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Like branches on a tree,

we all grow in different directions...

Yet our roots remain as one.

- anonymous
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H

omeward Bound

It was a long time coming, Neoma thought as a warm breeze brushed against her freckled face. With a solemn sigh, she looked at the heavens and reminded herself, she was the one who was called upon. While the last seven years had brought her peace and a newfound resolve, nothing could prepare her for this moment. She lived amongst the people, content in the land. Fertilized by her hand, nothing could persuade her to return to the realm; neither prominence nor duty... and especially not him. That was before she was approached by Pontus, her eldest son, and with him, a message of reconciliation handcrafted by the king. Royalty or not, it was her burden as a mother to stand before this path. She had made a new home, away from the pantheon, and of the Order. But her nature was strong, and an estranged bond was left. If that meant facing her past, she would do so with dignity. The king was only a nuisance; this would be on her own terms.

Bare and exposed, she placed out her foot. In the snow-powdered hills, beyond the Balkan region of Greece, high in the mountains, a vibrant palette of colors was painted in the valley below. She gazed upon the landscape, smiling at the thriving ecosystem that surrounded her. The warm glow of the morning sun bathed her body like a kiss from a distant love. It revealed her truth, the emerald veins that she hid under her skin. She found peace in this view. As she mentally prepared, the road was still uncertain.

Under the pagan moniker of 'New Moon', Neoma's true identity was concealed in the body of a mortal woman. With the same elements that were once used by her father to create humanity, she created herself into a mold that resembled the female gender. With no bounds in grace, Neoma was admired and adored by many of the pagan tribes for her impeccable features and service to them.

Within her divinity, she was a Titan, the mother of all that inhabited the planet of Pangaea. Formerly, a member of the Protogenoi, Neoma was exiled by the Order when she denounced her name and rejected her birthright as Gaia. Living harmonious with the creatures of her planet, Neoma cared for and protected all that dwell within it, even if it meant going against the wishes and will of the newfound king.

She approached the peak of the palisade and took in a long, deep breath. The oxygen was heavy as it entered her body, and her lungs filled to capacity. This made Neoma feel mortal; she loved how delicate the balance of life was as a human. She expelled her breath and closed her eyes.

"Animus apertus," she whispered.

As expected, nothing happened. She has spoken those words a thousand times over. Not once were they heeded, or produce the desired effect. She knelt upon grass as it revealed at her knees. With the parchment in hand, she read the inscription:

'Open your mind to the true King,' it translated.

Arrogant as always, she thought, twisting her lip and crumbling the scribe in her hand. She closed her eyes and proceeded.

"Rex vero animum tuum," she whispered, precisely as the parchment dictated.

The sky grew dark. Thunder rolled across the mountains as clouds twisted in violent spirals. They stirred in loud rebellion, churning the open range below. Neoma ascended, rising to her feet. Her eyes locked onto a distant light breaking through the storm. It widened, intensified, until the outline of a golden castle emerged from within the clouds. Its radiance spilled outward in warm waves, brushing her face with a glow that felt both ancient and welcoming. She tilted her head, watching snow around her melt. From the citadel, delighted in her birthplace receiving her, she rose to her feet as a flower bloomed before her.

I'm finally home, she celebrated. A breeze brushed her gown. It was made by the local townswomen, white and silk, and everflowing. With strains of her mane now releasing from her neck, she glinted a scarlet smile, the same color as her hair. 

I'm returning to Azure... to the council... to my children.

On the peak of the highest mountain in Greece, the kingdom of Azure halted its descent. Neoma released the parchment from her hand and marched forward. The wind blew the scripture away in a swirling dance. With each new step, a soft patch of luscious grass grew beneath Neoma’s feet. She marched her way over the rockbound terrain towards the castle’s reach.

***
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UPON ENTERING THE PALACE, Neoma looked up and took notice of an old portrait. It hung on a wall to the left of her in the main foyer. She approached the painting and detested the depiction of herself as a demonic creature with blackened eyes. Drawn upon the canvas, the titaness gazed upon an empty void. A winged knight stood prominently behind her. A doubled-edged sword plunged deep into her exposed back. The knight stared up at a blackened sky. In the distance, many stars were scattered, placed meticulously across the horizon.

What prophecy is this? she thought.

A scowl planted deep on her face with concern. Why are you displaying such madness... to the others... to our children?

Neoma turned away, quickly to glance at another portrait, on the opposite side of the hall. Oval in shape, it was a capture of Aion's Egg. Simple, yet remarkable in both its aesthetic and story, Neoma approached the base of the frame as it reminded her of her youth.

Why, Father? She pleaded. Why abandon your rule...? You birthed the Protogenoi... The world was forged from your hands.

She reached up and touched Aion's Egg in the portrait. Bewildered by the artwork, Neoma noticed a radiant orange glow from the canvas.

Father once scolded me, she reminded herself.

From a whisper, You created the universe. From nothing, there was You... and from that chaos, the Protogenoi was born.

She released her hand as the drone of guards came marching in her direction. With haste, she abandoned the grand hall and proceeded toward the throne room.

***
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TWO SERAPHIM STOOD waiting at the double-entry doorway. After opening the hatch, their wings erected in unison. They watched from afar as Neoma approached them, unimpressed. She was escorted by three guards, none of whom she recognized. They wore black and burgundy robes, revealing the colors of the Order. She assumed them to be supporters. Only Kaos would hallmark such brandish garments. The throne room was vast—big enough to swallow sound.

She ran towards the throne, shielding a cry that escaped from her mouth. The comfort was fleeting. At the far end, elevated above her, a menacing figure sat, wings folded, crown unshaken. A grin traveled its face, halting the guards with one hand. They exhausted precious moments expecting Neoma to bow.

She did not.

Snow still clung to the hem of her gown. Something stirred within her chest. As her second and third born, Atlas and Hyperion laid leashed and beaten across the floor, burn marks scarred their skin, though they held their silence with pride.

The familiar figure reclined in the chair, holding the chains of her children taut. Her boys, appearing lethargic, helpless, were unaware that their mother had returned. It was their father who had their attention.

Uranus sat upon the throne, delighted in their dread.

Neoma's green eyes pierced into his chest plate; an ornate golden armor, probably crafted by Atlas, most definitely against his will, was embossed with the insignia of a balanced scale. A tear rolled down her face as she steadfast her gaze. She wiped her eye immediately, knowing that a thunderstorm would brew.

"It's good to see the boys are in good hands," she uttered with a human tongue.

Uranus remained silent as he looked down upon his fallen bride. From the elevated helm of his chair, he gripped the chain links tighter. In unison, the two boys winced.

Neoma extended an arm to her sons. Involuntarily, she found herself pulling back, reluctantly.

"Is all of this necessary?" she continued.

Uranus stood up from his throne, and a set of wings emerged from his back. A chromatic light radiated off him that enveloped his body and engulfed the four corners of the throne room. The brightness of the blue light intensified as his wings reached their peak in length, spanning the width of twice his size in height.

Uranus gathered the energy from the glow and stood in silence. As the room went dark, he summoned a stream of electricity that surged throughout his body and armor.

Hyperion winced.

"Nothing shall become necessary..." Uranus proclaimed, speaking in the tongue of the ancients, "...until I make it so."

Hyperion crawled toward his mother, reaching out a hand, before collapsing to the floor.

Neoma stared at the king, refusing to acknowledge her son.

Uranus sneered at Hyperion. "You have no power here, mortal woman...” His wings folded down to his body like shears.

“How do you intend to save them?" he continued. 

"Please..." Neoma pleaded. "What do you want..."

"ORDER!" Uranus demanded, interrupting her.

Neoma’s eyes widened. She fell to her knees and bowed her head. Loosening his grip on Hyperion, the king contained his grasp on Atlas. Rocks and other precious metals crumbled to the floor in a sizeable heap. As Atlas struggled to release himself from his father’s grasp, he looked down at the pile before him.

"Don't insult my throne with pagan drivel,” Uranus added before taking a pause. “Address your king in your native tongue!"

"Paenitemus meum," Neoma agreed as she bowed her head. In a broken translation, she continued. "You have summoned me, my Lord.” 

Neoma took a deep breath. It’s been a while since she spoke her primordial language. “Why...” she muttered, hesitating to know the answer. “After all this time?"

Uranus sat down on the throne, loosely gripping the chains.

"Silence!" he ordered.

He nodded his head to a seraph, signaling the guard to escort a cowering little boy who stood in the dark by an extinguished pillar. Barely visible until the royal guard grabbed him, Neoma was surprised she hadn’t perceived the child until now. She glanced at the boy, noticing the full metal veil that had covered the young titan’s face. With his hands bound, the child did not speak. His tattered clothes spoke volumes about his living conditions.

"I called for your audience to address the multitude of perversions you have committed, Gaia... against the Protogenoi. The first of which is engaging in a relationship with a human. Do you deny?"

Neoma remained silent. It's been seven years since she's been addressed by her primordial name, and even longer since she’s heard it being spoken from Uranus. She kept her head down, refusing to look at him.

"Your second offense involves conceiving a child without the permission of your king in an adulterous act. Your carelessness has created a paradox that transcends far beyond this realm."

Neoma glanced at the young boy who was dragged by his metal shackles across the floor to the entrance. She flinched at the thought of which one of her children could be masked behind the veil.

"Do you deny these allegations?"

"My Lord," she replied hesitantly. "Of course, not."

"Go on..." the king spoke. He savored his position as Neoma flustered beneath him. "Look at the child that stands before you. Look at him closely and observe!"

Neoma turned toward the boy in the mask.

I know what I did, she affirmed herself. And in hindsight, would do it all again... for Leo.

"GAIA!" Uranus proclaimed.

Neoma tilted her face towards the king.

"I assume the child is Brontus?" she uttered.

“Conceived between you and Tartarus," Uranus growled.

Neoma lowered her head, biting the inside of her lip. She gathered her thoughts, tasting blood, trimming the grief and the anger that would spill from her mouth.

"My Lord...” she began. “Everything you have before you is of your own accord. You now sit on the throne of Azure... the throne that was once my father's."

Neoma rose to her feet with her head still lowered.

"Release my sons from their bounds," she continued.

The blue energy surging throughout Uranus' armor traveled down to his right arm. It instantly turned crimson in color. As the dark red energy accumulated in his palm, he interrupted Neoma.

"You have no say in the fate of my children. Their lives and yours are now mine to pass judgment upon."

Uranus stepped down from the throne and seized the chains binding his sons.

The metal began to rattle as he pulled them both taut.

Red energy ignited in his palm—not wild, but focused. It surged into the iron links, flooding their collars in a violent flare.

Hyperion and Atlas dropped to their knees.

The restraints constricted instantly, biting into flesh and bone. Both clawed at their throats as the energy tightened, choking off breath and thought alike.

Uranus did not release the chains.

He held them steady.

The red light intensified.

Hyperion’s scream tore through the chamber as heat built inside his chest—not around him, but within him. His veins burned bright beneath his skin. Cracks of molten light split across his torso until he ignited.

The flame swallowed him whole.

Neoma covered her face from the fire.

Hyperion called upon his titan force, urging the fire to extinguish itself. A heap of ash fell to the floor as half his face melted from his skull. Atlas summoned the might to pull back on the restraint. Chunks of stone crumbled from off his fingers.

"Mother," Atlas gurgled.

Neoma’s eyes widen. She kept her face covered as sparks from the flame shot out in her direction. With a gust of wind, the fire subsided, and Neoma removed her arm.

Uranus flapped his wings before her, scattering the remains of her sons throughout the walls of the throne room.

Neoma let out a hollowing scream.

"I control the heavens..." Uranus roared. "That pagan family you cling to... consulting in the trees... bowing their heads only to you in homage... how long did you think that would last?"

He reached out his hand, and a scepter appeared, materializing in front of him like it was attached to his thoughts. After banging the rod on the floor, Neoma stumbled forward as the ground shifted beneath her. Before falling through the floor, she hovered in the air against her will. She struggled against the incantation, hovering closer to Uranus.

He pulled at her hair, releasing his scepter, which stood erect, suspended by his side. Uranus waved his hand in a cupping motion, summoning the remains of Atlas and Hyperion to him. Rubble and ash swirled in an atomic mass as he charged the coagulation with blue energy. The scepter pounded on the ground, giving resurrection to both his sons.

The two boys looked at one another. With amazement in their eyes, they touched the face of the other, before rising to their feet and running out of the room.

Uranus did not speak. He simply nodded. The boy behind the mask lurched forward, compelled, each step unsteady, stumbling closer to the throne.

"Your covenant with Tartarus... your affair with the human... all of it has sealed the fate of this universe.”

The boy with the mask stopped before Neoma. A guard grabbed the boy by his arm and shoved him closer to the king.

“This monstrosity,” Uranus continued. “He doesn't belong in this world or in any other realm."

He commanded the guard to remove the veil.

"He will die, Gaia! How soon... depends on you."

With a jangling clang, the seraphim obeyed and pried the metal mask open. Bruised and beaten, a young cyclops stood before him in silence, eye sewn shut from a crude black stitch.

"Brontus!" Neoma cried out.

She violently kicked out her feet as she floated in the air suspended. Twisting and turning, she struggled against the titan king’s will.

Uranus reached for his scepter.

As it flew into his hand, Neoma's eyes widened, muscles tensed. The more she swung her legs, the heavier they felt.

"Savage!" she spoke in pagan, mumbling the word.

"The only monster I see here is you!"

Uranus nodded to the guard to secure the boy's veil again.

"You are a coward, not a king!” she continued. “Your ambitions have betrayed you-"

Uranus lifted Neoma higher in the air. Using his scepter, he stretched out her arms.

"And so has your father's!" He replied. "Even now, Kaos hides in the oblivion of space, while the existence of the Protogenoi is at risk."

Uranus smirked.

"His existence threatens the council...” he continued.

“But I... and only I alone, can restore that sacred balance.”

Neoma breathed in deeply. Delighted in the ability to wiggle her toe finally. She exhaled. Uranus eased his grasp, gently placing her down on the floor. He stood beside the cyclops as Neoma reached out to greet him.

"I have spoken with the others...” Uranus said in a whisper.

He pulled back the boy, keeping him away from his mother.

“They have agreed upon his fate...” he growled. “The boy deemed to be terminated."

"No!" Neoma cried out, rubbing her strained wrists together.

Uranus raised his arm in the air envoking the masked boy to collapse on the floor. After summoning his scepter, the king mumbled out a chant, unrecognizable to Neoma. The mouth of the young boy opened, revealing a green vapor. The gas lifted from his body, emulating an aura. It floated above the child before glancing at Uranus.

Then it turned to Neoma.

"Signatus," Uranus whispered.

With the force of a storm, the aura pushed into Neoma’s chest. She cried out as her petite frame buckled.

“Not surprising...” Uranus said with a feverish grin.

“...as always, I suggested a better idea.”

Neoma’s stomach radiated with an emerald glow. She held on to her body before collapsing to the floor.

"Release me..." she pleaded. "You will not use me like this!"

Uranus stepped over Neoma and headed towards the grand entryway. He stopped midway, looking back at his wife.

“Kaos has disappeared...” he spoke. “But even he would agree, the child is too dangerous to not be contained.”

A small titan boy broke fast from the doorway, rushing past Uranus before anyone could stop him. He dropped to his knees beside Neoma, scrambling clumsily to reach her.

“Exactly,” the king continued. “What better place to put him than in the womb of his mother?”

From the doorway, a petite titan girl emerged in pursuit of the young boy. She paused as a guard next to the king forced her to stay.

Uranus glanced at his daughter, only to turn back to Neoma. He watched his youngest son desparately clung to his mother.

“You may remain in the castle,” the king said evenly. “I have  duties beyond these walls that transcend even you... As for family—what remains of them is yours—what little there is...”

He turned towards the girl, hovering above her, summoning his scepter. Like a judge waiting to pass his sentence, he lowered the rod to her chest. “Where is Pontus?” he insisted, with a tone of impatience. 

"Mother!" the titan boy cried.

Sweat dripped down Neoma’s forehead. The titan boy caressed her face, sweeping away a strain of red hair that rested on her brow.

“Enough of this!” Uranus growled, pushing the titan girl aside. He walked past his daughter, commanding the royal guards to follow him. They disappeared into the shadows as if swallowed by the halls.

The titan boy trembled watching his mother in pain. A green light flickered from her body and face.

"What did he do to you?” he gasped. With a pulsating glow, the light from her chest illuminated his face. “What’s that inside your body...? It’s still growing... You’re—”

Neoma held him close.

She struggled to sit up, still contracting with discomfort.

"We've missed you, mama!" the titan boy muffled.

He pointed to his sister.

“Isn’t that right, Rhea?”

He gestured for her to come closer...

...but the little girl froze, remaining still, watching them both.

Neoma drew a breath.

“Don't worry,” the boy uttered. “The people of the world will never be enslaved to a mad king.”

The titan girl dashed from the entry only for the young boy to call out her name again.

Neoma clutched her son as a river of tears fell from her eyes.

“I know, Chronos...” she replied in a whisper.

“...and for that, I am thankful.”

The servants took their leave from the throne room with their whispers. Neoma wiped a tear, fearing the worst had yet to come for her people. It was too late for herself, but not for the ones she called kin.

I believe in the humans... she thought to herself. I have given them the spirit to survive. When there is no one left to kill... who will you rule over, false king? In the coming days, lives will be lost... But for the ones who are Awoken... may they sustain from the sacrifice, and be reborn anew.

Neoma closed her eyes. With a sigh, she clenched them tight as thoughts of her Pangaean family flashed within her mind.

“Run, Leo!” she whispered.

“Who is Leo?” Chronos asked.

Neoma opened her eyes to a confused look on her son’s face. Without hesitation, she pulled him into her arms and buried her own against his chest. Her body trembled immediately as the first sob broke free.

“Resurgemus," she whispered.

Tears spilled from her eyes, something she knew would carry weight. They fell from her face, from the heights of Azure palace and descended beyond the castle. Flooding the world with all her sadness, now heavier than any blessing.

It was already too late—the storm had answered her call, cascading toward the world in unstoppable waves.

-  -
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Intercepting Transmission...

5 Alpha Team Six... this is Mission Control.

Requesting SITREP. Do you read? Over. 




6 Copy That. Alpha Team Six on standby...

Go ahead, Mission Control.




7 Mission Control requesting ETA aboard Apex Carrier Delta?




8 Copy That... Estimated Time of Arrival: 20 minutes out.

Approximately 2000 klicks southeast from New Gate,

approaching the Abyss.

Requesting permission to land. Over. 




9 Acknowledged, Alpha Team Six.

Permission is granted.




Good luck out there, boys! Apex Mission Control out.




-  -
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Lost in the Abyss
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D

eployment

"Today's the day," a familiar voice cheered behind Ethan. A plastic vial of pills gently rattled in front of his face. It hovered like an omen made to look like a promise—an orange-capped promise, only he alone had pledged.

“You can thank me later,” the voice continued.

“Carpe Diem,” Ethan spoke.

He looked down at his wrist monitor. His watch read 17:45 in military time as he sat on a bench in the PCQ locker room. He turned around and stood, facing Private Gabriel Gonzalez.

"Seize the day, huh?" Ethan translated.

Private Gabriel smirked as he dropped the vial into Ethan’s hand. "Yeah, but keep leaving your medication lying around, today’s the day I’m gonna find you dead, slumped down in a ditch somewhere."

Ethan held the vial high above his head. He gave the container another shake. "I still don't know what I’m taking."

"Don't think about it," Gabe suggested, walking over to his locker. "I'm sure the president is busy... and detailing consignments, even for you, is the last thing on the itinerary... If I were you, I wouldn't question the pork in the sausage."

Ethan grinned as Gabriel passed him an unlabeled bottle.

"Water? You're kidding me, right?"

"All I'm saying is eat it like sausage, don't eat it like sausage... I don't care. Just take the damn pills."

Ethan snatched the cap from the bottle with a twist. He placed it on the bench, then looked up at Gabe.

"Crazy vato!” he uttered. “What’s the deal with you and my health anyway... You got a mother complex or something?”

“You’re the one to talk!”

Gabe opened the door to his locker and waited.

Ethan got off the bench and then opened up his next. A picture of himself was still taped on the door. He was a child, seven years old. Small. Smiling. His mother stood behind him, resting her hands upon his shoulders. After tearing off the picture, he glanced at a tiny mirror in his locker. Blue eyes stared right back at him. But his mother’s eyes were different. After a pause, he placed the photo in his backside pocket. He took a swig of the water, popping a pill inside of his mouth...

He inserted his earbuds.

In his four years on the Apex Task Force, twenty-three year old, Lt. Ethan McCall started each mission with the same routine. After setting his wrist monitor to alarm every twelve hours, he paid his respects to his mom. As he loaded up his gear, he would look down and admire his photos. Not just the one as a kid—there was another one. The one just beneath the stack of fitness magazines; the one that he took of her.

Old, severely faded, and at places creased around the edge, it was the only memory he had to remind him she existed. Among its flaws, Ethan saw it as perfection. Amber in hair, curvy in her figure, the woman in the photo laid arched back across his old motorcycle.

Angela, He thought. Today will be the day.

He picked up the photo from the stack of books. As he turned it over, he read the back: Thanks for the ride, Grim!

He endured this mental exercise for the past four years, ever since she disappeared. It gave him purpose. To him, success wasn't completing the assignment; it was completing the mission and bringing everyone home. He knew someday, he would find her. Holding on to this routine made him feel close to her... or at least until it was time for him to put her away.

Captain Hunter Belmont entered the personnel compartment quarters aboard the Apex Carrier Delta. Ethan adjusted his earbuds, then set the volume high. He put the picture of Angela deep in his back pocket, alongside the other one of his mother.

"Alright, fellas, you all heard the broadcast. We've been green-lit for landing!" Hunter exclaimed as he stood in the center of the room.

Ethan continued to rummage through his locker until the locker door next to him slammed shut. Punching Ethan on his shoulder, Private Gabriel signaled him to face the captain. Ethan pulled out his earbuds, loud music filling the room. Hunter shook his head as heavy metal continued to blare.

"Change the frequency on that thing," he directed Ethan. "Act like you wanna be here."

Ethan turned the headset off and held the earpiece in his hand.

"Listen up, you mutts!" Hunter directed to the Alpha team. “Our orders are clear. We're descending into the Abyss. Once we find the new water source, the purification test will proceed, and we will mark its location."

Hunter brushed the back of his short dark hair with his hand.

"As we all know, there have been reports of young boys missing in the Central District. HQ has received a tip that somewhere in this area, they might be found. The Abyss has been deemed a no-fly zone for some time, due to its supernatural nature. Apparently, science has proven otherwise, and mass hysteria has no bearing on military objectives. If we find these boys... we secure them, take them back to HQ, then let brass handle the rest."

"You mean process them, right?” Gabe heckled. “Like us?" He turned his back on Hunter and looked at the gear in his locker. "Not everyone was born into the high life of Advent City,” he continued.

The rest of Alpha Team Six, which included Corporal Jameson, Corporal Butch, and Specialist Marco, all returned to their lockers in agreement. Ethan stared directly at the captain.

Hunter met his gaze.

"Are you with me, brother?" Hunter spoke.

Ethan said nothing. He put his earbud back in his ear and loaded his gun with ammo. He pulled the slide, then placed the pistol in his locker. Hunter approached him.

"Well, lieutenant!"

He glanced inside Ethan's locker.

"Make sure to check your magazines,” he whispered.

Ethan slammed his locker shut.

"You got something you want to say to me?"

"Whoa, whoa, whoa!" Gabe interrupted as he forced himself between the two men.

Hunter threw up his hands. He backed away before walking out of the personnel quarters. Ethan took a step to follow him, but Gabe lunged at Ethan and held him back.

"He's an ass man,” Gabe uttered. “Don't get butt-hurt about it.”

Gabe flexed his left arm.

“Besides...” he continued. “...with the gun show on tour...” he held up his other arm. “Any woman would have fallen for these cannon busters!"

Ethan glared at him, then shook his head.

Gabe kissed his biceps.

Ethan brushed him aside, walking past him. He went to his locker and picked up his assault rifle. After holstering his pistol at his waist, he punched his locker. Gabe approached him, placing a hand on Ethan’s shoulder.

"I don't need your assistants, private."

Gabe shook his head. "No problem, LT... just looking out.” He retracted his hand. “No need for the angry black man routine."

Ethan’s muscles tensed up as he pulled his protective vest over his head.

“Don’t brood!” Gabe continued. “The last thing we need is another Hunter.”

"Excuse me!” Ethan intercepted. “Don’t push it... I’m still your superior.”

“My ass!” Gabe hissed. “Superior by name! I may be a private, but those baby blues of yours ain’t intimidating shit!"

Ethan smirked as he stared back at Gabe. Simultaneously, they broke out in laughter.

"Uh, huh... see what I mean." Gabe continued.

Ethan smacked him on the back of the head.

"Go on, go... get outta here!"

Ethan covered his mouth as he coughed into his hand. Gabe looked at his wrist monitor as he walked away slowly.

"Just a heads up, too...” Gabe uttered. “There's no such thing as a little guy. We all need someone to cover our ass."

Gabe pointed at his watch.

"Time for Viejo to take his meds!"

An alarm rang on Ethan's wrist monitor. He checked his watch, then reached into his chest pocket. He popped two pills in his mouth, then put the medication back in his pocket. He reset the timer on his watch for 12 more hours and looked around. He inserted his other earbud and changed the frequency to base.

[Radio chatter... Landing confirmed.]

A mechanical door whizzed open as Hunter returned to the locker room. He signaled the guys to leave, excluding Ethan. Butch and Marco looked at one another as Jameson left. They both followed in haste, while Gabe reluctantly followed the order.

"Listen, McCall...” Hunter growled. “I need you to stay focused. I don't need any of your shit out there... especially today!"

Ethan took a step back as Hunter approached him.

"I know about your photo. Don’t think for one second, I wasn’t aware of your fling...”

Hunter closed the distance, shotgun in hand.

“She was my wife!”

Ethan didn't budge.

"Yeah, you remember that day, don't cha, brother?"

He patted Ethan's chest pocket, then swung the shotgun across his shoulder. Ethan clenched his fist.

"Get outta my face, Hunter."

They stood in gridlock, both refusing to say the next word.

"It's been four years," Hunter spoke in protest. "The Abyss doesn't change that."

Ethan gripped his fist tighter.

"We're doing this my way-”

“With everyone going home?" Ethan interrupted.

Hunter tilted his head back.

"So... you've been listening in on my comms, McCall... That's a direct violation of a superior officer."

"Don't give me that shit, Hunter!" Ethan interjected. "Our main objective isn't searching for those boys. You've been tipped about their whereabouts for weeks. The only reason we're out here is for the water... for what? So the old man can relive his glory days?”

"Fall in line, Ethan," Hunter demanded. "The fact that you're adopted makes it that much easier. As your Captain, I’m giving you an order."

Hunter headed towards the doorway.

"Since there's nothing else to say... do your job like a good dog and locate that water. You're familiar with the area, right? So go out there and figure it out."

Hunter left the PCQ as he proceeded to rendezvous with the rest of the group for deployment. Ethan picked up his last bit of gear and followed in step to deploy.

***
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ALPHA TEAM SIX EXITED the carrier and headed toward the edge of a huge canyon. As the sun beamed down on the barren wasteland, the group approached a nearby cliff and prepared their gear for rappelling.

Ethan looked around. He heard of the rumors. It’s been years since he stepped foot here, and even then, he never descended more than a few yards off of the ridge.

What a waste, he thought.

Nothing grew from those seeds.

Ethan stood in silence.

“McCall, snap out of it...” Hunter bellowed, looking at his wrist. “The clock is ticking!" he continued.

Seeds

While riding his motorcycle through the dusty desert, Ethan glanced at the side view mirror through his dark-tinted shades. He looked back at Angela, who sat behind him, hunched over his shoulders. He noticed their reflection together but didn't stare long. Angela wrapped her arms around Ethan's waist as the air whipped around her face. The wind blew briskly, as strands of hair obscured it. She smiled as the sunlight beamed across her face and off her designer shades. With pride, she looked back at Ethan in the side view mirror. Ethan's mind wandered. He questioned himself about spending the day with her. She was his adopted brother's wife, but he couldn't shake the feeling that she was in helplessly in need. Being married into the Belmont family was inherited with secrets. Angela's painstaking marriage to Hunter was no exception.

The bike skidded to a halt as the road ended. Ethan stopped only to detour into the open wasteland. A massive canyon approached as the day turned to dusk. He took off his shades and looked onward, beyond the Abyss. As the engine stopped, the two got off the bike. Angela first, then Ethan. He pointed towards a location, a recessed cove, just a few yards ahead. Together, they continued to walk along the edge of the canyon.

"Right here," Ethan uttered as he halted abruptly. Angela bumped into him as she followed close behind.

"You wanted to see how the flower was grown, right?”

Angela looked up at Ethan and nodded her head.

“Well... This is as good as it gets!”

Ethan removed a sack of seeds from his coat pocket. He held it in his hands.

"How long before they grow?" Angela asked.

"A few months, maybe? It depends on how much sun they can get. We won't go down too far; they won't get any light pass here. They'll survive... even without much water. At least here they won’t be disturbed."

Ethan reached for her hand. He put the sack of seeds in her palm and closed his fingers over hers. Their eyes connected. Angela smiled as she held onto his palm gently. With slight hesitation, Ethan pulled his arm back, releasing himself from her grasp.

“What's wrong, Grim?”

Without responding, Ethan continued to walk further along the canyon. Angela bit her lip. She sighed at the thought of him leaving things unsaid, but as she gently touched her stomach, a fortified resolve lingered in her gut... it would be the last time she would leave her words unspoken. She scurried up from behind and followed him into the Abyss.

S

hadows from the Past

Ethan immersed himself deeper into the canyon, rappelling from a height many would consider suicidal. He had survived many falls, most of them training exercises, but as he tethered his rope from rock to crag, his nerves aroused with a sinking feeling. He paused for a moment and peered into the abyss. Beyond the expanse? He thought. Nothing easy... gotta keep going. He knew the area, somewhat, but nothing passed the darkness at his feet. He was a soldier, a lieutenant... with steel determination, he continued his descent. Beyond this nagging uncertainty, he decided the chasm was his fate to endure.

Upon reaching the ground, Ethan collected his gear. The plunge was long, approximately two hours in total. He looked at his watch, still ten hours to go, he noticed. He had no time for wavering; his next dose would be waiting. He had to survive or die in a cave.

He joined the others. Falling in line, they resembled a pack of wandering wolves. As they went into formation, they prepared for their hunt, checking headsets for comms and securing their weapons with ammunition. The mission was for water—and for Ethan, the boys as well. Hunter led as point, directing the team from the front.

"Heads up,” he ordered. “The mission begins.”

The team responded; their guns no longer on safety.

Gabe tightened his muscles, while Ethan cracked his neck. Hunter circled a finger, and the group advanced from his signal.

***
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FOUR HOURS HAD PASSED before the Alpha team rested. They tramped through the valley, leaving no cave unchecked. Most of them were gorges, narrow passageways, and the sort. With the width of the expanse, the size of two barrios, months could be lost walking from one end to the other.  

"Jameson...” Hunter ordered. “Check your monitor for heat... I’m getting a reading that there’s movement ahead."

Jameson glanced at his wrist. It illuminated his face with a bright yellow hologram.

"Nothing to report, Capt!"

"We should split into groups."

Ethan lowered his weapon as he made the suggestion.

"We could cover more ground," he continued.

Hunter held up a fist, and the rest of the team looked at him. They waited from behind as he turned off his headset and pushed Ethan aside.

"I must be a mumbling fucktard!” he whispered. “Did you not understand me when I said we have orders?”

"So that's it!" Ethan scoffed, "Not a single compliance-"

"We're here-"

"...with a direct order from-"

"...for the water, Ethan-"

"...headquarters!"

"...and nothing else," Hunter argued.

The two of them stared at one another.

"There's no one here, McCall. Just look at this place... Even if those boys were alive, would you really want them back at New Gate? The District is filled with enough people, with enough problems. Finding a few missing boys wouldn’t mean a lick of spit!"

Hunter approached the group. As he turned on his headset, they watched with concern, while relating to his words.

"It would only drain the District’s already limited resources... and where will we be? Right back out here, still looking for more water... The last thing we need now is more recruits for Chaos."

An alarm went off. Ethan checked his wrist as a gauge signaled six. Jameson acknowledged his, as he walked to a wall in a recessed chasm. His monitor flashed red with a beacon of heat.

“Captain...” Jameson hollered. “Liquid gold!” he boasted.

Hunter nodded in agreement.

“Initiate a charge,” he ordered. “Let’s finally wrap this up.”

Jameson complied.

He set up a charged explosive, and with that, revealed a grotto. He ran to the pool, splashing in its contents as he drank with an enormous thirst.

Gabe grimaced in disgust.

"You're a brave man, Jameson! You could have at least waited for Marco—”

But Jameson ignored him. Scooping water over his head, he soaked his hair and face.

“I hope you get an infection...” Gabe uttered while clenching his teeth. He stepped closer to the reservoir. It was enormous. Wide. Seemingly bottomless to the eye. The water stretched into shadow, disappearing beyond the curve of the grotto walls.

It could supply the district, if not the entirety of New Gate. 

"I'm saying...” Gabe continued. “You never seen an episode of Survivor Man?"

Jameson froze. He looked at the others.

"You mean that phony that travels to the Bog?” he scoffed.

“Yeah,” Gabe insisted. “He always brings his own water—he would never drink this shit."

"His loss... and besides... doesn’t his camera guy lift everything for him? Must be easy, when you’re not the one carrying the gear.”

Jameson climbed out.

"Isn't the Bog off-limits!” he continued. “To civilians at least... Something about a curse, or sacred land, you know... something us mortals shouldn’t play with?"

Hunter approached them. He stared at them both.

"I guess...” Gabe replied. "We both lived in the District... People would say all sorts of things!”

“Mythos and fairy tales,” Hunter interjected. “Most of them, just stories to keep the brats in their beds...”

He patted Jameson’s shoulder. A handprint formed on his wet shirt.

“But who knows...” he continued. “If any of it were true, we would be in some cosmic shit! Nothing like the type we have ever seen."

"Chaos believes in that weird shit."

Jameson agreed with Gabe.

"It’s fucking crazy!” he concluded.

Hunter put his gun at his waist.

"Crazy or not...” he whispered. “A place like the Bog would be a good place to venture in, especially for those that don’t want to be found."

The silence was awkward as Hunter walked off. He collected some water in a flask and concealed it. The two shrugged with indifference as Jameson removed his shirt. After twisting it dry, he unpacked his equipment and put on another.

***
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“LIEUTENANT...” MARCO uttered. He walked alongside Ethan, who stood by the shore alone. “Did you find something?” he asked. “A flower?” he parsed, as Ethan did not answer.

“Quite the find,” Marco mused.

He noticed the trim around the white flower’s petals. It was red but translucent, as if splattered with a sheen only light could pass through.

“In your hand...” Marco continued. “...lay an unusual find.”

Ethan gripped it, closing his hand so slight.

“An Oblivious! A rare species of magnoliophyta.”

Ethan turned as he exposed his hand. He looked at Marco with intrigue. “I’m impressed,” he confessed. They both looked at the plant. “Notice anything that could explain why it’s here?”

“Besides the obvious...” Marco laughed, gazing upon the water. “They are drought-tolerant plants, but even in that category, all flora require hydration to survive.”

Ethan replied with a smirk.

“What’s most particularly interesting is this red substance here.” He reached for the plant and took it from Ethan. After picking up the flower, he pointed to the trim.

“Most flowers like these are white. They pop up and die, never in bloom past a season, maybe two, if you’re lucky. Because of their nature, preferring the wild, they wilt before changing in color, at the very most, to an orange tint. The fact that this has matured, the difference in appearance means that it has been here for some time.”

Ethan nodded in agreement.

“I’m not exactly sure, but I would guess at least four years.”

"I thought as much, too," Ethan confessed. "Didn't take you for the nursery type."

"Apex chose us all for a reason, am I right?”

He bent down to the water and prepared a device. It was tubular in shape, and the results came back instantly.

"I learned a lot as a teen... because of my interest, I was ostracized by my peers... but alas, let me digress. I must stick to our mission. I tend to ramble about, as you can see.”

“I have noted,” Ethan sighed.

“Looks good,” Marco uttered. “The water meets benchmark.”

He swirled out the container. The water was clear with a neutral balance of potential hydrogen ions. To Ethan, that meant nothing. They needed more data, and he knew he wasn’t a scientist. But something felt off... the flower, he wondered. After peering into the lagoon, he noticed a blood trail hidden deep within the basin.

“Eyes ready,” he warned, noticing Marco placing a beacon.

In the cave, a cough echoed.

The Alpha team heard, all raising their weapons in unison. As if cued, Ethan approached the sound, shining a flashlight from his rifle. He lurked down a corridor just yards away from the grotto.

A shadowy figure bolted.

"Hold up!" Ethan exclaimed.

The team pursued in response until finally a boy was cornered. He was small and disheveled. His words were incoherent. Ethan drew near him, slowly lowering his weapon. With whispers of confusion, the boy lowered his face.

“Hold it!” Ethan exclaimed. “It’s a kid... he’s a kid!”

The team waited patiently as Ethan reached out his hand.

“Give me your name?” he continued.

The boy reached back. He twitched in response, raising a finger at the team. He pointed to the walls as Hunter met with the group. The team pierced their lights, flashing beams upon the cavern. Examining the room, huge carvings of archaic warriors lined their surroundings like an ancient tomb.

Hunter drew his sidearm.

"Answer the damn question!” he roared.

“Release him,” a voice boomed.

From the shadows appeared a man, monk-like, disguised behind a brown hooded robe. He appeared to have been watching and waiting, approaching the team from a makeshift elevator. He was escorted by a flock, a small group of men, younger looking in age. They were athletic in build, between the ages of sixteen to twenty. Albeit filthy in appearance, they maintain their street attire, as if lost and now found in the desolate abyss. When instructed, they surrounded the Alpha team in a circle. The man with the hood conducted them to do so. In a trance, they remained, indentured to his will.

With his pistol pressed firmly, Hunter grabbed the little boy. He held him like a hostage and responded with his gun. The Alpha team acknowledged, banding together, shoulder to shoulder. As more boys appeared, the others made room in the corridor from the rear.

The hooded man approached, walking to Hunter and the boy.

“You’re either stupid...” Hunter growled. “...or have a death wish, old man!”

The hooded man acknowledged, placing his hand on the barrel. He covered the firearm, a steel-cast glove covering his fingers. Hunter tried to squeeze, but froze when firing the trigger. He peeked beneath the cowl, as a cold chill from the garment reminded him of the dead. He looked up and noticed no eyeballs were present.

“Demon,” he whispered.

The rest of the team waited.

“Soon...” the man spoke with assurance and bravado. He paced back and forth as if hypnotizing an audience. “Your questions will be answered, and all will be revealed.”

He paused as if ensnared in a trap.

“But first...” he continued. “The boy must not be harmed.”

Ethan lowered his gun. The others repeated in kind. As Hunter looked out at his team, he hesitated to release the boy. With a quick glance at Ethan, he did so with detest.

"His name is not important," the man with the hood continued. “And neither are the others... As to know the Awoken, is to know us all."

Ethan didn’t agree. He looked out upon the cavern, about fifty boys of various ages. He wanted to find the missing, and now he found them—the mission hasn’t changed.

"Listen!” he shouted. “Apex Delta is here to bring you all home! You will return to Central District, where you'll be processed accordingly-"

"Processed?” the hooded man spoke. “You mean military indoctrination."

He pointed to the boys. They lurked from the shadows but remained in the cave at his side.

"Look around you...” he uttered. “What do you see?"

"A bunch of dumb kids," Gabe mumbled to Marco.

"Freed minds!" the hooded man answered. "Congratulations, soldiers of Apex. You, who have beaten the system of poverty. You... the most intelligent... the most resourceful... the most brutish in nature.”

The hooded man paused.

“And to what price have you paid... to be free from your hardships... your adverse tribulations?"

The man opened his arms as the young boy returned to him.

"These boys are missing...” Ethan stated plainly. “They have families and loved ones. They belong back at New Gate.”

"Take ‘em then,” the man assured. “Unlike you, they are free to go, if they so well choose.”

Ethan looked around. He witnessed the boys and their loyalty to this one man. What have you done? He wondered. The children of New Gate, misplaced, forgotten... The boys remained at his side, not moving unless told, let alone blink.

The hooded man departed, walking among the sea of boys like a mob cut in half. The Alpha team pursued but was forced to push back as the oldest of the group directed the crowd to close.

“Hold it!” Jameson yelled, his gun held up to the young man in front of him. As the rest of the team engaged with their weapons, Ethan approached the kid and took his place in front of the rifle.

“Don’t,” he directed. “He’s a kid... just like the others.”

Jameson scoffed, and with a shrug, lowered his weapon. As the young man reached for Ethan’s rifle, Ethan pulled back.

“We will not relinquish them either,” he spoke.

With a push from his shoulder, he brushed past the young man. The rest of the team followed as they walked out of the corridor. The hooded man awaited them. As they went to the reservoir, the young kid was with him.

“As an Awoken,” he spoke. “I remember the planet as Gaia. In the age of the Protogenoi, things were much simpler, natural... then she gave her life in a flood of endless tears."

"What's a Gaia?" Gabe uttered.

The man picked up some dirt.

"Here,” he answered. “This is her—she surrounds us, everywhere."

He held up the muck, then threw it on the ground.

"This planet was hers, and hers alone... but now she's dead. It was the Great War that took her. But at last, a new moon has arrived, and her name will be spoken.”

"What are you rambling about... New Moon?" Ethan scoffed.

"She has many names, my friend."

The hooded man smiled.

“Enough of your games!” Hunter exclaimed. He held up his shotgun. “All of you are insane! You are under arrest for kidnapping and abduction!”

The hooded man gestured a hand to one of the boys. A young kid nodded in response.

"None of us are going anywhere.”

He looked out beyond the water.

“I must ensure the terrors are fed, and that their mother is satisfied," he whispered.

With a plunge of his hand, he stirred up the water. It swirled into a ripple, swelling with a darkness that ascended from its depths. Removing his hood, his eyes excreted a black shadowy mist. The water bubbled up as if oxygen was escaping. The Alpha team stood waiting, aiming their weapons, ready. As he pulled up his hand, the body of a woman was expelled to the surface.

"Angela?" Ethan whispered.

The man laid her down. The Alpha team approached, surrounding him and the woman.

"The fuck is going on here?” Hunter demanded. “My wife...” he continued. “Why do you have her?"

A boy picked up a flower. He ran through the group, giving the plant to the man.

The hooded man stood up, pulling his robe from his shoulders. His body was plated, kevlar and steel, woven together like a sheath of armor. He took Angela's arm and unbound his blade. With a swipe across her wrist, the blood trickled down her fingers and pooled onto the flower.

"Animabus mortuorum, novasque vitas," he whispered.

Hunter fired his shotgun.

The force knocked him off his feet, blasting the rest of his body back into the water with a splash.

“Wait!” Ethan shouted, collecting the young boy that stood.

He passed him over to Marco, but the team was surrounded. 

The rest of the boys screamed, chanting curse words and insults. Although none of them engaged, their hatred was evident as they called for their leader.

Ethan kneeled before Angela. He loosened her blouse. It was the same one she wore when he last saw her four years ago. After checking for a pulse, he ripped a piece of her shirt. Her blood stained his hands as he wrapped her laceration. Albeit she was unconscious, he pressed upon her chest. Blowing air into her lungs, she began to cough up water.

"Stay with me, Angela."

He held her in his arms.

Hunter stood watching, unable to move. It was hard for him to witness, the both of them... together.

He lifted his wife, pushing Ethan aside. “This is your fault, McCall!” But Ethan pushed him back.

“She would have never been in danger had you-"

He didn’t complete his sentence. Ethan rushed with a tackle, and the both of them wrestled. Arms swung in failed punches as Hunter locked arms with Ethan. With the boys closing in, and with Angela still bleeding, Jameson fired a shot after grabbing his sidearm pistol.

"Enough, break it up!"

He hollered, firing again. The shots rang through the cavern, ricocheting from the ceiling.

"Look..." Gabe shouted.

He glanced at the ominous water.

“That guy...” he whispered. “He’s gone!”

"I’m right here," a voice boomed.

Within the crowd, the hooded man emerged. He parted the mob of boys, cradling the body of a dead child. In his arms, the boy was disfigured with pellets from a shotgun peppering his face.

"He took your assault...” the hooded man declared. “...and with that, now an offering has been given."

"These boys...” Gabe shouted. “...are not yours to be giving!”

"Such a meaningless threat!"

“No threat!” Hunter scoffed as he rose to his feet. He reached for a grenade, which hung at his waist. He lobbed it at the crowd, indiscriminate of age. They all looked the same, just an army of soldiers. He didn’t need a reason; he only needed them dead. He was running out of patience, and Angela was the gas. And although she was the catalyst of many of his fears, they were in the way of him leaving, and more importantly, in the way of him leaving with her. They ignited their own demise, he decided.

But Ethan leaped up, rising to his feet. In a motion to deflect, he swiped the grenade into the reservoir. It exploded, and with a resounding splash, water reached the ceiling and sprayed throughout the cavern.

“You incompetent fools!” the hooded man spoke. “How dare you defile these waters!”

The ground shook as the chamber rumbled. In a blitz, tides rippled from its murky expanse, shoring its way to the children and the Alpha Team. With a rise in its wave, the water peaked at the ceiling, snatching Marco in its swell as he held on to the boy.

Gabe lunged into the water. He swam after them, partially out of instinct. He endured the abysmal tide, reaching his hand out for Marco. But a vortex arose, rising to the surface with a demon. It was werewolf-like in appearance, black, with ghastly eyes—An ominous aura swayed from its mane and claws. It bit into Marco’s side and snagged him down by his uniform. The young boy sank as he held onto his hand. Gabe plunged in after them quickly, submerging headfirst with no regard as to what had just came. Upon his descent, he vanished inside a whirlpool.

Seconds later, he was gone.

The boys dispersed out of terror as they rushed back to the elevator. With a seismic tremble, ceiling rocks fell, blocking their passage to the adjacent corridor. Ethan rushed into the water but was stopped by the sight of the hooded man pulling on Angela.

He held up his gun.

"What did you do?" the hooded man shrieked.

He let go of Angela as a young man ran between them.

"Back away, NOW! You are under arrest!”

The hooded man froze, hesitantly complying.

"She's angry!" he uttered.

Ethan picked up Angela, wrapping her arm around his neck. The hooded man reached for her, but Ethan flashed his gun as a reminder to stay back.

"She can not leave here!" the hooded man continued. "Her children haven’t begun their feeding."

The reservoir stirred. Beneath the watery depths, it grew black in tint. A fleet of shadows, emerging from the sludge, leaped throughout the cavern, followed by Gabe as he clung to the ceiling. The remainder of the Alpha Team engaged with the creatures, firing their rifles, the shadows continued their assault. Ethan held onto Angela, and as they rushed toward the entrance, scurried through the crowd of boys before making his way out toward the canyon.

"How long before topside?" Ethan shouted to Jameson.

"Four klicks if we run," he replied. “The carrier is en route... about two miles out.”

"We need to get as close to the transport as we can!"

Screams echoed throughout the corridors of the cavern. The dark figures dispelled a black mist as they savagely attacked the boys. The mist dissipated, creeping into the noses and mouths of the children. The demons gained their possession, and the boys attacked one another. The group of infected multiplied within minutes.

“Ethan...” Gabe cried.

He snarled out the word. With foam dripping from his mouth like a rabid animal, his eyes appeared grey, almost lifeless. A slash marked his face, and like the chewed flesh that dangled from his neck, he flapped his jaw unhinged, ready for a meal of his own.

He dropped down from the ceiling and gave chase out of the grotto. The rest of the Alpha team stormed through the canyon. Some of the terrors followed, along with the boys who were possessed by their demonic holds.

***
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"HURRY, MCCALL!" HUNTER yelled, running. He was ahead of the team, and although Ethan was behind him, the lieutenant trailed in the distance as he marched on with Angela. Their pace was slow, but he kept her moving. Butch stayed in the rear. He eventually caught up to Jameson, limping from a rolled-over ankle and a twisted-up knee. They fired at the approaching horde, which neither one had ammo past their first clip. As the mob closed in, Jameson pulled out a grenade.

"Go!" Jameson yelled. "I can cover the rest!"

Butch acknowledged, hobbling forward, each step unevenly painful. In the ever-engrossing dark, he looked less and less human. His silhouette appeared warped by the blackness that surrounded, eventually resembling something that was stalking from behind. He faltered, nearing Ethan, reaching out to him staggered—not in threat, but in need.

Hunter heard a gasp from Angela, and in return, aimed his weapon and fired.

“Dammit, Belmont!” Ethan yelled.

He stopped, and as Butch screamed out in pain, stood between them. The horde was a threat, but this was one of our own... Hunter, what have you done? He thought. He noticed the expression that Hunter refused to hide; cold, calculated, almost as if this was a blessing, a way to slow down the creatures as they approached from behind. Butch compressed his leg; his knee hung out of his padding, partially blown off from the shotgun blast that was fired.

Hunter looked back at the horde. He shrugged with indifference and then took off into the valley. As Jameson stared, he watched as Ethan took off with Angela. He too, left the corporal as he laid on the ground. After catching up with Butch, Jameson turned to the horde. The swarm was enormous, with demonic creatures and possessed boys. He stared at his comrades’ wounds.

“I’m sorry!” Jameson shouted as he left Butch behind.

Gabe emerged from the horde and leaped onto the canyon walls. He gave chase to the remaining Alpha team as Ethan, Hunter, and Jameson continued their escape through the murky ravine.

"So this is your plan!” Ethan sneered. “To kill us all!"

"Be grateful you're carrying Angela," Hunter warned as he tapped his hand on his headset.

“Carrier Delta...” he uttered, “Delta... do you read?”

“Ugh!” Hunter groaned, throwing his headset to the ground. "Jameson!” he barked. “Did you call in that bird?"

Jameson plugged in the coordinates on his wrist.

“The beacon has been sent... the bird is here,” he shouted.

Ethan staggered as Angela planted her feet.

"Let me die," she moaned.

"We're almost home!" he whispered.

The Apex Carrier thundered in the distance. As it descended the canyon, two massive turbines propelled the airship up as it hovered in front of the Alpha team.

Gabe continued his pursuit as Marco turned up alongside him. They raced in a rally towards the transport, leaping at the crew from their perch. Marco’s head exploded, and as Hunter readied his shotgun for another blast, Gabe landed on Jameson, knocking him down as the horde advanced.

"Hunter...” Ethan shouted. “We need to free him!”

With Angela held at his side, Ethan reached for his grappling gun. He fired a line at Gabe, repelling him from Jameson by the leg.

Hunter scoffed in a growl, watching Ethan drag the creature. He took a shot at Jameson, only to miss and hit a possessed.

"Don’t be stupid, McCall!"

Ethan struggled as Gabe resisted. Jameson leaped to his feet and raced towards the hovercraft. Ethan ejected the cord, attaching it to a nearby wall, snatching Gabe back with a rapid thud.

The Apex Carrier landed, and the back hatch opened. As Ethan and Hunter scurried aboard the transport, a crew member appeared and escorted them in.

“Captain...” the crewman uttered. “Communications from Apex Control have come in. There’s been an explosion at the executive building. President Mason is under attack."

The soldier handed Hunter an earpiece. The captain tapped the young soldier on his back.

"Bring us back, Sonny!”

The soldier looked down at Angela.

"Is that the President's-"

"Yes, Sonny! Now let's move," Hunter interrupted.

Ethan turned to Gabe. From the rear hatch, he watched his old friend. “Not like this,” he whispered.

With his rifle lined up at Gabe's face, Ethan fired a small burst of shots, missing his target as the carrier ascended. Jameson leaped as the hatch began to close. He fell back as Ethan scrambled to catch him.

“Do not ascend...” Ethan directed as he tapped his earpiece. “I repeat, do not ascend!”

Ethan fired at the horde.

"Jameson is down... I repeat... Jameson is down.”

***
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IN THE COCKPIT, HUNTER grabbed the control stick and pulled on the handle. He ascended the carrier, sending his co-pilot reeling in a knee-jerk reaction. The horde flocked around him, and as he looked out his window, they piled underneath.

He had to do something...

***
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JAMESON ROSE TO HIS feet. As he leaped up into the air, he shot out a grappling hook, ascending towards the transport. Ethan opened up the hatch, ready and waiting to receive him. With his body fully extended, Ethan reached out his hand. As the horde accumulated below, Jameson held onto the line. He reached out for Ethan as a zip cord dangled and swayed.

From the rear, flesh ripped off of Gabe as he pulled himself free from the cable restraints. He ran towards the hovercraft but was trampled by the passing horde. A dark mist left his body, flying with purpose as it traveled over to Jameson.

"Look at me," Ethan directed. “I’ve got you... I’ve got you!”

Jameson looked down at the horde below him. They piled high on top of each other, scurrying the walls, like spiders in a web. The dark mist seeped into Jameson’s nose...

Ethan received him and reached for his hand.

“Jameson...” Ethan repeated. “Look at me!"

***
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“THE HATCH IS STILL released?” Hunter shouted as a warning beeped on his screen. He rose from his seat as the pilot took control. He readied his shotgun as he returned to the back of the aircraft.

***
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JAMESON LOOKED UP AT Ethan. His eyes turned black, and his skin was gray. He leaped up at Ethan with a powerful lunge.

Hunter appeared with his shotgun. He fired a shot—ejecting the shell casing, before firing again. With two blasts to the face, Jameson fell to the horde. Descending to the chasm, the demon shrieked as it left his dead body.

"Your cover fire, McCall...” Hunter scoffed, walking to Ethan. He reached for Ethan’s earpiece and inserted it in his ear.

The aircraft gained altitude as the hatch door closed. With the horde accumulating, in both numbers and aggression, they scaled the walls of the canyon as the Apex Carrier climbed from its recess.

"Fire," Hunter directed.

With a barrage of missiles unleashed, the walls of the Abyss caved in. The shrieks from the children all ceased to exist.

-  -
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Return to Chaos
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W

ar

The night felt wrong. It groaned with foreboding alarm. From the rear of the plane, metal groaned throughout the carrier. “Every second matters, Ethan,” Hunter said, holding a flask. “You’re either walking among the living... or you’re not—”

He lowered the flask and stared at it for a moment.

“The choice is yours.”

Hunter pressed the container to his lips, dripping water from the corner of his mouth. 

"It's the price we pay,” he continued. “Marco, Butch, Jameson... even Gabe, they all knew the risk. The moment you start to remember that... the easier it is to move forward."

Hunter took another sip from his flask.

“To Marco...” Hunter snorted as he finally wiped his mouth. “What a waste... Water tastes like shit.”

Ethan sat across from him in the rear hangar of the Apex carrier. Sweat dripped from his forehead and burned into his eyes. He remembered the warning Gabe told them. Don't drink the water.

Ethan coughed.

"Typical...” Hunter continued. “As always, waiting for my sloppy seconds."

Hunter stroked Angela’s face as she laid upon his lap.

"No surprise you would want this too!" he mocked. Hunter held out his hand and shook the flask in front of Ethan.

Ethan cleared his throat, denying the offer.

"The kids-” he uttered, barely audible.

"You saw what I saw," Hunter replied, uninterested. "We did what we needed to do."

"I just don't believe it...” Ethan whispered.

"Those boys were the property of Apex! They had no family, no missing reports filed... just a bunch of orphaned street thugs."

"The briefing said-"

"I know what the briefing said! They were on a list of prospects for the recruitment program. Those boys were missing in action... As far as I'm concerned, they died in the line of duty."

“Wow...” Ethan sneered. “Just like that, huh?”

"Just like that."

"So what about the guy?"

Hunter touched his nose.

"I wouldn't know... Awoken Ones, Gaia, sounds like the ramblings of a lunatic. The last person I knew sounded like that..."

Hunter leaned forward and stared at Ethan.

“Well...” he continued with a smile. “You know the story about her.”

Ethan looked over at Angela. A cold chill washed over his shoulders. His hands trembled as he gripped them together.

“Those things...” he injected, redirecting his thoughts. ”Those were real. Our squad was left to die."

Hunter shook his head. “You still don’t get it, McCall.”

“And back there... what you did to Butch? I’m sure as shit, holding you accountable-”

“For crying out loud!” Hunter bellowed. “You’re gonna court martial me, Ethan.”

Hunter chuckled.

“You still got a lot to learn about Advent City, kid. The people in charge at New Gate only care about the well-being of one person in here...”

Hunter stroked Angela’s face.

“Her,” he concluded.

The two of them sat across from one another in the back of the loading deck aboard the Apex Carrier Delta. A red light flashed overhead, signaling them to prepare for engagement. Hunter grinned at Ethan, then looked out his window. Ethan coughed once more before peeking out of his own.

As they approached the city of New Gate, a billow of smoke flooded the night sky. The tallest building in Advent City, Apex Headquarters, pierced high into the clouds among the skyline. With fire and smoke purging from the uppermost floors, the building resembled a lit match while erected on top of a layer of double plates. Multiple searchlights scanned the underbelly of the vertically divided providence. Central District supported Advent City by means of enormous pillars. This marvel of architecture and construction was possible with the use of 3-D printing technology encased within the eight supporting pillars called globes. These globes were not only self-sustainable but also indestructible. With plenty of ore beneath the mineral-enriched land, refinement of various metals and stones was its secondary function.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





