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EMPIRE: IRVAD ISAN

The war was brand new. It didn’t feel that way, though. Six months in, and the fighting still dragged on—even on Belarus. As dozens of other systems crumbled before the Imperial advance, Belarus stood unmoving. The Coalition said they would make a fight of it, and that they had. Irvad sipped his beer in silent salute to the Coalition’s infuriating stubbornness. Across the table from him, with her green skin and big tusks, sat Allatu, who was emphatically telling one of her many tales. 

She expounded upon one of the many criminal exploits that had gotten her sentenced to a lifetime in the military. According to her, they had thrown her in the slammer for stealing a space station. Irvad could read, however, and he knew they had arrested her for smuggling Alkitter: a dangerous and highly addictive aphrodisiac and hallucinogen. Her small audience sat captivated, however, and he possessed no desire to burst her bubble. Allatu had been his subordinate for years now, and fib-teller or not, she was a solid hacker and an even better sniper.

Instead, he sipped on his beer, an ancient Earth drink dating all the way back to Earth’s bronze age. While Gorations, like himself, had many such pleasures, he had taken a liking to this light, refreshing brew. He was in the small tavern just south of the Imperial Forward Operating Base. A Coalition resident ran it, conquered or not. The Empire had full control here and they encouraged the soldiers to spend their money with the citizenry. It improved relations and reduced support for the terrorist organization Irvad fought daily. Just today another bomb took out an outpost near the financial district. No one died, but several soldiers were left wounded.

“Pretty cool, yeah?” Allatu’s question pulled him from his thoughts.

Irvad did not know what she was talking about. His mind had wandered to long ago, and now he was caught out. Shame blushed his cheeks as he swallowed the pit in his throat. Allatu’s rainbow irises shimmered as she cocked her head to one side. Her skin was a deep green, as most Ansakazi were, and thick tattoos ran up her bare arms. The skulls and the corpses inked into her flesh all glared at him, accusing him of his mental absence.

“I’m sorry. My mind wandered.” Irvad put his mug down. “What was the question?”

“When we jacked the Coalition transport, and I single-handedly beat the shit out of those two GI?” She rolled her eyes. “Even you thought I did good.”

“You did good.” Irvad remembered the mission. It felt a lifetime ago, not a few months ago. “Salvaged a pretty crap situation. Thanks to you.”

“See, even Sergeant Major Stoic thinks I’m the bomb.” She pumped her head victoriously and held up her shot glass, downing the hot liquor in a single swipe.

“Indeed.” He raised his mug in celebration. He did not see the need to celebrate a job well done, but his team took pride in their work, and he figured that was reason enough to indulge.

He retreated to his own mind once more. On the far side of that mission, he had come back to the fleet and found a beautiful, sparkling Lilly waiting for him in his bed. Humans were such gorgeous creatures, lush and smooth like marble or stone. Lilly was twice that and more. A supple, exquisite, talented woman whom he admired as much as lusted after. Now she lay dead, killed by the blast of a terrorist’s gun. Worst of all, Irvad had been there when it happened. 

“We need to find the sergeant major a girl.” Usamae slapped Irvad’s shoulder, almost as if she read his mind. Usamae was a tall, black-haired woman with skin nearly as white as his own, though with fewer veins visible. 

“I have no need of carnal comforts,” Irvad said.

“I have no need of carnal comforts,” Usamae said, lowering her voice mockingly. “Bullshit! My quarters were right next to yours on the Congo!”

Allatu whacked Usamae’s arm playfully, and the table went silent. Usamae unwisely often forgot herself and others after a drink. Irvad’s heart ached, but his team filled his need for family. Allatu and Usamae stood by him through thick and thin. Lilly left him alone when she died—not that he blamed her, though some nights he lay awake, battling the urge to cry. Gorations never cried. It was an ugly thing to do. He, like many of his kind, abhorred ugly things. Nature was beautiful, and he must be too.

“I do not struggle, if that is your concern.” Irvad smiled at Usamae, hoping it would end the subject. “I shall endeavor to keep any of my extracurricular activities quieter.”

“We worry about you,” Usamae said. “It’s been two months and I know you still hurt.”

Lilly passed through his mind again. She wasn’t a subject he treasured contemplating. Not anymore. His mind flashed back to the moment, watching John Pierce , her wingman and friend, clutch her body as blood poured from her onto the white marble of the dance floor. The chandelier right behind her, shattered into a million pieces, and the man who killed her, the same man John had failed to stop, at Irvad’s mercy. 

There was no mercy that day. 

Irvad suspected that the pain was permanent, that a lifetime from now he would still feel the anguish of Lilly’s passing. “Pain is definition; we feel it and move on.”

“Freaking aliens! Over two-thirds of the Empire are human, and I got stuck on the squad with two aliens.” Usamae laughed, slinging a hand around Irvad’s neck haphazardly. “I know you still have emotions. So, when you need to talk, I’m here.”

As nice as that was, the drunken human was being obtuse. Though Usamae carried that character like an anchor, her garish behavior covered up her own pain, a pain they both understood. And as much as Usamae refused to speak of that day two years ago when her team came under fire from pirates, Irvad refused to talk about the day he watched Lilly die in another man’s arms. Perhaps humans and aliens were not so different.

“From my point of view, you are the alien.” Irvad gently tugged the human’s hand from his shoulder. “But I appreciate the sentiment.”

Movement behind the bar caught his eye. A human swaying like a dancer, like a liquid. Irvad’s heart stopped as a euphoric vertigo filled him. 

A woman with dark eyes and beautifully umber skin. She was young, her long braided hair falling about her shoulders with careless grace. Irvad swallowed as guilt kicked him in the stomach. Lilly was only two months dead. It was too soon, and yet the human beauty boiled in his mind after he pried his eyes from her. His heart still fluttered uncomfortably, desire seeking escape and pursuit all at once. His people were hunters and gatherers, much like humans, prone to run and fight. But this felt deeper, like he had seen one of the great Ankwa spirits, the graceful manifestation of nature’s perfect beauty.

“I’ll get us a refill,” Allatu laughed, reaching for Irvad’s glass.

Something boiled, and Irvad stood in Allatu’s stead. Perhaps it was too soon to seek another’s arms, but a conversation with an angel had not gone astray for any soul within myth. Not his people’s myths, anyway. And those were the ones that mattered.

“Allow me. My team deserves a round,” he said with a smile.

“And the bartender is fuckin’ hot,” Usamae whispered.

Although Usamae was correct, Irvad shot a disapproving stare at her. Her pale face reddened, and she backed down. It was hard to tell mammalian behaviors apart, but he had learned the signs. Blushing was generally seen as embarrassment.

“She is most attractive,” Irvad said, nodding his head gently in acknowledgement of what he could only describe as a fact. “But it is my team I wish to treat.”

He meant well with his partial lie. Irvad approached the bartender. She must be Coalition, fortunately a language he spoke fluently. It always behooved an individual to study one’s enemy. Pro-Imperial sentiments were rare in the city, and if he were to make a good impression on her, he must first overcome the hatred of his nationality. He was inches from the encounter with an angel when a screech echoed across the room. 

He spun on the spot. 
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CIVILIAN: SERENA HODGE

The back of the closet rustled. Supply storerooms were not known for rustling on their own. Serena rounded the corner. A young girl, with copper skin, and long black hair clutched a jar of peanut butter in her hand—a jar that had cost Serena an arm and a leg, not to mention the uncomfortable air of the alleyways of Hong-Tao, a place where a woman like her was not safe. Here was this little brat chugging hard-earned resources, resources meant to earn the bar a profit. 

Her rage gave way quickly to pity. The poor girl, not so much younger than Serena, was half-starved. They all were. War zones made bad places for childhoods. Serena had taken Marisol in months ago as the bombs tumbled about the city and skyscrapers fell like trees collapsing in a forest. She wanted to both hug and slap the girl. Sympathy and desperation pulled at her heart in an emotional tug-of-war.

“Hungry, are we?” she said, in a balance between her frustration and her pity.

Marisol looked up with beautiful blue eyes, the windows to a tortured soul. They were all tortured now. The guilt plastered on her face was punishment enough. They were all punished, too. Serena’s heart broke at the sight of the fourteen-year-old orphan on the floor with her jar of peanut butter. Were this a different world, she would let the girl dance in the street and feast as long as she was able—but this was not a different world. This was occupied Hong-Tao. There was also Tyler, who was as hungry as she was. And the bar beyond the small hallway sustained them. Imperial credits bought their food. Imperial generosity allowed them a free economy. Generosity: sure. If it kept the military from kicking down her front door, then that was the term. Until she swore the Oath of Allegiance to the Empire, she would have to fight for every scrap, and there was no force on this planet or the next that could force her to whisper those words.

“Sorry.” Marisol looked down at the jar, the battle behind her eyes raging: take one more bite or obey Serena’s glare.

“We are all hungry, kitten,” Serena said as she knelt next to the girl and held out a hand for the jar. “This is for the customers, not us.”

“I’m hungry.” Those blue eyes tilted back down to the brown paste. “One more bite, please.”

The poor thing. Serena reached out and brushed the soft cheek of the little girl. Sympathy welled within her, like a cup ready to overflow. Tears wanted to fall—for so many. They had lost so much to the fighting. Serena was but a woman of twenty years of age, by human reckoning, and she felt like an elder. Two children needed her, and she would provide, just like she should have for Sean. 

Her heart thundered in her chest as the memory of her son crashed down upon her. The moment he died, killed by shrapnel, killed by the Empire, killed by the war. Marisol reflected Sean, her every pain his; her hunger, his.

“Okay, a few more bites, but you’ll be working late tonight.” She smiled and brushed Marisol’s beautiful black hair from her face. “I’ll need the help bussing tables.”

Marisol nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

Ma’am? Before the war, no one would have used that word to address her. She was a failed student, pregnant with a child she shouldn’t have, alone in a world that scorned her for her poor decisions. Sean’s beautiful face, little nose, and tiny fingers, forged within her, were so many beautiful things but never a mistake. Yet when the bombs fell and Hong-Tao’s streets became the drums of Imperial artillery, she had lost everything. Her fist clenched as she stood to let Marisol finish her snack. No more peanut butter and jelly for her patrons, but she had eased some small amount of suffering. Perhaps she merely traded it for another kind of pain.

The bar was alive, at least. Plenty of customers sat about the tables, most of them wearing Imperial uniforms, laughing, slamming mugs on their tables, and telling tales of their brutalization of Coalition forces, or worse, civilians. Her body ached with the reality that permeated the air, the sense of defeat and failure. The Coalition never had been dear to her, but now that it was gone, she felt its absence in several thousand hungry bellies and a million screaming ghosts.

A man with blond hair, wearing royal purple robes and an aura of superiority so thick it drew fists to face, walked toward her. Leaning against the counter, he pushed his empty mug with intent and gave her a sneering smile. His eyes fell about her body like radar. Yuck. She swallowed her disgust and took the glass, filling it with the one beer she could afford; it was the best that the Empire allowed through the border.

“I hear you are struggling with feeding the young ones.” He smiled, running a hand through his slicked black hair. “It must be terrible—a single lady such as yourself, responsible for so much.”

“Ladies are plenty capable, sir.” She pushed the drink across to him.

“Absolutely,” he said as he raised his hand and bowed. “But hard times care not for gender, do they?”

“Pay your tab, and that’ll go a long way.” She crossed her arms. She had to seem friendly to her customers, but that wasn’t always easy.

“Absolutely.” He smiled and pulled open his pocket, retrieving a small glowing chip. “Would you accept some generosity? A token of my appreciation. Perhaps a foundation of friendship for you and me?”

Ugh, no, not with this slimy bag of mucus. “I will accept a donation, but no strings attached.”

“Very well. A man has got to try.” He swiped his chip, and the transaction opened.

Her heart jumped into her throat and beat in her lungs as the money poured into her account. Ten thousand credits, enough to feed a small town for a week. She cupped a hand over her mouth in shock. Should she accept, complete the transaction? The slimeball opposite her gave a wry smile and a nod.

“Who are you?” she whispered.

“Kramer, Erik Kramer, youngest son to the Lord of Illum.” His lurid gaze fell on her chest for an uncomfortable length of time. “Here to improve relations. Accept it. No strings attached. This time.”

There would be consequences. She could handle the gaze of an unwanted man if it meant her children could eat. Right? This was about them, about Sean—or it should be. Her heart danced with excitement and fear. Dread lingered behind the hope, a reminder that this man would surely return. For her kids she swiped the “accept” button on her console. The funds fell into her account, and Kramer’s chip beeped.

“Thank you.” There was gratitude behind the disgust. Kramer had just fed three hungry mouths for a long time.

“Of course.” He nodded and returned to his table.

Gasping for air, she turned away from the crowded room and stared at the wooden walls. She had built this place after the bombs fell, after the soldiers fought, and after a million souls died. She had built this place because she didn’t know what else to do. She cared for the kids because no one else would. She had done the right thing. Marisol sprinted across her vision. Her apron wrapped about her waist as she stopped to take an order. Good girl. Serena smiled. What Serena wouldn’t do to keep her and Tyler safe. It was the price she paid for Sean’s death. She wanted to be a mother, and now she was. Nothing would take that from her. Not again.

Perhaps tonight would be a good night, one where she slept well, confident that her mission had succeeded, that her kids, adopted or not, were safe and happy. The things any mother would want. Then a scream pierced the air.

“Get off me.” Marisol’s voice drew her attention.

Serena turned around. Kramer had grabbed Marisol’s arm. A wave of nausea filled her: the man who had just given her money. He yanked Marisol close and placed a hand on her rear. 

Rage. Serena hopped the bar in a flash, darting toward him. But a figure stepped in. Long white hair, beautiful skin, and pitch-black orbs for eyes flicked in front of her. The man grabbed Kramer in a flash, pulled him from Marisol, and slammed the bug against the table, as Kramer’s comrades all backed away in fear.
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EMPIRE: IRVAD 

Lord or not, that gave Irvad reason to intervene. His powerful muscles and built physique now pinned the man to the table as his companions backed away. It would mean execution to assault a STAT soldier like him. Special Tactics and Assault Troopers weren’t above the law a Lord’s abuse of position was grounds for any soldier to act. And act Irvad did. 

War brought out the worst in all species, but humans were unique in reflecting both the best and worst of sentient life. Irvad sneered as anger roared through him. The woman had leapt across the counter and now held the shivering young girl in her arms, watching the events transpire before her. Shock was etched on her beautiful features. He nodded briefly to the woman, hoping to convey positive intentions.

“Lord Kramer,” Irvad growled, whispering in his ear, “there are many indecencies they have forced me to tolerate in this war, but I have my limits. Touch any of these women again, and I’ll kill you.”

“I will execute you,” the Lord hissed.

“Blood well spilt,” Irvad snapped and threw the man from the table to the ground. “You make a poor impression upon those we wish to court favor with. Leave.”

Kramer scrambled back. “I’ll have your head, gray skin!”

Racial slurs—how pathetic. “Then I shall explain to the court what I was doing to incur your wrath. I shall spare no details.”

Huffing, the weaseling hair-gel advertisement backed away, fear etched in his eyes. “We are leaving.”

His posse rose, giving Irvad a wide birth as they went. He snarled at a few who passed too close. Fools, the lot of them. Whatever Irvad had hoped to convey to the angel had long since been taken from him by those worthless Lords. He now looked the fool in the eyes of the conquered. Grabbing the empty glasses, he made his way to the counter where the dark-skinned beauty held the terrified child. 

Humans were a scary bunch. Once they were little more than a group of tribals who infected the Galaxy with their grumblings. Today they stood as its overLords. Irvad smiled at the woman behind the counter, hoping a friendly face might alleviate some of the apprehension Kramer had caused, and set the glasses down.

“I am sorry for that.” His chance to ask the young woman out for a drink, at her own bar, was a bust. Perhaps that was for the best.

The deep guilt over Lilly remained, eating at his heart—or perhaps it was clinging to it. Like so many humans, she had been a being of extremes. Powerful and beautiful all at once. A power and beauty he saw reflected in the barkeep’s black and brown eyes. It was always a gamble, however, whether a human found his gray skin and black-veined visage tolerable or not. He wasn’t ugly—at least not by his judgment. Humans, however, possessed a suppleness to their flesh that Gorations did not. 

He was overthinking this; he always did. One day he would have to learn that his value was in the emotion, not in the appearance, regardless of how his species was wired.

“Not your fault. You only conquered us.” She looked away and placed his glass under the tap; the subtle aggression in her tones struck his ears painfully. 

Irvad had never wanted to fight the Coalition. However, the great democracy had left the Empire little choice - either invade or let their children starve. What would she choose? The way she comforted the young girl suggested an answer: she would have fought too.

“I am sorry, anyway.” Irvad nodded his condolences.

“Sure.” She filled the second mug. “Take your army and leave.”

“I am afraid that is beyond my power.” She filled the third mug in front of him. “Surely the Empire issued guards to protect you. We are here as conquerors, not killers.”

“You’ve done plenty of both.” She nodded at the drinks. “That’s sixteen credits.”

He flashed over the credits from his chip and gathered the three mugs in his hands. Would any of the languages he spoke offer words that could console the souls of the tormented? Alas, his heart could only ache for the torment that this young woman faced.

“I am Irvad Isan,” he said.

“I am not interested in the affairs of Imperials,” she snapped. “Pay me and drink.”

Again, Irvad could only nod as any hope of a friendship with this angel disintegrated. His stomach churned. But she could never replace Lilly either way. Was that not what he sought? Taking his leave, he returned to the table with his comrades and pushed their mugs to them.

“You tossed Lord Kramer on his ass,” Usamae whispered. “I mean you should have, but he has powerful friends.”

“And is now a powerful enemy.” Irvad swigged his beer. “I wonder why there are no guards around this establishment to stop such atrocities.”

Allatu shrugged. “Maybe she hasn’t taken the Oath of Allegiance yet.”

That seemed likely. Irvad cast a last glance at the umber angel, letting the childish dream of a romance fizzle into the now thick, stale air. 

“Does the mighty Irvad have a crush?”  Usamae punched his shoulder. “I knew it.”

Irvad feared that he did, indeed, have feelings for the woman. As a Goration, visuals were many times more powerful for him than they were for humans. His society was based on appearance, and hers sundered him. That she was the enemy made her beyond his reach, and her soul further away than his embrace could comfort. He sighed.

“I find her to be very attractive, but I fear I shall never know her.” He smiled at Usamae. “She is Coalition, and I am Empire.”

Such was the way of the Galaxy. An ache formed around him, a void within him, once filled by Lilly’s presence. It was for the best, perhaps. Any women that sought his affections would contend with a ghost. Of all the inequity the world possessed, that was surely unnecessarily cruel. 

He drowned himself in the mead before him, letting his fast Goration physiology battle the effects of alcohol, as Usamae and Allatu fell ever deeper into their drunken stupor. They deserved this release. They were his family, and they were magnificent. A vibration teased his arm. He pulled himself from his thoughts. It vibrated again. He ripped back the sleeve. His white and gray flesh glowed with a blue light. A subdermal implant hummed in his arm. He tapped it, and the com in his ear crackled to life.

“I know you are off duty,” came Atlas’s deep, absolute tone, “but there has been an incident.”

He nodded to his team, and they all clicked in. “What kind of incident, Colonel?”

“A truck full of high-grade explosives hasn’t checked in as scheduled,” Atlas replied. “I do not have to stress the necessity to secure those resources.”

The last thing the Empire needed was another bombing in Hong-Tao. “Understood,” Irvad said.
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