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IN THE BEGINNING THERE was only Chaos. The swirling mass of pure life bringing energy surged. Without thought or reason it existed. A storm of power, lightning and thunder; concepts foreign to the Chaos. Time not yet existing; space not yet born.

Some in the future would call this Chaos, God. Others referred to it as primordial energy. In truth, it simply was the Chaos.

If time existed, a lot of it would have passed, before Chaos realized it existed. That energy became aware that it was a being. With this new awakening it immediately sought out its meaning. This desire itself foreign to the energy. Left with no one with whom to converse, it began to create. 

Space was first. Stars flung as far as the Chaos could imagine and worlds bursting into existence. Light expelled the darkness and the Chaos looked for joy in its creation; it found none. Loneliness was all it had, it was the most powerful of feelings.

It created life on the worlds born from the light of the stars. The first beings, called Uma Xyalt, did very little to end Chaos' loneliness. They worshiped it, but this was not what it wanted. It desired an equal to challenge it in intellect and power.

Oshanna was the first of the Kreye that the Chaos made. Oshanna was like a sister to the Chaos, it was an elder brother. Oshanna challenged his way of thinking. She made him see purpose in the creatures he’d made. Oshanna saw the beauty in them and their lives. She even convinced the Chaos to take a name for the mortals to call him, Nurgol Kur.

While the Chaos did not see the loveliness in the mortal beings, he understood Oshanna feeling the way she did.

Oshanna walked among the Uma Xyalt and while she had no desire to be worshiped she still reveled in it. A smile crept upon her face every time she saw a mortal bow to her in respect. She never asked for this, but the joy she found in it was derived from the order of what it represented. The mortals were aware of just how far above them Oshanna was. They realized that at any moment she could destroy them. That she didn’t was a thing they thought deserved praise and honor.

However, one day she saw one of the Uma Xyalt dominate another. It forced that one to follow it. Those two overtook another until they were able to control an entire portion of the world. They ruled it harshly saying it was the will of the Chaos, Nurgol Kur.

Oshanna begged her maker to help the people. He saw no need in helping those less than him. His reasoning was that creating them was his job. If they were not strong enough to not be subjugated they should be subjugated.

Feeling anger at her maker, Oshanna waited until his attention was elsewhere and devised a way to steal some of his power. This took her centuries to figure out, but when she did she waited until he was busy on a secret project. She hugged her maker and spoke a phrase that she prayed would work. 

“Nei kwaedyum buraw valur vwun iuo du na.”

Oshanna instantly knew the spell worked. Surging with power Oshanna now only needed to leave her brother, her maker, to his own devices. Nurgol Kur never once let on that he knew anything was amiss. 

Oshanna’s first act of creation was to make a pocket realm she called, The Firmament. In this pocket dimension, Oshanna was free to work under the nose of Nurgol Kur. He was oblivious to the actions of his most trusted creation. For centuries Oshanna watched as Nurgol Kur expanded his universe and then left it to its own devices without a second thought to guide or lead them.

With her will hardened, Oshanna struggled to force her next creations into existence. 

The Kreye, Oshanna allowed her creations to be called. She felt pride in what she was able to birth. Powerful, they were. They numbered seven with Oshanna. With Oshanna as the leader and eldest of the Kreye the remaining were Ayozi, the second eldest who was as a king under Oshanna’s queen status. Makunda, Lumekani and Zaraika were the sisters of Oshanna. Kwambiri and Jamali were her youngest brothers. 

After the years it took for the Kreye to be made, it was time for them to get to work helping the mortals. However, Nurgol Kur grew very upset when he learned of what Oshanna had done. He sought to destroy The Firmament and all the Kreye, Oshanna included.

Fortunately, the Kreye foresaw this and birthed the celestial protectors who came to be called, Kijani or Light of the Gods. Together with the Kreye, the Kijani were able to push back against Nurgol Kur. They did the impossible, they forced him to retreat.

As he licked his wounds, Nurgol Kur visited a world called Bari Vucom. It was at this place he made a creature that would haunt the universe for millenia to come; he made the first demon race that he called Deathwalkers.

Abraxis was what the first deathwalker came to be called. It spread its darkness across dozens of worlds and converted many to its kind. Many mortals feeling as if they’d been abandoned by the Kreye declared fealty to Abraxis and his kind. They viewed Nurgol Kur as the true singular god of the universe and the deathwalkers as his extension of grace and mercy. Many that were spared the wrath of Abraxis praised him for his restraint.

The largest showdown took place on a world called Dunia. It was here that Abraxis was mortally wounded and Nurgol Kur was driven near death. The Kreye saw no way to kill the first god. The only thing they could do was weaken him. Using all the power at their disposal, the Kreye ripped Nurgol Kur from reality and bound him outside of time and space in a realm to be named Oblivion.

With Nurgol Kur gone and Abraxis near death, the deathwalker generals seized control of several factions of deathwalkers. They terrorized the mortals endlessly. With the Kijani worn thin they created a faction amongst themselves to devise a way to better protect the mortals. This group was to be called The Pristine.

The Pristine created a suit of armor that was a hybrid of technology and magic. Individuals from different worlds were chosen to wear these suits. They would report directly to The Pristine and would guard the mortals from threats they couldn’t handle. This group, called Askari Guard, would become the guardians of the innocent.

At least that's how everyone believes everything started.

Present Day

Pine Ridge, Arkansas

Paul Wiggins was walking his pet golden retriever when he heard what he initially thought was thunder. He glanced up and saw a shooting star. Wearing a wide grin, Paul tried to think of a wish. Paul’s smile slowly faded when he noticed the star racing towards him. Heat radiated from the shooting star as it barreled towards the Earth. Its light became unbearable to see.

Diving into a nearby ditch, Paul was terrified when the gargantuan humanoid landed; it felt like an earthquake. Suddenly an eerie cold flowed over the ground erasing the heat. The cold seemed to be descending and spreading. It was a second figure. A black smoke that smelled of sulfur descended over the huge first creature as the second creature hissed. Slowly it took shape and matched the first creature as it got back on its feet.

“You know not who it is you are dealing with,” the first creature said. 

Paul guessed the creature had to be nearly eighty feet tall. It was covered in gold armor and had no facial features. Only a bright light shined where a face should have been. Massive feathery wings gently blew in the wind.

“Oh I know who you are, Kwambiri. The thing is I just don’t care.”

The second creature was lean and far thinner than the first creature. Its skin was leathery and pitch black. Its red eyes were piercing and its yellow razor sharp teeth were intimidating.

The first creature threw a ball of energy at the second, but he was unfazed. He only laughed as he punched the first, dropping him to his knees. 

“How are you able to do this? How is this possible?” Kwambiri asked.

“Let what needs to be done, be done,” the second creature responded.

It then placed a hand on the back of Kwambiri’s head and spoke a language that Paul could not understand. 

“Mur iuow buraw yz mu nuwa, iouw taedhua scunaz mur.”

The first creature screamed in pain. The light in its face flickered and faded. Its heavy weight began to shrivel. The armor was dented and burned at the edges. The wings erupted into flames. Finally, the creature fell over lifeless.

Paul struggled to keep his dog from making a sound. He felt the dog’s weight wiggle against his torso and its teeth nibbled at the palm of his hand. Eventually, his dog escaped his grip and barked at the large darker figure. The figure laughed as he suddenly appeared Paul’s size and stood next to him.

“Rejoice because in your final moments you got to see a god die. Not many can say they’ve seen that.”

The dark creature then stabbed Paul in the heart and left him in the ditch to die. 
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THE WORLD OF LACRIMA

Present Day

Allegiance: Dual (Urixian and Collective)

It had been five years since Zeke joined the Askari Guard. Never had he felt regret for his decision. Though his heart ached for his family on Earth, his purpose here was clear, and that conviction overshadowed any homesickness. His resolve echoed in his thoughts: one day he’d reunite with his kin; they would understand his decision. At least he hoped they would. 

“Ezekiel,” The call of his name brought Zeke’s attention to King Eom “Come.”

Zeke took a deep breath. His helmet peeled back revealing his sweat-kissed milk chocolate skin. His tapered haircut was a bit unkempt, but not out of control. His goatee was ragged, but carried a rugged appeal. 

He stood tall, his posture attentive, a deliberate attempt that occasionally amused the King, other times it annoyed him. It was part of the reason Zeke did it. Defying formality was a part of their unique camaraderie.

“Your highness,” Zeke said as he approached the king and bowed. 

“Skip the formalities, it’s just us here,” the king mused. “Do you know why we are here today?” The king said.

“Yes, your highness—uh Yanna,” Zeke corrected as he slipped back into their usual rapport. “Shepherd Quod is here to represent the Temple and Empire to resolve the worker’s dispute. You are representing the Planetary Collective.”

“Do you understand the significance?” the King asked.

Zeke pondered before answering. He wasn’t fond of the king asking him questions like this; it was a habit the King had developed with his son to prepare him for the throne. Zeke entertained the interaction out of guilt, despite his annoyance. “The Temple holds great sway with the Empire. Their involvement paved the way for the Collective and the Empire to work collaboratively on mining igolidite on Lacrima. This dispute resolution showcases unity and cooperation between both sides.”

“Correct.” The king pulled on his opulent robe and hung several flamboyant necklaces. He then placed a massive ring on each of his 8 fingers. The jewels seemed to be stars against the deep blue hue of the king’s skin. 

“Sir, do we know the source of the threats?” Zeke asked.

A couple days prior, the King’s Guard received threats that if the King met with the Empire’s religious voice, there would be a spill of royal blood. Consequently, the King requested that the Askari Guard escort him to Lacrima

Lacrima was a planet that had captured the full attention of both the Planetary Collective and Urixian Empire. These two factions had been engaged in a struggle for dominance across the galaxies for years. While neither side ever gained a sizable advantage over the other, hundreds of thousands of lives had been lost. When Empress Mayze Ashera ascended to power, she named the Exemplor of the Temple of the High and Lofty One her chief advisor. Rumors began circulating that decisions were no longer originating from the Empress herself, but rather from the Exemplor using the Empress as a mouthpiece. 

The Exemplor came to the Empress with an idea one day. The idea centered around a valuable resource known as igolidite. It was a mineral that was used for weaponry, adornments, and even propulsion systems for deep space exploration vessels. Lacrima possessed a substantial deposit of igolidite. The Exemplor proposed that if both factions collaborated on extracting this mineral from a planet that neither had fully claimed, they could forge a cooperative effort. Making the idea appear to be the Empress’, the Exemplor brought the idea to leaders of the Planetary Collective called, Conglomerate of Worlds.

Though initially hesitant, the Exemplor assured them that stringent safety measures would be implemented to safeguard all workers, irrespective of their allegiance or homeworld.   After weeks of deliberation, the Conglomerate of Worlds consented to dispatch a limited number of workers to Lacrima to commence the excavation of igolidite. Tensions remained palpable between the opposing sides for months. 

In response the Urixian Empire created a labor union for their workforce, named the Royal Workers Union. The Planetary Collective retaliated with a union of their own, Collective Union of Labor. Despite a rocky beginning, these unions managed to maintain a productive work schedule.

Unfortunately, recent reports from both factions indicated instances of mistreatment, abuse and harassment. In light of this, The Exemplor selected King Eom of Tanos to join a shepherd, cleric of the Temple, in meeting with representatives of the two unions.

“No we do not, but my guards are looking into it,” the king replied to Zeke as he pondered who would threaten a peaceful meeting.

He glanced at Ezekiel and noticed him fidgeting with a bit of paper on a nearby table. Over time the King noticed Zeke did this when he felt he should be doing something, but didn’t know what to do. He would flick the tail of his shirt, avoid eye contact or scratch his chin as well. King Eom viewed Ezekiel as a son, this was why he noticed these things as he would in his own son. 

“You never come to visit.”

Years earlier, on Earth, Zeke had attempted to protect the life of the king’s son. Zeke failed, but the Prince’s last words were for Zeke to be saved. Due to a lack of belief that he was worthy of the sacrifice, Zeke gave no second thought to joining the Askari Guard as a way to earn the blessing of a new life.

Zeke relaxed a little. “I’m sorry. Commander Balewa keeps us moving all the time.”

“When was the last time you went home to Earth?”

Zeke frowned as he tried to remember. “I mean, it’s been a while.”

“Five years,” King Eom responded. “I looked at your report times. You denied every opportunity to return to Earth. Since joining the Askari Guard you have never once returned home.”

“Well, there’s always work to be done out here.”

“The universe won’t fall apart because you go see your family Ezekiel. They probably think you’re dead.” The king paused. “Prince Ramo wouldn’t want you to be this way.”

“If I’d done more we wouldn’t be speaking of him in the past tense,” Zeke spat out with a twinge of anger.

The king’s expression changed. Deep wrinkles formed as he wore his sadness on his face. Quickly his blue face changed into a prideful smile. “My son made his decision. It was to save you and we did that. When we put you in the healing platform it was because you deserved to be there.”

Zeke thought for a second. He’d had this conversation with the king several times over the years and they never agreed. It always ended the same with Zeke feeling guiltier and determined to earn Prince Ramo’s sacrifice and King Eom telling him he already had earned it. He wished that the king believing in him mattered more than it did. However, it didn’t. Zeke still went about each day thinking he didn’t deserve to be where he was. 

He still remembered Prince Ramo’s face. He was a slightly lighter blue than King Eom. Yellow blood poured from several wounds. He could barely speak due to exhaustion and his injuries. Zeke himself was on death’s doorstep and he was sure that the two of them were about to die in a dark, smelly alley next to a rural gas station. However, Zeke saw something in the Prince’s face, pride. He felt proud that there was a human who would be willing to help him.

“With all due respect to your highness, I would appreciate it if we could talk about something else,” Zeke said.

“All I’m saying is your family is probably worried. You left Earth and haven’t gone back in five years. If it were my son, I’d at least like to know he was okay,” The king replied.

Zeke felt guilty and let the king’s words linger.

A voice came over the intercom of the ship. “We are beginning our descent onto the surface of Lacrima. Ezekiel, we need your eyes and ears.”

Zeke’s helmet crept up from his neck. Beams of gold and blue light lit up on his visor. The armor looked metallic and organic at the same time. It always amazed King Eom, the armor of the Askari Guard. 

Zeke touched his helmet near his ear and a door off to the side of him opened up. In the starlight the colors of his metallic gray armor seemed to pop a bit more gold and blue raced all over the gray from the visor down to the feet. A blade hung neatly on Zeke’s back. He was the only one of the Askari Guard who carried a blade. The phoenix kaskara was forged by the Pristine, Kijani beings who command the Askari Guard. Zeke liked to think they gave it to him because he’s special. The other Askari Guard believe it was because he's the only human member and the sword is extra protection. 

“Ezekiel,” the King called out. “Be careful out there.”

Ezekiel nodded as he leaped out the door and barrel rolled upwards. As the door closed the king listened to the Askari Guard piloting the ship. He heard Zeke’s voice over the radio.

“Askari Guard, 827623 in upper atmo, so far we have clear skies. Still advise everyone to keep weapons hot.”

“Advisement received and order given,” Commander Balewa responded. “Everyone keep your heads on a swivel.”

The King’s ship landed safely on the front lawn of the mutually agreed upon place for the treaty to be discussed; a holy building for the Temple of the High and Lofty One.

Commander Balewa and three other members of the Askari Guard ushered King Eom to the front doors of the temple. They were massive and elegant. The doors led to a room that was equally as fancy. Gold trimmed the borders of the wall. A smorgasbord of food laid before everyone. The food sat upon a large sturdy red table that seemed to be made of a very old wood. Lining each wall were soldiers. On the side of the Planetary Collective were soldiers dressed in armor of a silver color. They were large and carried heavy weapons that required two hands. 

On the opposing side stood several soldiers in golden armor. Their helmets were shined to perfection. They were far smaller than the soldiers of the Planetary Collective yet, they were faster. Accompanying the Empire’s soldiers were more Askari Guard who lingered in the background.

The main doors opened and everyone stood at attention. Shepherd Quod was one of the older clerics of the Temple. His normally deep red skin was now a light reddish pink. The thin hairs on his lips and ears were now snow white, curly and brittle. He balanced himself as he walked on a walking stick made of an unpolished dented metal. 

No one spoke as the shepherd walked. Therefore every footstep was heard very loud.

“Please,” the Shepherd said as he motioned for everyone to sit.

King Eom gestured his hand forward to let the shepherd know he wanted him to sit first out of respect. He followed suit after he was sitting. 

“Bring them in,” the Shepherd commanded.

Two tall figures dressed in robes that flowed from their heads to their feet came from another room. They sat at the head of the table and bowed their heads in respect to the King and Shepherd.

The first of the two figures to speak lowered her hood to reveal her feminine features. An extra eye rested in the middle of her forehead and seemed to be stationary while her two more traditionally placed eyes darted back and forth. Her skin was not seen except on her face and hands. It was a red hue similar to that of the shepherd. However, not as old as the shepherd, her color was still deep and her hair was thick and silky white.

“Your Holiness Shepherd Quod, your highness King Eom,” the woman began. “I am Gwyn Gil. I represent the Royal Workers Union and will begin by discussing the issues that our workers have had with the members of the Collective Union of Labor.”

King Eom raised his hand and pointed to the second hooded figure. This figure stood and lowered its hood and spoke. “I am Roban Drier. I represent the Collective Union of Labor, the Planetary Collective’s workers union.”

King Eom spoke. “We will hear the arguments from The Royal Workers Union first.”

“Much thanks to your highness. The Royal Workers Union represents the owners of the businesses of Lacrima as well as many workers. It just happens to be a coincidence that all of the owners of the plants happen to belong to the Urixian Empire.”

Roban of the Collective Union of Labor scoffed at this comment. King Eom noticed and shot an angry look at the representative. The representative sunk deeper into their chair as Gwyn continued.

“Nonetheless we have offered a 10 percent increase in pay across the board as well as three extra paid holidays for all workers. We have also stated we would provide a royal contractor to improve working conditions.”

The Shepherd nodded as Gwyn sat down. “Roban Drier of the Collective Union of Labor, we acknowledge you.”

As Roban stood, their feminine features were stern and bold. Their green tinted skin seemed to glow in the fluorescent lights. It was a thing their kind did, glow. They used this to their advantage as they spoke to try to make themselves seem innocent or even saintly.

“The Collective Union of Labor has suffered physical losses at the hands of the negligent leadership of the RWU. The CUL has lost nearly 11 people this year to safety violations, avoidable plant accidents and mysterious circumstances. The CUL cannot continue to withstand these offenses. We are asking for a twenty five percent pay raise, eleven paid holidays and an independent contractor to perform safety repairs.”

“Has the CUL attacked the RWU in any way after these disappearances?” King Eom asked.

“Several CUL members did defend themselves and in the process we will admit several innocent RWU members were hurt.”

The king sighed. He then leaned over to the shepherd who nodded. The two of them huddled and spoke in whispers. After several minutes they leaned back.

The yellow eyes of the shepherd narrowed. After sucking his teeth he placed his palms down on the table. Slowly he raised his aged frame and took in a deep breath.

“The Temple has long since watched as the Urixian Empire and Planetary Collective have battled over who has the more correct way to govern. Both sides act as if coexistence is not possible. However, I must praise the people of Lacrima for allowing this world to become a testing ground for peace. I am proud of them for respecting the Temple enough to invite us in to settle their disputes.”

“As a spokesperson for the Planetary Collective, myself and the shepherd have previously met to devise an agreement that we believe would be beneficial to both parties,” King Eom began.

“The RWU will give a thirteen percent raise which is twelve percent less than what the CUL asked for, but 3 percent more than what RWU offered. We also propose that the RWU give five extra paid holidays.”

Both sides stared at each other and sighed heavily. They would both be agreeing to less than what they wanted, but the amount was not impossible to accept for either side.

Gwyn and Roban stood and shook hands. They then stood and walked over to sign forms together presented by King Eom and the shepherd. 

“With this action today the truce and alliance of the Urixian Empire and Planetary Collective remains intact,” Shepherd Quod stated. “My hope is that Lacrima will continue to be a shining example that peace can exist between these two sides.”

Suddenly a massive hole tore into the side of the room. The impact killed everyone near the wall. They were under attack.
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TOWERING OVER EVERYONE, mechanical suits lumbered forward. Each leg heaved in front of the other; a metallic exoskeleton of death. The joints emitted a strained screeching sound as the armor came to a halt. From within, the pilot raised an arm and aimed a cannon at the temple meeting building.

Emerging from just below orbit, Zeke raced to the surface and collided with the mechanical suit and forced it back from the temple wall. The suit recovered and lifted off the ground. Hovering over the ground it aimed at Zeke. The Askari Guard soldier dodged out of the way as Commander Balewa fired several rounds at the head of the mechanical suit. The suit tilted backward as it tried to recover.

Commander Balewa’s voice came through Zeke’s battle suit. “Zeke, we have two incoming missiles.”

The missiles hurdled menacingly towards the ground. Without hesitation, Zeke lifted into the air and unleashed bursts of energy from his palms, obliterating the projectiles mid-air.

A second mechanical suit landed in front of the King’s Planetary Collective transport ship. The pilot raised an arm and blew up the King’s ship with a barrage of missiles. The explosion set everything and everyone unfortunate to be near it ablaze. Screams of terror were drowned out by the roaring inferno. 

“Shit,” Zeke uttered as he sped towards the mechanical suit.

A weapon atop the massive suit swiveled, a fusillade of bullets rained towards Zeke’s direction.

“Computer, absorb,” Zeke yelled.

A sapphire energy field formed in front of Zeke. The bullets were caught in the energy field like a mesh. 

“Redirect.”

In an abrupt turn of events, the bullets shot out of the net and slammed into the mechanical suit. The suit pitched over to its side. Simultaneously it launched two missiles at the temple. Zeke flew off after them as fast as he could. He intercepted the first one, yanking it upward, soaring into the sky. However, he was too slow to catch the second. It carved a second hole into the front of the temple. 

Out of anger, Zeke flew toward the mechanical suit and slammed into its chest. He ripped the door off the cockpit as an arm reached for him. Zeke fired an energy beam at the joint of the arm and it fell to the ground. With the door to the cockpit off, Zeke snatched the pilot out and tossed him to the ground.

The markings on his flesh alerted Zeke that this was a member of the Zrel race. 

As the Zrelian raised a gun to Zeke, Zeke crushed the gun and the Zrelian’s hand. The pilot screamed in agony while staring into the blank screen of a face on Zeke’s armor.

As Zeke looked up, he saw a ship land on top of the temple and dozens of armed men stormed into the building. Zeke took off flying towards the roof; however, the ship began to emit an extremely high frequency noise that dropped him to his knees. As he was able to power to his feet, Zeke watched helplessly as the Zrelians loaded King Eom into their ship.

Zeke flew as fast as he could to get to the ship, however he was halted by a massive red-skinned behemoth. Rel’drets were six-legged creatures about the size of an elephant. Their outer layer was hardened and spiked. Normal weapons wouldn’t penetrate. In his face the creature roared and swatted Zeke aside. The collision shook Zeke and he struggled to regain control of his senses.

As he got to his feet, Zeke saw dozens of rel’dret storming the area especially the transport ship that housed the Shepherd. The Zrelian ships were lifting off out of the atmosphere. The rel’dret were left behind to keep everyone occupied. Frustrated Zeke sped over to Shepherd Quod and grabbed him by the collar. Many of the rel’dret followed Zeke. His hypothesis was correct, the rel’dret were supposed to kill the Shepherd; these were trained beasts.

“Computer, override the transport ship’s pilot and give me remote access,” Zeke said as he raced away from the area. Most of the rel’dret followed him.

“Access granted,” the computer responded.

“Computer, lift ship twenty-five hundred kilometers and prepare The Scorch.”

Commander Balewa was confused when the transport ship took off into the sky.

“What the fuck are you doing?” The Shepherd screamed as he held onto Zeke’s arm for dear life.

“Trust me,” Zeke responded.

Zeke slowed in an empty field and set the Shepherd down. The cleric tried to run away when Zeke grabbed him and shook his head.

“You don’t want to do that,” Zeke added.

The ground shook as the dozens of rel’dret stampeded to their position. 

“Computer, shield my position and arm weapon. Fire on my mark.”

“Scorch online and primed.”

The sharp tusks of the rel’dret bounced as the humongous beasts ran towards Zeke. Dust clouds swirled around them with orange rocks and dirt being thrown into the air. The monster’s roars were deafening. Drool and saliva spewed from their mouth as they barreled toward their target.

“Do something, please,” The Shepherd screamed when the behemoths were about half a football field away.

“Now,” Zeke yelled. 

A wide beam of blue and yellow energy slammed into the ground and broke the crust of the planet. The rel’dret were reduced to ash almost instantly. The ones that were not killed were maimed and moaned in agony. Slowly Zeke went through and finished them off as Commander Balewa arrived and berated Zeke.

“Zeke, are you fucking stupid? This is a Shepherd, you do not use him as bait,” Commander Balewa screamed.

“I didn’t see a better way to kill them all at once. I used my armor’s shielding to shield the Shepherd and myself. I knew he’d be safe.”

“And if you fucked this up the Planetary Collective and Urixian Empire would deem us as enemies of the Collective and the Crown. You have no fucking right to put the entire program at risk. Get on the ship and do not let me hear or see you until we get back to Guardian Keep.”

Shepherd Quod was shaken, but managed to speak. “Commander, I want that man reprimanded to the fullest extent possible.”

“I apologize, Your Holiness. I promise to take him to The Pristine personally to have him punished.”

A member of the Askari stepped forward and whispered to the Commander.

“Zrelians?” the Commander asked.

“It was the Zrelians who took King Eom?” Shepherd Quod asked.

“It was,” the commander responded.

“How’d you all not see them? How’d they escape detection?”

“I don’t know, your holiness. They must have been using cloaking tech.”

“I guess it’s not important how they snuck in,” stated the Shepherd. “Right now our focus must be to rescue King Eom. Anything other than that should be put on the backburner for now.”

“The Shepherd is right; we need to find King Eom,” stated Lieutenant Poyaris, another member of the Askari Guard. 

“We have company,” the Shepherd stated as Urixian troops arrived. 

“The Urixian Empire offers its assistance in retrieving the King of Imah on Tanos,” the squad leader exclaimed. His face was wrinkled with anger and redder than its normal red color.

“Thank you General,” Shepherd Quod stated. “This collaboration is what the Temple dreams of.” 

“How do we find the King?” Commander Balewa asked.

“The Zrelians have an outpost a little ways from here on the world of Klaxtak,” the general responded.

Instantly Zeke lifted off into the air and then jetted off breaking through the atmosphere of the planet.

The commander screamed at him through his computer system. 

“You are not cleared for duty right now Ezekiel. Get your ass back here now or you I will personally see to you that the only job you can get in the galaxy is scrubbing toilets in the dirtiest whorehouses on the most fucked up planets.”
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KLAXTAK

Allegiance: Neutral

King Eom slowly awoke and looked around at his surroundings. This was not the temple. Nearby there was a large window covered in grime. The king wiped away a bit of the dirt and squinted as he tried to look out to figure where he was. As a king and ranking member of the Conglomerate of Worlds, King Eom was fortunate enough to have been able to see many worlds. Many he could identify simply from the terrain or weather patterns. However, he was lost as to where he was now.

“You are on Klaxtak. I will save you the time of trying to figure out where you are.” stated a large creature with burgundy skin and lots of fur. 

“Chief Adak, why have you brought me here?”

“So you know who I am?” Chief Adak stated sarcastically.

“I do. Now tell me why I’m here.”

“We did not do all of this for you King Eom. We needed to separate your friend from his herd. We needed to disrupt those faux peace agreements.”

“What do you have against peace?” King Eom asked.

“It's not peace that we are against; we are against what is to come from an agreement between the Urixian Empire and the Planetary Collective.”

“You are not making any sense.”

Chief Adak sat down in front of the king and raised a hand. Those who accompanied him left the room and locked the door behind them. Chief Adak’s expression softened to almost fear.

“Peace is not inherently wrong. I have no desire to see the Collective and the Urixian Empire fight forever. However, peace between the two of them will usher in something far worse.”

“You are making no sense. My people will be here soon,” the King replied.

“I am no fool. I acknowledge that I may not leave Klaxtak alive. I only needed to get information to you and your adopted son; who should be arriving shortly.”

King Eom was intrigued. He leaned back and adjusted his lavish robe.

“I am listening,” King Eom stated.

“Many Zrelians have the unfortunate ability of seeing pieces of the future. However, about two weeks ago, my people began to have visions simultaneously. Initially we believed the visions were just bad dreams, but slowly we all began to share the same visions. These visions terrified us and compelled us to change how we carried about our lives.”

“How so?” King Eom asked with genuine intrigue.

“Schools stopped functioning, people stopped going to work. My people just simply stopped being. We fight so hard to not sleep. We just can’t bear what we see when we sleep.”

“What do you see?”

In the distance, a loud boom signified that Zeke had broken through Klaxtak’s atmosphere. He barreled through cities causing a burn, as he zipped past. Zeke saw Chief Adak standing outside of a dilapidated building with his hands up in a sign of surrender.

Zeke landed in front of him with a loud pound. The ground dented below him as he stood and faced the chief.

“Where the hell is King Eom?”

“Ezekiel, I am Chief Adak of the Zrel people,” the chief stated as Zeke grabbed him by the neck and lifted him from the ground. 

“I said, where is King Eom?”

“Ezekiel,” King Eom stated as he emerged from the building. “I am okay. Put him down.”

Ezekiel ran up to the king and hugged him hard. “Yanna, I’m so glad you’re okay.”

“I am, but we must lend an ear to Chief Adak.”

Ezekiel sat down on the steps in front of the building. King Eom sat next to him. Chief Adak squatted down in front of them and blew sand in their faces. As the two of them faded out of consciousness, they heard Chief Adak speak.

“May what you see not affect you as it has the Zrelians.”

The King and Ezekiel stood in a field. Ezekiel recognized the field as the plains in Midwest America. The plains were flat and green. A gentle breeze blew in and kissed their cheeks. Ezekiel closed his eyes. It felt like home. 

Gradually the cool breeze began to heat up. As Ezekiel opened his eyes, he saw a mushroom cloud in the distance. From the cloud came an intense white-hot heat. Zeke and the King were pushed back, but did not die.

Suddenly the field was no longer Earth. It was foreign. The grounds were fiery and scorched. Beyond the two were thousands of people. Some were human, others were not. King Eom recognized some of them as his people on Tanos. Others were members of the Urixian Empire.  

“What are we seeing?” Zeke asked. 

“I don’t know,” King Eom responded.

Beings rose from the ground and were unlike anything either of them had ever seen. These creatures tortured everyone on the ground. Some were impaled, others were burned alive. A few were flown to the sky and dropped to the ground. They collided with the ground into a puddle of blood and flesh. Seconds later, they arose to suffer the same fate again.

A throne sat across the field with a winged being that towered over everyone. On his head were three horns; two out the side and a third jutted from the front. On top of his head sat a crown of fire.

He seemed to turn directly towards Zeke and King Eom.

“Let my will be done,” the massive being said as Chief Adak pulled them out of the vision.

“What did we see?” Zeke asked.

“We have not been able to understand it. These visions are all we see anymore. They forced us to stop all that brings us pleasure and pain. We now only seek to be numb.”

A fleet of Urixian battleships arrived on the surface of the Klaxtak. Empress Ashera led the troops out of the first ship. Zeke stood and greeted her as the King placed shackles on Chief Adak.

“Chief Adak is surrendering,” Zeke said.

“King Eom, do not trust anyone except Ezekiel. We’ve ventured deeper into the vision and while we don’t know what started what we saw, we do believe the joining of the Urixian Empire and Planetary Collective plays a part in it. The winged monster’s army bears a symbol of unity between the two sides, a united front.”

King Eom frowned as he handed Adak over to Urixian forces.

Once they were aboard a ship destined for Tanos, Ezekiel and King Eom spoke to one another in private. 

“What did we see?” Zeke asked again.

“My people called that Naraka. Your people would call it the underworld or Hell.”

“What does Hell have to do with peace between the Collective and the Empire?”

“A question I have no answer for, young Mr. Nelson.”

“The first place we saw was Earth. Do you think Earth has something to do with Hell’s arrival?”

“I don’t know, but the place where Hell sat was not Earth.”

“Where was it?”

“Lacrima.”
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SEKAI

Allegiance: Neutral

Monks of the Temple of the High and Lofty One shuffled into the chapel to pray. A Shepherd would soon be teaching a lesson and the monks wanted to be in the right frame of mind to receive the message. 

Monk Tellius slowly descended the steps of the chapel into the under chambers and retrieved the wine for the Ceremony of Moons. This ceremony celebrated the High and Lofty One leading his followers out of darkness. The moon shone in the dark and guided people at night. The monks adopted this as a symbol of their loyalty. 

Monk Cicero, who nodded to him, greeted him for the day. His yellow hand gave a gesture of welcome.

The monks wore bright orange robes that covered their heads and flowed down to their feet. Prayer beads hung about the necks of all the monks. The beads were made of animal bones that had been given as a burnt offering to the High and Lofty One.

Once he rejoined the other monks, Monk Tellius poured the wine into the cups of all the other monks. Behind them sat several children who were in the care of the monks. The celebration began once the wine was poured. Each monk held the beads up to their mouths as they spoke a quiet prayer for themselves and a blessing over the wine. Slowly the monks sipped from their wine cups. As they slipped into the right frame of mind, they began to chant.

“Avaradu sakthi takaku bizi kutsasin.” Which translated to, “May our high and lofty one bless us and lead us out of darkness.

The faces of the monks began to shine and pulse as the children approached them all and placed blankets on their backs. The children could feel heat radiate from the monks. It was a warming, comforting heat. For many of the children, this was an honor, to look after the monks as they ascended made them feel complete. It helped them overlook the fact that they were orphans.

The children returned to their tables and covered their faces. The chanting of the monks began to become more intense. Once it seemed as if the monks were yelling, the chanting stopped and the monks fell into a wine induced trance. 

The children drew knives and turned outward to protect the monks from predator animals outside of the chapel. 

Several miles away a monk with a technical designation monitored the skies surrounding Sekai. Though the Temple of the High and Lofty One protected Sekai, the temple did not have an army and had to rely on the goodness of the Urixian Empire and Planetary Collective. When neither of them were around, they had to hope no one was bold enough to cross either of those groups and would leave Sekai alone. 
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