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​​​Chapter One
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I hate this two-bedroom flat. No, it’s not the thin white plaster walls or the echoes pervading the empty corners of my bedroom. It’s not the drone of the fan or even the streetlights shining in through the metal blinds on the outside of the doors. Shit, it’s not even the chorus of dogs that howl into the wee hours of the morning or the cats screeching on rooftops. 

I know what’s lurking in the shadows. It’s not romantic living a five-minute walk from the Sea of Varissi. From the day I arrived, there was something odd about the people, about their ways, and even with the air. Even now, I wonder if I have time left before I’m assimilated into their ways. You can see it in their eyes, the raw passion, the intensity. Yet, there’s something deeper. 

The Alliance should have known. There’s a desperation and a firm resolution to do whatever is necessary to survive. The Varissi don’t care about outsiders. Why should they? The foreigners mean nothing to them and for that reason alone, we must be vigilant. Some might call us second class citizens, but it’s far worse. 

There’s no recourse for what they do to any of us, including their own.  

No wonder the Alliance is here, but for what recourse? We are the last vestige, the last hope, in saving this wretched hole — to what end?

When the bombs exploded three months ago, no one should have survived. Damn, how I survived is beyond me. Now we’re trapped, figuring out a just course of action, a direction and place to go, in a language and culture I am not inclined to figure out when our food rations are so low, and rumor of another attack is imminent. 

We need to get out. No one is coming for us. Our messages are continually broadcasted. Silence. That’s all we have. Silence.

One of the locals is knocking on the door right now.

Knock, knock.

The sound is grating and never ending. They take turns, the monsters, knocking on each of the doors in the apartment, waiting for someone to take the bait. 

It wasn’t always like this. There was a time when the security gate to the compound worked; before it was forced open. The electrical box has since been fried. Trust me when I say that it wasn’t from any conventional weapon. 

After destroying the gate, the gangs focused on personal transports. Initially, joy rides were commonplace. Those neighbors who were ignorant enough to leave their keys in the ignition were the first to suffer. Once that got old and people smartened up, broken glass ensued, and the thrill took over. 

Now it’s a mess. Who cares about just taking a hovercraft when the gratification increases tenfold by ramming these vehicles into others just for the sake of causing chaos?  

Utter disorder is what I’m living in — what I’m apart of and facing daily. 

Knock, knock.

I can’t be here much longer. Even I won’t survive. 

I watched with my own eyes what they did to my neighbor. 


I wish I hadn’t looked through the peep hole. The only consolation I have is that at least now I



know how they operate. 

They never work alone. Always in teams of three or four. They wear what, on Earth, we would call burqas, black ones that cover their bodies and faces. I thought after my tour in the desert that those outfits would be gone, but here they are, worn by these murderers, even in Varissi Proper. 

There’s always one with a curved jagged knife and another carrying a burlap sack. 

I’m telling you they don’t care. My neighbor opened the door, that sorry son of a bitch. 

He had no idea what was coming. 

I should have helped him. I could have. 

We were told to not interfere by that fat bastard at headquarters. What does he know?

I couldn’t look away as the faceless mob went to work. 

The one with the knife didn’t wait for the man to beg. He drove the blade into the poor guy’s oversized stomach. The burlap sack quickly consumed the man’s head and torso. Another wrapped twine around his midsection. 

With a slight shift to the side, the blade came out and blood sprayed out onto the tiled floor and the grimy walls. The light flickered overhead as the third deviant kicked my helpless neighbor down the flight of stairs. He is still lying there, two weeks later.

I couldn’t believe what I saw. They had the audacity to then loot the man’s apartment. They took everything of value they could carry. 

I know — I watched. I followed them with my eyes, as I climbed out onto my balcony, the only part of the apartment I hadn’t entirely fortified. Three stories up, I thought that at least for some time, I would be safe.

Part of me wanted to send them a message. I raised my fingers ready to strike. Even from a distance, I could have a sent a shockwave to ruin their nights. 

My fingers shook — they were eager for payback. It wasn’t about the shlep next door, but for what these monsters continued to do under the cover of night. 

They wouldn’t dare try this during the daytime. Night was meant for cowards. For them it was far safer and more profitable. Day was dominated by the Varissi Armory. 

Don’t get me started on those two-faced miscreants. 

Shit, that’s why we came here in the first place. The Alliance was asked to help. 

This whole situation began because of their actions, the Varissi need to assert control, and their desire for power. 

I don’t know exactly how they got those bombs. What I do know is where they came from. Anyone in the Alliance can recognize a Toolean trinuclear blast. The stations on Titan and Mars began with equal intensity. Only a Toolean blast could prepare the clean slate that was needed before we used our terraforming technology to colonize those glorified rocks.

Why we shared with them the power to do so is a mystery to me. Anytime I asked Commander Kobold, he always gave the same response. I never cared what any supervisor told me, especially not him. 

“Marcus, shut your pie hole. If you ever want to get off this rock, you’ll remember who you work for.” He would often shout from the safety of his private office.

“It can’t be the Alliance, as this is no humanitarian mission.”

“Leave your emotions out of the equation. What are you, a moron? I can set them loose on you.”

I knew he was egging me on. We had butted heads since I arrived. 

Admiral LaShay, my first commander, had been taken out by the bombs. Most of the command was vaporized or so we were told. Those that were on temporary assignment elsewhere were picked up and brought here to the Varissi capital where they insisted the insurgents were to blame. 

Whether it was the insurgents or not, the vagrants breaking into the apartments were under Varissi control and influence. That was the truth of the matter. Our skeleton force was no more than a diplomatic disaster in waiting. 

If the Alliance had only known all the details, things might have been different. I would have already been long gone. Now with Commander Egghead on the prowl, I didn’t know the bottom line. 

The only assurances I had were from the few locals I had come to trust. I knew the Varissi were developing another bomb. It was only a matter of time until it was complete and then they would use it again on their people. 

The Varissians had the knowledge from what they stole or acquired in the earlier blasts. With only one more settlement, one more holdout from their seventy-year civil war, we knew what was coming. 

Time was not on my side. I could already see the repositioning of the Varissi forces, and even Commander Kobold couldn’t hide the truth. He left a trail of breadcrumbs that any idiot could follow. He was counting on another star and if this mess proved to be a success, he would get all the credit. 

His hopes centered on the civil war concluding and then he could claim his guidance brought the world back to a more cultured and humanitarian direction. 

I knew the truth. He was just as trapped as the rest of us. 

He didn’t send out logs and communications daily, hoping for an excuse to stay. I don’t think he was that stupid, but he also refused to give us the orders to force our way to the new spaceport, the Varissians were in the middle of building. 

That spaceport was my focus point, one potential way to get off this planet. There sure as heck were no other interstellar craft lying around. 

As long as I was under his watchful eye, the assignment was clear enough: To follow orders. My life was expendable.  

***
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Bang!

Bang!

Bang!

Gunshots filled the air. I might have gotten up from my bed had I not known it was my overanxious neighbor in the opposite building.

He had been active of late, shooting at all the monsters that were foolish enough to head down Q Avenue. I never saw his face, but I knew he was a trained sniper. The precise shots from his magnetized railgun gave him away. Sometimes I would get a glimpse of the window from which he shot. 

The metal blinds were lifted just enough to reveal a sliver of the open window. 

I suspected he watched me from the safety of his fifth-floor apartment. As much as I wanted to be like everyone else, I refused to close my blinds entirely and blot out the light. It was bad enough, knowing the rectangular holes no bigger than the end of a butter knife were the only means to getting natural light into the apartment.

With the constant power fluctuations and a lack of alternative power sources, sometimes the only light I had came in through those holes. There was also my lighter, but I only played with it when I was really desperate. 

Wawawa.

Wawawa.

I could live without the blaring alarms. At least with railgun shots you knew it was doing something. It brought some order to the nightly chaos. 

In between howling dogs, alarm systems blared. They didn’t serve a purpose. Not once did the Varissian paramilitary units arrive to check up on why the alarm was triggered. 

This time, it was the unit below our sniper. The lights were off from what I could gather spying through the blinds. 

Wawawa.

Wawawa.

The damn thing continued to chirp. I contemplated taking out the blinking v shaped light and the 270-degree speakers that clouded any silence. 

Reowwww. Reowwww. 

An orange tail appeared. 

“Of course, you show up at a time like this.”

I had cracked open the door length blind, enough for not only the sea breeze to fumigate my claustrophobic stale quarters but also for my lone friend to crawl underneath.

“One of these nights you won’t make it home you silly cat.”

The calico cat lapped up some water from the small ceramic bowl I had placed in the corner of the room. She purred loudly.

“What is it Boss? Do you have some news for me?”

If the orange and black-haired feline had anything to share, she had a weird way of communicating. 

I remained snug, bundled under a tattered fleece blanket and an afghan quilt I had bought upon my arrival from a one-armed vendor. Boss kneaded the end of the blanket.

“Easy there. You’re going to stab me with those daggers of yours.” 

Much like the locals, the cat didn’t care. She simply crawled over my legs and wedged herself in behind the folds of the blankets against my back. 

“I’m glad you are home anyway.”

Home — the word made me chuckle. 

“What am I thinking? This isn’t home. You’re not even my cat, but some stranger seeking refuge from what happens out there.”

Bang!

Bang!

Bang!

Three more shots fired.  

“I don’t blame you. I imagine it wasn’t always like this.”

Boss nuzzled closer. Her loud purr silenced the faint voices filling Q Avenue. 

Bang!

“What the fuck is going on?”

The booming of the rail gun forced me to sit up. If I hadn’t been trained to expect such noises, the surprise alone might have given me a heart attack. 

There was a slight elevation to my pulse. 

I had to look. This wasn’t normal, even for a busy night.

Not interested in the noise, Boss burrowed even deeper under the blankets as I rolled out of bed, onto my knees and hands. 

Perhaps if the bed legs hadn’t broken off, I would have already been on my feet. It hadn’t bothered me before, though. 

“You better not shoot me mother . . .”

I manually turned the handle to the blinds. 

“You piece of shit! Can you be any louder?” 

The metal rod was in dire need of some lubricant. With each turn the thing shrieked. Talk about sending a signal to whoever was out there wandering the streets. I knew better, but I had to see what was happening. 

Granted, I didn’t open the blinds completely. No, I wasn’t that stupid. Even so the obnoxious noise coming from the handle lasted four to five seconds. I had lifted the blinds enough for me to roll under without clipping my body. 

There was still some cover on the front balcony. The orange and blue plastic dining table had seen better days. Years of dust had layered the top with a grayish sticky muck. The four chairs were worse, three of them cracked in half and hunched over. The fourth had a mix of cat hair and the same sticky substance that plagued the table. 

I stayed low to the ground. I didn’t bother to think what the grime would do to my clothes. With the only semblance of Earth on my body, I trashed my plaid pajama pants and the light brown Alliance issued undershirt.

Bang!

Bang!

“How many are out tonight? Is this a record?”

I cautiously lifted my head up to the cement railing. He could easily have shot me if he wanted to. 

I surveyed the street below. Talk about a warzone — three personal transporters tangled together blocking Q Avenue. How I missed hearing them smashing into one another is beyond me, but there they were, crushed together.

Burqa wearing monsters were scattered among the wreckage. Green colored pools of blood were hard to miss. 

Bang!

I had kept my head up for far too long. My thoughts and movements were instantaneous when I realized my tactical error. It was nighttime. It was their time. 

Clump!

I thought for certain that was a round directly to my noggin. It struck the unit above. The monster’s body slammed onto the stone next to me. The curved knife still clasped in his three-pronged hand. 

I stood in a prone position with my hands raised, ready to strike if the monster moved. He didn’t. 

Bang!

His burlap sack carrying cohort was on the move. The gangly one-armed individual flipped down, landing inches away from me. 

There was no time to decide on what to do. I couldn’t wait for the sharpshooter to act, even though I was surprised he hadn’t. 

I knew why. How foolish. I was blocking his line of sight. 

No matter, I focused on the enemy in front of me. I let the shockwaves strike him down as quickly as he arrived. 

The energy streamed from my hands. I could have lessened the blow. I could simply have given him a jolt and forced the monster over the balcony. 

This was different. Through the outline of the burqa, I knew that face. I knew the reasons for his appearance that night. Death had come to this part of Varissi and one way or another, he was claiming another victim. 
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​​Chapter Two
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Beeeeeeep. 

My handheld vibrated just out of reach of my outstretched hand. I didn’t want to move. My limbs felt like concrete. My head throbbed — boy did it hurt. 

“Alarm off!” 

The obnoxious monotone thrum of the device stopped. Gone was that irritating sound, but not the throbbing in my forehead.

I pressed my well used pillow against my skull, hopeful that the added pressure might cause the pain to go away. 

Every time I acted out of impulse my head was ready to wreak havoc. Why had I taken out the monster that way? A simple kick to the stomach and a grapple maneuver would have put that sorry bastard in the line of sight of the sniper. No, I just had to go out there and show him and the others what I could do. 

Years of being under the radar, I for some reason let out the secret that had saved me on previous assignments. I hoped Kobold didn’t hear the news or worse, the Varissi Armory. The last thing I needed was for them to ask questions. There were always questions. 

It wasn’t like this happened nightly. I didn’t use this ability often if at all, not after the Yuntila. Clutching the pillow, I couldn’t fathom why I let those added shots lure me out on the balcony. At least I had the wherewithal to close the blinds after the incident. 

No matter, the first of the double sunrises had already started. I didn’t need my thirty minutes till reverie alarm to tell me that. Unlike Earth, Terra Nine had two suns. Smaller than Earth's sun, the two worked in unison. 

They were twins. From what we could gather, billions of years earlier, the two suns used to be one star before an unknown object split the sun into two separate suns. 

The smaller of the two rose first and at an earlier time indeed, 0345. Usually, I was up already or at least stirring. Not today. Not after last night. 

My alarm, currently the bane of my existence, was set for the rising of the second sun. I couldn’t remember the last time I slept till 0700. The strain from using my ability must have hit me a bit harder than usual. Now, as the second sun was climbing higher into the sky, I had to hurry my ass up and get to work before the natives got moving. 

By the time I had struggled out of bed, there was enough light pouring in through the blinds that I could manage without turning on the lights. Granted, they probably wouldn’t have worked anyways. The fan was off, usually a good sign that the electricity supply was inoperable. 

Boss had already scampered out for her morning kill. She had left me alone, as she usually did. Yet another day had come, one filled with uncertainty and the continuous, never ending questions.

Doduedoduedodue.

The handheld, my Alliance issued tab keeper, rang. 

Still holding the pillow against my head, I answered the blasted message.

“This is Marcus, go ahead.”

“Where the heck are you?” The familiar southern twang of Sub-Commander Richardson echoed across the room. 

I lowered the pillow and looked at the upside-down device, grateful it was his voice.

“In bed.”

“You’re not sick, are you? I already had Murphy call in this morning.”

“Again? What the hell! He’s always pulling this shit.” I was more upset than Richardson.

“Don’t you worry about that Marcus.”

“On a ship, you actually have to go to sick call before calling out.”

“I don’t want to hear about it. Complain to Kobold.”

“Like that’s going to fix the issue.”

I shuffled my feet over to the poorly manufactured dresser and slid open the top drawer.

“You need to get in here ASAP.”  

“I know. Understood.” I could hear the sigh and whine in my response. “I’m the one that always has to pick up the slack.”

“Woe is me. You signed up for this assignment Chief.”

“At least I know you’ll be in, Richardson.”

“What are you talking about? I’m off site as it is.”

“Huh?” I did a double take. “Where? That leaves like no one at the attaché.” 

“Don’t you worry about it, Marcus.” He sounded like a broken record. “Get in there and smile for the locals.” 

“Wait a second —”

Richardson terminated the com link. The light blue light from the handheld went blank. 

“What an asshole.” 

I hated being hung up on. Now I was the most senior enlisted member of the team, by default. I was always being screwed over by my officers that somehow managed to survive the bombs that took out thirty-five of my fellow working soldiers. 

This entire assignment had turned into a joke. Now we had a detachment of only twelve, nine officers, me and two other enlistees. Despite having gone on four tours, not including a special assignment on Earth, and fifteen years of service; I was still managing to pull watch duty for these junior officers, who were busy playing shore leave.  

I must admit, there was a bitter taste in my mouth. No one seemed to care about Terra Nine falling apart, or even that it was falling apart around us. The Varissians were systematically taking out their rivals and continued to use Alliance technology to accomplish these aims. It was crazy! Even worse when you considered that we had zero communication with any of our ships or Earth. 

By no means was it from a lack of trying either. 

Putting all that aside, I had a job to do, whether it was appreciated or not. I grabbed a pair of undershorts and a brown t-shirt to replace the grime covered one from the night before. That was thrown in the opposite corner of the room. 

I had forgotten to put it in the laundry. My legs felt shaky. My head was spinning. All I wanted to do was crash into my bed. Thrown next to the dirty t-shirt were my flannel pajama pants. I picked up both items and slid them into my portable washer.

Clutching my chest, I caught a glimpse of my past, an unfortunate episode that left me forever marked. I slid the brown t-shirt on over my head and torso. The undershorts were next. I opened the second drawer and retrieved my backup uniform. I loved this set.  It was constructed of a special polymer that made it wrinkle free and durable. That wasn’t the only special feature of this uniform.

The material would change color and design, based on the environment and the parameters you set. The Alliance had been testing out a variety of designs prior to my stationing here on the Varissian home world. I was one of the lucky ones that got a set of prototypes.  

“Temperate modified.”

Climate was always the first command with the second falling into the official guidelines of the duty assignment. This was no spaceship, so we were expected to have more class and practicality to our living environment. 

My top was breathable and comfortable. I had a Henley cut, and my sleeves were three-quarter length. Despite my complaints, I couldn’t adjust or roll the sleeve to my elbows. Headquarters had long ago forbid Alliance members from rolling up their sleeves.

Fashion forward or not, I appreciated the greenish brown mesh color and how it blended in well with the stucco-colored buildings I often would pass. Back on Terra 3, with their predominant granite structures, the same shirt would shift to a battleship grey ensemble. 

“Temperate modified, relaxed.”

Finally, my pants were next to go on. I refused to fall in line with the new academy graduates who had elected to do the skinny look. Not only was it not practical for what I did for a living, but I didn’t need to see what I was packing or for the locals to gawk at me anymore than they already did. You strap on a blaster or railgun holster and it looks even more ridiculous. 

I was old school. Relaxed meant comfortable and functional. My legs could flex and bend without feeling like they were being suctioned off. 

I slid on my size ten jungle boots. The laces automatically came together, and my feet were secure. Usually, I might have taken a moment to check out my hair prior to leaving the bedroom, but I knew my closely cropped brown locks weren’t going anywhere. I rubbed the three-inch scar across my lower right jaw line, that was more tender than usual. 

I was moving faster than I expected despite the hangover from hell. I grabbed my handheld off the floor and clipped it onto my right shoulder. Some in the fleet had earpieces or smaller transceivers they wore for watches or necklaces, but I wasn’t one of those types. 

“Bed.”  

Out of habit, I expected the bed to make itself. I kept forgetting this wasn’t an Alliance bed. With an eye roll, I walked out of the bedroom and ignored the unmade bed. 

There was no point in looking for any food in the kitchen. I ran out the day before and went hungry for the night. 

I headed to the bathroom. The toilet took some getting used to. It wasn’t much more than a hole in the floor with foot grips on either side. On the way out, I grabbed my issued dental application — talk about the invention of the century. In 2170, scientists on Earth had finally created an all-in-one mint flavored tooth cleaner disposable mint. The mint was a combination of mouthwash, toothpaste, and microbes that would eat away any plague on the teeth. No one had to brush anymore. That is unless they missed the pastime. 

I sure didn’t. With one mint, my teeth were good to go for the next three days.

Grabbing my ball cap, I was ready.

“Camo breathable.”

Like the rest of my uniform, my cap was adaptable too. It shifted to the white plaster color of the apartment walls and the rim was a light mesh that cooled my head. With my head still throbbing, I would take any help that I could.

As a rule, I always looked out the peephole, before unlocking the door. I knew the monsters only came out at night, but I went out of my way to not interact with any of the neighbors in the building. It was already brutal enough living in this shit hole. I missed the Alliance barracks. Those were similar to a ship. Each member had their own private apartment, and at least it was fitted out with the basic amenities.

It was uncomfortable being part of the general population now. After the bombing, Kobold insisted that to preserve our numbers, we would be spread out along the city. I lived the closest to the attaché. Not only did this mean I was always called in first when a junior officer couldn’t make it in, but I lived in what is, at least in my opinion, the most dangerous part of the city. 

Staring out the peephole, I put my ear against the hollow door. All seemed quiet. It was still early for the locals. 

I placed my hand onto the scanner against the wall. The door unlocked and creaked open. There were still some kinks to this design, but I didn’t need a bulky key or access card. How the Varissians had this technology, yet they couldn’t design a decent toilet was beyond me. 

I hurried down the stairs. While my apartment was secure, the building door was another issue. It was ripped off the hinges and pushed against a side wall on some ancient metal boxes with crude numbers etched on them. 

My neighbor’s body was ripe. The stench was revolting; enough to knock a man down if he didn’t expect that awful smell. Cats and other native animals had picked at the corpse. There were several three-pronged marks on what remained of the legs. 

The children had found a way to entertain themselves. I saw the imprints of tire tracks across the torso and an inflatable rested in the corner, buried in the all too familiar green blood. 

It was deplorable how they treated their dead, but there was nothing I could do to change the value the Varissians put on life. My neighbor was not one of importance or in high regard. No one would claim his body. 

I kept my eyes focused on the horizon of the courtyard. I always had to be on the lookout. That was the added benefit or so we thought of being in our observation base and barracks.

The Varissians and their dissidents had agreed for our force to have a plot of land five hundred klicks away from Varissi and halfway between the chief cities in dispute. In hindsight whoever agreed to being in the middle of a wasteland was an idiot. We were more like target practice for the opposing sides, and eventually the drop zone for one of the bombs, which had a radius of one hundred klicks. That was a cluster of a day. I don’t know if I should count my blessings having been here in Varissi on temporary assignment.

When we received word of what had happened, it was utter chaos. Even now, we’re still putting the pieces back together. The Alliance attaché office here is not a base. We look more like a recruiting station you would find back on Earth, Titan, or Terra 3. Our equipment is a makeshift accumulation of what we had brought for the mediations and from what the personnel carried on them prior to the bombing. 

I made it a point to keep my head low to not draw any unnecessary attention to myself. My peripheral vision wasn’t perfect, but I had taught myself back at the academy after an unfortunate ice hockey incident to be aware of my flanks. This was no field trip or game.

There were fewer personal transports than yesterday when I called it a night. The narrow driveway was packed and in disarray with the Varissians total disregard of marked lines. I had been in one of those death traps already, the hovercraft POVS, and I know it was only a matter of programming to get those pieces of shit to park automatically. 

This was a civilization that didn’t care about such things. They had the knowledge base. Trust me, anyone who can launch one of our bombs and crack our codes, can figure out how to program a transport to park in a straight line. The Varissians had traveled the speed of light before Earth had experienced their first industrial revolution. Yet, their spacecraft were but a handful and derelict.  

They were a content lot, staying close to home, with no desire to explore the universe. The fact that a spaceport was finally being constructed was not because they had recently acquired the means to do so. It was because of the Alliance and other planetary groups showing interest in Terra Nine.

Varissi was mind boggling. Walking around the half assed parked transports was not only the norm but expected. Their focus was on being free to do whatever they wanted — consequences be damned. 

Even the trash was ridiculous. They had the technology to make waste disposal a breeze, yet piles of trash lined the streets. Styrofoam, a substance that was outlawed on Earth well over a hundred years ago was the bulk of their waste. Whether it was covered with food remnants or left over from their packaging, the Varissians threw the trash out their windows and left it on street corners. 

No one came to collect anything. Recycling was not in their vocabulary. Shit it wasn’t even introduced to them until my former commander had mentioned it in a briefing to the locals. 

Instead of trash collection, when the piles of Styrofoam got too big, the natives would torch the piles with their mini flashlight size lasers. The air quality varied from poor to barely breathable — a result of this frequent burning. 

“Collar raised, facial mask.” My shirt adjusted accordingly, and my ball cap formed extensions that first threaded down past my sideburns, over my jaw line, and across my mouth and nose. Thin ultraviolet lined glasses created a reflective visor that protected my eyes from the pollution.

This was also the only thing I could do to breathe as I walked through the cloud of Styrofoam fed smoke. 

Even with the added protection, I coughed and felt the bile rise to my throat. 

“What the —”

I had walked through the smoke and misjudged where the sidewalk and the road met. My feet stopped instinctively before a hoverbus sped past not a handsbreadth away from me.

The drivers were always in a hurry. Despite the smoke covering the roadway, they didn’t stop. They kept on going, not giving a rat’s behind whether there might be someone waiting for a ride at the smoke covered stop.

I turned down the overgrown path, not what we would consider a sidewalk, but more like a flood runoff when their winter season came. 

The path was parallel to the road. I would say it was safer than walking on the busy dilapidated street, but with all the animal related land mines, I began to wonder if the risk might be worth it. 

A security gate that still worked began to open. An orange light that flared out like a lighthouse in the Styrofoam haze caught my attention when a one-meter-tall gator dog mix hissed in my general direction. 

I reached for the lightstick on my utility belt, the only thing we were officially allowed to use to defend ourselves. Why anyone would think a dog with an alligator head, mouth, and teeth would make a good pet was beyond me. 

Holding the lightstick in my hand, I clutched it tightly and was ready to press the sensor on the lower part to extend the stick out to its full two-meter length. It wasn’t lethal, but the hard plastic polymer combined with a carbon base from Jupiter Prime made the stick unbreakable. Whenever I swung the stick like a baseball bat, trust me when I say, not only will you feel the impact, but you won’t be getting off your backside for the foreseeable future. 

The alligog, as the Alliance labeled this local pet, raced towards me. I wanted to cross the street and get out of the way of this foul creature when I spotted a row of speeding personal transports. They zoomed by Q Avenue where the events of the previous night had taken place. 

I wasn’t in any mood to see what came of the sniper’s handiwork and allegedly, my own. Nor did I have time, as a child, over a foot shorter than me, darted out from the gate, in pursuit of the alligog and out onto the street.

Paying no heed to the multi-tiered teeth, I acted on instinct. First, I swung at the approaching head of the monstrous pet, whacking the animal directly in the side and face. That bought me enough time to reach out and grab onto to the pig faced youth. Holding him in one arm, I lifted him out of the street and jumped back onto the curb before the racing transports had their way with the alligog. 

The poor animal didn’t stand a chance. As for the POV that hit the beast, it slammed into the other hovercraft. Both managed to right the ship, maintain control, and their race continued into the smoke and down the opposite direction. 

“Fuck!” I couldn’t help it as the youth sunk his incisors into my arm like I was a meaty snack. 

I expected the alligog to great me in such a manner, but with the corpse now in pieces scattered over the road, the only thing that remained was an irate owner.

He swung at me. Taking a step back, I had no choice but to raise my lightstick in defense. 

“Stay away if you know what’s good for you kid.”

“Badadbabababa!” The boy screamed. 

Ten or eleven in Earth years, the Varissian child was not taking the loss of his pet very well. His little red eyes glared at me as he raised his three-pronged hand. 

I didn’t want to hit him, even if it was in self-defense. All I needed was for the Armory to come by and see a human hurting one of their children. The fact that I had already likely killed one of their citizens hours earlier made this situation even worse than it already was. 

Still, it didn’t matter when he rushed me. I lowered the lightstick and pointed it at the boy. 

Even though I fixated on his movement, above him I noticed the sets of eyes watching my every move from several balconies in the adjacent building. Who knew how many were eyeing me from behind the safety of their blinds? 

“Stop!”

He didn’t listen. 

I tapped his skinny pig legs with the side of the stick. 

“Stop!” 

“Badadbabababa.” With tears in his eyes, the kid hissed at me. He pulled out a jagged knife. 

I pointed the lightstick at him, hopeful it was enough to deter him. It didn’t seem to matter. He was too irate. He seemed too intent on avenging his lost pet. 

My head was already in pain from the night before, and now I had to prevent a young boy from stabbing me without causing a scene in front of observant eyes. It was barely seven-thirty in the morning, and there I was with a four-and-a-half-foot tall humanoid with pig hands, ears, and nose, ready to punish me for saving his life. 

Any way that this could have played out would be bad for me. There were too many eyes watching. I contemplated running. It would have been easy to outrun the kid, but he would still follow. The look in his eyes had made it clear that he wasn’t giving up that easily. Hitting him wouldn’t accomplish much either as several onlookers appeared at the gate. Whether out of concern or nosiness, it didn’t matter. This was quickly becoming an interplanetary issue. I had to be careful. 

What was I going to do? 

“Move along!” I tried to be as firm as possible. Holding the lightstick up in a striking position, I put my free hand up with my palm facing the Varissian.

All my previous training including the hours of humanoid cohabitation and peaceful existence instruction brought a smile to my face. None of it had a scenario like this — in a hostile planet to begin with where the Alliance wasn’t truly welcome. 

“Badadbabababa.” He ran at me once again and sliced the knife in my general direction. 

I imagine if I had stepped into the blow, it would have done something, but the lightstick moved into position and blocked the strike. To the child’s surprise the vibration alone caused him to lose his grip and the weapon. 

Ready to knock him to his feet, I looked at the curved blade on the ground between us. Shaking my head, I hoped he understood this was a poor path to follow. 

I half expected he was going to pick up the knife and run at me, but his mother came forward from the gate. 

She shrieked loud enough to cause me to tremble. 

He lowered his head and turned around to face the wrath of his mother. Her jagged teeth snarled at her child. There was no other option for him but to retreat. 

I thought this was the end of our exchange, when three adult males, stepped forward. They eyed me uneasily. 

Not wanting to stay for further questioning, I retracted my lightstick, and continued my way. This was not turning into the morning or the day I had imagined. Come to think of it, none of my days on this God forsaken planet ever did.  
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​​Chapter Three
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The fifteen-minute walk to the attaché was a nerve-wracking affair. Because of my training and from what happened moments before, I couldn’t relax. While I didn’t see the boy coming after me again with his knife, the beady eyes of his neighbors and the high-pitched squawk of his mother, made me pay credence to this foreign place. 

Everyone I saw gave me pause. It was more than just a fear of being hassled. I could manage being jumped. I knew this was a busy city with all the negatives that any city has. I half expected as a foreigner in a racially charged area to be a target. Still the overall discomfort of always being watched and always being observed was unsettling. Moreover, I had just done a good deed. I risked my neck and it backfired. 

Welcome to Varissi! On Earth getting a youth out of the way of a moving vehicle would be commended, but here it was repugnant. Who knows what might have happened had I just elected to kill the alligog myself?

I had a sour taste in my mouth, and it wasn’t from the Styrofoam in the air for once. What if I had just gotten up at my regular time? What if I had left for work prior to my second alarm going off? None of this crap, none of the things on my mind, would even be here. That’s what pissed me off more than anything, even more than Lieutenant Murphy. 

The closer I got to the attaché and away from the slums of Varissi, the more I wanted to wring that bastard’s neck. It was more than just calling in sick repeatedly. He rubbed me the wrong way. Really, most of the officers had and continued to do so. 

I’m some pretentious asshole who always does the right thing, but I do have some merits. 

This assignment never felt right compared to previous places I had served. Now it just continued to play out in that manner. 

Every day I felt more miserable in my current state. It was eating away at me. There was nothing I could do to change my situation. Nothing I could say. I felt helpless. The more I walked and saw this city and the surroundings, I wondered if it was always like this. Perhaps this place was just rubbing all of its warts onto me and the vile stench creeping up from the alleys and gutters was permeating through me. 

***
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The Alliance attaché headquarters was in the nicest part of Varissi. We were near the Consulate General’s palace and the Varissian government buildings. The piles of Styrofoam were absent, and everything looked orderly. There were visible street signs, personal transports parked correctly in between the lines, and even flowers and other foliage, growing uniformly along the walkways and on the walls of buildings. 

It was hard to think this orderly Elysium existed a short walk away from the hellhole I had just come from. Few people strolled the streets and those that did were in the ever-familiar heavy duty black Varissi Armory uniforms. Despite the now thirty-degree Celsius heat, they also wore black helmets with visors masking their eyes and their intentions. 

None of the Alliance detachment could get comfortable seeing the blaster pistols strapped along the right legs of the marching soldiers and the rail charger rifles, many clutched in their hands. 

In a way, living in the dumps, the gutters of Varissi, made our daily commutes more intriguing and dangerous. I can walk out of the apartment and fend off the locals and then get to work where a blaster pistol is a quick flick away from shooting me in the back. We aren’t even talking about the camera system in place. 

That was another issue entirely. Within a klick of the center city, drones hovered at every intersection. On ground level, all the buildings were lined with reflective glass. From our limited scans, we found them to be infrared cameras coupled with audio recording devices. Any word spoken in this section of town was recorded and monitored. 

“Collar down, retract.” 

The cool air on my face felt refreshing after having worn a mask for the last twenty minutes. My Henley collar returned to normal as I walked through the automatic entrance doors into the Intergalactic Interest Building or IIB for short. 

The predominant glass construction was modern by any planetary standards. It was sort of the majestic swan among the other ugly ducklings in the center of the Varissian capitol. There were five open elevators at the far side of this domed structure. 

By design, a series of pools in decorative tiles filled the foyer. Unlike the street, there was no militant presence to speak of, not even basic security to greet guests or oversee the foyer. 

We expected the Varissians to record us everywhere, but they did assure us that in the Intergalactic Interest Building they would remove any surveillance technology. This was so that visiting planet dignitaries and other state visitors would feel more at ease. Commander Kobold felt that the Varissians were true to their word, but I was always skeptical.

The lapis infused tiles with onyx borders were a bit much for this country boy, but even more garish than the tiles were the glistening orbs that hovered above each pool. Each orb gave off a unique purple and blue color. Incased within was the infamous Ciaranian. The crystals were an incredible power source, or so our Alliance scientists have said. All I know is that those crystals are quite the point of contention on this planet, and one that the leading government likes to flaunt and parade to outsiders.

I stepped on the platform capable of carrying about twenty passengers at a time. The lift was programmed to travel only to the floor to which the bio-signature of each individual was granted access too. No cross-species visits were allowed. 

It was a weird rule, but one that all the visitors had agreed too for access to the IIB. It made it far more difficult for each group within the IIB to interact with one another outside of the official Varissian meeting places.

With a press of my hand against the console, the glass doors to the lift closed and the lift shot up several floors. Coming to a stop at the fifth floor, I watched the office doors open before entering. 

This was the only way into our attaché. Contrary to safety protocols on any Alliance ships or structures, there were no secondary entrances or even windows we could use for escape reasons in the event of an emergency. Again, this was another design element to control the dignitaries and what we could do and accomplish. 

The interior hallway lights illuminated as the lift doors hissed closed behind me. A dim frost blue color lined the floor and the passageway to our offices. 

To say the design of our working area was limited would be an understatement. Despite our contingency of twelve officers and three enlisted, the Varissians only gave us a workspace of three offices and a common space with a washroom. 

Our hallway led directly into the shared area where several leather couches were cornered against the right wall. Even with just our portable replicators we could have done better than a twentieth century wall couch, but Commander Kobold was specific on the flavor he wanted to present. 

Next was a billiards table of all things with the sticks and cues resting on a stand mounted to the wall. Hung nearby were several Irish whiskey advertisements and one old school boxing poster of Rocky Balboa. 

If I had wanted to go to college, I would have done so years ago, but Kobold and his groupies decided to make this area a true hangout space. They had even replicated a sixty-inch horizontal screen that was conveniently rigged and uploaded with early twenty-first century professional football games.  

We placed our one remaining working food replicator on the far side of the room. Already on the fritz before the explosion, this machine’s importance, and ability to maintain a charge made us all go on rations six weeks earlier when our primary replicator was lost for good. Kobold and Sub-Commander Richardson programmed the unit so that only they could use the machine. Liberal in their use of the replicator, it remains to be seen when the unit will finally shit the bed. 

I won’t say I glared at the replicator with contempt or the hang out room, but this wasn’t the workspace we needed to get off this planet. The three connected offices were varied in their use and practicality. 

The largest space and the only one with a view of the street, was Kobold’s and Richardson’s shared area. We were rarely allowed in there unless for official business. It wasn’t like on the ship where the commander’s office was always open for even a simple conversation. The duo even brought in a Varissian specialist to alarm the room and install a handprint entrance console. 

All the other officers shared three desks in the second office. Their room wasn’t open to the general population either, meaning the enlisted staff, unless the door was open. They didn’t go as far as to alarm the room, but the same handprint console was installed and programmed to only their DNA.

Meanwhile, the third office and the smallest was more like a makeshift closet. I’m not trying to sound like sour grapes here, but the entire length of the room was four steps. We had enough space to put a workstation against one wall and two chairs were placed in the room for whoever was present to work. The only members of the attaché that were regularly in attendance were the enlisted population. 

Mitch, a petty officer second class with a specialty in botany was detached to the settlement on the edge of the Rilaharah Mountains. I hadn’t seen him in person for over a month, but I received his daily reports and forwarded them up the chain of command. Some of the officers were supposed to accompany him in addition to researching the plight of the remaining citizens that disputed the authority of the Varissians. 

I had stopped keeping tabs of the officers and who was assigned to what, because all of them had stopped following the original directives of our intended mission. Lieutenant Murphy was my “direct supervisor.” He was only a year outside of the Academy and had never been posted on a ship, let alone in the field on a diplomatic mission. With his doctorate in conflict resolution and a law degree from one of those major Earth based universities, they automatically gave him rank, even though he had no practical experience. 

“Get me some coffee,” he always asked for the same thing. “Make sure it’s hot and with lots of cream.”

“Yes sir.” I always answered with a nod. 

Three days ago, when he was present, he sat on the couch in the communal area sipping away at his coffee. I won’t forget the exchange because it was a microcosm of the entire mission.
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