing a rare smile. Even the earnest Tate couldn’t suppress a smile. Both Tate and Belina laughed easing the tension.

         ‘What’s the joke,’ said Bronstorm, walking up to the group, slightly bemused on what he was witnessing.

         ‘Not you, my friend,’ said Kabel with a straight face before walking away, leaving a confused Bronstorm frantically looking at the retreating back of his Chancellor and the smirking Tate and Belina. With no answers forthcoming, he stomped off to find some food.

         The levity didn’t last long. They missed the return of the haunted look to Kabel’s face once he had turned and started to walk away. Where and how was Gemma? The constant worry made him feel ill. He would not be satisfied until he held her in his arms again.

         The care of the wounded soldiers and sick prisoners took a number of days. The front entrance was cleared and the buckled doors replaced by the Oneerions. Kabel, 16impatiently waited, he knew soon that attention would turn to the pursuit of Zylar and for him, that could not come too quickly enough.

      

   


   
      
         
17
            Chapter 3:

            Belief

         

         Amelia dreamt. She thought of cities in the sky, war and terror, running away in fear. Her subconsciousness pulling her into areas she had no previous recollection of. The dreams, in a never-ending time loop, repeated again and again, each time becoming more vivid and unreal. Now and then a soft voice penetrated the horrific dreams, a voice she recognised but couldn’t link to anyone. Then the voice would stop or drift away, until a slight murmuring penetrated the thick coil of darkness surrounding her and the dreams would start again.

         Tyson watched Amelia’s eyelids flicker restlessly, wondering what she was thinking. His hand held hers tightly. He sat beside her. A position he remained in day after day for the last month, oblivious to the nurses and the well-meaning visitors. He ate sparingly and used the rest room attached to the medical room. Now and then, by walking around the room, he was able to flex his stiff muscles and relax the stress he was feeling but apart from those factors he was only interested in one thing – Amelia. For sleep he would curl up in the comfortable chair one of his friends brought in or lie down next to Amelia, feeling the warmth of the girl he nearly killed. The guilt he felt was all-consuming. His sleep was troubled and restless playing back all the events when his magic cascaded out of control and ended up with him flinging Amelia away from him, sending her crashing into the steel wall. Facts were still sketchy for him but he was under no illusion he was to blame for this beautiful woman’s condition.18

         The door to the main corridor opened. Tyson looked up as Bailey entered the room moving to the opposite side of the bed to Tyson.

         ‘Tyson, mate, you need to rest more,’ said Bailey, unable to hold back a deep sigh of concern. He visited every day, his heart ached to see Amelia in this condition but his concern focused on his friend as well. Tyson’s loss of weight, his subdued manner and his prickly attitude, diminished him before every one’s eyes. Even General Corder, who Tyson had antagonised to the point of breaking, was shocked at the change in Tyson, this once all powerful, driven and challenging hope of a lost and embattled people was now simply a peripheral figure clinging like a limpet onto his girlfriend’s hand.

         Tyson returned his attention back to Amelia. He felt the unease of the person who, by walking in, violated their space. Tyson was devoid of anger but his irritation bubbled below the surface wound up by his bitter remorse.

         Bailey leaned against one of the walls and grimaced. His wounds, caused by a combination of factors, including the burst of magic from Tyson, were healing. His shoulder was still in a sling and his body was still black and blue from serious bruising. The door slid open again and Delilah slipped into the room and stood beside Bailey quietly.

         Bailey gratefully ducked out of the attack on Oneerio. His confidence was low and there was a growing element within him who just wanted to go back home. Leave the death and destruction behind. He knew it was not that simple…he needed to find his sister, Gemma. Lord knows how the monster, Zylar, was treating her. Anger flared up within him but subsided quickly when he felt a gentle hand placed onto his good arm. Delilah, his shadow nowadays, took delight in nursing him back to health. Bailey thought back to when he was able to open his eyes after the powerful painkillers, which knocked him out for a number of days, wore off and he looked into the most honest, open and 19beautiful face you could ever imagine. Bailey let his gaze move from Tyson and found he was looking into those now familiar eyes and found he could not stay angry for long. He remembered Leila telling him Delilah would not leave his bedside until he awoke…Delilah for her part fully understood Tyson’s attachment to Amelia’s side.

         ‘I am fine,’ responded a detached Tyson, making Bailey jerk his head back to his friend, his bleary-eyed gaze not moving from Amelia’s gentle features. Bailey sat down in the chair on the other side of the bed as Delilah went to use the rest room. He took in his friend’s pinched skin, pale complexion and heavy beard.

         ‘Got to give it to you Tyson, you know how to carry a beard, before long you will have birds nesting in there.’ Not a flicker. Bailey’s attempt at levity had no impact on his friend. The person sitting across him was a shadow of the person he knew. He was at a loss how to reach him. Bailey looked down at Amelia and his heart lurched. She appeared so peaceful yet so vulnerable.

         He did not know why he did it. There was an element of resentment creeping into his thoughts with memories coming back strong focusing on both Amelia and that he was always the supporting cast to the Tyson, Kabel and Gemma show. Temper flared within him again and then his eyes rested on Amelia’s expressionless face, her breathing steady yet you felt life was still an unrealistic target. He leaned across and gently kissed Amelia’s forehead. She was warm to his touch.

         Returning to his chair he was startled to see Tyson’s brown eyes staring at him intently. Bailey could not help but feel a slight tremor of fear due to the intensity of the look, even though he welcomed a return to the brown eyes he had grown used to over the years. Gone were those brilliant blue eyes with the loss of the magics. Then a smile developed slowly on his friend’s face, it started as a curl up of his top lip and then spread across Tyson’s face, like 20a cloud lifting as the sun broke through. Tyson rubbed his beard looking thoughtful.

         ‘Hmmm, maybe you are right; if I am not careful, I may trip over it. Time to shave it off me thinks.’ Bailey’s face registered shock and then a smile creased his face as well. This was the first time he had heard Tyson string a sentence together for weeks.

         Bailey relaxed back into his chair. ‘Well make sure you keep the hair once you shave it off…Delilah can knit a jumper from it.’

         ‘What can I knit, you no good Earth boy?’ said Delilah, returning from the adjoining rest room feeling refreshed after splashing some cool water onto her face. Bailey relayed the conversation and Delilah laughed. Bailey thought the laugh was one of the most beautiful things he had ever heard. Wow, you are becoming soft Bailey. In answer Bailey pointed to Tyson’s beard and made a motion of scissors cutting through it,

         ‘Ahh, we are going to see those handsome features, not hidden by all that hair?’ said Delilah, joining in the fun.

         ‘Well, when Amelia awakens, she may not recognise me,’ said Tyson, quietly as he switched his attention back to Amelia, though not before he saw the look shared by Bailey and Delilah. He knew they were only reflecting the doubt of the doctor on Amelia’s recovery possibility. He shrugged it off. They didn’t know his Amelia like he did. Just like they didn’t know what was happening to him. No one did.

         He felt a fierce battle within his body rage as the magics ramped up their attack on his human genes winning the battle but losing the war to suppress the alien spores within his body. Zebulon, on removing the powerful magics must have left a trace of the all-pervading host. Tyson’s body was automatically trained like any other human to fight any foreign body; however, the strength of this attack was unimaginable. Strangely, Tyson was relatively calm to the attack. He understood the alien spores within him. 21He welcomed them. The understanding of how he could control the magics was fully developed and he knew if he relaxed his natural fighting instincts, he could embrace the magics and be at one with what they provided to him. He just hadn’t reached the catalyst for the moment. Soon, very soon…he would. To disarm the worried glances from his two friends he let another smile play across his face.

         ‘Right, time to shave, would one of you stay with Amelia here until I come back?’

         Delilah was just happy to see Tyson smile and readily agreed to stay. As Tyson strode out of the room, the eyes of his companions followed him. Concern mirrored in their eyes.

      

   


   
      
         
22
            Chapter 4:

            Family

         

         ‘Hi, son, nice to see the foliage has been shaved off,’ said Leila.

         Having showered and shaved, Tyson, rather than returning to Amelia, wandered around the ship. He heard of the attack underway on Oneerio and the news about his friends encountering spirited defences. He surprised himself. He thought he would want to be with them, shoulder to shoulder, but he felt distanced from their troubles. His world was teetering on the brink of irrelevance. His life was a lie. He didn’t know who he was. There was no Amelia to steer him back on course. As he walked around the Elanda, he felt the eyes of those rushing around him, their thoughts shrouded from him, his magics unable to penetrate, still formulating. The magics may be still developing again and not as lethal as they were previously…yet, but the looks on the people were easy to decipher; the mixture of intrigue, awe and fear clear to see. He ignored them all. The events on Skegus were well known and the sight of Tyson triggered the gossipers and fear mongers in the Joint Expeditionary Force towards him.

         Entering the canteen and under the scrutiny of those not required for the Oneerio offensive he poured some spicy soup from one of the containers into a bowl and grabbed a few chunky pieces of bread. He found a table under one of the Atrium trees away from the intrusive glances. He dipped his bread into the soup and hungrily demolished the now hot dripping bread. He could not remember the last 23time he had eaten a good meal…the odd sandwich, yes, but no decent food. The voice brought him out of his revelry. He paused in dunking a second piece of bread and fastened his eyes on the concerned face of his mother. He used a napkin to wipe his mouth to remove an unwanted drip of soup.

         ‘It was getting a little itchy,’ he said slowly but not unkindly. He knew he was not ready for the usual mother-to-son “chat” something he knew his mother was winding up for.

         ‘Clean-shaven just suits you and it’s good to see you having some decent food.’ Leila’s motherly instincts kicking in. She sat down on the bench opposite Tyson. He resumed eating, dipping his bread into the steaming soup. Leila watched him, working on a ploy to probe under her son’s false veneer of calm.

         ‘How is Amelia?’ Leila asked. Tyson grunted a non-committal response, not wanting to repeat words he felt he said every time anyone came into Amelia’s room. Leila smiled, a grunt was not going to stop her; she had dealt with Tyson’s teenage years where grunts were the most she received for months.

         ‘Hmm, if you don’t want to talk about Amelia, how are you doing?’ the question received another grunt, though it was a different tone, a tone Leila knew said, ‘Look mum I am eating and stop asking me stupid questions.’ She reached forward and moved the soup away from her son. Tyson, sighed, his mother always won. He looked at her and raising a quizzical eyebrow, held out his hand for the soup. Leila laughed and pushed it back to him, knowing she had managed to get through to him.

         ‘I have felt better, Mum,’ he said before spooning another mouthful of the soup into his mouth, followed quickly by another.

         ‘I wanted to apologise son, this is entirely my fault,’ Leila said, the tremor in her voice conveying the worry she held, coupled with all the distressing memories of her 24imprisonment in the hands of Zylar. She wanted so very much to talk to her son about his father and the reasons why she kept the secret for so many years. Still hurting from the time with Zylar and what she did to protect the other prisoners, she purposely and resolutely pushed those feelings back into the depths of her memory.

         Tyson pushed his soup bowl away from him and wiped his mouth on the napkin. ‘You have nothing to apologise for Mum.’ He struggled to know what to say. The topic of what happened on Skegus when she was Zylar’s prisoner was not discussed. What he gleaned from Delilah and the prickly expressions his mother gave to any questions about her imprisonment time, told him enough. The slow return of the magics and the anticipated ability to read others thoughts he now welcomed and when they returned, he knew he would ensure his mother’s thoughts would be blocked, he was not keen on reading her memories. What he knew was Zylar just added to the long list of pain he needed to pay for.

         ‘I wanted to tell you everything about your father and how it was not his fault he had to do his duty,’ said Leila.

         Tyson, took hold of her hand with one of his and placed the second on top. ‘Mum, no need to worry, I know he had to follow his destiny and he did send Kabel to find me, I do feel he could have played a role in my life but I have you, Kabel, Belina – I don’t need anyone else,’ implored Tyson.

         ‘Accept Amelia,’ said Leila, the love she felt for her son bursting from her chest. Tyson sighed. ‘Yes, accept Amelia,’ he said softly, dropping his eyes to the table surface, deep in thought.

         ‘Maybe, a little of Bailey as well?’ There was a twinkle in her eye now and Tyson stopped looking at the table and let out a laugh.

         ‘There is only one Bailey.’

         ‘Cheers mate.’ The voice was behind him, he turned around in his seat and Bailey was holding a plate with a 25burger and chips heaped upon it. ‘Delilah is with Amelia,’ said Bailey quickly when he saw the question forming on Tyson’s lips. Even though Bailey was trying hard to sound laid back, he could not hide the lilt in his force when he mentioned Delilah’s name.

         ‘You like Delilah don’t you Bailey?’ asked Tyson. Bailey did not reply initially but both Leila and Tyson knew the answer as they saw the red creeping into his cheeks.

         ‘She is just a girl and a friend,’ Bailey mumbled, as he plopped his body down next to Leila, he then tore into his burger, followed by a handful of chips. They laughed, it was good to see Bailey how they knew he could be and not caught up with the fear of how his sister was coping. His injuries took time to heal and laying in his hospital bed, retreating into his bleak world, it was Delilah who visited him day after day. He enjoyed her innocence, having seen such evil and death, to see someone who took each day as a blessing lifted him. It was not long before he found he was laughing at her attempts at humour and enjoying the company.

         ‘Of course, Bailey,’ said Tyson as he finished his remaining piece of bread. As he did, he saw General Corder with Lieutenant Morrison walk into the canteen. Both saw the group under the tree and Corder even gave him a quick wave. Morrison let his gaze drift down to the floor as if he was trying desperately not to look their way. That was odd. He would expect those two actions would be the other way around. For the first time he wished he could have his magics back and read their thoughts. His body shuddered. The conscious thought ripped through him. He felt an energy rising within him and it took all his effort to suppress the feeling.

         ‘You okay son?’ Leila had seen the inadvertent shudder. Following his glance she saw the two officers stacking their plates with food from the buffet. ‘Ahh I see,’ said Leila. ‘I thought Corder was being more pleasant to you?’ 26

         ‘The snake is only being nice because he knows Tyson has lost his power and is no longer a threat,’ said Bailey, cramming a mouthful of chips into his accommodating mouth. Tyson only half heard his friend. He was too busy dealing with the power within his body. It was not like before where he felt it taking over and devouring him, it was more attuned to him. The issue he faced was more around whether he wanted the power or not, rather than the worry of what it could do to him. He realised his silence was being interpreted by two of the people he loved the most, apart from Amelia, both, in their own sweet way, wrong in their analysis from reading their expression.

         ‘You’re right Bailey, still don’t trust the guy but he seems to feel I am irrelevant.’ Bailey grunted; his mother nodded her head sagely. Job done, Tyson took a long drink. His attention was more on Morrison, what was his beef with him?

         
            [image: ]

         

         Kabel stepped out of the troop transport and made his way to the Command and Control Centre, along with Tate. The others happily dispersed to rest their weary bodies. General Corder, refreshed from his lunch, was standing around the main navigation console with an array of holograms of nearby sectors and solar systems in front of him. Alongside him was the intimidating figure of Lieutenant Anton Morrison. Corder was in deep conversation with Walter Moore.

         ‘Is it a holiday for our troops today?’ murmured Tate, noticing Zeinonian senior officers, including Zachary Harris, were not present and there was also a distinct lack of other alien personnel. Kabel, briskly closing the distance to the navigation console where General Corder was, didn’t hear Tate’s comment. Corder straightened up from his intense scrutiny of Walter’s briefing and turned to welcome 27the Zein chancellor. A broad smile greeted his opposite number. Kabel gave a polite recognition acknowledgement to Walter who responded with a small wave back to the welcome and then switched back to his work with an earnest discussion with Corporal Batten, the Communications Officer.

         ‘Congratulations Lord Chancellor, a great victory, sorry to hear about your losses,’ said General Corder. Kabel noticed Morrison was less attentive, almost distant but he could not read why, the lieutenant maintained his inscrutable face.

         ‘Thank you General, the booby traps were a surprise and we lost some good men but the Oneerions were immensely grateful to see their people freed,’ said Kabel, now noticing the same situation that caught Tate’s observation, all the principal Zeinonians were missing from their designated stations.
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