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Once upon atime, before our time, Earth knew adifferent breed of human.

Venuslog its gift of supporting its human population, the Sapiens. Earth, the Siter planet, was deemed a
suitable homefor those looking for aretreat from their dying planet. The Parliamentary Federation sent
scouting missions ahead to research prospects of migration.

The scouts discovered people dready inhabiting Earth. The people of Earth were different. The scouting
team called the Earth Crows, which meant "dow-witted".

The Crowslived in smple dwellings of mud and sticks. They had a basic language of their own. The
scouts noticed their ability to create beautiful baskets and paintings. The Crows aso had a gift for the
sculpting of metals. They had lived under one Emperor's Dynasty for centuries. The Crows called thelr
government "The Republic’. They seemed smpleto the scouts of the Parliamentary Federation but they
were quick learners.

The Crows did not know that within the next one hundred revolutions, their world would be amost
extinct.

The Parliamentary Federation would send forth anew kind of officer, an officer who only knew how to
eat, deep--and kill for the Parliamentary Council. That officer had one god: Rid the planet of al Crows.
That officer was known as an Enforcer.

Earth would soon host its biggest war: abattle for planetary domination between two races. Not only
would there be blood shed on the planet's surface, but a so the three moons orbiting Earth would soon be
refuge and headquarters to many looking for alast chance of survivd.
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sculpting of metals. They had lived under one Emperor's Dynasty for centuries. The Crows caled their
government "The Republic”. They seemed smple to the scouts of the Parliamentary Federation but they
were quick learners.

The Crows did not know that within the next one hundred revolutions, their world would be amost
extinct.

The Parliamentary Federation would send forth anew kind of officer, an officer who only knew how to
edt, deep--and kill for the Parliamentary Council. That officer had one goa: Rid the planet of al Crows.
That officer was known as an Enforcer.

Earth would soon host its biggest war: abattle for planetary domination between two races. Not only
would there be blood shed on the planet's surface, but a so the three moons orbiting Earth would soon be
refuge and headquarters to many looking for alast chance of survival.

One

"Come on, Jonas. Y ou never let anyone el se shoot the stegolizard,” Carlen moaned as he just lost
another friendly game of Puk. Carlen, the older of the two, pulled hisfingers through his deep black hair,
which strayed past his ears. He begged Jonas with his hazdl eyesfor aturn at the stegolizard.

Jonas gave Carlen a crooked smile. Hisgrin did not intentionally look sarcastic, it seemed to bejust the
way histhin lips curved when he smiled. "Well, well. Big cousin can't take the challenge." Jonas handed
Carlen hisair gun. "I'll let another one out. Thistime, hit 'em before he gets away.”

"Easy for you to say." Carlen stared down the sght of the air gun waiting for Jonas to rel ease another
reptile from the cage.

"There are only two morel€ft. If you missthistime, you're going to hunt them yoursdf." Jonasflipped his
sandy brown hair back away from his eyes as he warned his cousin about missing the shots. They both
looked so different, considering that they were first cousins on their mothers side. The only red smilarity
they had wasin ther olive complexions. Jonas lifted the front of the cage, recdling thetime hisfather
made him search the woods for two hours looking for stegolizards that had gotten away.

The stegolizard danced frantically until it found its bearings. "When he settles--blast him on the back
plates. Y ou should be able to get three good hits before he takes off."

Carlen aimed for the huge bony scales dong the reptile's back. He squeezed his gun'strigger, sending a
capsule of dye straight toward the animal. The rock behind the lizard splattered with light blueliquid. The
gartled anima scurried off into the woods. " Just great!" Carlen threw the gun down into the sand.

"Y ou better not join any foot patrols after the Academy. Y ou have the worst hand-eye coordination I've
ever s2en," Jonas mocked Carlen's ability to handle the air gun as he flashed his tremendoudy bright
greeneyesat him.

"Yeah... wdl, | bet you can't get four shots on that last one." Carlen shook his head, mimicking Jonas.

"Y ou have completely lost your mind." Jonas walked over and picked up the gun. He leaned histdll
sturdy body up against the stone wall and rested his elbows on it. Jonas prayed that he would not be
embarrassed again. He brushed back his sandy hair with ajerk of hishead and eyed the gun sight. He
nudged his squared nose into agroove aong his wegpon. "Go ahead, big mouth. Let ‘em go.”

Carlen hurried to the cage to release the last lizard. He stumbled over arock aong the way and toppled



into the wireframing. He grabbed the top handle. "Ready?'

A dring of swest trickled down Jonasstemple. If he missed this shot he knew his cousin would never let
him hear the end of it. Carlen gtill harassed him about the time Jonas chalenged him to arm wrestling.
Jonas boasted for days about how he was going to cause Carlen so much pain that he would not be able
to use hisarm for an entire round. His older cousin beat him and brought Jonas down so quickly that the
tableflipped. "Let him go."

Carlen lifted the cage door up and the stegolizard wiggled around in circles. It came to asudden stop.
The confused reptile settled asit dithered itstall.

"Who isthe master?' Jonas pulled back on the trigger four consecutive times. Each capsule zipped
acrossthe sand, hitting the animal's protective plates d ong its back. Carlen watched in dishdlief ashis
younger cousin painted four light blue marks on the animal's scaes.

Jonas stood straight up and tilted his head with agrin. He could hold his head up with some pride for
once. He dways beat Carlen at Puk, but it was about the challenge he was just given. He could easily
throw thisvictory in hiscousin'sfaceif the need ever arose.

"How? When did you get so good?' Carlen headed over to his cousin.

"I've been practicing. | wanted to impress my father,” Jonas responded as he rubbed the air gun clean
againg hisclothing. "Since well have plenty of time for Puk, | want to show Dad athing or two."

"When did he get home?" Carlen gently pulled the gun away from his cousin.

"Last evening. | haven't even seen him though." Jonas walked over to the cage. Helifted it with both
hands and brought it towardsasmall craft. "He said that we would catch up on things once the party was
over."

Carlen put the gun in the rear seat of the craft.

Jonas unknowingly plopped the cage down on top of it. "Nice place for the blaster, Carlen.” Jonaslifted
the side of the cage and did out the gun. "Y ou have to learn to take care of these wegpons.” He lifted the
ar gun and rubbed the nozzle with care. After dl, the gun was a gift from his parents and next to his
collection of moon rocks, it was his pride and joy. He carefully set the gun in aback corner of the craft.

"It'snot ablagter. It'sastupid toy." Carlen defended his actions.

"It'sonly stupid to you because you can't master it," Jonas snapped and hopped in the driver's seat. "Get

n.

Carlen'sjaw dropped when he saw Jonas press the ignition switch. "What are you doing?' Carlen hurried
over to the driver'sside of the craft. "My mother will kill me. Shell kill you. Get out.”

"Comeon. | promiseI'll be careful.”" Jonas leaned back, showing his cousin that he was not planning to
leave the driver's seat. Carlen recognized thisfor what it was--another challenge.

Carlen figured he would use a diplomatic approach. "Jonas, it's not that | don't trust you but... you know
my mother." Carlen leaned into the vehicle. "She explicitly told me not to let you drive. | don't want to

upset her.”

Jonas ears perked because it was about his aunt, Cleonia. He hoisted his body out of the seet halfway.
"Shetold you explicitly not to let me drive?' He loved annoying his aunt. She constantly boasted about



how well Carlen did in school every opportunity she could. Jonas, the below average student, knew they
weredirect digsat his own grades.

"That'sright. Now, cousin, you need to move over."

Jonas plopped right back into his seet. "Get in, Carlen. | promise I'll stop before we get back to Tigris.
Then you can drive usthe rest of theway."

Carlen looked hopeful. "Promise?’ He knew that he could easily lift Jonasslanky body out of the craft
but wasit redly worth the trouble? Carlen bdieved his cousn would not driveinto Tigris. The one thing
Carlen liked about Jonas was his honesty. Hisword was law.

"Promise.” Jonas pressed the ignition switch again. He was thankful for Carlen's decision not to get
physicd. The craft lifted dightly above the ground. Jonas watched as Carlen strapped himsdf into the
Segt. Carlen then nodded for Jonas to secure his driver's straps. "Forget it.”

The craft doubled its speed asit glided across the sands. Jonas glanced over at hisolder cousn ashe
placed histhumbs on two white buttons along the outside of the steering whedl.

"Jonas... please don't,” Carlen begged, knowing what was next.

Jonas leaned back and pushed down on the buttons. The craft zipped at six times the speed. "Hey,
Carlen. Look." Jonas pointed to a bunch of large rocks sprouting from the ground.

"Y ou didn't tell me you were taking my mom'’s craft through Stone Maze." Carlen buried hisfacein his
hands.

Jonas laughed as he brought the craft into the cluster of rocks. The domestic craft was being tested fully.
Jonas entered the maze, where they were greeted with two large stones directly in front of them. Carlen
peeked at that moment and let out a scream. He ducked his head between his shaky knees. Jonas camly
veered the vehicle off to the right, swinging the craft through random arrangements of stones.

"Areyou supid?' Carlen'svoice bellowed from under hislegs.

Jonas quickly turned the vehicle, barely missing ajagged rock which diagonally shot out of the ground. In
his haste, another stone swiped the side of the craft, taking off arear piece of nicely painted stedl. The
high of seeing hisolder cousin squirm quickly vanished.

Carlen's head popped up suddenly. "Moons! My mother is going to kill you--and me." He quickly buried
hisface back into hislap.

Jonas could not say aword. He knew held messed up big. One more pass remained. The opening was
straight ahead. Jonas knew the upcoming obstacle because he had taken it before--twice. Unfortunately,
he'd wasted two craftsin the process. "Hold on.”

The vehicle weaved and dodged in between each stone. The vehicle was exhaudting itslimits. Before
them sat three sones. There was barely enough room for asmall-sized craft to squeak past them. Jonas
was driving adomestic vehicle, which was a bit larger. With one hand, he clicked on his safety strap. The
other he kept firmly on the steering handle. Jonas hugged the door of the craft and went up against the
danted stone walls. The entire vehicletilted to the sde. Jonas zipped through the maze's exit without
digtraction. The vehicle tipped back into the horizonta position, pouncing the dirt below.

Carlen poked his head up quickly. " Stop. Stop now!"



Jonas released his grip on the handle as the craft dowed down.

"You areared jerk. Do you know that? A freaking jerk!" Carlen wanted to punch Jonas directly in his
pretty-boy face.

The vehicle dowed to a halt. Jonas hopped out of the driver's seat just before it stopped to keep from
being hit by hiscousn'sangry fist. He hit the ground and rolled around in the dirt, jumping gracefully to
hisfeet. "As| promised... you can takeit therest of theway."

Carlen gtared a hiscousin. ™Y ou may be better with ablaster or better driving a craft, but you are not
stronger. Y ou are not as smart asme.”

Jonas stepped back. He had pushed Carlen to hislimit. "Calm down. | am only fooling around. | didn't
mean to--"

"Mean towhat?' Carlen jumped out of the craft. He started walking closer to hisyounger cousin. "Mean
to ever take anything serioudy? Y ou will never makeit in the Academy. Never." Carlen clenched afigt.

"Comeon. Y ou don't want to do that. Remember last time?" Jonas could not forget the last time. Carlen
had knocked out two of histeeth. Jonas aways tried to push Carlen's buttons, then regretted it when he
pushed too far. They were both only children. They'd grown up closer than most brothers.

"l remember very well. Look what you did to my mother's craft!" Carlen briefly broke hisfocus on Jonas
to show him the damage. Y ou expect meto take the fal for you? No way." Carlen opened up hisfist. "l
am not going to hit you, cousin. However, you will drive the vehicle home."

"| can't... my father..."

"You will and you haveto. See, if you dont, I'll be forced to remove one tooth from your mouth for
every dent that'sin thet craft.”

Jonas noticed the vehicle had more dents than he had teeth. He put his hand over hismouth. "Fine."

He reluctantly hopped into the craft again. Carlen sat next to him.

*k*

The city wall appeared dong the horizon. Jonasfelt his sscomach danceinvoluntarily. | am so dead.
Welcome home, Dad. Now beat me. Huge wooden gates dressed the city's main entrance. They were
aways open these days. In aregion made mostly of sand and stone, Tigris dominated the land on any
map aswell asitssder city of Niles.

The Parliamentary Council was on the cusp of diminating al the threats from the Crow people. Jonas
could not understand why the walls remained around Tigris.

Since so many retired officerslived in the city, the Council stopped using Enforcersto guard thewalls.
Even though hisfather was home, he would always be on active dert, in case of an attack.

Thelast attack on Tigriswas more than fifteen revolutions ago. Jonas only remembered it from his
mother's description. The Crowsinvaded from three different locations. The primitive people had fought
with such heart, but the Crows murdered close to one thousand Sapiens. The advanced technology the
Sapiens had possessed was no match for the Crows. However, they grew more intelligent with every
generation.



Jonas could not wait to see his dad, Captain Troupe. Many in hisvillage bragged about how heroic he
was. Jonas heard thousands of stories about his dad being the sole survivor of large battles and secret
missions. The teen longed for hisfather to dedicate histime to him. Not the Council, not the cause--just
him.

"Pull over." Carlen pointed to the gates. "On the side.”
"Why?" Jonasfigured it wastime for hiswell deserved besting.
"Doit before | pound you." Carlen unclicked his strap.

Jonas brought the craft along the deteriorating wall of the city. He dowed the vehicle down to ahdlt.
How he wished he could driveit straight home and outrun his cousin into the dwelling.

"Get out." Carlen shot Jonas astern look. "Now. Y ou walk right into those gates and head home.”

"What are you doing?"* Jonas could not figure out his cousin. He had the perfect opportunity to do
whatever he wanted. He could not believe he was | etting him off the hook.

"Go to my house and tell my mother | had an accident. Tell her some pebbles caught up into the hover
fan and it flipped the vehicle. | will be near that tredine." Carlen pointed to the natural boundary around
the city. Hetook control of the empty driver's seat. "Make sure she knowsthat I'm okay. Tell her | will
need atow." Carlen shook hishead.

Jonas could tell his cousin was not happy about what he was doing. Maybe it was time to start treating
him better.

"Enjoy your party. | probably won't be there." Carlen flashed Jonas asarcastic grin.
"Thanks... Geek." Jonas smiled back and headed through the gates.

Two

Thethree moonslit up the night sky asthey held their orbit over the city of Tigris. The Troupe dwelling
rested along the border of the city's most e evated community. Outside ong asandstone wall sat the
seventeen-year-old Jonas, staring a the display of bright stars. One day... hethought. It was only afew
moons away before hewould go to the Academy. Then he could assume hisfather'srole. After al, that's
what Captain Troupe wanted more than anything, ever since Jonas was born. His father would have
shoved him into an Enforcer's uniform sooner if it would fit.

Hisfather dedicated himself to the constant growth of the Parliamentary Council, and earned top ranks
with the Enforcement. Hisjob, like dl Enforcers, wasto iminate al Crows. For the past fifty yearsthe
Council had one primary misson: total world domination.

Jonas away's thought there might be a chance that everyone could live together without al the fighting.
His master at school explained that even though the Crows imitated the Sapiensin many aspects,
including technology, their brains could not reason. Therefore, they would remain primitive and hinder the
civilization's advancement. Jonas figured that he could work hisway up in the Council and change the
way people perceived each other. Until then, he would wear hisarmor plated clothing and wield his
blaster like the rest of them.

Insde the dwelling, there was a gathering going on, celebrating hisfather'sreturn.

Jonas never cared much for sociaizing with the adults. He hated the folks who asked amillion questions



about school and whether or not he had any girlfriends. He knew they redlly didn't care and al they were
doing was wasting histime. Then his mother's friend was forever trying to fix him up with her daughter,
Meegan. She was disgusting. She weighed at least two hundred pounds and never brushed her hair. Y et
Jonas aways managed to get himself cornered by the nagging lady about how beautiful her little princess
was.

No party would be complete without Aunt Cleonia yapping about Carlen. Captain Troupe had used his
influenceto get Carlen into the Academy. They were very selective and usualy admitted only direct
family members. That wasthe Council'sway of maintaining loydty. Cleoniaacted asif Captain Troupe
had nothing to do with her son's success. Unfortunately for Jonas, Carlen wasthe kind of kid who did
everything right. He dways earned the highest honors on the Master's List at school. Aunt Cleonia
congtantly reminded Jonas of thet.

"Hey, son."

Jonas glanced over to see hisfather walking out of the dwelling. "Hey Dad..." Jonas snapped up. The
Enforcer'solive skin had paed immensdly during hisyearsin space. He had his son's overpowering green
eyes and sandy brown hair, though much more tamed than the teen's.

The biggest asset Jonasinherited was his mother's attractive nose. Captain Troupe's nose was larger and
more round. People used to fool with him, calling him a half-breed. Half-breeds were known mixes of
Crows and Sapiens. Troupe would just laugh it off.

"At ease, son." Captain Troupe sat next to him. He wrapped his arm around Jonas.

"What's up, Dad?" Jonas never understood why he was so excited to see hisfather but he was. Maybe it
was thefact that he barely ever saw him.

Troupe put his hand on Jonas's knee. " Just wondering why you aren't inside.”

"Oh, I'm uh... 'm waiting for Carlen. He said he was coming by." Jonas knew Carlen was not doing
anything for quite along time. It wasjust an excuse to keep from going inside.

"Okay... You didn't hear about the accident?"
"Yes, gr, | did." Jonas wanted to confess so badly.

Troupetightened hisarm around his son. "Well have some qudity time together before you leave for the
upcoming school season.” Troupe stood up and stared into the night sky. He pointed to the center moon.
" See that moon there? Twenty of uslanded our crafts and attempted to capture Cordova. That's where
the Republic's Emperor has hismain base." The father proceeded with caution. "Only five of us returned
from the battle of Cordova."

"Five?Y our whole squadron was wiped out again?' Jonas loved it when he heard war stories directly
from his dad.

Troupe looked down at the sand. He paused briefly and raised his head again. " So, how's your
schoaling?'

"Welearned dl about the other race. The Crows." Jonas stood up. "Before we came here, people with
huge foreheads controlled this planet.” Jonas used his hands to exaggerate his own forehead.

Troupe stared a the dwelling as the noise of the party grew louder and stole his attention.



"Well... wejust took over their planet.” Jonas wasfeding hisfather out for hisopinions.
Troupe focused on the laughter coming from their home. "We were amore intelligent breed.”

"lsn't the Emperor a Crow?" Jonas asked. "He would have to be pretty intelligent." Jonas noticed his
father was paying more attention to the sounds of the party than their conversation.

"Look, | haveto get back insde. They're having too much fun without me." Troupe patted Jonas on the
back.

Ashisfaher headed in for the night, adight whistling sound filled the air. Hisfather looked down at the
sand. Nothing was stirring but the sound grew heavier. He stopped and looked around but didn't see

anything.

Jonas watched hisfather enter the dwelling. The teen hoped he would be more important than hisfather's
socid life. After dl, he did have only afew rounds | eft before the Academy. Jonas spotted his mother
looking out the window. She was probably checking on him. The teen had never seen her so happy.

**k*

With the celebration over and the dwelling empty, Jonaslaid in bed thinking about his new future. He
looked around staring at dl the souvenirs hisfather had acquired from histravels. One shelf was
completely filled with different moon rocks. One rock for every moon Captain Troupe has visited. Each
one represented at least another month hisfather hadn't been apart of hislife.

A greenish glowing rock rested in the center of hisentire collection. It was larger than most of the others.
That chunk was from Venuss moon &fter it collided with an asteroid. The collision sparked the end of
Venuss magnetic core. Once the moon had been destroyed, the atmosphere began to dissipate, forcing
the Sepiensto live dsewhere.

However, the newest in his collection was atiny stone. It came from Cordova's Spunk Crater. Jonas did
not display it upon his shelves. He kept it in his pocket because he had been showing it off for two days.
He promised hisfather he would create a necklace with it so he could wear it wherever the Academy
sent him.

Asherolled the stone between hisfingers, his mind began to play tricks on him. Hewas not sure his
father being home was agood thing after dl. For the first time he redlized that someone would be hereto
tell him what to do. That meant no more late nights. Hewould belike dl hisother friends "My dad said
'n0." Hismother never gave him rules. Jonas cut out the lights, dllowing the illumination of the night sky
take over.

A light whistling sound came from outside his window. It resembled a cross between wind and a
humming bird. It was getting louder and more annoying.

Jonas buried his head into his pillow and wrapped the ends around his ears. He was hoping the whistling
would stop. Herolled repeatedly because this sound was becoming moreirritating. What the heck is
that?

Jonas hopped out of bed and went to the window. The sound stopped. It was asif it knew he wasthere.
Helooked around the night sky but did not see anything but the moons overhead.

Ashewaked back towards his bed, ared beam of light brushed the hair on the back of his head. The
beam danced in asmall circle dong histemple as he turned. The laser trailed Jonas as he rested his head
into the comfort of his pillow.



Jonas turned over in his bed, unaware he was being tracked by something. When he flipped over, he
discovered the red beam of light running across his nose. He quickly noticed a probe, which hovered
outside hiswindow.

The machine'sintimidating metalwork promised certain destruction. The oversized turret, which sat above
its stedl body spun back and forth like it was laughing at its victim. Antennae sprouted from the lower

portion of its cylinder shaped body.
"Oh no." Jonas ducked under his covers.
Zap!

Hispillow blew into fifty pieces. He dipped onto the floor and treaded backwards under his bed. Why
was this hgppening? Who is doing this?

"Jonas?" Troupe came smashing through the door with hisblaster. " Jonas?'

"Dad?" A voice bellowed from under the bed.

"Son? Areyou dl right?' The Captain bent down to find Jonas asfar under the bed as possible.
"Dad? Watch out!"

The red beam readjusted againgt the side of Troupe'storso.

Troupe looked up at the probe. "Uh oh..." The way the Captain's eyes rounded signaled his realized
defeat.

Sam!
The Captain's scomach exploded.

From his hiding spot, Jonas watched hisfather's body hit the floor. Troupe's blaster did under the bed,
next to Jonas.

Jonas stared at his father. He could not believe what had just happened. Every dream he ever had was
gone. The games of Puk, the stories, and the next few rounds before the Academy were lying on the
floor in front of him. Hisfather had beaten these enemies so many times before. How could he be caught
off guard? Something had tried to kill him, but it had gotten hisfather instead.

"Get up on your feet, boy." Hisfather's voice muttered againgt the floor.
Jonas reached out asfar as hisarm would stretch. He had his eyes on hisfather the wholetime,
The probefired, just missing the blaster.

Jonas quickly retracted his arm, catching a couple of deep breaths. He looked back at his dad--he was
hoping the probe would not hit him again.

The probeinvited itsdf into the room through the window opening. Tigris had never protected their
dwdllings with solid windows. Never had an attack come to the most eevated community. The floating
machine hovered towards the floor. It was bringing itsalf closer to the teenager hiding under the bed.

Jonas outstretched hisarm until his fingertips touched the end of the blaster. He then quickly snatched it.
Theteen rolled out into the center of the floor. He stared into the probe's dull black electronic eye. Jonas



suddenly redlized he was not shooting stegolizards.

He could see dilation in the lens. The beam that blasted his father was pinpointed on hisface. The robotic
irisexpanded in dight burst and would then shrink to adesired setting asit prepared for itskill.

Jonas lifted the blagter.
The probe aimed, clicked and rotated its guns.
The teen wished thiswas just a bad game of Puk. Jonas closed his eyes and squeezed the trigger.

His shot dammed into the side of the cylinder shaped body. The turret above trembled like the robot was
losing itsdectronic mind. Thekilling machine erupted in flames.

The teen wiped the sweat from his eyes and focused on hisfather. "Dad?" Jonas rolled up to Captain
Troupe.

Hewaslying still with his eyeswide open. Hislips quivered as he tried to push words out, "There's so
much..."

"Oh, Daddy... Please, Daddy..." Jonas began tucking his father's shirt back in his pants asif he was
attempting to put him back together. "Dad!"

"Son... Thisismy fault... All my fault...” Hisfather's eyes glazed over.

Jonas stared at him. He was speechless. He didn't know whether to hug him or scream. "It's okay,
Daddy... It'sokay."

Troupe grabbed onto Jonas pant leg. His grip was strong. "'1'm no hero, son... Cordova... Cordova..."
The Captain stared into his son's eyes. "So many secretsto share. Y ou must find Str..." Troupesgrip
gave way and his hand fell to the floor. His eyesformed adeep dead Sare.

"No!" Jonas grabbed him by the shoulders and jerked him back and forth. "Daddy, wake up. Dad?"'
The sllence of death blanketed over the room. Jonas leaned into hisfather, clutching his hand.

"Ohmy Godd" awoman's voice shrieked from the doorway. "Why are you alowing this?' She kept
throwing her hands up to the sky asif to hit one of the Gods above in hopes they would stop this tragedy.

"Mom..." Jonasran over to her and wrapped hisarms around her. The teen felt worse for his mother than
for himsalf. She had been the dutiful wife waiting al these revolutions to be with her husband. The poor
woman aways played second best to the Parliamentary Council. All those revolutions of sacrifice
amounted to nothing.

The two stood in the doorway with their eyesfixated on Troupe's body. It only took his mother a second
to fully realize what had happened to her husband. She started shaking, trembling and twitching.

"No. No. Oh no!" Shetried to bresk away from his grip.
"Mom? Mommy. It's-"
"Get away from me!" His mother broke free as she went to see for hersalf what had happened.

Jonas watched his mother screaming for Troupe's return. Even though held witnessed the whole event, he
gl could not believeit. Hisfather, who had been away for most of hislife, was gone for good. Tearsdid



down aong his cheeks as his heart went out to his mother. Watching her weep over Troupe's body was
more than anyone could bear.

The whistling sound returned. Jonas knew that meant trouble.
"Mom. We haveto go. They're coming for us."

His mother ignored hiswarning as she clung to her husband. She was rocking him back and forth, snging
tohim.

Thewhistling sound grew closer.

"Ma?" Jonas yelled, wishing shewould get up.

She continued to ignore him.

The sound was right outsde the window again.

"Ma?" Jonas ran over and ripped her off Troupe's body. "We need to go. Now ."

"No. No. | can't leave him." The woman struggled to stay.

"They aregoing to kill usnext. Let'sgo." With one arm, Jonas flung his mother back into the doorway.
The shadow of the new probe glided a ong the bedroom wall. Jonas pushed his mother into the hall.
Whack!

The probe fired a him, just missing. Jonas dodged behind his dresser for cover.

Wham! The probe destroyed the entire dresser set.

He hopped up and ran towards his mother where she was crying in the hallway. She kept mumbling
something repeatedly. Something about finding astorm.

The probe followed. The sound of the lenswas congtantly grinding asit wastrying to refocus on its
target.

Jonas dropped his blaster as he picked up his mother. He hobbled his way down the hall, trying his best
to carry her. He was looking around for an escape route. Mini explosions were chasing him. His parents
room seemed the safest place.

Suddenly, whistling sprang down the hall from the living area. Jonas knew he would soon be surrounded.
Heforced his shoulder through the door and landed on the bedroom floor.

"Mom! Get up!"
Sheremained curled up in abdl.

"Stopit. It was aways just you and me. Now it's still you and me. | can't do thiswithout you," Jonas
pleaded.

His mother stopped crying and stared up at him.

"Please, Mommy... You'readl | got." Jonas put out his hand.



She stood up dowly, takingit.
The horrid lens clicks of the oncoming probes tepped the air.
"Mom?'

"Y our father and | have been hiding--" His mother suddenly flew off the ground. She dammed into the
wall and onto the bed. The hole in her back revealed adirect hit by the probe,

"No!" Jonas ran to the bed and dragged his mother to the window. "Comeon..."
Theteen cradled her into hisarms and pushed her through to the outside.

Jonas heaved his body up over the window ledge. He landed face down in the dirt. He discovered his
mother leaning up againgt the wall, holding her sde. Her eyes rested upon her son with aglazed sare.
"Jonnie? Forgive your father."

"Mom?'

Thewoman dumped into the dirt.

"Comeon, Mom... We haveto go." Jonas gracefully lifted her head up to get her attention.
Hismother'slifeless body dangled in hisarms.

"Oh, no." Hisface flushed with rage. He stuck his head inside the window.

There were two probes investigating the room. Jonas observed the machines methodica patterns. He
gripped the top of the windowpane. Jonas pulled himsalf up and swung his strong legsinto the dwelling.

The probes pinpointed him immediately. They began firing in random sequences, hoping to hit their
moving target.

Jonas hurried through the room and dodged out into the halway. He lay on the floor staring at hisfather's
blaster. The teen knew that he would meset his parent's fate unless he wiped out these killer machines.

Herolled along thewall trying to gain access to the weapon.
Whack!
An explosion ripped from his parent's room.

Jonas turned to face his attacker. There it was--the biggest probe yet. Unlike the others, it bore ateam of
five mechanica eyes. Itsouter shell was armed with two huge blasters. On itstop, the machine had a
rotating turret blaster. The blaster's sightstrained directly on Jonas.

The blaster was only an arms reach away. The probe was waiting for his next move. Jonasflipped over
to the other sde of the wall.

Bam!

Thewal Jonas was previoudy leaning against had been blown to rubble. The top turret refocused its
guns on his new location within seconds.

Thistime, Jonas had more of an advantage. When he escaped to the far wall, he managed to pick up his
father's blaster. He kept it secretly tucked at hisside. He amed its barrdl in the direction of the probe,



then he squeezed the trigger.
Smash!

The blaster tore ahole in the right side of the probe. The mechanical monster was hit but not defeated. It
spun around wildly trying to regain control.

Jonas took advantage of the machine's mayhem and ran back down the hallway. He peeked in his
parents room to discover the two probes at a standstill. He raised the blaster and pointed it at the probe
furthest away. Dad had dways said, shoot the enemy the farthest, first. Squeeze. Fire.

Direct hit. The probe blew in twenty tiny directions. The closest probe turned itslens towards the action.
It made itsalf an easier target by keeping its back to the teen.

Jonasfired uponit.
Direct hit! That probe had been turned into flying particles.
Wham!

Jonas was suddenly tossed into the room by ahuge blast. Lying on the floor, he turned to find the entire
doorway was a skeletal hole. The empty space quickly filled with the monster probe--al three guns
trained in hisdirection.

The mongter's eectronic eye dilated dowly on itstarget.

Jonas dowly lifted hisblaster. Heraised it alittle higher with each click of the probeslens. The probe
wastracking hisevery moveasif it were playing amirror game.

Suddenly, Jonas's forehead had gained the probe's red beam. Fedling the faint heat on his skin, Jonas
raised his eyes, noticing he was again atarget. It was now or never. He applied pressure to his weapon's
trigger. The moisture from two fingers caused adight dip.

"Comeon." Jonas locked hisfingersinto place.
The probe's side blasters cocked in unison.
Wham! The probe dammed into thewall.

Jonas sared at his stedl adversary. He could not believe the machine was il in one piece, less the top
turret.

Plop! A slver sphere, the size of agolf ball, was released from the probe. It dowly rolled down towards
Jonas.

Jonas did not waste time figuring out what it could be. "Oh, no." He hopped to his feet and jumped out
the window. He found himself face to face with his mother's corpse. Jonas grabbed hold of her and tried
to lift her. A ticking sound grew from inside the room. He let her down and kissed his mother on her
cheek. Hewiped hiseyes. A steady tone hummed from the room.

Jonas sprang quickly across the sand. At the border of their property stood a sandstone wall. Just as he
got over the ssonewall, the dwelling sparked in a huge explosion. Parts of the fiery home sailed through
the air. The enormous power of the blast lifted him and took Jonas on ahorror ride into a nearby field.



Three

Morning light revedled the extent of the damage. Smoke billowed from pockets of the wrecked dwelling.
Pieces of abeautiful home were scattered about the yard. Charred memories of afamily that was. The
long stonewal had large chunks removed from the force of the explosion.

Thefield was decorated with al kinds of exotic plants. Large rodents with fanged teeth kept scurryingin
and out of the newly cut holesin thewall. Next to asolitary piece of sandstone lay Jonas.

Hewas covered in dlt. The back of his shirt was tattered to shreds and soaked with dried blood. His
sandy brown hair was scorched in the back. His eyes were sealed shut from the massive swelling of his
cheekbones.

"Over here. Mother? Over here," afamiliar voice called from the rubble.

"Oh dear. It'sJonas." A woman in her early forties made her way to the beaten teen.
"Ishedive?' Carlen hurried to join the woman.

She knelt down next to Jonas. She began to gently stroke his hair. " Jonas? Honey? Jonas?'
"Mother...I think he's dead.”

"Don't beridiculous, Carlen. Can't you seethat he's bresthing?”

Jonas started to respond to his Aunt Cleonias motherly touch. He was caling for his own mother, which
sounded like sensdless words dribbling from hislips.

"Ooh. Ooh. He's saying something. He's saying something.” Carlen pointed at Jonass mouth. "What's he
saying, Mother?'

"Quiet Carlen. | can't hear him." She rubbed his shoulder abit.

"Ma... Mommy." Jonas squinted at his aunt and could not help but mistake her for his own mother. After
al, being sgters, they both had auburn hair, though Cleonias was atighter fit around her head. Their light
complexion and full, oval-shaped blue eyes could have easily alowed Cleoniato passfor adouble, while
in hisdream.

"Mommy? That's 0 babyish." Carlen let out alaugh.

"Shut up, you idiot! Don't you take anything serioudy? | raised afool.” Aunt Cleonia gently squeezed
Jonas's cold hand.

"Mom?No. No. Mom!" Jonas sprung from his deep deep. Theimage of his mother rolling over to her
death replayed in hismind.

"It'sokay, honey. Aunti€'s here." She grabbed both of his hands.

Jonas sat up dowly, his gaze fixated on the destruction. His eyes were like swollen, dark blue puffbals
withdits Why did this happen? Where's my mother? He tried to speak but his words were scrambled.
He couldn't think straight. His entire world had been crushed. Of al the people to cometo hisrescue, he
was unlucky enough to get hisaunt and Carlen.

"Jonas, what happened?' Carlen sat down next to him.



Jonas just gave him astoic stare. Carlen looked a bit better through battered eyes. He was able to think
of words but not yet capable of putting them in order. His motor skillswere dowly returning.

"What happened here?' Carlen thought Jonas had the eyes of a stegolizard but he wasn't about to tell
him.

"I don't know, Carlen... someone wanted us dead though.” Jonas sucked some air in through his nogtrils.
"Whoever it was did agood job. Both my parents are dead." Jonas started making odd facid gestures as
if he was beginning to cry. "They're both dead.”

Aunt Cleonia pulled Jonasin closer to comfort him. "Jones.”

"Get away fromme..." Jonas pushed his aunt away forcefully. The last person he wanted to get a hug
from was Cleonia. She must be loving this.

"Hey!" Carlen put his hand on Jonass chest. "Watchiit."

Jonas pushed off his cousin's hand. "Don't piss me off, Carlen.”
"Carlen, go somewhere," Aunt Cleoniaordered.

"Where, Mother, would you suggest | go?"

"How about to acraft merchant?' Cleoniawas clearly still angry about the vehicle. She turned and smiled
at her nephew. " Sweetheart... | know you're upset.”

"Where are my parents?’

Aunt Cleonia again attempted to soften Jonas by placing her hand on hisknee. "We haveto stick
together now--"

"Where are their bodies?' Jonas wanted to see hisfolks onelast time.

"We had them moved to the medi-center.” She wiped her wet eyes as shetried to remain strong and in
charge. "We couldn't find you... Now we did. Thank the Godsyou are dive."

Jonas studied his aunt closdly. He redlized how hurt she was, too. Maybe shewasn't al that horrible.

"It'sbad enough | lost my sster-in-law... | don't know what | might have doneif I'd lost my favorite
nephew, too."

Favorite nephew? Where did that come from? Jonas wondered. Usually she only puts me down.

"I know | may be overstepping my bounds, but | would like to ask you to stay with us. At least until the
Academy begins. What do you say?'

Jonasjust stared at her through his swollen dits. Even though held come to the redlization that shewas
not al that bad, he till preferred to live in the pile of rubble where his dwelling once stood.

Cleoniaread her nephew's mind. "It'sonly for aseason?’

Jonas turned his attention toward the property where he'd grown up and spent so much of hislife. He
reached into his pocket searching for his new stone. It had vanished. He fiddled through his other pocket
but the stone was gone. Then he shifted his attention on hisaunt. "I don't want to go to the Academy."



"Now stop talking slly, dear... thiswas everything your father dreamed of."

Jonas used dl his strength to lift himself up off the ground. He gripped the large sandstone rock and
ganed hisbdance.

"Where are you going, honey?'

"I've got to see something." Jonas took awobbly step toward hisyard. He had to find that stone. It was
al hehad left of hisworld.

"| think you should stay right here until the ambucare arrives.”

"l am not going to any medi-center. I'm fine." Jonas waved her off as he dowly waked over to the
rubble.

Hisaunt continued to call him, but he ignored her. He knew he should take her advice, but he would
never admit to it.

When he came to the smoldering areathat used to be hisroom, he looked for any surviving moon rocks.
He absolutely needed to find that stone.

"Jonas, what are you doing?'
"Nothing." Hedidn't fed liketelling Carlen what he was|ooking for.
"Hey, Jonas, what are these?' Carlen was pointing to apile of smal rocks.

"My rocks." Jonas kept his eyes aimlesdy on the ground. He kept searching for the only one that
mattered.

"What'sthisone?' Carlen held up the glowing rock from Venuss moon.

"It'snothing. A rock from the mother land." Jonas was so focused that he didn't realize the medics had
arived.

They were standing next to Aunt Cleoniawith their gear in hand. "That the boy?"
"Yes, ar. HEs il in shock, so pleaseforgive him if he seemstesty.”

Jonasfindly strolled over to hisaunt. He broke from his concentration on the ground. He was astonished
to see that held never heard the medics arrive.

"Hdlo, son."

"I'm not your son. I'm aso not going to the medi-center. I'm fine." Jonaswas intent on finding his
memento.

"No need to get upset. Well give you aquick look over and together we will make adecison.” The
medic amiled. "Far enough?'

Jonas scanned one more portion of the ground, and there it was, lying where his bed had been. He
swiped the stone from the ground and stuffed it deep into his pocket. "Fine." Jonas sat on the portable
stool the medics popped open.

"Do you know who hisfather is?" Aunt Cleoniachimed in.



"Was," Jonas quickly corrected her.

Cleoniawiped her |eft eye, apparently upset by his comment.

"Actually, | served the sametime asyour dad... During the early years of the Enforcement.”
"Enforcement?' Carlen stepped into the conversation. "What's that?*

The medic looked gternly at Carlen. "Not something | choose to talk about.”

"Don't worry about him. Carlen isto be asecond year learner at the Academy,” Cleoniabragged. "He
madethe Magter's List thisyear.”

"Then he should dready know about the Enforcement,” the medic said sarcadticaly.

Jonas released atiny grin. Thisguy was cool. He loved watching anything that made Carlen look foolish.
Even with the entire traumathat had just entered into hislife, Carlen's supidity made everything
better--for the moment.

"Okay, son, thiswon't hurt abit.” The medic injected a needle through Jonassarm.
"What'sthat?" Carlen asked.

"Can't you shut up?' Jonas shot his cousin adead Sare.

"Lay off me, Jonas."

Aunt Cleoniachimed in, "Now, boys--"

"We need to get you to the center, now." The medic was reading the levels on the needle.
"Why? He wants to come home with me. Right, Jonas?"

Jonas |ooked at Carlen walking around them. " On second thought... | will go to the center.”

**k*

Evening swooped down upon the Earth as the moons it up the sky. They were especidly bright. The
entire grounds of the medi-center were so wdll illuminated that every shrub was easily visble from the
window of Jonassroom.

Jonaslay in hisbed that evening staring at Jenco, the second moon. Jenco wasthe largest of the three
satdllitesthat orbited Earth. It would probably have been the firgt settlement of the Sapiens when they
migrated. However, its weak atmosphere was only able to accommodate asmall population.

Jonas rubbed the itchy wound on hisleft arm. He was thinking about the trip he and hisfather had gone
on three rotations ago. It was a specid vacation, one that his parents argued over for months afterward.
Captain Troupe fdt that Jonas should go aong on amission as apresent for histhirteenth birthday. His
mother tried to protect him from what the second moon had become. As usua, Dad won the fight.

* k%

"Jonas?"

"Coming Dad."



"Stay close to me. Even though the Enforcers control this giant rock, there are still dangers
around." Captain Troupe grabbed his son by the arm as they walked past three stocky men.

Jonas noticed their foreheads were larger than any he had ever seen. He placed his hand on his
own forehead just to make sure hiswas still normal.

"Come on, son... Let's get inside.”

"Why are those people different, Dad?"

"What do you mean?"

Jonas tapped his forehead again. "Are they from a different planet?"
"No, son. They are the Crows."

"The what?"

Ignoring his son's question, he said, "Come on... I'll take you to see the Enforcement's newest
Space weapon."

Jonas got out of hishospital bed and walked over to the window. He wondered if the all-powerful
weapon was gill being housed on Jenco.

The whole moon was maintained by the imprisoned Crows and supervised by the Enforcement.
Dad said they weren't really daves. He said they had a choice. They were conflict criminals and
had been captured. Their choice was between life on the holding moon, Luna, or repaying a life
debt on Jenco.

Jonas knew that no one with any brains would want to be dropped on Luna. The rock was the
simplest of the three. No atmosphere. The prisoners were given oxygen bags and lead shoes.
However, they either fried or froze to death. Food and shelter did not exist. Being dropped off on
Luna was a politically correct way of giving someone the death chamber.

He remembered that trip asif it happened yesterday. He enjoyed being with his father and the other
Enforcers. No other boy his age had been to the crater mines or had ever seen moon camps. The moon
camps were places where hundreds of Crows dept in the evening. Jonas recalled how horrible the camps
smelled. Granted, it was not avacation like the type his other friends used to go on, but it was still two
rounds off from daily schooling.

"Shouldn't you bein bed?' A soft voice interrupted hismemory.

Jonas turned to see who was talking to him. Standing in the doorway with the hal's manmade light
brushing the side of her face was one of the most stunning girls Jonas had ever seen. She was absolutely
beautiful. Fiercing green eyeswith golden red hair illuminated by the moons reflections. Her body was
dender yet muscular.

"Hdlo."
"Shouldn't you bein bed?' The girl sarted flipping through afolder. "Miger...?"
"Jonas." He volunteered hisnamein order to halt her paper search. He was captivated by her presence.

"Mr. Troupe." Thegirl closed her folder and smiled at Jonas.



Jonas could not take his gaze off her. Then he remembered how he looked. He felt embarrassed and
quickly turned his head.

"Mr. Troupe? Y ou need to stay in bed.”

"Fine." Jonas strolled over to his bunk with his battered face hidden. Once he was under the cover of the
deep shadow that sheltered his bunk, Jonas felt more secure. He sat down and placed his hands on his
lap. "So now that you know my name, what's yours?"'

"My nameisNursgs Assstant." Thegirl tilted her head and flashed astern amile.
"Oh... | getit." Jonasredlized thiswasto remain abusinessthing.

"Now the medicd officer will bein to seeyou first thing during sun up. So please get agood night's
dep.”

"When do | get out of here?’

"Congdering the only mgjor injuries you suffered were mostly abrasions, | would hope in two suns time."
"Gredt."

The girl had abewildered ook on her face.

"With my aunt, | could easily do acouple of roundsin here." Jonas et out a sarcastic laugh.

The girl responded with achuckle, tucked her folder under her arm and |eft the room.

Jonas thought she was the hottest girl he had ever seen. Too bad, she seemed uninterested. However,
shedid laugh at hisjoke. Helay down and pulled the sheets up to hiswaist. Thetrip to Jenco was il
heavy in hismemory. Then he remembered what both his parents mentioned before they died. Hisfather
talked about a secret and a place called 'Str' and his mother said something about a storm. What was
that all about?

The door to his room popped open. With her armswide open, Aunt Cleonia stood in the doorway.
"Hello, kiddo."

Four

"Good sun, Aunt Cleonia.”

Carlen stayed back behind his mother waiting for hisinviteinside.

"Hey, Carlen." Jonasfelt badly about sngpping at him yesterday .

Carlen perked up and walked past his mother. "Hey, Jonas." He handed Jonas a packet.
"What'sthis?"

"Openit," Cleoniacutin.

Jonas ripped the top of the packet open. He tucked hisfingersinside and pulled out a small stack of
papers. The one on top was adifferent color than the rest.

"From the Academy?"



"And | was ableto get you into the common house a couple of rounds earlier. So you'll only have to put
up with usfor about seven suns.”

"Thanks." Hisgrin quickly faded from hislips. "I don't think | want to attend the Academy."

"Oh, Jonas. Don't say such athing. Y our father--"

"--dreamed about me following in hisfootsteps.” Jonas rattled the packet a bit.

"Jonas? Y ou haveto go. At least giveit atry." Cleoniafolded her hands together in apleading gesture.
"Fine Butif | dontlikeit--"

"--then you can stay with me," hisaunt finished.

"Just the incentive you wanted." Carlen laughed.

"Shut up, you idiot." Cleoniaforced alaughed so shedid not look abusive.

"Make you aded?' Jonas amiled at hisaunt. "1 will let you know tomorrow what | want to do.”

"Thereisabit of family busnessaswell." Cleoniawaked over and thumbed through the packet. "Here."
She pulled out a paper, which was snuggled in the center of the bunch.

Jonas read the paper. His eyes widened. "Holy--"

"Hopefully that will help you decide." Cleoniatapped Carlen on the shoulder. "Wewill pick you up
tomorrow at half sun. Enjoy the rest of your stay.”

"Where are you going? My officer told me | was going hometoday."
"Unfortunately, they changed your discharge. | would keep you company but we have aton to do.”

Jonas looked at Carlen. As much as he hated to be around him because of the craft incident, hewas
someoneto talk to at least. "How about you, Carlen?”

A gentle knock came on the door.

Jonas noticed it was the nurse's assistant from yesterday.

"Carlen can day if hewantsto,” Cleoniasaid.

Carlen watched the nurse's assstant come in with food and drink.

"Hey, if you want meto stay | will. Anything for my little cousin.”" Carlen grinned  the girl.
Shereturned the smile.

Jonas hopped to hisfeet, noticing the friendly exchange between the two of them. "I asked because |
need Carlen to do me abig favor. Huge."

"Anything for you, Jonas." Carlen puffed out his chest hoping to capture her attention.
"Greet. Could you find my friends and tell them wherel am?”
"Now? Today?" Carlen transformed back into hisusud self.



"Well, you did just say you would do anything."

"Eipe"

Cleoniagave Jonas a kiss on the cheek. She pointed to the packet. "Put that away."
"Right," Jonas sad.

They left Jonas and the nurse's assstant in the room.

As Jonas was putting his packet back together, the nurse's assstant brought hisfood over to him. She
glanced at hisface and gently rubbed her finger dong his puffy cheekbone. "1t has gone down quite abit.”

Jonas|oved that she was touching him. He dmost wished he was swollen al over. He sat on his bed,
fumbling with his papers.

The nurse's assistant looked over at him. "The Academy?'
"Yeah... Not my first choice.”

"That'sashame. My father'samaster there.”

"Redly?'

"Redly. He teachesthe samdl crafts class”

"Small cra-" Jonas stopped his question, remembering smdl crafts were ten man battle ships.
"Hesredly drict.”

"Youmeanindass?'

"No. At home." She giggled and turned away, blushing.

"| redlly don't want to go, but my dad iskind of making me."
"So tell him you don't want it.”

"That'skind of hard... He was killed three days ago.”

"I'm sorry.” The nurse's assistant prepared hisfood tray. She brought it over to hisbed. "May | ask
how?'

"W, it'sthe reason I'm here. Something tried to kill us. | can't explain it. They were robotic probes of
some sort. They cameright into our dwelling and started shooting.”

"Oh, Gods." The nurse's assistant sat down next to Jonas on the bunk. "How did you escape?!

Just as Jonas was about to tell the story, a short stocky man walked in the room. He had a pail full of
cleaning supplies. Hisforehead was huge and hisface scrunched together. He was definitely aprimitive
likethey'd learned about in class. The parts of skin that came through his clothes had thick hair sprouting
out making his dark complexion appear even darker.

The nurse's ass stant halted her words and cautioudy watched every action of the man.

Jonas |leaned over and whispered in the girl's ear. "Who isthat?"



"He's the maintenance man,” she whispered back, keeping her gaze trained on the man. "A Crow."
The man kept to himself as he wiped down the chrome furniture in the room.
Jonas unknowingly grabbed his packet upside down and the papers fanned out across the floor.

The man tucked his polishing rag in his pocket. He reached down and picked up the colored paper.
"Academy?'

Jonas nodded.
The man shook his head in adissenting manner.
"What'swrong with the Academy?" the girl demanded.

"Bunch of killers." The man scooped up the rest of the papers and handed them in two pilesto Jonas.
"You do not look like akiller."

"| think you need to leave." The nurse's assistant stood up defensively. "Don't make me call
Enforcement.”

"That's okay. I'm on my way." The man gathered his pail and moseyed oui.

Jonas checked to make sure the man was not lingering in the halls. Then he grabbed acup and filled it
with fluid. "What'swith him?"

"Those people, if you can cdl them that, hate usfor no reason.”
"| learned that we chased them off this planet when we migrated here.”
"That'sjust not true,”" the girl huffed, and ssomped out of the room.

"Sorry." Jonas just sat there, bewildered at her attitude. He could not understand it. His master at second
school had taught them dl about the Provisiona Settlements.

The colonies migrated from their home planet, Venus, in order to escape its withering atmosphere. His
measter would not lie. Then again, Captain Troupe had dways been at odds with his masters.

Jonas recollected atime when hisfather punched out a master who suggested that there was asmall
village of Crows and Sgpiensliving harmonioudy.

Jonaslay in hisbunk. He was now anxioudy awaiting his release tomorrow. The nurse's ass stant gave
him the cold shoulder the rest of the evening. Maybe Aunt Cleonias dwelling wouldn't be that bad. After
al, it was only for acouple of rounds. Gawking at the empty bed above him, he kept closing hiseyesand
trying to will himself to deep. Nothing was working. He reached under his pillow and pulled out his
father's stone. Jonasrolled it between his fingers as he hoped for guidance. Maybe he would read over
the packet he received. When he put the stone away, he thought the small rock went into his pocket but
it fell in between the shedts.

Jonas reached over at his bedside table and seized the papers. He held them opposite the window so he
would get the moon'sillumination. The light would provide a sufficient reading environment.

The top paper was his curse. The acceptance letter into the Academy. How he wished hisfather would
forgive himif he did not go. Thumbing through the papers, he searched for his parents trust. The
Parliamentary Council awaystook care of their officersand their families.



While going through the packet, Jonas detected ared dot flickering on the top right corner of the papers.
He shuffled the packet up and down but the dot remained in place. Jonas laid the packet down on his
bed. The dot flickered on thewall in front of him. Oh, no, he thought. Cautioudy turning toward the
window, he noticed a probe hovering right outside the window opening. It waslike the others, which had
destroyed hisfamily. Thisone had itslenslocked right on him.

"What do you want from me?" Jonas vaulted onto the floor and quickly rolled against the opposite wall.

Crack! The probe unchained its firepower into the wall. Jonas stared at his bed. The papers from the
packet were mixed with al the charred remains of his deeping area.

Jonas scanned the doorway. It was dightly gjar. He stayed low, diding himself along the floor, towards
his escape. The familiar sound of the clicking lens stung every nerve.

Ashedithered dong thefloor, the red tracer light flickered only afew inchesin front of him. Thekiller
robot tried to get aim of itstarget as the dot drew closer. Jonas wedged hisfingersinto the door's
opening. He pulled it open, flooding the room with light from the hallway. Jonas got up to hisknees. He
was abouit to legp into the exit when a shadowy figure blocked the door. The dark man was bearing a
long, rod-like weapon.

The figure took the weapon and pierced the probe, pushing it into the wall, knocking itslensto the floor.

Jonas took advantage of the opportunity and fled the room. Curious, the teen looked back to seewho
his rescuer was. It was the clean up man from earlier in the day.

The man was bashing the evil machine into a usdless dented can. He continudly hit the probe with his
mop until it dropped.

Jonas stood in the doorway, afraid to come back into the room.
"Y ou better run." The man caught his breath as he rubbed his mop handle down with adirty rag.
"Y ou best the thing with amop?" Jonas thought it was some kind of fighting gear the man used.

"These probes have the Republic written al over them." The man wiped his swegty face with the same
rag he'd used to clean the mop. "For some reason, they're after you." The man looked sternly at Jonas.
"They will get you if you don't watch yoursdlf."

"Why would they want to kill me?" Jonasfigured he was safe in the medi-center.
"Ligten. Get your thingstogether and follow me."

For thefirst time, Jonas, who trusted everybody, was not sureif he should trust this person. Hewasa
Crow.

"Get your things," the man shouted.

Jonas redlized that thisman had, in fact, just saved hislife. He ran over to his bed, discovering that his
papers were unsalvageable. He ran to the corner and gathered up some of his belongings. He tossed
them into his backpack. Jonas knew more probes were on the way. The teen headed down the hallway.

"Hey!" the man shouted.
"Huh?' Jonas stopped.



The man gestured for Jonasto follow.

Both of them ran down the opposite direction of the narrow hall. Every step had Jonas looking behind
him. He was expecting more probes just like held experienced at his dwelling. The maintenance man
stopped at the end of the hallway. He looked at Jonas and pointed to the bare wall.

"Y oumust keep going.”

Jonas grew extremely nervous. Maybe this person was setting him up. There was absolutely nowhere to
go. "Where?' Jonas pointed back down the hallway. "There?"

"Here." The man tapped three times on the top right corner of the wall. The entire end of the halway
opened up.

The opening led to adark, secret corridor. The ceiling dipped low, which only made the passage more
egrie.

"At the end, you will find adracosaur. It will take you where you need to go.”

"Wheredo | need to go?'

"You will betaken to a Safe Zone. Therewill be many people like me. Y ou will be safethere. | promise.”
"Crows?" Jonas asked.

The man heard a clicking sound approaching. "Get outta here. | will come by later.”

Jonas stepped into the black passage. He was about to thank the man but before he could get aword
out, the wall was dammed shut. He thought he spotted the nurse's assistant poking her head around the
corner. He wanted to go back and tell her to run. He hoped the nice Crow would protect her, too.

Jonas glared down the black tunnel. There was no sign of light. He squinted his eyesin hopethat his
pupilswould adjust.

"Oh, great." He started down the corridor using his hands as aguide againgt the cold wall. He thought
about the dracosaur that was supposedly waiting for him. Jonas feared those huge lizards more than the
probes. HEd never seen onein person.

The only reference Jonas had about the dracos was from the tories hisfather used to tell him. Inthe
early years of settlement, the Council ordered all dracosto be terminated. They were dangerous. They
would congtantly leave huge remains of scaly skin behind, which decomposed and caused disease.
Captain Troupe said dracos would eat anything they could get their razor sharp teeth into, including
humans. If that was true, then this man was |eading Jonas to certain desth. That doesn't make sense , he
thought. If he wanted me to die, he could've just let the probe finish me off . Random thoughts
clouded his ahility to think straight. He would just do as he was instructed.

With every careful step down the tunnd, the air became cooler and more humid. Another thought
popped into his head. How would he get to hisaunt's dwelling? Was she okay or had the probes visited
her, too? Then the most pressing issue. What was the place his parents mentioned?

"Yes." Hiseyeswidened as best they could through the swelling.

A smdl light flickered further down the tunnel. Jonas prayed that this was the end of the passageway.
With each ep, theillumination grew larger. That'sit. He trudged more enthusiagtically. He stopped



using his handsto lead him. The ceiling was way too low for an al-out sprint or he would have done so.

He reached the mouth of the tunnel. His escape route brought him to asmall hidden swamp at the
mountain's foot. Jonas discovered the medi-center sat high up on the mountain. With the three moons
floating in the ky, he had plenty of vision. There was one thing missing though. The dracosaur. Maybe
that was agood thing.

Jonas could just run to his aunt's dwelling and warn her. That would be the best bet. He did not want to
go to a Safe Zone anyway.

A flat sandy plain opened up beyond the swamp. A path could not be too far away. Jonas ripped the
hospice band from around hiswrist and headed out of the swamp. He carefully went around the water so
hewould not fal in.

Raaaaaahhhhhh.

Jonas froze at the sound of thefaint roar. He shifted his eyes but did not see anything. His next step was
extra cautious.

Raaaaahhhhhh.
Jonas stopped again. What is that? Theroar wasalittle stronger thistime.

Jonas turned towards a crackling noise in the wooded part of the swamp. Something large was bresking
itsway through the viney trees. It was headed quickly in hisdirection.

Raaaahhhhhhh!
"Godsdivel" Jonas watched ahuge lizard rumble towards him.

The animal was not sopping. It wasin afull charge. Itslong bony tall stood traight up inthear. Theend
of the tail bore a spiny club-like weapon. Thelizard's eyes were deep red. Its scales reminded Jonas of
ocean waves as they rippled with the steady motion of the beast.

Jonas dove into the murky swamp, saving himself from being trounced. He poked his head out of the
brown water. The animal turned around and walked back to where Jonas had stood.

Thelizard parked his huge body and stared at the teen with one of its huge, bubble-like eyes. Jonas
waited safely in the svamp.

"Areyou adracosaur?' Jonas asked from the security of the swamp.

The giant lizard just kept staring at him through those large spheresin the center of its head.
Jonas stood up in the water and stood in place. "Are you going to take me to the Safe Zone?"
Thelizard shifted forward and |et out agrunt.

Jonas plopped back down into the water.

They studied each other.

Jonas thought maybe thisanima had the ability to understand him. It just responded to his question with a
jerk and sound. "The Safe Zone. That'swhere | need to go.”



Theanimd bared hislarge mouth. The beast et out agentle growl.

"You're no beast. Y ou don't even have teeth.” Then Jonas thought about hisfather's stories. This can't
be a dracosaur.

Thelizard plopped its orange-scaed body to the ground. It lay along the water's edge.

Jonas stood up again and dowly approached the anima. Thelizard remained initslazy locde. It was
very cam. Jonas held his hands out, demonstrating to the beast that he meant no harm. He advanced
cautioudy. Jonas admired the anima's beautiful armored plates dong his spine. They matched the lizard's
exotic tal. Jonasredlized this animal was harmless,

He caressed his hand up adong its natural armor. "Easy, fella."
Thelizard relished the attention and began to rall its eyes back into its head.

"You arent mean at al.” With each stroke aong the animal, Jonas gained more courage. Y ou like me,
huh?"

Thelizard jerked hishead and let out aloud roar. Jonas bolted back into the water. Once safe, he sat up,
noticing the anima had not budged.

"Okay... maybe you don't like me." Jonas stood up and wiped his pants free of muck. "What am |
supposed to do? Wheredo | go?'

The lizard started shifting its body from left to right. Its head dightly jerked up and down.
"Oh. Y ou want me to hop on your back."

The lizard answered Jonas by rocking its body with more force.

"I'mright?’

Thelizard jerked itshead again.

Five

The night sky hid behind the sun asit cracked through the horizon. The moons were vanishing beyond the
reddish hue. The land was barren. Few trees dressed the landscape. The only protection the area could
count on was the vast hills that encompassed the valey.

Jonas was tucked in between the heavy plates that ran up and down the draco's spine. The anima dowly
trotted toward a collection of lights at the base of the hills.

Suddenly the dracosaur stopped. The animal's eyes reddened asit lowered its upper body. Jonas thought
it was some sort of an attack stance because it had done the same thing to him at the swvamp. The animal
scouted the nearby areaasif it were hunting something. It began to move again. However, thistime it
puffed out its armor plates and seemed to crawl more than walk. Jonas quickly regained his balance. He
suddenly had more room because the wedge he sat in was not astight.

Asthe anima made itsway towards the lights, it swayed back and forth, showing off its natura
protection. Jonasfelt like he wasin alarge rope swing. He dammed up againgt the plates with every shift
of the drac's spine.

The reason for the animal's strange behavior became very clear. Jonas and the dracosaur were



surrounded by five long-tooths. The sabercats conformed to offensive stances. Jonas knew that meant an
attack was eminent. He clutched the drac's plates and buried himsalf deeper into its back. The sabercats
released low, vibrating purrs. They inched closer to their dinner. Jonas could not Sit back and become a
medl. He recalled that the dracosaur responded to him in the siwamp. "Hit them with your tail. Hit them!™
Jonas dapped the huge lizard on its back.

The drac opened its mouth and sounded aterrifying roar. The anima leaned back onto itshind legs,
rolling Jonas down its back. The huge lizard pounced forward, crushing the sabercat benegth its feet.
Jonas wrapped his arms around the anima's rear plates. He prayed to the Gods that he wouldn't fly off
his precarious spot. With one swift motion, the angry lizard whipped its club-like tail acrossthe path,
sending a sabercat into anearby tree. The sabercat hit the trunk with such force that it got wedged into it.
Jonas could not believe that hisanima friend had such tremendous power.

The other sabercats retreated into the woods. The drac regained its stance and grunted loudly. Thered in
its eyes began to dowly vanish.

Jonas could seeasmadl city notched in the center of the valey. He wondered what was waiting for him.
He nervoudy clung to his sack.

The draco continued its way over asmooth trail asif nothing had happened. Jonas noticed a huge rock
wall, which protected the hidden settlement. Above the sonewall, astrand of tangled wiresran the
length of the village. The entrance was guarded by two human silhouettes standing in front of it. The
draco picked up its pace asit noticed the end of itsjourney was near.

This must be the Safe Zone, hethought.

"Hdt there, drac.” One of the men stepped out of the shadows. Jonas could not believe how ugly the
guard was.

"It'sa Sapien,” the other man shouted as he drew his blaster.
The dracosaur came to a sudden stop. It branded itsfiercest face and roared at the man with the blaster.

The unarmed man approached Jonas with hisarms up in the air to demondtrate to the animd that he
meant it no harm. Jonas felt more confident, because he redized his anima friend would defend him.
"What do you want?'

"l was sent here," Jonas answered.

"l wasn't talking to you, boy." The guard gestured his partner to come closer with the blaster.
The drac hummed alow-pitched warning.

"How did this Sgpien find us?' The man cocked his blaster again as he ignored the drac's sounds.
"l don't know but he will have to be diminated.”

"Eliminated?" Jonas clenched his sack again. He grew nervous because the guards were no longer
concerned about the dracosaur. "A man like you sent me here. He told me to come to the Safe Zone."

Both men laughed.
"It'strue. He works at the medi-center.”

"This Sgpienisobvioudy mentdly ill." The guard waved hisfinger at his partner. "Go ahead, Zeek, kill



him." He stepped aside.
"My pleasure.”
Jonas gtiffened up suddenly. He could not believe the person at the hospital had set him up.

The man put the blagter right up to Jonas's face. "The only good Sapienisadead one." Thedrac
released aviolent bark and whipped itstail into the guard, knocking hiswesgpon from his hand.

Jonas could not understand why this drac was protecting him. After all, it was a Crow that owned him.
"No!" adark figure yelled from the road.
Jonas turned to see the man from the medi-center waving hisarms.
"Leave him be. The Sgpien belongsto me."
Belongs to me? Jonaswas not sureif he heard the man correctly. Since when did he belong to anyone?
The guard was holding his bruised hand. "Darden?’
"Yes, it'sme. Don't shoot the boy."
"Y eah. Don't shoot the boy," Jonas chimed in defensively.
The guard shot hisdark eyes at Jonas again. "Quiet, Sapien.”
"No problem,” Jonas said with asmile.
"Darden?How do you know thisboy?"

"Someonewastrying to nate him--at the medi-center, of al places." Darden gestured to the
dracosaur to lie down.

The drac dowly dipped to the ground. Jonas looked at his new friend, Darden, and understood he had to
dismount. Darden approached the dracosaur and patted him on hisforehead. "Good girl, Chinka. Good

grl."

"Come on, Darden. He can't stay here." The guard joggled his head.
"Hewon't betray us. | have afeding about this one. Heisnot like the others."
"How do you know?" The guard stepped into Darden'sface.

Darden turned and smiled at his dracosaur. "Have you ever seen Chinka so protective of someone?’
Darden looked at Jonas.

Jonas was so confused that he figured he would ask questions | ater.
Darden kicked the dracosaur in the rear. "Chinka... Good night." 1t hopped up and ran off.
"Whereisit going?' Jonas asked.

"She needs to aways be waiting in the swamps. Her job isto transport any Crowsthat need a safe
place" Darden responded as he led Jonasinto the village.



It reminded Jonas of another place he had seen previoudy. The city was a perfect blend between a
spaceport and primitive living. The Crows did their best to emulate Sapien living. There were small
dwelings aong the outskirts, each holding asingle family. Few lightswere till burning from earlier that
evening. Jonas recollected atrip to the farthest moon, Jenco. Thiswas an exact replica of that.

He knew that these people used to inhabit caves at onetime, but the Enforcers flushed them out Ssmply
by tossing explosvesinto them. That would usudly wipe out an entire family starting with the babiesand
ending with the grandparents. The only people awake were the guards.

"Well stay therefor theday.” Darden pointed to alarge mud dwelling. "At night, you can take off."
"Take off?1 don't know how to get back. How would | find my aunt?*
"Wewill look on theterrain grid before you leave.”

Darden gpproached the round dwelling. He nudged the wooden door open with hishairy knuckles. "Go
ahead.”

Jonas entered.

Asthe teen quickly glanced around, he could see many objects that wereforeign to him. Onewall was
decorated with grinded stones that could double as knife blades. They camein many different szes. He
wasimpressed with the fine craftsmanship each blade had. Some of them had handles carved from thick
tree branches. As much technology as the Sapiens had, they could never create such beautiful tools.

"So, what do you think?' Darden stood next to his collection with pride.
"They are cool. How did you get these?" Jonas asked as he glided hisfingersadong alarge blade.

"They are from generations past. My parents grandparents used them for hunting, cooking and just about
anything you can think of," Darden said with obvious pride.

"Arethey dead?' Jonas|ooked at Darden sincerely.

"Wdll, my grandparents died naturdly but..." Darden looked like he was about to cry as his pride ran
avay.

"Yesh?'

He sucked in a deep bresth and wiped his eyes with his hairy hands. "The Sapiens got to my family. |
was on an exploration. They were searching for aplace they'd heard of. They say it'slike the heavens.”

"I don't understand.” Jonas watched as Darden'slips began to quiver.
"They were on aquest to live without fear. The placeisaplace cdled Strom. Ever hear of it?"

Jonass eyes grew wide. That had to be the place hisfather and mother were talking about that night. His
mother said 'storm’ but that had to be the place. "No." He did not trust this man enough to give him afull
account of his parent's degth.

"Anyway..." Darden sghed. "They werekilled by asmal group of Enforcers”

Jonas noticed Darden was embracing awooden figure, which resembled a boy. The man kept patting it.
"What's that?"



"A gift frommy son."

"You haveason?'

"He was with my family the day they were murdered.” Darden twitched.

Jonas felt badly for this man. Hed lost everyone who was close to him. They had a common bond.

"Oh... isthisyours?' Darden rearranged aleather purse, which was strapped to his chest. He opened it
and pulled out the stone that Jonass father had given him.

Jonas quickly searched his own pockets. "Where did you get that?"

"You left it behind at the medi-center.” Darden'slips curled and he outstretched his hand to give the stone
back to Jonas.

A loud knock came at the door. Darden quickly retracted his hand and pushed Jonas into an adjacent
room. "Stay there. No person knocks on the door thislate at night.” Darden headed towards the door
but quickly ran back to Jonas. "Hide yoursdlf."

Jonas listened as Darden answered the door cautioudly.

Darden began arguing with aman. It sounded just like one of the guards at the village's entrance.
"l had no choice, my friend,” the man'svoice sad.

"Of course you had achoice. Of courseyou did," Darden's voicefired back angrily.

"He should be here shortly,” the man rebutted.

"The boy trusted me. When did you talk to him?' Darden'svoice said.

"Shortly after you left the gates.”

"I've got to get Jonas out of here." Darden’s voice got quieter.

Jonastilted his head dightly to catch a better listen. He was certain that the other man had cdled the Old
Republic on Darden.

"Forget it. He might be anicekid, but heis ill aSagpien,” the man said.
"Hesdifferent,” Darden pleaded. "Much different.”

Jonas frantically scanned the room for aplace to hide. The only thing he spotted was a closet and a bed.
He walked around the room, making sure not to attract any premature attention.

"l am sorry Darden... He will be handed over to the Old Republic.”
Jonas stepped softly over to hisbag. He bent down to pick it up.
A loud knock was heard at the main door.

Jonas sprang straight up.

"Herethey are now," the voice said joyfully.



"Y ou better not open that door," Darden warned.

"They will kill you too, Darden, if you try and stop them.” The man paused to hear more knocking. " Then
you will have died for a Sapien.”

"So what? This hasto ssop sometime," Darden said.
"It will stop as soon asyou hand the boy over."

Jonas heard the strange man's footsteps approach the doorway. He was growing nervous. They had
findly gotten him. Thistime they would not use probes.

"Darden... The boy isnot typical. He is the son of Captain Troupe.”
"Troupe?' Anger grew in Darden'svoice. "Troupe?"
"Y es. The Butcher' himself," the man responded.

Jonas was dumfounded. How did Darden know my father? Why did they just refer to hisfather asa
butcher? What's that supposed to mean? He discovered another collection of primitive tools, which
were spread out along asmall table.

"Helo, friend." Another voice joined the conversation.

Jonass eyes widened as he redlized that the Emperor's men had entered the dwelling.
"Whereisthe boy?' the new voice asked.

"In that room," Darden'svoice declared. "Please... Takehim.”

Jonas could not understand Darden’s sudden change of heart. He glanced around the room for a quick
way to escape. There was none. Jonas quickly grabbed one of the toolsthat rested on thetable. It wasa
stone blade. He clutched it by itswooden handle and stared at the bed.

"In here?' The thumping of ahand pressed against the door.
"Yes," Darden confessed. "Before you openit... May | leave?”
"Onno, my friend. Y ou will be coming with us."

"But why?1 am handing you the boy," Darden pleaded.

"You aredill guilty of hiding himinthefirst place™

The door burst wide open. Two men stood there draped in black cloaks. Their huge foreheads
protruded through the overlapping hoods. One had a blaster hidden at hisside.

"Wherésthe boy?"

"He's got to be around here someplace.” The man with the weapon garted to investigate the room. He
lifted his blaster and kicked open a closet door. "Gotchal "

"Y ou found him?"

"No. Only wishful thinking." The man walked back over to the doorway. "Darden. Get in here.”



Darden arrived at the door. "What's the problem now?"
"Y ou said hewasin thisroom." The man held his pam open.
"Hewasin here. Honest." Darden poked his head into the room.

The other man scanned the walls, noticing there were no windows. "Where could this boy have possibly
gone?'
Darden pointed. "Look under the bed.”

Both men immediately dropped to their knees. The man with the blaster forced his weapon under the
unmade bed.

"We|?' Darden asked.
"Nothing."
"l promise you... the Moon Gods as my witness. The boy was here.”

"Saveit, Darden." The man fit the nozzle of hiswegpon directly into the gap under Darden'schin. "l am
quite sure the Old Republic will want an explanation.”

"Where are you taking me?"

"Y ou will bein the prison camp on Cordova. There the Emperor will ded with you." The man gestured to
the guards to take Darden out of the dwelling.

The men led Darden out of the room, damming the door behind them. The room sat quietly. The only
thingsin it were the bed and an old dresser.

The bed started to shake as the thick covers did off onto the floor. Jonas emerged from its center, full of
sheep'swool. He spit out awad of stuffing, which had dried his mouth. Jonas pulled the rest of his body
from the hole he had cut in the mattress. He covered the bed up once again with al of the covers. Jonas
withdrew to the closet and sat down ingde on the floor. He pulled the door closed, figuring thiswould be
asafe place until the moons came out tonight. All he had to do was figure out away past any guards.

Jonas thought he felt something poking him in the side of hisleg. He looked around but did not see
anything. His mind must have played atrick on him as he remembered that Darden had hisfather's sone.
He needed to get that back. He knew where Darden was going. He would need to get there. If hisfather
had doneit, hefigured he could, too.

Theimage of his mother suddenly entered his mind. He thought about her asif she were dlill dive. Hejust
couldn't get over the fact that she was gone. It didn't seem redl. Then, asif held been hit in the face with
redity’s punch, part of him completely understood that he would never see her smile or watch her crazy
mannerisms again. He just curled up in the corner of the dark closet and cried himsdlf to deep.

* k%

The day passed without further incident. No one came back into the room. Jonas was so anxious that he
could not keep ill. Staying in acloset for hours was definitely not comfortable. Jonas had checked out
therest of Darden's dwelling. He lifted anicelittle blaster from the Crow's bedroom.

The blaster must have been specid. It was half the size of anything Jonas had ever before seen. It had
cool inscriptions aong the chrome barrels, but he couldn't read them. The words werewrittenin



Crintallo , Crow aphabet. He knew it had to be a kegpsake of Darden's. That made it even more
worth it. He turned my butt in--I'll kill himwith his own blaster.

His search dso led him to a map, which was very useful--consdering he didn't have any ideawherethe
dracosaur had taken him. Jonas looked over the map carefully. The tremendous details of the mountains
and the valleys made planning his escape easier.

Helocated Niles and ran hisfinger down the parchment scouting for hislocation. Niles wasthe city
where his aunt lived. Nothing seemed to be marked to help him find it. There. Jonas spotted avalley,
which was nestled at the bottom of three mountains. In the center of the valley he noticed atiny dot. This
has to be the Safe Zone . Jonas then ran hisfinger dong the map until he sopped on a square, which
was located on top of one of the mountains. He knew it had to be the medi-center. Thoughts of Darden's
betraya congtantly cameinto hismind.

Jonasjust couldn't understand it. One minute the man was protecting him like ason. The next thing,
Darden turned himin.

That'sit. It had something to do with my father. Jonas remembered that when Darden'sfriend
mentioned hisfather, Darden switched hisloyaty within seconds. Why does he hate my father? The
guy was a hero. Now he could not walit to get into the Academy and to fulfill hisfather's destiny.

Jonas charted aroute out of the Safe Zone. He laughed every time those words popped into his head.
Safe Zone? What a joke. He needed to snesk past the guards and work hisway up the mountains. He
would lay low for the rest of the night. Then he would hike hisway towards Niles.

Jonas made his way down the hallway. He approached the front door with caution. He did not want to
run into someone guarding the outside. Jonas tightened his sack around his shoulders and had Darden's
blaster strapped to hisleg with abelt. He was proud of himself because he was ableto create a
makeshift holster. It was an exact replicaof an Enforcer's.

Looking out through the thin panes of glass that ran down the front door, Jonas noticed the areawas
clear. He knew it was late enough and most people were deeping at this hour. Even Crows. Jonas
dipped outsde into the darkness. He dropped to one knee, keeping himself well hidden dong the
horizon.

He advanced with his back againgt the dwelling, figuring he could better blend into the night that way.
Every couple of steps, he would tap his blaster making sure it was till a hisside.

Jonas located a clump of garbage barrdls. He used them as ashield. He squinted his eyesto better focus
on some slhouettes in the night. How he wished the dracosaur was here. Jonas whispered her name.
"Comeon, Chinka."

There they were. The same guards that were at the gate last night. The only difference was that instead of
two, Jonas saw four. They were armed with heavy-duty weapons. He got the fedling that they were
waiting for him. How am | going to get past these men? He could not climb over the fence. The post
generated currents of eectricity that flowed through thelinks.

Jonas reached down, grabbing astone. He targeted the furthest part of the wall. He threw the stone with
perfect accuracy. It caught the top part of the blockade, sounding an dectric buzz. The stonefried
indantly.

The guards focus shifted in the direction of the sound. Three ran towardsthe far wal. Jonas could not
find the fourth. He crouched down behind the garbage.



"Up on your feet, boy," reveded a cold voice from behind him.
Jonas turned around to discover the fourth man, with ablaster pointed at his head.

"Thought we were dl stupid? Huh?' The man grabbed hold of Jonass collar. "My friends on Cordova
will be very happy to seeyou.”

"Where's Darden?' Jonas asked as he secretly clenched hisfigt.

"That traitor will be terminated any day now." The man grinned a Jonas as he stared directly into his
gyes. "Asfor you... | think alittle accident is about to happen. | figure your body going to Cordovawill
be enough." The man cocked his blaster. The sound haunted Jonas. It reminded him of a probe getting
ready to fire. His parents images flashed before him.

"Not today!" Jonas flung his hidden fist straight up into the man'slower jaw.

The man did not expect such strength. He regained his composure and flashed Jonas a bloody grin.
"Sorry, Sapien..." He answered Jonas with aswift uppercut to the ssomach.

Jonas sucked in any available air hislungs could capture. Hisface turned a bluish gray and hiseyes
bulged from their sockets.

"Eat some oxygen, boy." The man stood over Jonas.

Jonas fdl to the ground clenching hisgut.

"Now eat some of this." The blaster's nozzle was stuffed into Jonass mouth.

Jonas |ooked up desperately at his soon-to-be killer.

Again, the blaster was cocked.

Whack!

"Ahhhh!" Jonas flew back into the dirt.

The man's head exploded in multiple directions. Most of the remains were dopped al over Jonas.

Jonas |ooked up, surprised over the fact that he was till very much aive, amazed to discover hisrescuer.
"Chinka?'

The dracosaur let out aroar. She was obviously extremely pleased with herself. Jonas looked up at the
animd and could not believe the huge lizard answered histhoughts. How could this possibly be?

The animd |et out another roar and lowered itsdlf to the ground.
Jonas understood the lizard and hopped onto the back of it.

The dracosaur turned around and headed out the gates. The lizard trotted up the hill. The other guards
followed as best they could but the dracosaur quickly outran them. Once clear of danger, Chinka dowed
and moved to the tree-line of the woods.

"What are you doing, Chinka?" Jonas observed that the anima was stopping. "Chinka?"'

The dracosaur lowered itsaf. Jonas understood the hint. The dracosaur looked at him with her bubble
eyes. Shelet out alow purr and took off into the woods.



"Thanks," Jonas said with disappointment. He didn't want to see the anima go. He was hoping he could
get aride back to Aunt Cleonias house. Besides, he had grown to like her.

Jonas stood alone along thetrail. He figured he needed to make the trip up the hill in order to get his
bearings. A rustling noise came from insde the trees. Jonas placed his hand on his stolen blaster. "Who's
there?' He squinted and poked his head closer to the woods. The crackling of twigs grew louder. Jonas
pulled hiswegpon from his makeshift holster.

"In here," the soft voice cdled from aleafy area
Jonas clicked hisblaster back. He would kill anything at a moment's notice. "Who are you?'
"It'sme... your friend,” the voice stated from the cover of thetrees.

Jonas recognized the voice. He didn't know any girls except for the few hetalked toin school. "Do |
know you?' Jonas raised his head.

"It'sLiotta"

"WhoisLiotta? | don't know any Liotta." Jonasfocused his blaster into the woods. "Come out or | will
kill you."

"Why would you shoot the person who came to save you?" the soft voice asked.

"Y ou better get out here now. Thisisyour last chance." Jonas was freaked out. All he wanted to get
further away from the Safe Zone, but someone wanted to play agame with him. "I'm gonna count.”

"Save your breath." The voice hardened as adark figure emerged from the tree-line. As she came out the
moons light began to unveil her gppearance.

Jonas was taken aback amoment when he redlized who it was. Why would she--?

"It took me forever to follow you here, then | met this dracosaur. Thisisthe thanks| get for saving you?"'
The girl shot Jonas ahard look.

"l can't believeit'syou. Thisisincredible” Jonas was extremey ecdtatic at the fact that the girl from the
medi-center had followed him here. Thiswas the woman of hisdreams. "Liotta, huh?"

"Okay. So now you know my name. I'm exhausted because | wastraveling al night. We need to get out
of here"

Jonas stood there with hislips curled and his eyes moving up and down every part of her body. "So you
rescued me?'

"Let'sgo." Sheignored his question and retreated into the woods near thetrail.

Jonas hopped to hisfeet, grabbed his sack and made hisway after her. He started moving faster when he
heard the other three guards. | can't believe my nurse saved me. Jonaswas safely out of the Safe Zone
and just outside the gate. He aimlesdy searched the woods. "Where are you?'

"Over here" Liotta's voice caled out.
"Where?'

llHe.e.ll



"Whereishere?' Jonas bobbed hishead up and down, squinting his eyesinto the brush.
"Right here... Hurry up.”

"I would if | could, but | can't see you." He whipped his head around in response to a snapping sound
that came from behind him.

"Stop right there!" aguard said.

Jonas, without thinking, reached for hisblaster.
The guard then raised hiswespon.

Whack!

The guard's chest blew open as his body flew back. Darden's small weapon packed quite a punch. More
than anything Jonas had ever seen used by the Enforcers. Even hisfather's 3TA didn't have this power.

Jonas just stood there emotionless. His heart raced as his blood pumped rapidly through his body. He
began to breathe heavily. His eyes bulged from his forehead as amixture of shock and nerves quivered
up hisspine. Hed just killed aman.

"Let'sgo," Liottas voice pleaded.
Therewas no reply from Jonas. Tears did down his bruised cheek. Hisinnocence had just been tainted.

Liottajumped out of hiding and rushed over to Jonas. She tugged hisarm. "If we don't go now, we will
never be ableto leave.”

He rubbed his hand into his eyesto avoid Liotta from seeing any more water dribbling. "Okay."

Liotta pulled Jonas away. They ran up thetrail asfast asthey could. Every few feet Jonas would ook
back, hoping the man would get up. The further they retreated, the more he realized what he had done.
Thiswas not part of the plan--he'd just wanted to escape the probes.

Six
The moons glow gtarted to fade as the suns rays broke through the early sky. Jonas was sound adleep,

near asmoldering campfire. Liottawas |eaning against alarge rock next to him. She gazed a Jonaswhile
gliding her fingers gently through hishair.

"Why are you suddenly so friendly?* Jonas opened hiseyesdowly.
"Just figured | would come and save you."
Jonas pulled himsdlf into asitting position. "How did you know where | was?'

"Let'sjust say | was down the hall when the probe attacked you. | saw that maintenance man send you
through thewall.”

"So you followed me?"

Liottaput her hands together. "Well, | ran home, stole an old blaster from my father and went back to the
hospitd "



"Did Darden seeyou?'

"Who?'

"The maintenance man. Did he seeyou?'

"No way. Y ou're not the only one able to ride a dracosaur.”

"That villageis a Safe Zonefor the Crow people.” Jonas looked into Liottas eyes. "Darden was actualy
trying to save me. Then something happened.”

"Itisn't aSafe Zone anymore.”
"What do you mean?"

"I sgnded my father. They should be here any minuteto pick usup.” Liottaheld up asmal rectangular
devicewith ared flashing light.

"Why?" Jonas got to hisfeet. "All these people want isto live peacefully.”

Liottajumped up and stared Jonas stonily. "Give it abreak. They tried to kill you. Y our friend, Darden,
turned you in."

"How do you figure?'

"For sarters, he destroyed the probe to win your trust and to make himself ahero." She started pacing
and gesturing with her hands. "If you died that night by the probe, then Darden couldn't hand you over
and become a hero. It's the oldest trick in the book."

Jonas sat back down on the ground. "I guessyou'reright. It makes sense.”

"Hmmm." She nodded.

"But wait. He's on Cordova They brought him to Emperor Pernius. HEll bekilled for sure.”
"That'shisproblem.” Liotta snuggled next to him. "Besides, you'll bein the Academy in afew days."
"Oh, no." Jonasjumped up again. "My aunt!"

"Relax. She'staken care of." Liotta grabbed Jonas by the hand and tugged him back down.
mWhat?

"After the attack on you in the hospita, Enforcement went straight to her house to defend them against
any further threats."

"Why are the Crows so hdll bent on killing me?

The sounds of smdll crafts buzzed in the background. "Bye-bye Safe Zone." Liotta hopped up and pulled
Jonas with her to get a better look.

Jonas and Liottaran out to the edge of the woods to find twenty hovercrafts coming their way. In the
lead craft stood aman waving frantically.

"That's my dad. Daddy! Over herel" Liottajumped up and down frantically waving her arms.



" think he can seeyou.”
"How do you know?"'
"Heswaving at us."

The lead craft was coming up quickly. Directly behind it were four other crafts with huge cannons on the
front. Cannon crafts were built for heavy-duty battle. Each could segt up to ten Enforcers and adozen
laser rods.

Laser rods were inserted into the rear of the cannons and fired at their targets.

Behind those were what appeared to be attack crafts. Attack crafts were usualy smaller in design. They
were built to transport five Enforcers each. The ideabehind their creation was to target opponents swiftly
and make aquick retrest.

Jonas and Liotta headed towards the lead craft. Jonas realized something was wrong when her father's
wave turned into an up and down motion. It looked like he was trying to push them to the sde. Jonas
glanced back over his shoulder.

"Oh, Gods. Run. Run, Liotta, run!" Jonas clenched her hand. He jerked her sideways, back into the
wooded area.

"Do you want to tell me what'sgoing on?"
"What?Y ou don't enjoy holding my hand?" Jonasjust kept dragging her deeper into the woods.

Liottalooked back to see hundreds of Crows charging toward the crafts. They were armed with long
blasters. Probes were aso dispersed into the upcoming battle.

Jonas camed when he redlized that the Crows were not following them. He tugged on her shoulder.
"Look. Through here." Jonas pointed in the direction of the conflict.

The two of them observed behind the cover of the leaves. The Crows stopped their advance and started
to mount their wegpons to the ground. They converted their long blastersinto smal laser cannons by
flipping open small tripods. The probes advanced aong the front lines.

Jonas had heard amillion stories about the types of battles his father used to be in--Now he would get
the opportunity to see onefirst hand. Asthe two sides prepared for war, Jonas could not help but think
that this happened in order to save him. Liotta had warned him about Darden in the medi-center. He
hadn't listened. She'd had her dad pull afew stringsto save him. He was about to witness an
Enforcement .

With dl that was going on, Darden stayed in the back of Jonass mind. He just couldn't get over Darden's
sudden changein attitude. He decided that he needed some sort of an answer. Hed aways fdlt hisfather
was a hero.

Sam! Thefirst shot wasfired. Two probes blew apart. Pieces went everywhere, including the wooded
area. Three Enforcement crafts hovered quickly to fill the positions of the destroyed probes. Five
Enforcers jumped out of the back holding their weapons high. The other five enforcers leaned over the
sdes of the craft. They fired their blasters at smal, huddled groups of the enemy.

The unprotected Crows were ripped apart by the powerful blasts coming from distant larger crafts. The
small crafts acted as a clean up crew. What Jonas saw next shattered hisillusons of an Enforcement.



Two Enforcers ran down to a defeated team of Crows. Bodies were everywhere. Most of them were
dead. However, Jonas noticed afew injured men pleading for their lives. One person had lost hisleg and
was screaming in pain. The Enforcers approached the men. They did not see Jonas|ooking on and Liotta
was busy keeping an eye on her father as his craft led the attack. One Enforcer shoved his blaster right
into the injured Crow's mouth. The sounds of his cries softened into amuffled panic. The enforcer

cocked hiswesapon. He stared at his victim. Without remorse, the Enforcer squeezed the trigger.

"Look... Look at this." Jonas tapped Liotta on the arm.

mWhat?

"Hejust killed that wounded man." Jonas had his eyes dtill trained on them.

"So?' Liotta had not acarein the world. She wasto busy idolizing her father.

"S0? So? Aren't they supposed to capture the wounded guys?'

"Yeah... That'swhat they're supposed to do." Liotta chuckled.

Jonas knew she'd just saved hislife, but that statement just turned him off abit.

The other Enforcer made rounds to the injured, stabbing them into a painful deeth with hislaser blade.

Jonas continued to watch with his mouth hung wide open. He was not watching a battle. Hewas
witnessing adaughter.

Every pocket of Crows, every probe, was being wiped out one by one. So were the wounded. The
srange thing was that the Enforcers suffered minor injuries and put their wounded officersinto the crafts.
Jonas knew he better keep his mouth closed. After dl, they were hereto save him.

The smoke started to clear on the battlefield. The air was tainted with the smell of charred flesh. The
ground was dressed with various body parts. Jonas had been so anxious to see a battle up close, but
now, dl that had changed. Seeing the carnage, he wished he had only experienced hisfather's battle
stories, but now he had his own story to pass down.

The craftsrdlied together in the center of thefield. Enforcers hopped out of their vehicles congratulating
each other on their victory.

"Let'sgo.” Liottapulled Jonas out of the brush.
They hurried over to asmdl group of officers standing around the lead craft.
"Daddy?"' Liottayelled to her father.

A manin hisfortieswith sat and pepper hair and athin build waved his hand, acknowledging his
daughter.

"Thank you, Father." Liottatook her hand from Jonas's and rushed to her father's side.
"Y ou have quite abit of explaining to do." Her father stared at her sternly.

"I had no choice. Y ou know who thisis, right?" she said, gesturing to Jonas.

"Yup. Captain Troupe'sboy." Liottasfather put hishandsin his pockets.



"Jonas, thisismy father, Magter Cling." Liotta hung to her father'sarm like the innocent little girl she used
to be.

Jonas offered his hand. "Thank you, gr.”

Heignored Jonas's hand. " Sorry to hear about your mother. My daughter tells me that you are going into
the Academy?'

"Yes, ar." Jonas|ooked down at the ground. What about my father? He died, too.
"Wearejust waiting for therest of the battalion to come." Master Cling stared out over the horizon.
Jonas stared a the numerous crafts and officers. "Therest, Sr?"

"That's correct. I'll be heading back to Tigriswith you two. The remaining groups will end the existence
of the SafeZone."

Jonas stared down the mountain at the small village, realizing the pain and tragedy those people were
about to suffer. He knew there were children down there. He started to rethink this soldier business.

Liottawandered off by some of the officers. She wasflirting with the few that were not fearful of her
father. Jonas watched wondering what kind of girl she actualy was. Liottawas probably ayear or two
older than he was. She seemed hard for someone her age.

Seven

The craft carrying Jonas, Liottaand her father pulled into ahover bay at the city's Port Earth. The driver
cut the vehicle's power. The craft gently descended to arest on the concrete. Liotta's father hopped out
and turned, offering his hand as assistance for Liotta. She grabbed on and hopped down, too. Then
Jonas grabbed his bag and did down the side of the craft.

"Jonas. Honey."

Jonas|ooked over by the entrance gate to see his aunt running over with her arms outstretched. Walking
behind her was Carlen, of course. Jonas waved at them, wondering if his cousin ever left hisaunt's
shadow.

"Oh thank Godsyou are dl right." Aunt Cleonia snatched Jonas up into her arms.
Seeing Carlen starejedoudy, Jonas flashed him agrin. "Hello, Carlen.”

"We have been worried sick. Where did you go?'

"Jonas was kidnapped by the Crows,” Liottachimed in.

"Oh," Cleoniasaid.

"Well, | wasn't redly kidnapped--"

"l had to go and save him." Liotta smiled and wrapped her arms around her father.
Carlenlet out asnicker.

Jonas rebounded with a stern ook.



"So how doesit fed to be saved by agirl?' Carlen had to let it out.

"l am so glad you're okay. Right after the attack at the medi-center, the Council ordered guardsto our
dwdling." Hisaunt finaly rdeased her tight hug.

"| thought the guy at the medi-center was trying to save me." Jonas brushed back his hair with hisfingers.
"Stupid, stupid, stupid. He set you up,” Carlen said.
"I know that now, jerk," Jonas admitted. However, he actually believed different.

"Girls, by theway, dways save the guys," Liottasaid as she tapped Carlen on the shoulder. "Hey, Jonas?
Gottago."

"Redly?'
"Yeah... My dad wants to have along talk with me. Hell probably give me aweek of home detention.”
"But..."

"I'll see you sometime in the future." Liottastepped up to Jonas. She made sure her father was not
watching and she gave Jonas a peck on thelips. "Bye for now." Liotta dipped a piece of paper into his
hand.

Jonas just stood there, hisfacelit up like the moons. His heart started to race as he watched her float
back towards her father.

"Get out. You and her?' Carlen interrupted his moment of bliss.
"Shelookslikeavery nicegirl, Jonas." Cleoniaadded. "Good for you."
"Can we go, Mom?' Carlen asked.

"Shut up, Carlen. Y ou aways want to run, run, run. Stupid boy."

Jonas picked up his sack. "It's okay, Aunt Cleonia. Let's get out of here.”

Aunt Cleoniawrapped her arm around Jonas and escorted him to adomestic craft, which waswaiting to
take them back to Niles.

—_—
They pulled up to Cleonids dweling. It looked like amilitary camp. There were Enforcers everywhere,
"I hateliving likethis" Cleonialaughed.

"How long have they been here?" Jonas asked.

"Since the attempt on your lifein the medi-center. They figured you were in danger. Putting together the
fact that you were attacked a your dwelling, then at the medi-center, the Council figured they could stop
any future attacks here," Carlen blurted out.

"Apparently the Crows are after you for some reason,” Cleonia added.

"I don't understand why. They aready killed my father. He was the hero.”



"So they redlly weren't after your parents. They were after you dl along,” Carlen stated matter-of-factly.
"That's strange.”" Aunt Cleoniaadded, "Why you?'
"l don't understand it mysdlf,” Jonas answered.

"Well, a least with al these Enforcers, | don't have to take out the waste retainers. They do it for me.”
Shelaughed again.

*k*

A few days had passed and Jonas was leaning up againgt Aunt Cleonias craft taking aim with Carlen'sair
gun at the scaly bird which rested in the trees beyond the dweling. He followed its dow movements
through the gun's sights. Jonas gripped the handle a bit and squeezed on the trigger. Blue paint splattered
al over the bird'sleathery skin.

Jonasfigured he could get one more good shot off before losing the animdl all together. Hetracked it asit
flew off into the sky. The teen pumped out another pellet, which just missed the bird. "Damniit!"

"Y our problem isthat you're aiming directly for the bird,” astrange voice from behind caled.

Jonas turned to see an Enforcer puffing on arolled lesf stick. "What am | supposed to aim for?' Jonas
replied sarcagticaly.

"No need to get snippy." The Enforcer moved next to Jonas and put his hand out for theair gun. "May
|?'

"l guess." Jonas passed the gun to the officer.

"Watch and try to figure out the secret.” The Enforcer leaned up against Cleonias craft and caught
another winged creature in his sights. He gpplied swift pressure on thetrigger. A splotchy blue bird
flipped out of the branches and danced wildly to regain control. Once the anima oriented itsdlf, it took to
the clouds. The officer aimed the toy wegpon into the air but not directly at the creature. He pumped it
once again. Thebird fell like arock that smacked againgt awall.

"Awesome." Jonas held out his hand, anxiousto get hisgun back. "Let metry."

The Enforcer went to relinquish the gun but pulled it away. "What did | do?"

Jonass mouth swung open. "What?"

"What did | do to get that bird?' The Enforcer handed the gun to the teen.

Jonas grabbed it before the officer pulled away. "Y ou aimed ahead. Ahead of the bird'sflight pattern.”

"Correct." The officer began to demongtrate with his hands. "Y ou seg, if you aim at the bird, by thetime
the pellet reachesit, it will have dready flown away. If you am dightly ahead of the bird, the pellet and
the bird will arrive a the same point at the sametime.”

"Thanks." Jonas |eaned back up against the vehicle and aimed towards the trees.

The Enforcer walked away with his eye trained on Jonas. Jonas did not even redlize the officer was il
watching.

Jonas pretended to pop a pellet into the branches. He imagined abird flopping out and fluttering its scaly



wings. Hewaited behind the sight asiif the anima was regaining control. Then hetracked it up into the
sky. "Bamm. Gotcha." Jonas noticed Cordovawas captured in his eyepiece. He stared at it intensdly. He
kept thinking about Darden in the detention center.

Helaid the gun down aong the front of the craft. Jonas reached into his pocket hoping to withdraw the
stone hisfather had given him, but it was gone. He glanced toward the gray moon that hung in the late
afternoon sky. He started thinking about the stories his father had shared. All the missions he heard about
engraved such fine details of Cordovain his head that he could probably create an accurate map with his
eyes closed.

Crazy thoughts went through hismind. If only he could get there. Then he remembered about Liotta.

* k%

That night the three moons it the sky. The center one, Cordova, wasfull, and the other two, Jenco and
Lunas, looked like book ends as they were each waning. Lunawas the only moon not inhabited by either
Crows or Sgpiens.

Jonas sat up in bed looking out the window. All he could see were silhouettes of the Enforcers guarding
thedwdling.

"Hey, Jonas?' Carlen called out from adark corner of theroom. "I am glad you're okay. | wasworried.”
Jonas|eaned over. "Redly?"

"Yeah... you're the closest thing | have to abrother yaknow."

"Thanks, Carlen. Same here." Jonas did to the edge of the bed. "Carlen?"

"Yeeh"

"Can | trust you with something?" Jonas looked over a him. "I mean, you really need to keep quiet about
it"

"Yeeh, sure
"Isthat a'yeah sure' just to hear what | haveto say, or isit for red?"
"Forget it, Jonas. Y ou don't haveto tell meif you don't want to."

Jonas sprang out of hisbed and walked over to Carlen. "I hate it when you do that. If | didn't tell you
then you would go crazy. Don't act like you could careless.”

Carlen sat up into the moons light. "Redlly. I'm not playing around. Don't tell me." Carlen laid back down
in the darkness.

Jonas threw up his handsin disgust and dove back into hisbed. Helay down, burying hisfacein his
pillow. He waited afew moments and pulled off the pillow. "Carlen?"

"l sad... | don't want to know."

"It'snot killing you to find out?"

"Nom."



Jonas gtarted shaking in hisbed. He sprang up in hisbed. "Okay fine... I'll tell you anyway."
"Cool." Carlen chuckled.

"See, you dways do that." Jonas got up and walked over to hiscousin. "Always."

Carlen once again sat up into the moons light. He Stared at Jonas, bearing a victorious smirk.

Jonas leaned into Carlen. He glanced out the window, making sure the Enforcers were not within
earshot. "I'm going to the Academy in about aweek." Then Jonas grew aserious|ook. "But first I'm
going to Cordova."

Carlen popped up from his comfortable position. He pinned Jonass arms. "Are you crazy? That's not
posshble”

"l need to go. | need to talk to Darden." Jonas was not sureif he should tell his cousin about the stone
that he dso wanted. He thought his cousin might belittle him for risking hislife over atiny object likea
rock. Jonas could not explain that the stone meant so much more to him. Besides, Darden knew
something about Strom, and Jonas needed to get dl the information he could.

"Forget it. That's worse than suicide. The Old Republic controlsthe entire rock. It'samilitary base.
They'll kill you beforeyou land." Carlen rleased Jonassarms.

"But | need to talk--"

Calencutin. "Hewill turnyouin. Forget it."

"So are you going with me?" Jonas changed the subject.

"Okay." Carlen sat back down abruptly. "My mother isgoing to kill me."

"Tomorrow we head off to the port. Wewill dip onto a craft headed towards Jenco.”
" oo

"Y eah. Once we get out of the atmosphere, we can take control over the ship.”
"What?'Y ou have redly gone mad. I've changed my mind. | will be staying here."
"With your mommy?'

Carlen sat up again. "Back off, Jonas. | am not going to kill someone--especialy one of our own. I'm
daying here”

Jonas decided to try anew approach and not be so chalenging. He needed Carlen's help. He suddenly
redized hewouldn't get it if every word out of his mouth was a put-down.

"Okay, listen." Jonas paused amoment, thinking about how he would tell his cousin about Strom. " Just
before my parents died, they mentioned a place called Strom. | don't know anything about it." Jonas
noticed he had his cousin's atention. "Y ou see...This guy Darden knows something about this place.”
Jonas |ooked deep into Carlen's eyes, trying to read hismind. "1 need to spesk to him before the
Emperor terminateshim.”

Carlen sat up and played with the two hairs sprouting from his chin. "1 ill think you're out of your mind."



"Thanks, Carlen. Thanksfor nothing." Jonas jumped back into his bed. "Tomorrow I'll go by Liottas
dwelling. Shell know how to do this." Jonas meted into his pillow and closed hiseyes. "She's got
connections.”

"Y ou don't even know where shelives," Carlen barked.
" She gave me her address on a piece of paper. Besides, welll get the bodyguards to take us.”
"What isthis'we stuff?| said forget it." Carlen rolled over and closed his eyes.

* k%

Morning came asthe sun led ablazing charge. It was easily one of the hottest days of the season. The
Enforcers guarding Aunt Cleonia's dwelling were changing shifts. Carlen had, as usua, been awvakefor
hours.

Jonas put his pants on and shoved hisfeet into his shoes. He dways kept the straps loose so he wouldn't
have to congtantly strap and unstrap them. He grabbed a shirt and threw it on quickly. He knew that if he
sweet-talked Liotta, shewould lead him in the direction of acraft.

Aunt Cleoniafixed alate morning medl. She made Jonass favorite: cactus crumb bread, spunk links and
power juice.
"Good sun to you, dear." Aunt Cleonia placed adish down on thetable. "Get some fuel into that growing

The one thing that kept bugging him was why his aunt was being so nice to him. She had dways acted as
if he were a second-class citizen. Lately though, she had treated him like aking. Thisisthe kind of med
his mother used to prepare for him. Plus, suddenly Carlen was constantly being scolded. Jonasfelt bad
because he knew it was hisfault. He should not have let Carlen take the blame for the craft being dented
up. However, he got akick out of seeing Carlen shrink in hisskin. He was ranked third in hisclass at the
Academy. He did everything by therules.

Jonas chowed down his breakfast. With every chew, he kept watching Carlen who was Sitting across the
table. Carlen seemed extremely interested in his cousin's egting habits.

"Y ou should dow down, Jonas. Y ou ezt too fast. Mom hasn't made abreakfast like this for about five
seasons. Enjoy it," Carlen stated between chewing.

That confirmed it. His aunt was being exceptionally nice. Did she want some of the credits hisfather had
left him? He thought about that as he gulped down his power juice. Carlen's father left them plenty of
creditswhen he died.

"Iseverything okay?' she asked.
"Gresat," Jonas blurted. "Mom used to makethisdl thetime."

"My mother rarely fixesmeals. Thisisatreat." Carlen went to scoop up another morsel when his mother
ripped his plate from the table.

"Nonsense, Carlen. | dways cook for you." She smiled at Jonas, looking for his acknowledgement.
"If you want to cal sand crackers and grain strands cooking.” Carlen laughed as he got up from the table.

"Stop it you, stupid fool," Aunt Cleonia defensively responded.



"Loveyou too, Mother." Carlen went into the other room. He popped his head back in through the
doorway. "Jonas, | will bejoining you today." Carlen waited for areaction from his mother but there was
none.

Jonas just continued egting hisfood. He was not affected by the conversation &t al. In fact, he could care
less

Moments later, Carlen entered the room with one of the Enforcers. He was carrying a daypack. " Jonas,
thisisKiyo. Heisgoing to escort usto Liotta's dwelling.”

The officer was over six feet tall. His hair was rough brown. He had deep pitted eyes that could blow
holesinto anything on which they focused. Then Jonas redlized that Kiyo was the officer who'd helped
him yesterday.

Jonas looked a Carlen like he was going to kill him.

"Waell, isn't thisgreat? Kiyo isgoing to take us over therein an officid craft." Carlen smiled.
Jonas knew Carlen meant well. "Fantastic. When do we |leave?’

"Now. If you'reready."

"Let'sgo." Jonas popped up from his chair. He tossed the last spunk link in his mouth and chugged the
power juice. He wiped the excess dribble from his chin.

*k*

The boys sat in the rear of the craft. It was definitely officid. It lacked al the comforts of aluxury vehicle.
The seatswere hard. The safety straps were made of tough materia. The floorboards were worn.

Using the address sheld given Jonas, the Enforcer led the teensto Liotta's dwelling. Word was that
Liottas father was as popular as Captain Troupe. He'd retired years ago from active duty, and continued
service to the Council by teaching the small crafts class.

"Soyou like Liotta?' Carlen asked Jonas.
"She's coal. A little rough though,” Jonas answered.

The Enforcer grinned as he listened to the conversation. Then with aswift grip on the handle, he brought
the craft to aquick right turn. The boys jerked against the backrest of the vehicle.

"What are you doing?' Carlen yelled.
"Taking afriendly littleride," the Enforcer barked as he threw the gearsinto full speed.

Jonas was getting nervous. He felt like he was about to fly out of the craft. He reached over and grabbed
hold of the safety strap. Asthe speed picked up, gravity madeit harder to bring the buckles together.
Jonas shifted his body weight with one quick jump. He fastened on his strap. He looked over at Carlen
who was sitting comfortably next to him. Carlen watched Jonas put his belt on with complete amusement.

He tapped his dready fastened strap. "Way ahead of you, cousin.”
Jonas acknowledged the fact that Carlen probably had it on before the ride started.

"Sit back guys... well betherein afew moments." The officer laughed as he watched the boys hold on to



thingsfor security.
"Thisisinsane" Jonasydled.

"It'snice to see you're scared of something,” Carlen said. "Just think, there is someone who drives crazier
thanyou."

The craft suddenly decelerated. Their bodies were tossed forward. Jonas was thankful he had his strap
on now. He would have ended up on his head, next to the Enforcer.

"We have arrived, gentlemen.” The Enforcer svung the craft dowly around to the front of the dwelling.

Jonas could not believe his eyes. The dwelling wasfive timesthe size of anything he had ever seen.
Liotta's place was surrounded by acres of land. The home wasin aremote areaand the dirt was covered
with small green blades. The properties borders were lined with strange looking trees with wide, flat
leaves.

"L ook at this place, Carlen.”

"I've never seen thiskind of stuff before. I've read about it though," Carlen said.
"What isit?'

"Grass." The Enforcer answered before Carlen could.

"What isit?" Jonas asked again, dueto the loud humming of the craft.
"It'sgrass. Probably imported from the other sde.”

Carlen leaned forward. "The other sde of what?'

"The other Sde of the planet. It'sloaded with grass and these excotic trees.”

Jonas absorbed what the Enforcer just told them. The other side sounded like paradise. Once he
graduated the Academy, hewould go there. Maybe Liotta could tell him all about this grass stuff. It was
truly beautiful.

The craft halted and dowly descended. Jonas hopped out without waiting for the craft to reach the
ground and ran up to Liotta's front door. He couldn't wait to see her. Jonas knocked a couple of times.
Therewas no answer.

"Didn't she know wewere coming?' Carlen yelled from the craft.
"No. Why?'
"Because she's not answering. That'swhy."

"Maybe she went to work at the medi-center. | figured we could at least try." Jonas turned to knock
again and discovered Liottain the doorway.

Her face waslit up.
"You arehome"

"I don't haveto work today." Liottalooked over a Carlen. "Hi."



"Greetings." Carlen straightened up in his seet as he saluted her.

Jonas fdt atouch of jealousy coming over him. Carlen was off limits. Liottawas off limits. The two of
them together? No way. There will be no more greetings going on here.

"So what brings you here? Miss me?" Liottas eyes widened.
"No... I, uh... need afavor."

"Oh." Liotta's ego deflated. "What do you need?'

"Do you know of any port that offerstripsto Jenco?'
"Excuse me?" Liotta blurted with achuckle.

"A craft to Jenco?" Jonas smiled &t her.

"What's going on, Jonas?" She noticed the Enforcer smoking aleaf stick in the craft. "Comeingde.”
Liotta pulled Jonasin the house.

Jonas |eaned up againgt thewall and gave Liotta a serious look. He trusted her enough to tell her
everything, except about the stone. 1 have to get to Cordova before | enter the Academy. | figured |
would take a craft to Jenco. Once we were off | would claim it and head to Cordova.”

Liotta dammed the door shut. "Are you going mad? The Old Republic would shoot you down before
you even got into orbit. Clam it?'Y ou mean sted it."

"It'ssomething | haveto do, Liotta. Thereis something about my father | need to find out."

"Y our father was ahero, Jonas." She rubbed her hands along the side of hishead. "Y ou will go to the
Academy, too. And you will be ahero, too."

"Yathink 07"

"Remember the maintenance man from the medi-center?' Jonas was about to tell her and hoped she
understood. "WEell, my father told me about a place called Strom. He barely got the words out and he
died. Okay... Then the Crow, Darden, told me about a place hisfamily was searching for. It, too, was
cdled Srom.”

"So thereisaplace called Strom. So what?' Liotta was not comprehending what Jonas was talking
about.

"So then Darden turned mein when he heard my father'sname and | still don't know anything about
Strom." Jonas was getting mildly heated.

"Okay. Comewith me." Liottagrabbed Jonas by his fingertips and tugged him across the dwelling into
the living space. The walls were covered with pictures of the homeland, and miniatures of small crafts
were displayed randomly around the furniture.

"Y our father lovesthe homdand, huh?'

"Never mind that. Actualy he hates what the Council has become. He says the Sapiens were at onetime
apeaceful people.” Liottaguided Jonasto alarge dome. It was easy to see that it had been made out of
bronze or some sort of brown metal. Jonas could tell it was clearly an antique.



Liotta pressed a button, which rested in the top of the dome. The semi-sphere illuminated, converting the
bronze dome into a backlit globe.

"That'savesome. What isit?' Jonastrained hiseyesonit.

"Thisisaglap. It'sathree dimensonad map. Cool, huh?' Liottagrinned at the positive reaction Jonas had.
"Let's see. Strom. Strom. Strom.” Liottaused her fingersto find this mysterious place.

"Findit?" Jonas hovered over her shoulder.

"Nope." Liotta began to speed up her search. "I can't find it, Jonas." She broke from the glap and looked
at Jonas like hed lost hismind. "Thereisno such place.”

"That'simpossible!" Jonas walked away, frustrated. "It's gotta be there. My father wouldn't lieto me.”

"l am so sorry, Jonas. It'snot there." Liotta gazed upon her friend sadly. She could seethe disbelief in his
face.

"You gottahdp me.”
"Going to Cordovaissuicide." She knew that was the wrong thing to say.

"I cameto you because | needed your help. Apparently you don't want to help me." Jonas turned and
opened the door. Hewas glad he had kept the stone thing to himself.

Liottawatched him as atear trickled down her soft face.

Jonas made hisway back to the craft. "Let'sgo, Kiyo."

Liottaran after him. "Wait! Jonas?' She pulled him back into the dwelling.
"Please, not another safety lecture.”

"Shut the hel up!" Then quickly changing her tone, "Come with me. Y ou had better promise not to tell
anyone. Not even that cousin of yours, Carmen.”

"Carlen."

mWhat?

"Hisnameis Carlen. He's actualy okay."

"Keep quiet. Thiscould get my father inalot of trouble.
"Fne" Jonasfdt like something good was coming.

Liotta grabbed Jonas by the hand and led him down the hallway. She picked up aglow wand, which
rested on asmall table. When they cameto adoor at the end, Liottaflung it open and Jonas followed her
down the gairs. Along the way, Liottalit ectric lampswith the glow wand.

"Thisiscool. Whereisit leading usto?'
"My father's collection.”

The tunnel led the two of them hundreds of feet away from the main dwelling. Liotta stopped and tapped
ametd plate with the wand.



"More stairs?' Jonas said.

"They will lead us directly up to Daddy's collection.” She gently squeezed his hand. Liottagracefully
tugged on hisarm as she guided him up the steps. They came to an entrance, which had the smallest
amount of light peeking through the space between the floor and the door. "Remember, not even Carlen
can know."

The door squesked open dowly. The entrance of the room quietly revealed the masterpieces Liotta's
father had well hidden. Jonass mouth watered.

Every smdl craft ever commissioned by the Council was arranged systematicaly before hiseyes. Liotta
waved her hand in the rear corner of the room asif she was displaying agrand trophy. "Three of the Old
Republic'sfastest, finest and well made crafts.”

"Whoa" Jonas was overwhemed by the sheer size of the room. It was at least twice the Size of any port
hanger he had ever seen. He did not even hear what Liotta had just said.

"Okay?' Liottatapped Jonas. "Okay?"
Jonas snapped back into redlity. "Okay."

"There." Liottapointed to one of the Old Republic's crafts. "That's the way to Cordova. It'sa current

Jonastilted his head towards her and rolled his gaze dowly into hers. "I think I'min love.”
"Redly?' Liotta perked up and tugged on her hair to giveit aquick fix.

"Yeah... Look at all these crafts." Jonas wandered around the room aimlesdly.

"l see" Liottadropped her head in embarrassment. She hoped she had not revealed her fedings.
"Why would your dad get in trouble for having these?'

"The Old Republic crafts are off limits. They are supposed to have been destroyed. My father thought
they weretoo beautiful to ruin though.”

Jonas admired the way the crafts were finely wrapped in chrome tubes, which twisted up the sides of the
vessdl. Hewaked over and serendy ran his hands up and down the handcrafted alloy that made up the
craft's shell. Jonas could not believe arace so savage could create something so perfect.

"The craft you are admiring should take us up to Cordovawith no problems.”
"Us?" Jonas sopped enjoying the ship. ™Y ou mean me."
"No, Jonas. It'smy father's craft and you must take me with you."

"Comeon, Liotta. It istoo dangerous. Thisis something I've got to do." Jonas walked over and placed
both hands on her shoulders. "Please.”

"Nope." Liottapushed off Jonass hands. "Let'sgo."
She pulled Jonas out of the room and dammed the door shut.

"Comeon, Liotta. Can't you understand? Thisis something | haveto do. | don't want to drag anyone else



intoit."

Liotta stared into his green eyes and shoved him up againgt the dark wall, which lined the stairwell. "1 am
going with you and that'sfinal." Sheinched her face closer to his.

Jonas gently grabbed her waist and pulled her in even closer. He leaned into her and placed hislips upon
hers. His heart raced as his endorphins trickled down to his feet.

Then he broke their connection and opened his eyesto notice herswere still sedled shut. "Okay. Y ou can
comedong.”

Liottadowly opened her eyes. "'l knew you would see things my way." She dragged him dong the sairs.
"My father leaves on an Academy retrest this evening. He will be away for two rounds.”

"So we leavetonight.”" Jonaslips curled into asmile.

* k%

All three moonswaned over the city of Niles. Jonas finished stuffing afew more thingsin his backpack.
"Carlen. Carlen?' Theteen grinned as herealized his cousin wasfast adegp. Jonas carefully made his
way over to the door and tugged on the handle with the utmost caution.

A beam of light began to illuminate the dark room as the opening doors widened. Voices chuckling in the
hallway meant that Jonas needed to find another route. The Enforcers were everywhere. Jonasfigured
that, because he heard more than one man's voice, the outside had to be clear. Therefore, he went
toward thewal length window.

Jonas tugged back on the curtain. His hunch was correct. But why were the Enforcersin the house? They
couldn't detect any probes from in here. He held the thick curtain back and cautioudly dipped his body

through.

Just as Jonas | eft, the Enforcer, Kiyo entered the room. He unclipped his blaster, which was strapped at
hissde. He quietly approached Jonass bed and quickly whisked away the covers. Kiyo then fdt a
breeze come across his hard face. He noticed that the curtain was shifted.

*k*

Jonas had quietly hotwired one of the Enforcer's crafts. He had zipped through Nilesto the outer territory
where Liottalived. He hid the vehicle in the odd-looking trees that decorated her father's property. Jonas
hurried to the front door and knocked three times.

Liotta cracked open the door and flashed her eyes around the landscape. "Alone?’
"Of course." Jonas grinned.

Liotta pecked him on thelips and pulled her friend ingde with her. "All we needto doisalittle
preparation and were on our way." Sheled Jonas down the dimly lit stairway.

"What do we need to do?" Jonas asked as he watched Liotta tap the glow wand along the lanterns.
"I can't pull the craft out. It'stoo heavy." She massaged his shoulders. "But abig guy like yoursdf... ™

Jonas came to a sudden halt. "Did you hear something?' He placed his hand on Liotta's ssomach to stop
her from moving.



"No." Sheflipped off his hand. "We had better hurry though. The moon'slight is perfect. It will change
within an hour or s0."

They traveled down the tunndl and back up the other stairwell. Liotta pushed open the door. "All we
need now isto get some fud into the craft.”

"Cordova... Here we come." Jonas clapped his hands together.

"What exactly are you planning on doing with this Darden guy once you talk to him?" Liotta asked.
"Kill him, of course." Jonasflashed an evil grin.

"No oneisgoing anywhere," adark voice called from the entrance.

Jonas and Liotta stopped arguing to see Kiyo step out into the light.

"l heard everything. Not only are you two in ahesp of trouble, but so isthe master teacher. | dways
thought your father was up to something.” The Enforcer drew his blaster and motioned Liottaand Jonas
to take a seat.

"Why did you follow me?" Jonas asked as he sat on ashort chair near the craft.

"Because you'rea Troupe. Y ou may be aboy but you are fill a Troupe." The Enforcer cackled.
"Everyone knows Troupes can't be trusted.”

"What's that supposed to mean?" Jonas cried.

"Youll find out. I'm sureyou're avery nice boy. | will sgnd the authorities and let them know what's
heppening.”

"So now my father getsin trouble?" Liotta gpproached Kiyo.

The Enforcer cocked hiswespon, stopping Liottals advance. "Very much trouble. | am sorry, young
lady. Thisisabreech inthe code." The Enforcer tugged on his necklace and a digital tone beeped. "1 am
so very sorry, kids." Kiyo waited for hissignd to be received, as he stared with ahuge sarcastic grin
across hisface.

Wham!
The officer dumped to thefloor.

Carlen popped out from behind him holding alarge stone. He looked over at Liottaand Jonas. "Looks
likewe'red| going to Cordova--with an officia escort.”

Jonaslaughed. "Carlen... | can't beieve..."

Carlen dowly peded the blaster from the Enforcer's hands. "He woke me up when he entered our
room." He removed Kiyo'srestraint straps from the officer's uniform pouch. Carlen bound the officer's
hands together.

"Carlen. You aren't the dork | thought you were." Liotta smiled. She walked up to the Enforcer and
ripped the transmitter from his neck.

"What the hell arewe doing? | didn't want this." Jonass mood changed. "I didn't want you guys
involved."



"Well, cousin. Lookslikeit'stoo late.”
"What's your plan?" Liottasaid as she stepped beside Jonas.

Jonas started pacing back and forth. He was not sure he really had a plan. Now the stakes were higher
than he had expected. He had a hostage, two tagalongs and a craft that was highly against code
regulations. If he messed up now, the stakes would be tremendous.

"Let'sleave him here." Jonas pointed at the Enforcer.
"My father! Jonas, they will seizehim,” Liottasad.

Jonas came to the redlization that not only would Kiyo turn Liotta's father into the Council, but Aunt
Cleoniawould bein danger aswell. "Okay. Kiyo comeswith us."

Eight

The craft was dollied outside the storage port. Jonas siphoned bits of fuel from the other vehicles. Carlen
studied amap of Cordovas orbit. Astronomical geometry was hisfavorite subject.

The grid was outdated. It was dated from before the early days of Enforcement. Carlen figured it was ill
usable since Cordova had not changed much. The only difference was that the center moon's purpose
had changed. It went from being alookout post to amilitary fortress, which housed the Emperor and the
Old Republic.

Liottasat a her father's old desk writing him anote. She explained why she needed to go with them. She
wrote confidently that shewould return. Liotta ended her |etters like every one she had ever written--she
puckered her lips on the bottom of the page.

"That's s0 supid." Jonas caught her kissing the paper.

"Shut up. It'sfor my Dad." Liottaquickly stuffed the noteinto an envelope and labdled it.
"What did you tell him?" Jonas asked.

"Just good-bye for now."

"I'mthirsty,” Jonaslicked his parched lips.

"Therésasmall cold box over there."

Jonasturned to see metdlic box gtting in the corner. "Thanks."

"I gotit! | gotit!" Carlen jumped up and headed over to Liotta. "This map was pretty easy to read. We
need to go here. Thethird ring in from the surface.” Carlen pointed to aring on the grid. "Thiswill take us
here." He pointed again to another spot on the surface.

"What'sthat?" Liotta asked as she sedled the envel ope.
"It'sthe holding area--for prisoners.”

Jonas looked over his cousin's shoulder. "That's probably where Dardenis." Then he stared at Liotta.
"Doesyour dad have any blasters?

"Sorry. Just big powerful ships.” She amiled.



Carlen put down the map. "'l hear something.”

"You'recrazy," Jonas sad.

"No, redly. The Enforcer's awake."

"Whereishe?' Liottaasked.

Carlen ran over to the craft waiting outside. "I stuffed himin the craft.”
Jonas and Liotta followed.

"We haveto get going before any more Enforcers come around.”
"Let'sget thisthing up into the air,” Jonas yelled.

"l don't know how to fly that particular one." Liottalooked ashamed of the fact that she could not pilot dl
the vessdlsin Cling's collection.

"I candoit. Carlen, make sure the officer is secure. Liotta, you Sit next to me. My father taught me how
to fly when | was abouit thirteen. I'm sure I'll remember how as soon as| see the controls.”

**k*

Inside the craft, Jonas was checking out the buttons. There were plenty. He looked behind him to see
Carlen gtting uncomfortably next to the bound officer, who had his mouth stuffed with arag. Liottasat in
the empty seat on Jonassright.

"Okay. Strap in everybody." Jonas flipped open an ignition pand. He pressed histhumb onto an orange
button.

The enginesfired up loudly. The craft rumbled as the humming grew louder. Liottatried talking to him but
he could not hear her.

Jonas clenched the huge handles that came up from the floor. He pulled up on them until they werefirmly
tucked againg hisgroin.

The craft hovered smoothly off the ground. It rested in place for afew moments. Onceit gained enough
power, the ship blasted into the sky.

The Enforcer stared at Carlen while Jonas brought the craft out of the atmosphere. He started mumbling
something.

What?"
The man mumbled again.

"What?' Carlen put hishand up to hisear. "I can't hear you."

The man glanced down at his mouth hoping Carlen would remove the gag.
"Oh. | guessit'sokay now." Carlen pulled the rag out of the officer's mouth.
"Y ou will get shot down in about three minutes.”

"No way, man. We have a Crow ship. They'll never know wereinit." Carlen grinned.



"l am not talking about the Crows." The Enforcer grinned.

"Oh, no. Youreright." Carlen stood up as best he could. "Jonas? Jonas?' The vibrationsforced Carlen
back down.

Jonas could not hear him over the humming of the engines.
"Jonad" Carlenyelled.

Liottaturned to see Carlen trying to get Jonas's attention. She tapped him on the shoulder. When Jonas
looked, she pointed him in Carlen's direction.

"What's up, Carlen?' Jonastilted his ear towards the back.

"The Enforcers are going to shoot us down."

"What?"

Carlen took adeep breath. "The Enforcers are going to shoot us down!™
"Not if we beat them to Cordova." Jonas delivered athumb's-up.

Suddenly, without any warning, a Parliamentary Craft appeared out of nowhere. It was so large that it
filled dl the windows of Jonass craft.

"Oh, crgp!"

"Toldya" The Enforcer flashed Carlen asarcastic grin.

"It'sascaretactic. It'snot redl," Liottashouted.

"How isthat possible?" Jonas placed histhumbs on the red triggers a the end of the handles.
"Shoot it. Go ahead.” Liottamotioned to the triggers.

"Jonas don't,” Carlen begged from therear. "That's big stuff."

"Itisvery red, son. Bring thisthing back beforeit'stoo late," Kiyo ordered.

Jonas studied the ship in front of him. He noticed the tail ends of it were waving smilar to aflag's corners
inthewind. Real shipsdon't do that, he thought. Jonas squeezed the triggers, firing four bursts of intense
lasers a the Parliamentary Ship. Nothing happened. The blast went clean through the image. ™Y ou were
right, Liotta. Y ou wereright! It'safreaking hologram." Jonas turned and gave Liottaaquick kisson the
cheek.

Liotta blushed and pecked him back.
"Theresno timefor that,” Carlen jealoudy stated.

The craft continued its route towards Cordova. They were approaching quickly. None of them redlized
what ashort ride it would be.

"Prepareto land thisthing.” Liotta noticed the craters were getting closer.

"Where, Liotta, where?' Jonas |ooked back. "Carlen, where should we land?'



Carlen whipped out the old map. He rapidly scanned its contents with hisfingers.
"Calen?'

"Okay! Okay! I'm looking."

"That's not ahologram.” Liotta tapped Jonas's shoulder.

"Huh?" Jonas broke focus from hisdigital map.

"Look!" Liotta pointed through the window.

"Moond What isthat?'

A huge craft, double the size of their vessal, swvarmed over them. It locked in on them. Their craft began
to vibrate, accompanied by aloud rattling hum.

"Let meout of hereor well dl be dead!” The Enforcer violently pounded his chair rails.

"Jonas... Thisguy isfresking out!"

"That'san Old Republic Ship! We are gonna be vaporized if we don't get outtahere!" Kiyo yelled.
"Settle down man," Jonas shouted back.

"Y ou seitle down, dammit! Areyou stupid?’ The Enforcer broke arail, freeing hisleft arm.

Carlen jumped back but the Enforcer dready had him by the throat.

"Letmegoor | will kill him."

Carlen looked at Jonas in complete despair. He would have begged for hislife but the Enforcer's grip
encompassed his Adam's apple.

Jonas starred into the officer's eyes. He could tell by the weethered wrinkles, which dressed histemples,
that this man would terminate his cousin in aheartbeet. Then helooked into Carlen's eyes.

"L et the guy go, Jonas. Thiswas abad ideato begin with," Liottasaid.
Jonas lowered his head, hiding his pride. "Release my cousin and | will let you free."

"How about you let mefree, then | will release your little cousin?' the Enforcer snarled as he clenched his
fingerstighter.

"Actudly, hesolder,” Jonas rebutted, trying to maintain any sense of dignity.

Carlen whimpered.

The besting of the engines overhead grew louder and more intense with every passing moment.
"Liotta... Let himgo."

Liottamade her way to the rear of the craft. "Promise you won't hurt us once we let you go."

"I promise. | just want to get us home safely.” Kiyo'slips curled up.

The craft suddenly jolted, sending Liottainto Carlen. The force was so great that it caused the officer's



grip to bresk. Carlen and Liottawent tumbling into the corner.

Jonas was tossed againgt the control panel. He glanced through the upper window, noticing the large
vessd's stedl hull was on top of Jonas's craft.

Carlen got to hisfeet. "They are coming in here. | just know it."

"They aren't coming in here. They are escorting usto their port,” the Enforcer said. "That'swhy | wanted
to get out of this contraption. These escort ships do not have any blasters on them. Now let me go.”

"That'sright," Liottaremembered. "They are designed to pick up dl smal craftsin orbit." She dusted her
clothes.

"What do we do now?" Carlen approached Jonas.
"Nothing. We sneak out once we get to port.”

The Enforcer smacked hisfree arm againgt hischair. "Y eah, see, smart ass, we won't get that
opportunity. We... uh... look alittle different. We will stick out like sore thumbs. | would have pulled us
away from this Crow taxi." Then he started to unwrap his bonding straps.

"Why couldn't you just do that before?' Carlen looked on.
"'cause | had my hand around your neck.”

"Please, don't make me usethis." Jonas cautioudy neared the Enforcer. He aimed Darden'stiny blaster
directly at hisface,

"Jonas? What are you doing?' Carlen cried.
"Tiehimup, Carlen. Tiehim up red good."
"But, Jonas, he can help us," Liotta pleaded as she attempted to block Jonas.

Jonas gently nudged Liottaaside. "Quiet. This man was about to kill my cousin. We may have taken him
for aride to the center moon, but we never thought about killing him. Until now." Jonasinched closer.

The Enforcer stared him down with a stone face. " Put the blaster down, son."

"Oh, now I'm your son. | don't think so." Jonas returned the stony look. "Tie him up, cousin. Make those
bonding strgps nice and tight.”

Liottawas not quite sure what to make of Jonas. She couldn't understand this. This hidden dark side was
scaring her. " Jones, please?’

"Please what? Please let this man turn your father in? Please let this man terminate us?'
Liottawhipped her long hair around, ssomping to the front of the craft.
Carlen finished securing the officer to ametal beam, which ran verticaly aong thewadl of the craft.

Jonas lifted his blaster and quickly dammed the butt of hiswegpon into the sde of the officer's head. The
Enforcer collapsed dong the pole to which he was strapped.

The craft was towed dong the moon's orbit for about five minutes. Jonas and Liotta could tell that they
were hovering over the rocky surface. Jonas marveled at the city domes, which housed thousands of



dwelings. Theilluminated spots aong the horizon marked each individud city. Liotta counted thirty-two
domes before the space taxi released their craft along the ports runway. At the end of the runway, the
largest of al the domes rested. The man made atmosphere had alight blue tint, imitating the Earth's sky.

"We have arrived." Jonas hopped back into the captain's seat and regained control of the craft.
"We're here? Jonas? Wereredly here?' Carlen made hisway to the front of the craft.
"Sit down, cousin. We're heading into port.”

Carlen took thethird and find seat in the pilot's area. He glanced back at the officer who was till out
cold. Then he stared at Liotta

She sat quietly in her chair. Carlen wastrying to read her mood. The way she looked at the window was
not normal. Her tongue was pressing up againgt her cheek and her usudly full lips gppeared thin. He
understood she was not sightseeing. She just did not want to be bothered with anyone.

A red ring lit up around the dome's rim as the convoy of crafts approached. The diding bay door opened
at the dome's base, dlowing theline of vesselsto enter.

The craft'slanding gear dowly released as the vehicle lowered to the surface. Crow guards came from
every corner of the port. They directed the vessdl to alanding pad.

"Whoa." Liottafinaly made asound. Y ou could see the Earth's reflection bouncing off her large, green
eyes.

"Put these on. Quickly." Jonas pulled afew robes from under his seat.
"Where did you find Republican cloaks?' Carlen asked as he ran hisfingers dong the fine materidl.

"Y our dad |eft them here." Trying to soften Liottals mood, he added, "He must have known that one day
your boyfriend would steal one of his crafts.”

"I don't have aboyfriend,” Liotta snapped as she pulled arobe over her.
"Sorry. Just trying to bresk theice abit.”

"Y ou were about to kill an officer, Jonas. Kidnapping, steaing a ship and landing at an enemy's base are
things | can handle. But killing an Enforcer?" Liottaflipped her hair again. "Heisone of us"

"l had to protect Carlen.”

"Whatever." Liotta stood up.

"I don't need protection.” Carlen flipped the robes hood over his head.
Liottatied her sash. "What's your plan now, tough guy?'

"| figured we would wait for the Crows to board, then we would blast them.”

Liottashook her head. "Oh, that's agreat plan." Shelooked at the officer. "What are we going to do
with this gentleman®?’

Jonas got out of his seat and adjusted hisrobe. "We will use him as a prisoner. Then wewill get into the
detention area.”



"Wedll... what if hetalks?" Carlen added as he adjusted his hood.

"I'vegot agreat idea." Liottaturned, staring Jonasright in the eye. Y ou go find your Darden person and
wewill gay right here. If you are not back within a certain amount of time, we will leave without you."

"Youll get killed if the Crows decide to board the craft." Jonastied his sash and pulled the hood over his
head. "We must stick together.”

"What are we going to do about the officer?" Liottanoticed the Enforcer mumbling to himself.
"I will take care of it." Jonasflipped his blaster out.
Liotta quickly blocked Jonas from getting any closer.

Carlen ripped the wegpon from Jonass hand. "I will handlethis." He stepped up to the officer and rested
the blaster on the man'stemple.

"Carlen? No!" Jonas pushed Liottaaside.
His cousin gave him afaint look. Jonas could tell he was over the edge. Something snapped.
"Carlen, please... HE'san Enforcer," Liotta pleaded.

The officer's eyesrolled towards his temples. He was trying to communicate but till did not have the
capabilitiesto put words together.

"| can protect mysdlf, Jonas... See?"

"Coudin, relax. | know you can. If you hurt this guy, not only will you get dismissed from the Academy,
you will get termination.”

Carlen dropped his head and focused on the floor. He brought the blaster to hisside. "Why were you
going tokill him?'

"l wasn't." Jonas walked over to awall storage container. "l was going to transfer the guy into this" He
pulled it open to display atight cell.

"Oh." Carlen handed the blaster back to Jonas.

"You are both insane!" Liotta smacked Carlenintheface. "'l can't believe you would even think of killing
that man.”

"l... I'msorry."

Jonas pushed Carlen. "Get your hoods up and wait for me outside. | will be right with you. Just as soon
as| put the Enforcer here away."

Liottawas rdieved. She too thought that Jonas had been about to terminate the officer.
Carlen fixed up his hood and walked down the ramp.
"I redly think we should have stayed right here.”

"Liotta... Please go with Carlen.” Jonas handed her the blaster. "Keep thisin asafe place.”

* k%



The port was busy. Therewas alot of commerce aong the docking areas. The place was packed with
Crows. It used to be the main military post before the Sapien immigration. With lessand lessland on
Earth, Cordovawas quickly becoming a settlement. This port was obvioudy a place where merchants
could hasde customers before they reached their new homes.

Liottaand Carlen were standing ten feet away from the craft. The good thing about their robes was that
amog al the common Crowswore them.

A robe's style indicated one's socid status. Since most Crows were poor, the ssimple brown robe with a
yellow sash was worn often. The sash was the essentia accessory. Y ellow sashes were dwaysfor the
civiliansor commons. The purples ones exhibited amilitary class. The Old Republic had awhole line of
robes, which displayed the different ranks.

They were fantastic disguises. There were no voice distinctions between Crows and Sapiens. Just the
faces and foreheads were different. Height was not a problem, because Liotta and Carlen were not fully
matured yet. Jonas stepped out of the craft wearing the Enforcer's uniform.

"Whét the hell are you doing?' Liotta barked.

Carlen noticed some Crows had aready spotted Jonas. He tugged Liotta by the arm before she could be
linked to hiscousin. "Leave him be."

"Looks pretty good on me, doesn't it?" Jonas said through tight lips as he winked at Liotta.

"l getit. | get it. He wantsto go to the detention block." Carlen was pleased with hisreasoning. "Then he
will find Darden.”

"l guesswe haveto follow him there," Liottasaid as shefelt around for the hidden blaster.

Within moments, Republican Guards swarmed around Jonas as he flaunted his stolen uniform. The
guards were draped in purple robes with wide black sashes. Patches of gray crescents, which resembled
the waning moon, were worn on their right shoulders. They drew slver blastersfrom insde their cloaks.

"Lookslikeyou got me." Jonass smile puffed out his cheeks. His eyes showed the hopes he had of
finding Darden.

"Down to the floor, Sapien." One guard aimed hisweapon.
Jonas nodded in agreement as he dowly went down on his knees.

Animpatient guard landed his boot in the back of Jonas's head to speed up the capture. The smile
quickly faded from the teen'sface. It was at that point he realized he might have made abad decision.

Carlen held onto Liotta's elbow and pulled her back into the onlooking crowd of merchants and
commons. A loud rumbling came from around the port's opening. A transport lowered next to Jonass
craft. Carlen tugged on Liottals deeve to get her to move further away.

Five more Republican Guards sprang out from the trangport carrying long blasters. They poured into the
craft. Only seconds passed before loud bangs were heard, followed by a quick blast.

Jonas's head whipped in the direction of his craft. He knew in his heart that the officer had been captured
or even worse, killed.

Liottaglanced at Carlen from underneeth her hood. They communicated their concerns without aword.



She shoved Carlen away from the crowd. Carlen responded by taking her hand and dashing to safety.

Jonas watched his fool proof plan rapidly crumble. The onething that put him at ease wasthat hisfriends
seamed to be safe. The guards arranged Jonas face down on the ground. The dust from the moon did not
taste very good. He heard laughing and cheering coming from the craft. While the teen'swrists were
being bound, he shifted his bloodshot pupils back towards his ship.

Three guards waked down the ramp filled with exuberance. Behind them, two more followed, dragging
the corpse of their latest trophy.

His captors swiftly lifted Jonasinto the air. The Crows had incredible strength.

Carlen and Liottawatched hel plessy as Jonas was carried into a Republican Trangport. Liotta pointed
towards the guards. "We haveto find away to follow that craft.”

The transport lifted a meter off the ground. ""Looks like weretoo late." Carlen tapped Liottaon the
shoulder. The craft blended into the horizon.

**k*

Jonas was headed for Cordovas military colony. The transport was zipping aong quickly. It traveled in
and out of domes, over craters and halfway acrossthe rock's surface just while they watched. Inside,
Jonas was mentdly preparing himsalf for hisencounter with hisfair weather friend.

With his hands strapped tightly to the craft's seat, Jonas stared at Kiyo's body, which waswrappedin a
foil-like bag. The odor that ran through the vessal confirmed the Enforcer was dead.

In the front, two guards piloted the craft dong Cordova. Jonas noticed they were different from the
Crows held met on Earth. Their skinwas grayishin color. Their eyes were glossy and dark red where
their lids met their pupils. Jonas could see the effects on them of living in an artificia atmosphere.

The craft zipped down an outdoor corridor protected by huge cannon blasters. The horizon had
numerous steel domes. In the center sat the tallest of round structures. Huge beams of light grew larger as
the structure opened its bay doors. Jonas stretched out far enough to get alay of the territory.

The areawas familiar to him. It was the side of the moon hisfather had so often described. In fact, Jonas
had such agood menta picturein his head that he could have drawn amap by memory. Thiswaswhere
so many Parliamentary invasions had taken place. He also knew this was not the place where prisoners
were held. It wasthe place where the Emperor resided. Thisfacility was dso where the termination
processwas held.

The trangport trembled. A loud humming sound captured everyone's ears. The usualy dark insdes of the
craft had become so bright that Jonas's eyes hurt until his pupils readjusted. Through the back windows,
Jonas watched the bay doors dowly close.

How are they ever going to find me? He thought about hiscousin and Liotta. Maybe | should have
listened to Liotta's plan. Jonas could not help but look at the dain officer next to him. He knew his
career a the Academy was over. It was completely hisfault that Kiyo had lost hislife. If he ever returned
home, the Council would probably make him pay with hisown life.

Nine

The transport lowered to touch the ground. The guardsinside the dome swiftly |eft their poststo greet the



craft. The onesinsde put their hoods back over their heads. Jonas thought this was rather strange. The
rear hatch steamed open.

Jonas noticed a completely different style of uniform. These Crows wore body armor. In the center, they
hed their black sashes.

Four guards entered the transport and cuffed the teen's neck with ameta collar. One guard unstrapped
Jonas while the other one tugged him asif hewere an animal.

Jonas was not even on hisfeet when he found himself being dragged down theramp. "Easy..."
"Shut up, Sapien.” The guard whacked Jonas with the hedl of hispam.

The other two guards hitched achain to the end of the foil wrap, which covered the dead officer. With
one hard jerk, the corpse flipped out of the craft. Jonas was astonished by the monstrous strength these
men had.

They dragged Jonas towards a huge entrance hall at the end of the port. The doorway was heavily
protected by a guard station. The guards kicked and spit at Jonas as he was being paraded past them.
The guards committed horrible acts to the Enforcer's corpse.

| can't believe these animals. What have | done? Jonas thought.

Once past the entranceway, there was along, gray corridor. Voices of al kinds were heard. They grew
louder with every step. Along the way, Jonas discovered doorways without doors, which opened up to
smdl rooms. The guards stopped midway down the corridor and unclipped Jonas's neck cuff. He twisted
his head abit to loosen his stiff neck. Two guards gave him aswift shove into one of the rooms. They
laughed abit and continued down the hal with Kiyo's bodly.

Jonas picked himsdlf up off thefloor. He brushed off his stolen uniform. Rock dust. He looked around
dightly confused. He didn't understand why they would put him in aroom without alock of some sort.
Jonas angled himself so he could see down the hal. No guards around within sight. Heinched closer to
freedom. He looked the opposite way. No guards there either. Jonas cautioudy stepped through the
doorway .

Zap!

Electrical jolts sprang from every corner of the door. Hisbody danced involuntarily with the high voltage
until hewasfindly thrown to the floor. He remained on his back, lifdess .

* k%

It was agood hour before Jonas came around to consciousness. His hair was grayed abit and his skin
seemed to have aged a couple of years. His eyeswere set back deep in his head surrounded by broken
blood vessdls. Theteen sat up to better orient himself. His attention was on that stupid doorway. He
should have known better than that. His father had aways told him stories about the Crows sucker
traps. If it looks too good to betrue... itis.

A deranged giggle echoed from the cell acrossthe hal. Jonas rose to feet and limped over to seewho
thought his pain was so humorous. There sat alittle man with his hands over his mouth. He wasjust
chuckling to himsdlf. Jonas could tell that not al the man's facilities were functioning. Something was
different about him though. Physically.

His demeanor exhibited that he could be either a Crow or a Sagpien. His forehead was not asthick asthe



others but still very much dominant. His nose was smdler, more squared than round. All Sapiens had
smaller features. The main thing Jonas noticed was the man's hair. It was thick black, sprouting wildly
from hishead. Y et hisarmswere bare. Crow head, Sapien arms. Jonas studied the older man until he
was caught gazing.

The man lowered his hands, discovering Jonas with his piercing eyes. "Ismy giggle bothering you?!
"Ah&hdlip;no." Jonas stepped back, and remembered an electrica door must secure the man aswell.

"Don't run, boy. | won't hurt you. | can't hurt you." The man reenacted Jonas being blasted by the
eectricity. Hefdl back with unrestrained laughter.

Stepping towards the door Jonas snapped, "Think that's funny? Wait till | get outta here. I'll show you
funny.

"Now, now, boy. Rdax . I'monly fooling with you."

Jonas sat down, preparing for a conversation. "Why are you here?"

"Likeyou... was caught." The man giggled abit.

"l wasn't caught,” Jonas said defensively. "Thisis part of my plan.”

Theman burgt out in smdll chuckles. "Nice plan.”

"l came hereto find someone.”

"Of your kind, | suspect.” The man rubbed hisright arm, showing off his physica smilarities,

"No, actudly. | was caught so they could bring meto this holding prison. With any luck, | will runinto
himinthegdleys"

"Stupid boy. Thereno gdleys. Think thisislike a Parliamentary facility? Tossmorsdsin. Leave you here
todie"

Jonas suddenly redlized this man wasright. All his planswere off track. He was betting on the fact that he
would get to at least have contact with Darden. Then he could plot an escape. If he were bound to this
room, then hewould surely perish. "When do they come with food?"

The man laughed again. "Hungry aready, boy?"
"My nameis Jonas. No, I'm not hungry. I'm getting out of here."

Sarcasm flowed through the man's voice. "Two guards ddliver food. Both have taser keysfor doors. No
way will you beat them.”

"How do you know?Y ou look like someone who's just given up.” Jonas stood up and walked away.

"Given up?' Theusualy jolly man was enraged. Jonas heard aloud crash againgt thewall. "Listen, you
stupid fool! Don't know thelife | had. Morsel aday and roof over your soul is better than being bumped
around as ahaf-breed fresk!"

Jonas stood up and walked away from the door. He was not interested in this man's story.

"Wheréd you go, boy? Show yoursdf!" The man was angled in his doorway trying to catch aglimpse of



Jonas.

The man rambled on for minutes. Jonasignored him--until the man started to pique hisinterest.
"Want help getting out of here? Do you?' he screamed.

Jonas bent towards the door. He saw the man's deranged eyes peering at him.

The man smiled. "Here, boy! Give you solid piece of advice." The man flipped hisrags off his back.
From shoulder to shoulder and dong the length of his spine, the man bore a deep scar that till looked
fresh.

Jonas's mouth hung open in horror. The man's back resembled adab of half-eaten mesat. Jonassfirst
thought was that the poor guy had been attacked by a dracosaur.

"Get good look, boy," the man raged. " Get good ook at what happens when you try to get out of here.”
The man flashed hisback for only another second. Then helifted hisrags, reveding scarsrunningin al
directions.

"I'msorry. | didn't know." Jonas actudly felt ashamed for thefirst timein hislife.

"Think they'd let an innocent man free? Way they saw--all of them--their sde and yours, my parents
committed crimes. | wasto pay for it."

"Y our parents?' Jonas empathized.

"I am half-breed, stupid child. No one likesmy kind." The man sat back down in front of hisdoor.
"Amazes me. They were loving folks. Father with the origina colony that migrated to Earth. A good
group.”

Jonas also sat down. Hisinterest was piqued. "What happened?’

"Then came... second wave." The man stared straight through Jonas as he spoke. "Called themselvesthe
Parliamentary Council. Bastards. Promised Mother's people they'd live together in peace.”

"Y our mother was a Crow?"
"Course. Back then no labelsfor anyone. Until the Enforcers were formed.”

"Stop!" Jonas put up his hand. He knew it was coming. He did not want to hear anything €l se bad about
hisfather'slife.

"Don't want to hear the rest?" The man got his chuckle back.
"Why are you in a Crow holding prison?" Jonas laughed now. "I mean, if the Council was so bad."

"When you different, no one wants you. Crows have nothing to do with half Sapien. Wherethey are
concerned, am just like you." The man rubbed hisarm again.

Jonas leaned forward, looking deep into the man'seyes. "If | get out of here... | promiseto take you,
too."

"One of the Enforcers? Sorry. Cannot mysdif trust you.”

Jonas suddenly remembered he was in an officer's uniform. He attempted to cover the nameplate. "Thisis



not mine"
"Sure" The man chuckled.

"Honest. | stoleit.” Jonasjust redized that he'd just asked aman to trust him and in the next sentence
admitted hewas athief. "It'salong story."

"Relax, boy. Know it's not yours."

"How canyou tdl?" Jonas was glad the man believed him.

"Seevesfolded up, pant cuffswrapped over your heds." The man chuckled loudly. "Ded."
"Huh?" Jonas became confused by the man's last word. "Dedl ?"

"Y ou escape... May rescue me." The man raised his unibrow and giggled like before.

* k%

"Timefor bits" A guard standing at the door called to Jonas. "Hey, you. Wake up. Timefor bits" The
guard was standing in the center of the room, nudging Jonas with hisfoot.

Jonas shook his head alittle, waking himself up. He saw the guard leering over himwith aclay dishin his
hands. The teen thought about rushing him, but figured he should wait. Now was not the time. He needed
aplan. For the moment he would just take the food.

"Comeon. Takeit." The guard handed the food down to Jonas.

Jonas grabbed the bowl and glanced over at his new friend's cell. He saw the other guard in there doing
the same thing. When hisfriend took the food, the guard delivered a swift kick to the man'sside. The
man crunched over, dropping hisfood. Jonas waited for the same. Sure enough... it came. The guard
whacked him right in the ribs. The teen dropped his bowl on the ground, shattering the clay pieces.

"Stupid, Sapien.” The guard laughed. " Clean up the mess when you're done.”

Jonaslay on the floor holding his sde. He watched the guards reactivate the doorways. Hisfriend looked
at him from across the hal with sadnessin his eyes. Jonas looked back with hopein his. He had his plan.

*k*

Days passed and Jonas's relationship with hisfriend, Leo, flourished. His birth name was actualy
Leonodo, but everyone called him Leo. As each day came and went, their plan became more and more
sophigticated. They werejust waiting for the perfect timeto strike. That time was this evening.

Jonas got the guards used to coming into the room to look for him. He would fake deeping dong the far
sde of the cdll. Thisway he would not be seen from the doorway. The guard would haveto comein
quite abit to hand him hisfood.

Jonas played up the fact that he was awesk little teenager. He took his daily shot to the ribs with pride.
The teen rehearsed the best wails and moans.

Once free, Jonas would search for Darden. They would release as many people as possible, and that
would create enough of adistraction for them to get to the port. Leo warned him though. They would
need to exit viatransport. There was no other way to travel on the moon's surface because of the
absence of gravity and atmosphere.



Ten

"Hey, Sapien. Timefor bits." The guard stood dominantly over Jonas. "Wake up. Timefor bits."" The
guard nudged him with hisfoot.

Jonas shook his head, pretending to wake up. He opened his eyes and saw the food plate lurking over
him. He reached up to grab it. Once the bowl wasin his hands, as usud, the guard raised hisknee,
preparing to deliver akick. Jonas dropped the bowl and caught the guard's boot with one hand. He
snatched a piece of broken plate, from the other day, out of his deeve. Jonas lunged the makeshift knife
directly into the Crow'sgroin.

The Crow clutched his blaster but the pain was so unbearable that he could not keep his grip on it. Jonas
took advantage of the opportunity and snatched the weapon. He forced the guard to the ground. The
teen hopped to hisfeet, ripping the taser key from his captor's sash.

The other guard responded to the sounds of the struggle. He was making hisway toward Jonas's cell
when Jonas pointed the key at Leo's doorway and set the lock. The guard was so focused on helping his
partner that he did not redlize Jonas even had the key. The Republican officer walked right into the
electric field and danced violently. He was thrown onto his back. Leo gladly helped him forfeit his blaster
and taser key.

Leo saw Jonas standing over the bleeding guard. "He's about dead. Get hisarmor off or it will be
dained.”

"Good idea." Jonas gtripped the guard. The man was screaming slently for help. Jonaskicked himinthe
sde. "By theway, your bitswere disgusting.”

The man held his hand out, pleading to Jonas.
"Stupid Crow."
"No need to get nasty. Or persond,” Leo said, dressing in his guard's gear.

"These bastards killed my mother." He kicked the man again. "They killed my father." He kicked the man
athird time. "They tried to kill me."

"Put persond fedings aside. Came herefor reason.” Leo giggled as he tied the sash around hiswaist.

Jonas completed his outfit. He also tossed his Enforcer's uniform on the naked guard. He dragged him to
the corner. "Now they will think you are me." He kicked the man afourth time. " Stupid Sapien.”
Mocking the dying man.

Leo stepped out of his cdl and started dancing about the hall. His giggle was judtified. He started twirling
with joy and shaking uncontrollably.

"Hey! Cam down. Calm down, Leo." Jonas ran out to the corridor. "Leo? Leo?" Jonas pressed down
on Leo'sshoulders. "Rdax.”

"Can't bedieveit. Am free. Am free. Haven't Ieft room in Six revolutions.” Leo's giggletrickled into tears.

"We aren't out of hereyet. Let's stick to the plan, okay?" Jonas tugged on hisfriend. He motioned for
Leo to follow him down the hal. "We need to find Darden.”

The two cautioudy glided down the corridor. Jonas quietly called out for hisfriend. With every cell they



passed, he hoped one would give him aresponse. Asthey made their way, Leo noticed symbols on each
door. Jonas could not comprehend them. Leo briefly explained that each design represented the order of
entry into the cell. The other symbol next to it stood for the crime. Jonas looked over at Leo wishing he
could help him read onein particular. Thefirst symbol was similar to anumber. It wasthreetally marks
followed by acrescent moon. The one next to it was of astick figure with curving legs.

Jonas tapped hisfingers up againgt them. "What'sthat say?' In awhisper.
Giggling, Leo answered, "Three hdf moonstime. Tried to retreet in battle.”

Jonas quickly picked up on the language. After dl, the Parliamentary number system was more advanced
but had the same foundations. It took him a moment to understand the picture. The more he studied it, he
could identify aman running from a bettle.

While passing each holding area, Jonas was able to notice the symbols. He came across one that had one
tally mark and afull circle. He explained his guessto Leo and found that he was correct. The symbol
meant that the prisoner had been there only one full moon ago. Not avery long time.

"Hey, Leo?'

"Yes, boy?'

Tapping onthefull circle. "Isthisthe shortest amount of time symbolized?”
"Yes. That person was here since last full moon.” Leo chuckled abit.

All the cackling was starting to get on Jonas's nerves. However, Leo was someone he needed. "That
would mean that Darden's cell would probably have the same number. He was captured not even afull
round ago."

"Only around, then assume that doesn't have number yet."

Jonas redlized that the cell they were looking for would not have anything labeled oniit yet. They had
already searched over half the corridor. It would not be long now.

"Darden?' He whispered.

"Who cdlls?' A sad voice dipped into the hdls.
"Darden?' Jonas broke hiswhisper.

"Who cals?" the monotone voi ce repested.

Jonas pinpointed the voice. He angled himsalf in the doorway until he spotted Darden lying in the corner
of hisroom. Hewhipped out histaser key and powered down the entrance. Jonas readied hisblaster in
his other hand because he did not want to be turned in again. As he stepped closer to Darden, dl the
thoughts he had of killing this man returned. He had to focus on why he was here. He did not risk the
livesof himself and hisfriendsto interrogate a dead man. He would restrain himsalf and use the blaster
only asabargaining tool.

"Hello, Darden." Jonas stood over the man with his wegpon aimed right for the Crow'sface.
"Don't do anything | wouldn't,” Leo warned sarcagtically.

"Shut up, Leo!" Jonas kept his eyestrained on Darden.



Darden turned over to discover who was standing over him. When he saw it was Jonas, hisfacefilled
with confusion. "Not you."

"Why not me? Friend.” Jonas shoved the wegpon against Darden's head.

"Kill meif you want. | don't regret what | did. If | had my way | would kill you mysdf." Darden sat up,
ignoring the blaster in his cheek. "Y ou arejust like hewas."

"Likewho?"' Jonas asked.

" am going up before Emperor Perniusfor tria tomorrow. He will be pleased to know that you have
cometo him. Then | will be set free" Darden erected his posture with dignity. He swatted the blaster
from hisface.

"Likewho?"' Jonas demanded.

"To think | was going to risk everything for you. A Sapien.” If Darden had any fear of Jonas, he did not
exhibit it. All the nervous energy trandferred into Jonas.

The teen began second-guessing himsalf for coming to Cordova. "I need to know who, who | am just
like?' He cocked the trigger on hisblaster. "Why did you hand me over after your friends mentioned my
father's name?'

"Y ou realy want to know?' Darden stared right into the blaster. "Just like your father. Evil."
Jonas stepped back, extending hisarm, ready to blow off Darden's head off. "Evil? 1 will show you evil!"

"Easy, boy," Leo cautioned from his spot by the door. He then stepped in and put his hand on Jonas's
shoulder. "Let'sgo, boy."

Jonas shrugged the haf-breed off.

"You deserveto diejust like my son did. They were dmost there. Almost to Strom and your father cut
them down!" Darden nodded his head up and down rapidly. "That'sright. Y our father killed an innocent
child because he was different.”

"Yourecrazy." A deranged look came over Jonass face as he tightened his grip on the weapon.
"No. Y our father was crazy. That'swhy the Council let him go." Darden smiled.

Tears began to fill the curvesin Jonass eyelids. Hislips quivered. "That's not true. What do you know
about Strom?”

"Y our father broke code and murdered most of his own men so they wouldn't talk. Y our father was
known for killing anyonewho got in hisway. Including my ten year old son.”

"Hewas ahero." The weapon started to tremble in his hand. Jonas cried, "A hero!™ Jonastrembled ashis
blood began to bail. "Tdl me about Strom!”

"I'm sorry. He was an evil man, making hisway up the ranks. Did he ever tell you about the time he
wiped out awhole family of Crows? He also wiped out the team that was with him. His own kind."
Darden studied Jonassreactions. "It'sawonder they didn't nate him sooner.”

"Strom!" Jonas was coming to the redization that these stories sounded more and more logica. How
many missions did he remember hisfather coming back the sole survivor? The teen stood with the



blagter, ready to take off Darden's head. How he wanted to call him aliar. How he wanted to stick the
weapon in this man's deceitful mouth and put his brains on thewall. Instead, he just dropped the weapon
to thefloor, staring pitifully at the man who had lost his boy at the hands of his'War Hero Father'.

Darden did not hesitate. He scooped up the blaster and quickly amed it at Jonas's face.
Jonas wanted to die. Hisimage of hisfather had aways been his strength.

"Duck." Darden pushed Jonas aside with hiseft foot and unloaded the blaster towards the door. Two
guards went down in amatter of seconds.

Leo sprang back in surprise. "My Gods! Didn't see them." He ripped hisweapon from his sash and ran
back to guard the door. "Are no more."

"Therewill be" Darden joined Leo at the exit. "Comeon, kid."
Jonas remained on the floor where Darden nudged him.
"Jonas, let'sgo," Darden ydlled.

Leo remembered the rest of the plan. He pulled out histaser key and powered down all the electrica
fields. He woke prisoners up, banged on the walls and whatever € se he could do to creste total chaos.
"You free! Runto main port.”

"Jonad!" Darden noticed that the young Sapien till had not moved. Jonas stayed there, hoping someone
would come dong and put him out of his misery. Darden went over to him and grabbed hisarm. "Today.
Wewill make the world a better place. Besides... your friends need you." Darden gestured to al the
inmeates running around without direction.

Jonasrelated 'friends to hiscousin and Liotta. He had to get them off Cordova. They came herefor him.
Hopefully Carlen was putting the rest of the plan into action.

He grabbed Darden's hand. "I'm fine." He approached the dead guards and stole both of their blagters.
"Let'sget outtahere.”

Leo ran over to Jonas with smirk that could dice through metal. "Isn't it glorious?' He roared with
laughter.

The corridor was flooded with inmates. They were acombination of Crows, Sapiens and half-breeds.
Jonas noticed they were dl helping each other with one common god--surviva. He moved to the front of
the group and whistled as loud as possible. Everyone quieted down suddenly. "Follow meto freedom.”

Everyone cheered and pushed through to the prison entrance, which led to the main port.

The prisoners forced the doors open. Jonas, Darden and L eo stayed back abit in case the guards were
waliting. Blasters from the other side tore through the crazed inmates. The survivors continued being cut
down by the guards one by one.

Jonas pointed hisweapon at apost that sat high above the entrance. The guards were firing down on the
prisoners. Darden noticed it. They both aimed their blasters at the lookout. Jonas squeezed the cold sted!
trigger, taking the guards by surprise.

Leo let out anumber of hoots as he charged the Crows protecting the transport. Jonas could not believe
the half-breed's fighting ability. He was glad that he had befriended him. Leo took all three guards out



and turned back to Jonas. "Get that Crow. Let'sgo!" Leo chuckled at his poetic ability.

Jonas grabbed Darden's elbow and pulled him from the others. Darden resisted and shook his head. "We
can't leaveyet."

"Why not?" Jonas couldn't understand Darden'srefusal.
"We need to help these people.”

Jonas observed dl the madness. The inmates werefighting for their lives. Jonas had used them as part of
hisplan. In his heart he knew if they were left behind they would quickly be squelched. "Thereisn't going
to be room for everyone."

"We need to make room. There are four transports over there." Darden gestured towards the crafts.
"They will take usright home. These crafts are designed to dide through the atmosphere.”

"l can't go right home, Darden." Jonas shook his head. "I haveto pick up my friends."

Darden wrapped his arm around Jonas. "Okay. Okay," he said thinking. "Y ou and Leo do what you
need to. | will gather some of these people up and head back to Earth." Darden motioned toward the
ship Leo was nearby. "Go." Darden suddenly remembered something. "Oh." He reached into his pouch.
"Thisbdongsto you." He pulled out the stone.

Jonas went to grab the moon rock from Darden when a huge blast vibrated the port.
Darden tossed the stone back into his pouch. "Get out of here. I'll meet you on the planet.”

Jonas wanted that stone but knew it would be usdless to him if he was dead. He took off toward the
craft.

Jonas had spent the last round of days hating Darden. He forgot why. This Crow was concerned about
each of these different people. Crows, Sapiens and haf-breeds. Darden wanted to rescue al of them.

"Let'sgo." Leo ran into the transport.
"I'll seeyou down there." Darden's westhered cheeks lifted from hissmile.
"Where?'

"Outskirts of the Safe Zone. Forget the Academy. Chances are the probes weren't from Emperor
Pernius." Darden waked away and rounded up teams of inmates.

Jonas headed over to the transport, discovering Leo in the captain's chair. "Move over.”
"Over?' Leo jumped out of hissedt. "Yes, Sr." He sdluted with acackle.

Jonas analyzed the foreign control system. It was exactly the same asthe craft Liottas father had. Piloting
this vessel would be no problem. He pressed hisindex finger into a blue squared button that rested in the
pand's center. A light hum accompanied the vessdl's vibration. Leo began laughing and cheerfully
clapping hishands againgt his knees. The craft dowly hovered.

"Leo?Leo?" Jonas st his eyes on the huge bay doors. "We have a problem.”

Leo stopped celebrating. He redlized that the exit panels could only be opened from the control area.
Getting to it would be impossible since there were inmates attempting to overtakeit.



"What if we blast it?" Jonas hoped for Leo's approval.
Leo pointed with his thumb. "People will instantly be sucked in space.”
"So what should we do?" Jonas was frustrated.

Leo giggled as he squeezed ared trigger, which rested dong the back of ashift stick. The transport's
blastersfired upon the doors. "Seemed al clear back there." A giggle followed, as bodies of guards and
dead inmates floated past the transport and through the fiery hole. "Oops.”

Jonas got akick out of watching the Crow guardsfloat out of the port. "L et's be on our way." Jonas
gripped the semi-circular handle while putting as much pressure on the foot peda as he could muster.

The transport escaped through the freshly mutilated doors, zipping down the cannon filled trail. Theteen's
concentration was S0 intense that he did not notice the laser barrels sprouting from the cannon capsules,
which lined thetral. Theturretsrotated on their axes, attempting to target the fleeing transports.

The huge weapons rattled in rapid success on toward the vessels. One of the cannons connected its blast
with one of the other crafts. The force of the explosion lifted Jonas's craft and propelled it farther down
the path. His transport was now clear of danger.

Jonas worried that the blown-away transport was Darden's. He had no way of knowing since these
craftsdid not have any gpparent communications instruments. Leo had reinforced that suspicion when he
informed Jonas that al ship-to-ship contact was usualy made viatheir hand held units. If Darden had not
wanted to save everyone, he would have been safely aboard their vessd.

Jonas had to focus his efforts on getting his cousin and Liotta. He piloted clear across Cordova. They did
not encounter any more resistance. Jonas believed the others had amore difficult escape. Asthe
transport approached a grouping of domes, Jonas was scouting the terrain for familiarity. He searched his
memory for the sector that held dl the landing ports.

Leo pointed out an escort vessel landing in the foreground. "There. Over there.”

Jonas quickly shifted his eyes towards the direction the half-breed was giving him. That wasit. The sky
blue dome, which waslarger than the rest. That was the port they were led into when they arrived. Jonas
tilted the trangport's nose closer to the rocks surface. The craft was being carefully piloted along the
runway towards the indoor city.

"The next part of your plan, boy?' Leo stared out of the window with an intense look.

"If everything works out as planned, we will glide this baby in and my cousin will have the other onefired
up." Jonas wrapped hisfingerstightly around the steering handle as the trangport's ride grew bumpier.

"Gravity stones,” Leo remarked.

"Thewhat?'

Leo stopped gazing out the window and turned toward his young friend. "The gravity stones.”
"What are gravity sones?' Jonas asked, as hisarmswerejolting for better control of the craft.
"Don't fight, boy. Stones creating thisride. Power hasn't been decreased.”

Jonas did not understand.



"Hat rocks of tremendous size buried under each city. Are designed to Smulate Earth's natural gravity.
This causes concern for some aarm.” Leo's eyebrow went up in the center.

"Wedidn't get this bumpy ride before.”

"Exactly. An escort ship brought you. Those ships get close, huge lead plates dide over stones, modifying
gravitational force of the city. Magnifiesthe pull insde so people do not drift off while bay doorsare

open.”

Jonas was astonished by the amount of knowledge Leo had inside histhick, ugly skull. This news was not
what the teen wanted to hear. "Okay. So then?'

"If aren't expecting us, bay doorswill not open. If doors do not open, will be pulled into the dome
anyway." Leo giggled.

"Comeon, Leo... Thisis serious. We will go through the dome then?' A bead of swest trickled down
Jonass forehead.

"Not exactly. Domes built to withstand Sapien attack. Most likely disintegrate when we hit." A half
chuckle dipped out.

"W-W-What do we do?' Jonas pulled the handleinto his chest.
"That won't work."

"| can seethat.” Jonas's attempt to lift the craft up and out of the runway wasfailing. He strained his
forearms so much that they were getting numb from the heavy vibrations and his consistent pressure.

The city waslooming closer. Jonas's face was soaked with wet beads of worry. "Please, come on.
Please, come on." The teen tugged so hard, the moisture of his pams caused him to dip off the handle.
He flew back in his seat, whacking his skull againgt the headrest.

Leo chuckled amoment and took over the controls. He raised histhick, hairy index finger, pressing
down on theignition button. Jonas popped up to restart it. Leo threw his pam up against Jonas's chest to
hold him off.

"What the hell are you doing?' Jonas grabbed L eo's hand.

"Timeto trust, new friend.” The craft decelerated, moving steadily to the surface. Leo removed hishand
from Jonas's chest. Then he wrapped them around the handle, guiding the transport so it would not crash.

Jonasfelt secure. He picked up on Leo'slittle plan. Leo was bringing the ship down to the surface. He
was not doing anything reckless. "Why?'

"Stoneswill pull usif we are up or down. If down, at least have surface friction, dowing down process of
exploding into Sde of city's sted atmosphere.” The mad man smiled, more so to gratify himself.

"What happens next, Galee?' Jonas could not understand why Leo was not laughing. Did he not get the
joke?

"Gaes?'

"Galee was amadter teacher. Very smart. Very famous. It was his theories that launched the migration of
the Sgpiens,”" Jonas explained.



"Because of him, Sapiens cameto Earth?’

"Right." Jonas grinned.

"Remind meto thank him for my looks." Leo let out abellow of hard laughter.
"Funny, very funny."

"Least my humor made sense," Leo retorted.

"Okay. So why did we land?" Jonas returned the conversation to itsorigina topic.

"Wait herefor escort craft. It dumps the other vessals. Well have away in. Stones power lowers.” Leo
looked at Jonas, hoping the teen understood what held just said.

"Gotcha." Jonas sat back. "So | guess dl we haveto doiswait.”

Leo scrunched up in his chair to make himsdf as comfortable as he could. He closed hiseyes and let out
aggh. "Why did you not ask about Strom?"

"What?" Jonas perked up.
"Strom... Leo take you there."
"Redly?Y ou know about Strom? Doesiit exist?"

Leo popped open his eyes and tilted his head towards the teen. " Strom exist, Jonas Troupe. Y our father
is Troupe?'

"Yes. Yeshewas Strom redly exists?' Jonasfinaly felt asthough he was not crazy. Then again, Leo,
who was apparently crazy, was the only one who knew about this place.

"L eo takes Jonas home." Leo leaned further back in his seat and released ayawn. "Tdk later." He turned
avay.

Anxiety burned through the teen's body.

Eleven

Jonas and L eo sat patiently waiting for the next escort ship to release aload of vessdls. Leo explained
that it would be awhile longer because escort ships only picked up crafts orbiting Cordova and guided
them to this city. Thiswas the moon's only port of entry. Most vessals never made it past Earth's clouds
because of the Parliamentary Enforcers. When asurviving Crow vessel was detected, it was pulled in
and redirected to this city.

The conversation quieted down a bit. Both Leo and Jonas were extremely tired. They each took turns
keeping watch while the other ngpped. Jonas was exploring the moon through the window, while Leo
kicked back in the opposite chair.

Jonas reached into his pocket pretending to retrieve hisfather's rock. Helonged to hold that stonein his
hands. He could not believe he had just let Darden take it again. He had gained a certain sense of
security withit.

Jonasfelt himself getting upset. Hetilted his head against the window and glared out &t the craters. He
placed his palm againgt the clear plastic and pretended to touch the rocks along Cordovas surface. He



dowly pulled his hand away and wrapped hisfingers around an imaginary rock. He thought of hisfather
again. Thistime the memory was not pleasant.

Jonas closed his eyes as he pictured hisfather walking through the front door. Captain Troupe was
struck in the head with a plate accompanied by his mother screaming.

"How could you?' Her rage increased as she pounded him on the chest.
Jonas never understood what they fought about, but al the bad memories began to fill hismind.

The trangport jolted violently aong the ground. Jonas strapped himsdf into his seet, noticing Leo dept
right through it. Outside, craters and rocks did by the window. Jonas could fed the floor rumbling below
him. He glanced over at Leo again with anervousgleam in hiseye.

Leo did not even break from hisrest. "Relax, boy. It's only the stones pulling us closer to the city.” He
quickly returned to hisdreams.

Jonas had experienced plenty of these pullswhile they waited, but this one felt different. Stronger. Asthe
trangport glided along the surface, rumbling overhead grew louder and louder. The teen peeked upward
through the front window and discovered three smdll crafts, like Liottal's father's, cruising past them. This
isit.

Jonas pushed down on theignition with his pam. The trangport hummed and hovered. Even though he
did not see the escort ship, he knew it had come. The types of crafts that flew by were loaded with heavy
engines. That meant they had to come from home. They needed to be powerful enough to break Earth's
gravitationd pull. Jonas lifted the handle up and pumped the floor pedal. The trangport moved swiftly,

and now smoothly, dong the runway.

Up ahead he could see the bay doors opening just like the first time he had entered the city. He pumped
the pedd harder, not to miss his chance. Leo continued to snore. The largest craft went into the city first,
immediately followed by the other two. Jonas brought up the rear as the door's opening began to narrow.

Something did not fed right about the port. There were no merchants selling their garbage. Crows were
not crowding the bay area. It was unusualy quiet. Jonas watched the crafts settle down dowly. They
lowered near the ship that belonged to Liotta's father. The feding of uneasiness returned. He was praying
that Carlen was ready and waiting insde the ship. If something had happened to hisfriends, he would
never forgive himsdf.

Jonas noticed Republican Guards leaning in the shadows of the port. He redlized they were waiting for
him. "Leo? Leo, wake up. Wake up." He nudged his haf-breed friend with an elbow.

Leo dowly opened hiseyes, grinning at Jonas. "Thanksfor extratime.”
"Forget that. | think we'rein trouble." Jonas motioned to the guards.
"Forget them." Leo pointed to the three ships that had docked near his getaway vessdl. "L ook at them."

Armored guards poured out of both the small ships and formed two solid linesin front of the largest craft.
The ramp lowered, revedling ten more guards exiting the huge craft. These guards were not armored.
They wore robes.

Their robes were smdller, tighter and colored brightly. Their yellow garments came accessorized with
black sashes, which held two-foot swords on one side and fancy blasters on the other. These guards did
not wear hoods, either. Their heads were outfitted with purple skullcaps. The backs of the capshad a



colorful assortment of dino feathers dancing up and down their backs. They appeared more like warriors.

"Turn around! Turn around!" Leo barked without a giggle. Jonas knew he was serious. "Ship iscarrying
the Emperor. Turn around.”

"I can't. Thedoor isclosed.”" Leo's excitement was turning Jonass uneasy feding into outright panic.
"What? What should | do, Leo? What should | do?"

"Turn around.”

Jonas wished it was that easy, but the Crows best soldiers now surrounded his stolen vessdl, which had
Liottaand Carleninit.

The guards broke from their lines. They formed in acircular pattern around an empty lot.
"Appears they expect to put thisthing down in that spot." Leo put his head down.

The guards aimed their weapons at the transport. They looked like they were about to bring it down
themsdlves.

Leo dowly gripped the metal rod that sorouted from his side of the console. He then gently wrapped his
thick knuckles around the red trigger. Jonas noticed this and followed suit.

"Word of advice, boy." Leo's face became stern. "Darden said he would meet us on the planet. This
trangport has power to get there."

Jonas observed the men getting ready to bring him to his death. A transmission came across the port
speakers. "Y ou are defeated. Surrender now and your friends will be spared.”

Leo went to squeeze to trigger. Jonas threw his arms up and dapped Leo's hand. " Stop! Please don't.”
Jonas gave Leo a pleading look.

Leo released thetrigger. "Okay."
Boom!

A loud explosion rang out through the bay. The guards below scrambled for cover. Leo started laughing
uncontrollably. "Look. One of their ships blew up.”

Jonas anxioudy glanced around him. How the hell did that happen?

They unloaded dl their power onit. The ship's pieces blew in dl different directions. His gut knotted up.
Hed just lost hiscousin and thefirst girl he actudly liked.

Jonass mind started twirling quickly. Hisfather's voice popped in his ears. "Kill the no good bastards.
Kill them dl." Jonasfirmly gripped hisblaster control. Darden's voice sprang out loudly. "The most evil
man dive" Thewindow filled with images of hismaother running for her life. Hisfather presenting him with
another moon rock. Darden, saving him from the probe in the hospitdl. Liotta, laughing. Carlen fighting
with Aunt Cleonia

"Kill them dl. Get them before they kill you."
"Get them."
Jonas twitched himself back to redlity.



"Kill them, boy." Leo shouted as he sprayed the guards with the ship's blasters.
Jonas squeezed the trigger, sending a powerful blast into the second small craft.

The large craft lifted into the air. Half of the fancy dressed guards hopped on itsramp. The craft spun
around facing Jonas and L eo.

"Godsof al." Leofired upon it. "Damn!" He missed by amile.
Whack.

Thetrangport they werein flipped sdeways. A hole ripped into the rear of the craft. Jonas et go of the
controls and held onto his straps. Leo violently hit the roof of the transport, then immediately whacked
into the sde of the chair. Flames engulfed the vessdl'sinterior. Jonaslay in hischair. The craft descended
into the concrete floor. The huge ship redirected its guns toward the crippled transport.

Looking out of the mangled frame that had once held the cockpit window, Jonas could see the ship's
turrets pointing and clicking. The only thing he thought of were the probes that had wrecked hislife. He
rotated his bloodied head to look out of the other mangled frame. Guards were once again advancing in
the circular pattern. Thistime there were less than haf the number there had originally been. Besde him
was hisfriend. "Leo." Jonas reached over and moved his hand aong the texture of Leo's scalp.

With his other hand, the teen grabbed his hand blaster by the console. Sticking its barrel though the
windowpane, Jonas squarely targeted the window of the opposing craft. He squeezed the wegpon's
trigger with every bit of energy that remained. The Republican craft's cockpit lit up when the blast
connected. The vessal dropped straight to the ground.

Jonas unclipped his straps and rolled onto the console. Hefit his body through the broken glass and bent
frames. The oncoming guards greeted him.

One of the guards pointed hisweapon right at Jonas, then he suddenly flew into the Sde of the transport.
Jonas noticed his back was completely blown out. Another guard approached. Jonas lifted his blaster.

"Jonas, it'sme," Thefamiliar voice behind the hood said.

Jonasredized Liottawas dive and well. In fact, she had just saved hislife. Jonas went to acknowledge
her when Liottasharply turned right and fired at something or someone Jonas could not see. The sound
of screams served as proof that another guard had met hisfate.

With a sense of protection, Jonas completely pulled himsdlf out of the transport. "Where's Carlen?’

"Around... somewhere." Liotta's smile gleamed from under her disguise. "He's actualy quite brave. | was
surprised.”

Jonas smiled back at her with anew attitude. He stuck his head into the transport and noticed Leo was
gill lying lifeless. Tears began to leave clean stresks dong his dirty face.

"Jonas?' ancther familiar voice cdled.

Jonas wiped his face with the back of his hand. He sniffed in any moisture in his nostrils and turned to
greet hiscousn. "The plan?’

"Don't worry. Got it al worked out. | think," Carlen said.

"How many more guards are there?" Jonas lifted himsdlf to hisfedt.



"A couple hiding out here and there. They thought we were with them." Carlen laughed. "Y ou should
have seen the looks on their faces when we blew up their ship. They turned to look and we pretended to
be just as surprised asthey were."

Jonas picked up hisweapon and headed over to the huge craft. As he advanced towardsiit, he cocked
the trigger. He was heading over to finish the Emperor.

"Jonas, we gotta get outta here." Carlen watched as his cousin approached the ship.
Liotta blasted two more guards that had been hiding on the other side of the transport.

Jonas ripped open the pand of the huge craft. He raised hisweapon. "Thisisfrom Captain Troupe.”
Jonas released his energy, hisfrustrations and, mogst of dl, his blaster on the remaining fancy guardsthat
clungto lifeinsde the damaged vessd. Jonas continued killing them one at atime, without any sign of
emotion.

When the smoke cleared from his rampage, Jonas entered the craft. He investigated every inch of it only
to discover that the Emperor was, in fact, not aboard. The cockpit smelled like seared flesh. Two pilots
sat dumped in their seats. The front of their bodies were charred from his blagter.

"Jonas?' Carlen sgnaled it wastimeto go.

Jonas exited the craft wearing one of the guard's skullcaps. Liottawas waiting for him. "Nice cap." She
approached Jonas, flipped her hood back and gently kissed him on his lower lip.

Jonas leaned in to get the fullness of her kiss.

"Jonas?' Carlen'svoiceinterrupted.

"What?' heyeled back at hiscousn.

"Come here," the distant voice responded.

"Go ahead." Liotta playfully pushed him backward. ™Y our cousin needsyou.”

Jonas followed the location of Carlen'svoiceto find him by the transport. Carlen had pulled Leo from the
wreck. "Thismanisdill dive"

Jonas's face glowed.
"What kind of manisthis?' Liotta stood behind Jonas. She was very confused.

"He'salLeo. Hesdive." Jonasfell to hisknees and draped hisarms around hisfriend. "Thank Gods.
Leo?Le0?

Frustrated that Jonas was hugging this strange man, Liottaleaned down.

"Jonas, who ishe? He doesn't look like one of us."

Carlen looked into hiscousin'seyes. "He's out cold. Heisn't responding but heis till breathing."”
"Weretaking him with us" Jonasingsted.

Carlen agreed. He knew Jonas would take his head off if he didn't. Both teensifted Leo off the ground
and hauled him through the port. Liottaled the group to asmall craft on the outskirts of the bay.



"That'sanice one." Jonas grinned, not letting Carlen seethe strain of carrying Leo.

Carlen didn't conced hisweakness, "Got it dl ready. Rumors were running around that the guards were
impounding our ship." Carlen grunted, "Thisguy isheavy."

"We found something you might find interesting in our craft. Right where the officer was strgpped down.”
Liottaheld up afolded piece of parchment. "It must've falen out of his pocket.”

"WEéIl look at it later." Jonas focused on getting hisfriend, Leo, into the craft. It was smaller than their last
one. Instead of aramp leading to an entrance, this one had a hatch that opened along the side. "We will
bardy fit."

"l didn't know you were bringing company,” Carlen snapped defensively as he heaved Leo'stop half into
the hatch.

"Neither did 1," Jonas said gpologeticdly. "But I'm glad | met him." Jonas carefully pushed the rest of
Leo'sinjured body through the hatch.

"Areyou gonnaread thisthing or what?" Liottawaved the paper intheair.

"Let'sget homefirst." Jonasfocused on Leo. Liotta pouted and stuck the paper back into her pocket.
Jonas amiled a her, redizing he had hurt her fedings. "Sorry."

"Okay... Sureyou are.” Liottalifted her head with extreme pride as she climbed into the craft. Jonaswas
just about to hop in, when Liotta popped her head out of the hole. "If you don't read it, you will be
sorry." She whipped her head around as she went back into the craft.

Jonas climbed into the craft. Carlen, who sedled the hatch behind him, quickly followed him. Carlen bent
down so as not to hit his head against the celling. He tapped Jonas on the shoulder. Jonas was apparently
gttingin hischair. "Mindif | fly?'

"Y ou?" Jonas chuckled but did not budge.

"Yes. Me" Carlen leaned into Jonas chair. "After dl, it was me who found this ship, secured it and
Sudiedit."

"Ahem." Liotta coughed for some attention.

"Okay fine. She helped me punch in the coordinates," Carlen confessed.

"Aahhhemm!" Liottarasped again.

"Fine. She stole the ship and brought it in here.” Carlen's skin turned red from embarrassment.
Jonas turned to her with an adoring face. "Well, well. | didn't know you were so talented.”

Liotta blushed as she dways did when Jonas complemented her. She looked away because her face was
too easy to read. "My father teaches about smal crafts, stupid.”

Jonas loved every second of Liotta's denid of her fedings. "Then | think you should fly." Jonas stood up
hafway, so as not to hit his head. He shuffled down the tight aide towards the back. Carlen had an
opportunigtic look upon hisface. "Carlen... | will break your arm.” Jonas flashed aquick grin. Then he
put hisright arm on Liotta's shoulder and waved her out of the back seat with the other.

"Fine." Reluctantly she bent halfway and stepped up to the pilot's chair. She sat in the seet, gripping the



controlswith asatisfied smile. "Buckle up, boys. We are going for aride.”
"Y ahoo!" Jonas shouted.
"Yippee," Carlen added sarcadtically.

Jonas fastened Leo in as best he could. The teen reclined the man's backrest asfar asit would go. Then
Jonasflipped Leo's strap dong hiswaist and clipped the chest harness. There you go, pal.

Liotta pressed an orange button with her index finger. The craft lifted off the ground and rotated toward
the bay doors.

"How are we going to get outta here?' Carlen sank in his chair when he noticed the doors would not
open.

"Not aproblem.” Liotta squeezed both triggers on the back of each side of the control handle.

A blast of energy sprang out of the craft that was twice the Size of any regular laser. A direct hit blew the
sted doors off their huge tracks. Flames created afiery border around the opening. Liotta pushed the red
rectangular button on the right side of the control handle. The smdl craft'senginesilluminated. The ship
darted out of the bay and down the moon's runway.

"Sow down," Carlen warned as he clutched onto asted bar dongside his chair.

"Relax. Theselittle crafts make up in speed for what they don't offer in room," Liotta answered as her
eyes glowed with excitement. She looked over her shoulder to discover Jonas staring at her with two
thumbs up.

The ship cruised down the runway. Liottatightened her grip, pulled the control handle back and the craft
shot straight out into Cordova's atmosphere.

Carlen, feeling more at ease, loosened his grip on the bar. " According to my teacher, you have to--"
"I know. I know," Liottacut him short. " Slingshot back into Earth's ozone."

Carlen twitched and decided he should just remain quiet. He figured the less he said the smarter he
seemed.

"Leo's making noises. HE's coming around.” Jonas was patting hisfriend on the head.

The craft orbited the moon at half speed asthey noticed a huge spotlight out in the distance. The light was
S0 powerful that its beams shot miles out into space. "When we reach that light we throw this baby into
full zone. That will set off the chain reaction, which will propd usinto the atmosphere a afifteen degree
mark," Liotta described the dingshot effect.

Jonas thought his earswere playing gameswith him. Sheisa natural. She'sterrific. Heforgot about his
friend for amoment and kept his attention on what Liottawas doing.

"Ohno." Liotta's excitement faded.
"What? What's happening?' Carlen sat straight up.
Coming in the opposite direction were three Parliamentary fighter crafts. They wereracing closer.

Jonas unclipped his straps asherosein his seet. "Liotta? Dodge them. Get to thelight." Jonasknew if she



made it to the light, then their ship would reach enormous speed. Enough to escape.

"I I dodge them, our coordinates will be off mark. Then we will haveto orbit again.”" Liottaremained
steady on the controls.

The center fighter fired Straight acrosstheir stolen craft. The blast just missed itstarget.

"Oh my Gods. Oh my Gods." Carlen began scratching his head as he always did when he grew nervous.
"They aregoing to kill us."

"Get out of here." Liotta shot Carlen adead stare. " Jonas, would you please switch seats with your
couan?'

Jonas appeared directly behind her. "Thought you'd never ask." He tapped Carlen on the shoulder. "Up.
Y ou heard the lady.”

Carlen was so willing, he practically rolled out of his chair. He did not want to stand, so he crouched
down and made his way to the back.

Jonas hopped into his cousin's seat and connected his straps. "Where are the--"
"Here" Liotta pointed to the wespons controller.

The weapons seemed awkward to Jonas. The controls were different from the other ones. He did not
want to say anything to Liottajust yet. Jonas wasfine with letting Carlen look foolish, but he was not
about to look that way. He explored the numerous options. What's this one do? Jonaslightly pressed a
circular purple button. A torpedo blast hurled out of the ship hitting the center fighter. The craft's window
wasfull of flamesand debris. "Got it."

"You just blew up oneof ours," Carlen clamed.

"Shut up." Jonas kept firing straight out into space.

"What are you doing? Thelight iscoming up,” Liotta quipped as she maintained their course.
"Keeping aclear path.”

"Oncewe reach that light we will be moving so fast, we will probably run right into our own blast.”
Jonas thought about what Liottajust said and released al the buttons.

The remaining fighters split off and looped around to the rear of the stolen craft. Thistimethey did not
giveawarning. The closest fighter shot ablast into therear of the craft. It skimmed the Sde where the
hatch was. Liotta's body jolted. Her forehead hit the main pand. Jonas's face was flung into the side bar
that Carlen was holding earlier. Carlen's head whacked the ceiling, knocking him out cold. Leo was il
mumbling, unscathed, in his sedt.

"Carlen?' Jonasyedled.
Carlen did not respond.

"Carlen? Carlen?' Jonas|ooked back to see why his cousin was not talking. "1 think he's hurt,” he stated,
looking to Liottafor an answer.

Liottadid not bother to answer. Her mind was too caught up with the upcoming fighter.



Jonas studied her until he redized what shewaslooking at so intently. "Hold on." He clutched the
weapons control and wildly squeezed thetriggers. A powerful string of ion beads sprayed the area. One
of the blasts connected with the wing of an oncoming fighter. Therest of the Parliamentary ship sharply
spun away. The busted wing remained on course. A head-on collision seemed inevitable.

"Oh Gods." Liottajammed the steering handle straight into the console. The ship'snoselunged at a
forty-five degree angle. The wild wing zipped over the stolen craft.

Without missing her mark, Liottareturned the craft on track. The beam of light was just ahead. "That was
close”

Jonas did down in his seat when the craft dipped. He popped up and readjusted himsdif.
"Hey, Jonas?' Carlen picked himsdlf up, rubbing hishead.

Jonas turned, glad to see that his cousin was up off the floor. He burst into laughter when Carlen took his
hand away from his head.

"What? What isit?' Carlen stared.

"You look likeaCrow." Jonas could not control hisemation. ™Y our forehead.” He put his own hand on
his own forehead to show Carlen what he meant.

Liotta broke her concentration for only a moment, to get aglance of Carlen. She pursed her lips, trying to
restrain her laughter.

Carlen placed his open pam aong hisforehead. "Oh great." He felt ahuge welt in the center of it that,
from Jonass hysterics, could only mean heredly did look like a Crow. He plopped in his seat and made
sureto fasten his straps.

Theingde of the craft illuminated. Liotta gripped the controlswith dl the strength her smal fingers could
muster. She pushed her foot down on the pedals. Less than a second passed when the craft was flung
around the moon. The craft moved dightly less than the speed of sound. Asit whipped out of Cordovas
clutch, thelittle vessel pierced the Earth's atmosphere at the perfect angle.

The ship'sinterior basked in the atmosphere's reflective sunlight. Jonas was glad to be back home. He
patted Liottaon her back. "Grest job."

"Wait till my father gets his hands on me." Liotta's courage shrank. Shetried to look at Jonas but her
head turned away. "Listen. Y ou can't come back with me." Then she gathered the strength to stare into
hiseyes. "Y ou can't go to the Academy now either.”

"They will never know | killed some of their men." Jonas glanced out the windows admiring the
gpproaching mountains. "Besides, Liotta, | had to do it so we could survive."

"It's more complicated than you think. Y ou have to read the letter.”
Jonass curiosity was piqued. "Well... What did it say?"

"Theway | read it... They were planning on assassinating you." Liottalooked toward avaley between
some sandy mountain pesks. "There. That'swherewell go."

"Who? Who wantsto kill me?" Jonas grabbed her arm. "Where's the paper?”’

"Hold on." Liottatilted her entire body towards the valey while she smultaneoudy rotated the controls.



"Gotta bring usdown.”

"How doesit look now?' Carlen's voice moaned from the back. The craft headed into afidd of blue
grassand tall weeds.

Jonas quickly looked and chuckled. "Y ou look fine, Darden. | mean Carlen." He snickered again.

"Very funny. Ha-ha" Carlen tipped his head toward Leo, who was dowly coming around but still not
speaking. He got agood look at Leo's features. He touched his own forehead. " Just great.”

The craft hovered over agrassy area. Thelanding gear sprang out along with jets of steam. It settled on
top of the long blades of grass, ending the voyage.

"l can't believe my mother isgoing to see melikethis" Carlen whined.
"Wheréesthe letter?' Jonas returned to the topic.

"In my pocket. Hold on." Liotta reached under her robe and pulled out the parchment. Jonas went to
grab for it but she teased it back. "Promise me you'll be okay with it. Remember. | do not know who left
it. The Crows or the Enforcer.”

"Promise.” Jonas reached out, grasping the letter. He whipped it open, finding an unorganized group of
symbols. He nodded his head confidently. The more he stared at it, the more organized it became. The
writing style was smilar to the symbols on thewalsin the prison. He could definitely make out the 'kill'
symbol, which was a stick figure standing over another one that was lying down below it. The other
symbol meant boy. It wasacirclewith aline under it. "It'sfrom the Crows. It looks like they planned on
killingmedl right."

Liotta placed her hand on hisback. "Listen to me..." She began rubbing. "The Crows had no ideayou
were on that craft.”

The accusation Liotta made about the Enforcer penetrated his young mind. Jonas could not conceivethe
ideathat the Parliamentary Council would want to kill him and had killed his parents. Then anideahit
him. Hewould need to wait for Leo to fed better. He would be able to help him read this | etter. Hewas
certain the Crows had written it. However, Liottawas right. The Crows had no idea he was on that craft.

Jonaswondered if Darden had told him thetruth. All hislife, Jonas |ooked up to hisfather. Everything he
thought he knew was becoming alie.

*k*

At least ahdf-day had passed. The craft was now rolled into the brush and covered with sticks and
leaves. Leo pointed out the best place to land the craft in order to get close to Strom.

Liottatook off her Crow garb and stuffed it into the vessdl. Carlen was adding afew last touchesto the
camouflaged ship. "Carlen?'

Carlenturned to her.
"What do we do? Y ou and me?' Liottacould not believe she was actualy seeking hisadvice.

"We go home. Asawful asthat sounds, our parents are worried about us." He stared at Jonas who was
knedling in front of hishalf-breed friend. "My cousin will haveto sort thisthing out for himself now."

Liottatilted her head downward. "Leo doesn't think that |etter was written by Crows either. He said the



lines are too perfect. Do you think Jonaswill be okay?"

"Hewill do fine. He always has. Let's go say good bye and get home." Carlen gently swept her towards
Jonas and Leo.

"So you guys areredly taking off?" Jonas stared at Liotta. "Well, | will bein touch with you as soon as|
setle” He stood up, facing them.

"l am going to see you soon." Carlen's cheeks turned soft. His eyes began to glaze.

Jonas wrapped hisarms around his cousin. "Thanks, Carlen. Y ou sure aren't the geek | thought you
were." Jonas hid his pained face behind Carlen's shoulder.

"Thanks." Carlen pushed Jonas away and smiled. "I can always count on you for kind words." He patted
Jonas on the head. "I'll tell my mother that you're safe.” Carlen gave Jonas ahaf salute, turned and
waked awvay.

Liotta stepped in close to Jonas and gently pinched his chin. She brought his mouth closeto hers. She
rose on her toes, connecting their lips. Liotta kept her eyes closed for only amoment. "Wow."

"Yeah... Wow." Jonas responded with his gaze embedded in hers.
"Wow. Wow. Wow." Leo chuckled from the stone he was sitting on.
Jonas completely ignored him. "' Stay with us."

"I can't." Liottalooked down abruptly. "My father--"

Jonas hushed her with hisindex finger across her lips. "l understand.”

"l won't forget you." Liotta stepped back with her eyesfixed on the boy of her dreams. She then turned
away and caught up to Carlen.

Leo'slaughter ended. "Where they going?' Leo asked as he coughed a bit.

"Home. Back to their lives." Jonas watched them walk away with the utmost envy. Liottawas going
home to her father and Carlen to his mother.

Just asthey madetheir way over the hill, Liottaand Carlen returned running and waving their arms. Jonas
perked up and tapped Leo.

"What's that about?' Leo stood up to get a better view.

"Run!" Carlen's hands wereflailing about wildly. " Jonas, we got trouble.” Liottawas right behind him with
her blagter in her hands.

"I don't understand this." Jonas squinted and discovered agroup of Enforcers not too far behind Carlen
and Liotta. "Now | get it." Hetugged Leo by his hood, into the brush. "Stay here." Jonas went over to
the craft and grabbed two blasters from inside the hatch. He returned and handed one to his half-breed
friend.

"Saw uslanding. Will be more." Leo let out his signature laugh. "Be ready.”

Carlen and Liotta dodged behind a huge rock that sat just over the horizon. They did not havetimeto
join the others. Liottareadied her blaster.



Jonasand Leo hid insdethetrees. "My call,” Leo stated.

Ten Enforcersforged over the hill, pointing towards the valey. The group headed towards the opposite
Sde of the woods.

"Firel" Leo yeled as he pumped his weapon with fantastic accuracy. Two Enforcers dropped before
their team could catch on to what was happening. The officers scattered into the woods. Liottatook out
another officer. Carlen went around to the other side of the rock.

Jonas squatted and cautioudy shuffled along the border of the valey. Hetried to get up on his opponents
without notice. Leo jumped out into the grassy field and screamed wildly. Jonas laughed because he
knew Leo was diverting their attention. Leo hopped back into the brush with three Enforcers charging
him from acrossthe field. Liotta saw them as open game. She pegged one of them while Jonas took out
the other two. There was four more hiding somewherein the sticks.

"Y ou shouldvetold meto bring my blaster dong,” Carlen said helplesdy. "I could bein thefight.”

"Shut up. They'retracking us." Liottaknelt down to the ground. She grabbed Carlen by the collar and
brought him down beside her. "Shh! It'stoo quiet.” Her green eyes scouted the surrounding area.

Jonas cautiously waded through the leafy tree branches when he suddenly heard the cocking of ablaster.
He stopped and dowly stood up straight. Turning toward the sound, he came face to face with a
Parliamentary officer.

"It'sgonnabe my pleasureto kill Troupe's son." The officer's grin swallowed his square face.

"Wheat's that supposed to mean?" Jonas dropped hisweapon and put his chest out asif he was going to
deflect anything that was going to fly out of the officer's weapon.

"You arejust like 'em. Arrogant. Y ou probably thought your father was a hero. Sorry to say--" The
officer'sjaw swung open as hiseyesfried out of his head. He fell forward reveding the back of hisskull.
It was blasted wide open.

Leo stood behind the fallen officer with a sarcastic look upon hisface. "Be happy." Leo laughed and
swiftly turned, firing hisweapon. Another officer looming in the brush hit the ground with athump. Leo
scurried over to the dead man. "Two down, two to go."

"Let'sgo." Jonasran out of the woods. He motioned to Liottain the direction of the other Enforcers.

Liottawent up againgt the rock and leaned into it with her back. She looked at Carlen and gestured for
him to follow suit. "Stay here." Sherolled out onto the open grass.

Carlen spotted an Enforcer, aming at Liottafrom thetreeline. "Get outtathe way!" He threw his body
into Liotta, knocking her to safety.

Liottaturned to find Carlen holding his side. Carlen's eyes penetrated Liottas. His pupils shifted at his
charred upper body and back at hisfriend. He attempted to say something but trounced on the ground.
His hands were severdly burned as they blocked most of the blast.

"Oh my Gods. Oh, Carlen.” Liotta tossed her weapon aside and rushed over to him. "Come on... Come
on." Carlen's glassy eyeswent straight through her. "Damnit." Tears covered her dirty cheeks. She
leaned over him, noticing hisleg was ripped open, too.

The Enforcer who blasted Carlen crept out from the trees, aiming at his newest target.



Jonas spotted Liotta crying over Carlen. "Oh no. Oh no." He whipped up the hill, unloading his wegpon's
firepower on the creeping Enforcer. The Enforcer flipped backwardsinto the tree line. Without
acknowledging the officer's death, Jonas could only see hiscousin. "Carlen? Carlen?’

Liottaturned to Jonas, her eyes puffy, her nose runny. "He's ill dive, Jonas... hés still dive.™

"How could this have happened?' Hislipswere quivering. "No. No. No." Jonas consstently shook his
head in denid. His handstrembled. He did not know what to do first. He just wanted to rip the world
into pieces. Jonas kept switching between rubbing Carlen's face and grabbing hold of his charred hands.
"Oh poor Carlen. Poor, poor, Carlen.” Jonas snuggled his cousin into hisarms and rocked him. He
pressed his chest againgt Carlen's chest.

Liotta watched Jonas as his depression built into anger. Jonas got to hisfeet, cocked his blaster and
walked openly down thefield. He approached the Enforcer, who lay motionless dong the tree line. Jonas
shoved his wegpon into the dead officer's mouth and squeezed the trigger five consecutive times. Jonass
featurestransformed to stone. "Come out, you son of abitch." Jonas continued along the treeline
searching recklesdy for the remaining officer.

A laser blast ripped through the dirt before Jonassfeet. The teen raised hisgun in avery robotic fashion
and consecutively fired straight into the woods. With every step he took, he squeezed the trigger. His
ears perked when he heard a moan coming from inside the woods. He followed the sound. Thefina
officer sat clutching his bleeding wrist. Jonas saw his hand, lying separately on the ground next to him. It
was gtill gripping the officer's wegpon. The man looked up at Jonas, hoping for hislife. Jonasfixed his
blaster against the man's forehead. He stared at the officer. " Say hello to my dad for me." Jonas squeezed
thetrigger. The officer's head quickly detached from his body. Jonas dropped his wegpon to the ground.
Theteen started shaking uncontrollably. "What's hgppening to me?”

Liottaran up, wrapping her arms around him. Jonas shrugged her off quickly. He wiped hisfacedry.
Leo caught up to them. "More on the way. Need to go.”

"l am not leaving my cousin.” Jonasturned to look up the hill.

"Never makethetravel. Needs attention,” Leo responded.

"What am | supposed to do? Leave him here?" Jonas snapped at the half-breed.

"I haveanidea." Liottagently placed her hands on Jonass shoulders. "Comeon."

Tweve

After wrapping Carlen's body to keep him warm, Liottaleft anote stating Carlen was kidnapped and
shot trying to assist the Enforcersin battle. She knew Carlen could not speak right now and the dead
officer surdly would not be ableto tell them the truth. She knew Parliamentary Council code required dl
injured officers and Sapiens hurt in battle to be transported immediately to amedi-center.

Liottaaso wrapped Carlen's sscomach with shredded materia from their Crow robes. His bleeding
stopped but he remained unconscious.

Jonas desperately wanted to take his cousin with him. Leo and Liotta convinced Jonas, after severa
hours, that Carlen would surdly dieif he was dragged from placeto place.

Though not comfortable with theidea of leaving his cousin behind, he knew they were right. However, he



was certain of two things. First, the Enforcers would make sure Carlen was brought to a medi-center.
Second, Aunt Cleoniawould never speak to him again. Jonas knew sheld never redly liked him from the
beginning. All her new hospitaity had to be due to the enormous death bonds his father had left behind.

Thethree started to walk up towards the mountains. "I'll beright back.” Jonas broke from the group.
Liottawatched Jonas run back to his cousin. "Jonas, the Enforcerswill be along any second.”

"Kegp moving. Wait for him in thewoods." Leo guided Liottaforward while watching Jonas over his
shoulder.

"Carlen." Jonas sank to hisknees next to his cousn. "Carlen?' He waited but there was no response.
Jonasfixed Carlen's hair, which was over his eyes. "Please forgive me, cousin. | don't want to leave you
here." Jonasslips sarted to quiver. His cheekstwitched. "1 just want you to know..." Jonasstearsfell
upon hiscousn'shair. "...I loveyou. You and me. We arelike brothers, right?’

Carlen lay there unresponsive.

"I know you can't talk to me, but | hope you can hear me." Jonas bent over and wrapped hisarms
around his cousin. "When does it stop, cousin? All this pain. It has got to stop.” Jonas sat up and cleaned
hisface with his deeve. He turned to see L eo waving from the woods. Theteen let out achuckle. Leo
looked funny flailing hisarms around.

"Good bye, cousin. | will see you again someday. | promise. Thank you." Jonas stood up, staring at
Carlen. He could not get over the fact that he was actudly leaving him.

Jonas ran back up the mountain. "Okay. Let'sgo."

*k*

Leo talked about an old village in aremote part of the desert. He truly believed thiswas Strom. Heaso
knew what wasin store for Jonas once he got there.

Strom was a place for everyone to coexist peacefully. It was about around'stravel on foot. They
traveled by night aong the Meso River which cut through the Sara Mountains. The only danger they
encountered were apair of wild dracosaurs and a pack of sabercats. The dracosaurs were easily tamed
and used as transportation. The saber cats were daughtered for food. Liottawas sickened by the thought
of eating the twenty-five pound felines. However, her unending hunger and the way Leo fixed them
convinced her totry it.

According to the haf-breed, they were only an evening's hike awvay from the village of Strom. Strom was
astronghold of the Alliance.

The Earth was not only split between the Old Republic and the Parliamentary Council, but the third and
smallest faction was the Alliance. This growing faction was exactly what its name stated. It consisted of
three types of humans: Sapiens, Crows and half-breeds. Leo had discovered it shortly after the Council
imprisoned him. Another man in the holding cell had aerted Leo to the Alliance's existence.

"I wonder why my parents didn't tell me about this?* Jonas asked L eo, who was crouching around a
campfire, while the teen packed the dracosavr.

"Too young to betrusted.” Leo grinned as he shoved a piece of hot saber cat mest into his mouth.
"Sromisbegt invisble”



"1 wonder why they wanted me to know about it?" Jonas blurted as he dipped his blaster into a makeshift
holder on the animal's back.

"Didn't tel, you were Troupe's boy. Very secret man." Leo's eyes did toward the teen, who stopped
packing.

Jonas approached Leo and took a seat along thefire. Y ou knew who my father was?' He glanced over
to make sure Liottawas till adeep. "Why didn't you tell me?”

"Didn't know until | heard you yelling a Darden.” Leo clenched another bunch of mesat in hisjaws.
Jonas squatted down in front of his half-breed friend. "Was my father abad man?'

"Good man... No. Bad man... No."

Jonas glared at Leo blankly.

"Y our father was aman who did what he had to do in order to protect hisfamily.”

"l don't get it." Jonas squinted his eyes.

Leo giggled asthe food dribbled down his chin.

"l don't get it, Leo, you lost me." Jonas stood up, shaking his head.

"Wait until tomorrow. Have better understanding.” Leo threw his scrapsinto thefire, creating gray
smoke, which choked Liotta awake. Leo watched her twitch and wiggle her nose. He gave Jonas astern
look and put hisindex finger over hislips. "Not aword."

* k%

The sun was breaking through the early morning stars. The moons images dowly faded into the sky. Leo,
Jonas and Liotta approached the peak of amountain somewhere along the Sara stretch. At the foot of
the mountains, the Meso River forked and reconnected, forming an idand. The solitary chunk of land was
inhabited with primitive sone dwellings. Jonas could barely detect people moving about them. Leo
outdtretched his armsto introduce the two teensto thismystical village. "Roots are here. In Strom.”

Jonas shot Liottaalook of embarrassment. He had no ideawhy Leo was acting so goofy. It redly did
not matter much because Liottafdl into hard laughter when Leo tarted dancing. "Why are you o
happy?" Jonas started laughing. "What has gotten into you?”

"Home. Know how long it's been? I'm home." Leo legpt afew timeswith excitement. ™Y ou." He pointed
to Jonas. "Home, too."

Thethree of them headed down to theriver'sfork. By the time they reached their mark, the sun was
bursting through the atmosphere. Crisp white clouds accented the rich blue sky. Jonas was used to
fortified cities, prisons and Safe Zones. This village was not protected by asinglewal or fence. No
guards with wegpons to monitor visitors. The smal community resembled paradise. Children were
playing tag with three-foot lizards.

Liottasmiled astwo little girlswaved to her from adistance. "What awonderful world."

"Your world. Your Earth." Leo giggled and motioned to anearby walking bridge. "L et's see some
friends”



Jonas was happy to go. Heremoved dl their gear from the dracosaurs and sent them on their way.
Because the anima s were now tamed, they would be ready to return for service if ever needed. Jonas
grabbed Liottas hand, bringing her aong behind him. Leo waswalking lightly over the bridge ashe
hummed a cheerful melody. Every step brought them closer to Strom.

Asthey completed their passage across the bridge, abunch of children gathered around them. They
stopped when they spotted Jonas and hisfriends.

"| think they are scared of us," Liotta stated.
"Aren't used to strangers,” Leo responded and waved to the children. "Good Sun.”
The children waved back.

Their facesranged in shape and size. Some had thick hair and two eyebrows. Some had small noses with
bulging foreheads. Otherslooked like regular Sapiens, and others were completely Crow. Liottawas
astonished by how happy they al seemed.

"My Gods. They aredl friends," Jonas said in disbelief.

"Amazing. Little ones do not know difference.” Leo chuckled as he sarted to walk towards a group of
dwdlings.

"Thisvillageisfor everyone," Liottasaid as she explored her surroundings.

"Likethiswhen | grew up. Strom only oneleft." Leo pointed to an earthy stone structure. "That is
headquarters of Alliance.”

Leo madeit clear that the structure was their present destination. Liotta and Jonas followed hislead.

They approached the huge dwelling. Leo rapped his knuckles on the door. There was no answer. The
half-breed knocked harder. Still no answer.

"No oneisinthere." A voice camefrom behind Leo. They turned to see who was speaking. It wasa
Sapien man, who looked like he wasin his late twenties. He was negtly garbed in animd skin pants. His
upper body was clothed in an old Enforcer's uniform.

"Oh, | see. Could you please tell uswhere I might find someone who heads up the Alliance?’ Leo
seemed more courteous than usud.

"Sure. Follow me." The man turned and led the group down adirt road. "The only one left isactudly the
senior-most member. He would've joined the others, but heistoo old for scouting.”

The group turned a corner and approached another stone dwelling. Leo giggled a bit as he watched the
man tap on the door. The man turned the knob, opening the door dightly. He peeked in. " Jada? Jada?'

"Comein," an old voice summoned from behind the door.

The man opened the door and escorted Leo and the teensinside the dwelling. When they walked in, they
could fed the warmth of the home. The wallswere lined with everything from photographs to antique
battle wegpons. Along the wall sat atable loaded with al kinds of rocks. It reminded Jonas of the gifts
hisfather used to bring home. Liottainvited hersaf to look at dl the pictures. One caught her attention. It
captured her attention so much that she did not noticed her friends had aready greeted the old man.

"Welcome, travelers. Leo, good to findly seeyou again.” Jadasmiled at hisold friend. Themanin his



twenties whispered in his elder's ear. Jadawas ahalf-breed like Leo. "l see," he said, responding to the
whispers. When that conversation ended, the old man looked up at Leo. "Y ou arelooking to livein
Srom?"

"Hello, Jada. Pleasure to see you." Leo seemed awkward. He was not giggling. He was dead serious and
being extremely respectful. "Like to reside here Strom.” Leo bowed abit. "Hold no alegiance to Old
Republic or Parliamentary Council." Leo bowed again. "Promise to be much better citizen thistime."

"Stop bowing. It's making meill." The old man eyed Jonas. "What's your story, young man?"'

Jonas could not get over how respectful Leo wasto this old man. He even noticed Leo's usudly broken
gpeech was much better. He also wanted to find out about dl that good citizen stuff. "My nameis Jonas
Troupe, Sr. My parents werekilled. Someoneistrying to kill me. | basically need aplaceto stay." Jonas
did not bow.

"What did you say your last name was?" Jadasthick gray eyebrows lifted curioudy upon his huge brow.
"Troupe, sr. 1--"
"Jonas, come quick." Liotta stood staring at a picture with her hand over her mouth.

"Excuse me." Jonas gestured he would return in moments. He stepped back into the hall where he
noticed Liotta standing with her mouth covered.

"Jonas. Come here." Liottagrabbed him. "Look there." She squeezed hisarm. "It'syou. That'syou.”

"Don't beridiculous Lio..." Jonas jaw dropped and atingle ran up his spine. He was saring at himself. "l
don't undergtand. That'sme. On thisguy'swall."

"It's not you, son." Jada hobbled over with histhick ivory cane. "That's my son.” The old man stared at
Jonas. "That makesyou... my grandson.”

"Yeah, right." Jonas gave Liottaalook and rolled his eyes. He thought the old man was crazy. "How
could you possibly be my grandfather?' Jonas tapped his forehead showing Jadathey were different.
Somehow though, deep down, he believed him. That could be the only reason hisfather had told him
about Strom in the first place. Because he knew someone would be here to protect him.

"Big dedl. So you gotta nice forehead. That picture was taken when your father was seventeen. | bet
you're about that age aswell." Jada nodded with confidence. "I heard he was murdered. He and your
mother. Damn shame. | must've cried for three rounds straight.”

For some reason, Jonas was beginning to believe Jadawas telling the truth. He quickly glanced at Liotta
for her non-verba opinion, but she was still focused on the picture. How could this be possible? How
could | be a half-breed? Jonasturned and looked at the picture again. "But how?'

Jadawas trying to read Jonas's thoughts. ™Y ou see, your grandmother, my wife, was a Sapien. Y our
father had her genes.”

"But the Academy? He told me you had died when he was aboy." Jonas was getting visibly confused.
"Come with me, son," the old man said as he took Jonas by the hand.

Jonas was reluctant until he noticed that they had identical knuckles. The hairs, the creases, everything.
Hefollowed Jadainto the galley. The old man fixed Jonas a bright orange drink.



"Y ou must bethirsty.” The old man sat on achair across from Jonas. "I had afeding this day would
come." Helooked gternly into the teen's eyes. "Y our father sacrificed hislife for thisvillageand dl of us
livinginit."

"l don't understand.” Jonas chugged asip of the orange beverage.

"To make sure the Alliance was not discovered by anyone, your father left and joined the Parliamentary
Council." Jada dapped his own forehead. "Damned bugs." He returned to the explanation. "Y our father
decided it would be best to keep things hidden by joining the Enforcers. He became part of their dite
squad in order to gain information.”

" till don't understand.” Jonas |ooked more puzzled than before.

"My son was the highest operative the Alliance ever had. He was a spy, Jonas. He would go out on
missionswith asmall squad. That squad was supposed to kill anything different without question. Y our
dad would go on those missions and terminate his peers.” The old man sat up straight. " There were times
when the Parliament wasright on our hedls. Y our father would save smdl villages of innocent people,
then have to terminate hisfellow officersfor the sake of secrecy.”

"| think | understand.” Jonas was putting pieces together dowly. His grandfather's story was consistent
with what Darden had said. Except for the parts about saving innocent people. His father killed Darden's
son. Jonas was certain the boy was innocent. "My father killed ayoung boy. My friend Darden told me
that Dad killed hisson. He saw it."

"Unfortunately, bad things happen." Jada sighed, knowing thiswould be tough. ™Y our father did what he
had to do in order to keep an entire civilization in existence. That isno easy task.”

"Why didn't he just outwardly command the Alliance?"

Jada poured an orange drink for himsalf. He snatched a quick sip and continued. "Y ou see, the
Parliament has such superior technology that your father was able to secretly protect our existence and
stop the Old Republic from finding us at the sametime.”

"| don't understand.”

"The amount of information your father had at hisfingertips derted him to any hints someonewason to
us." Jadasipped on hisdrink with a soft durp.

"Y ou mean al the communications devices?' Jonas did not see any devicesthat could transfer datalike
the Sepiens had. "How did you talk with my father?'

"l never needed to do much of anything. When your father received word about any kind of trouble, he
eliminated the threats. We could not communicate with normal devices because the Parliamentary
Council would pick up our transmissions." Jada eased back in his seat and pursed hislips. "l remember
onetime your father actualy sent amessage through smoke signas.” Jada cracked asmall smilefor
himsdf.

"Whereisthe Alliance now?"' Jonas asked as he finished hisdrink.

"We spotted a couple of Crow transports landing near here. The troops went out to scout for anything
srange. We maintain apeaceful existence through force."

Jonas thought of Darden's transport landing nearby. "Where did they land? When?" Jonas stood up.



"Easy, young man. Our men our checking it out. If the transports seem to mind their business, we will
leave them be." The old man tilted his head and studied Jonas. "I had afeding when | saw you. You are

hisspitting image.”
"| was going into the Academy, too." Jonas took the paper out of his pocket. "Until my friend found this.”
Hethrew it on thetable.

Jada unfolded it and patted down the wrinkled parchment. He read it over carefully.

"Liottathinks it came from an Enforcer we were holding." Jonas waited for aresponse from his
grandfather but none came. "I know it'sfrom a Crow."

The old man looked up at Jonas. "They were Republican probesthat killed your parents, right?*
"Yes. Seg, | knew it was the Crows." Jonas smiled.

"Y our friend Liottawasright on the mark."

Jonass amileran away from hisface. "What?"

"Thiswas written by a Sgpien. Thelines are too perfect. The probes were used to confuse people. The
Parliamentary Council killed your parents. An assassination. | am glad you're here. They want you deed,
too." Jadafolded the note back up and handed it to Jonas. "They have caught on to your father's plan.”

"But they accepted meinto the Academy. Three rounds early even." Jonastried to defend his point.
"Sure. Because you survived the probe attacks. They would let you come to them.”
"But they gave me bodyguards, too," Jonas exclaimed.

"Y es. To make sure you don't run off. But you did." Jada nodded happily. "Now, tell me al about your
little adventure.”

Jonas and his newfound grandfather discussed all that happened. They spent severa hourstogether.
Liottaand Leo toured the village, while Jonas and Jada continued introducing themselves to each other.
The more Jonas learned, the prouder he was of hisfather. The more Jada learned, the fonder he grew of
his grandson.

A Sapien man burst through the front door and shouted for Jonas's grandfather.

Jadalooked up when he heard his name. He motioned to Jonas that he would return shortly as he got up
from his seat. The old man walked out of the galley and down the hallway to greet the Sapien man.

"Jada. Sir." The man was catching his breath. "We have double trouble.”
"How so, Quarp?' Jada asked as he leaned into his cane.

"Wdll, we scouted the transports that landed. From what we could tell, they are agroup of about thirty.
All breeds. They apparently escaped Cordova because they came in Crow prison crafts.”

Jonas, who was listening, had curls developing in the corners of hislips. He knew this was the group that
had escaped with Darden. "They are good people.”

Jada turned, surprised to catch Jonas eavesdropping. "How do you know?"



The Sgpien man had confusion al over hisface.
"| freed them.” Jonas grinned.

"You didn't tell me you had gone to Cordova." Jada shook his head with a cross between shame and
pride. "Y ou could've gotten killed."

"Darden saved my lifewhile | wasin the medi-center," Jonas explained as he moved down the hall to
become closer to the discussion. "He dso saved mein the prison.”

"Who is Darden?" the Sapien man asked.
"Heisafriendly Crow. He belongswith us... and the Alliance." Jonas stood firmly.

"Widl, your friend brought dong another problem.” The man coughed, trying to catch his breeth. "Landing
in the woods behind them were ten Parliamentary cruisers. | am certain they are packed with Enforcers,
ar." Hetrained hiseyeson Jadaagain.

"Oh my. Thisdoes sound like a problem." Jada bit hislower lip and played with his beard. "Where are
our troops?"

"A handful stayed behind to monitor any signs of aggresson. The rest are dong our bordersjust in case.”
"The hovers?' Jada asked.

"They are standing ready. We have about six ready to go. The other two we can't fuel.” The man seemed
to be breathing better.

"We have to save those people, Jada. They will just go back into aprison zone. Besides... My friend is
out there," Jonasinterjected as he stared at his grandfather.

"Son, if we rescue those prisoners, then they will know of our existence." Jada patted Jonas on the back.
"Your heart isin theright place, though.”

Jonasfdt completdly incompetent. His grandfather had just blown off hisidea

"Go and continue to monitor. Let me know when the Enforcers destroy the prisoners and make sure they
leave shortly after,” Jada ordered. "Keep the hoversready... just in case.”

"Yes, gr." The Sgpien man left a once to deliver the command.

Jonas looked over at Leo and Liotta, asthey, too, were privy to the conversation. Liottawas shaking her
head. She hurried over to Jonas and pulled him aside. "Y ou know | have never been abig fan of those
Crows. But you can't just |et them get daughtered like that."

Jonas knew shewas right. He dlso knew Leo was thinking the same thing. "Jada... Grandfather... Sir?"
"Yes, son."

"I'm sorry if | threatened your community's secret existence. | am sorry if my father spent hiswholelife
defending this existence, but remember the man who told me that his son was killed by my father?!

"| told you that came with the territory,” Jadatried to reassure his grandson.

"WEell, this Darden... that man isthe one who lost his son. | need to make thingsright again.” Jonass



sncerity amazed his grandfather.
"Youwill gay here

"No, sr. | won't. After al, if my father hadn't killed this man's son, then | would've never have questioned
why he hated him in the first place. Because he hated my father so much, | needed answers. | needed
them so bad that | waswilling to risk my life and the life of my friends. | freed those men. Darden dmost
died trying to help them, as he did me. Because they landed here, the Enforcersfollowed. | haveto do
what'sright." Jonas signaled hisfriendsto follow as he walked out the door.

Jadamoved as quickly as he could to stop him. " Jonas, wait. They will find us! Y ou will get killed!"

The Sagpien man who ddivered the newswas gtill outside the dwelling. Jadayedlled to him. "Make sure
nothing happensto that boy!"

The man acknowledged his new orders and followed quickly on foot.

Thirteen

Jonas, Leo and Liottafound six of the hovers along the border. Next to them there were nine dracosaurs
completely covered in man-made armor. Jonas could not believe how fierce they looked. Their backs
bore huge two-man seats with leather holsters on each side.

Leo noticed that only one person was tending to them. "There. Easy take."

"Y ou guys grab one of the hoversand | will ride on one of these." Jonas separated himsdlf from his
friends. He made certain the guard was not looking and hopped on one of the huge lizards. The animal
gave abit of astruggle but Jonas quickly quelled him by pulling back on along set of thick ropes, which
were attached to horns on either side of the animal's head. He turned to see L eo talking with one of the
troops by the hovers.

"Where do you think you're going?' The guard stood next to the dracosaur with hisblaster trained on
Jonas.

Jonasjust grinned at him. "There are some innocent people who are about to get daughtered. We need
to savethem.”

A twitch ran across the man's cheek. " Arethey Alliance folk?!

Jonas thought about this for amoment. He had to be careful now. He had aready burned his bridges
with hisaunt and the Enforcers. If he ruined this, he might lose his rdationship with Jada. "No, they are
Crows, Sapiens and half-breeds.”

"Get off that drac, son. We cannot get involved.” The guard lowered hiswegpon, realizing Jonas was not
an enemy. "Y ou're Jada's grandson, right?"

IIYSII
"We heard al aout you." The man smiled. "One of the guystold usyou had just arrived.”

"Well..." Jonas could not help it. He had Darden heavy on hismind and this conversation was awaste of
time. "Today isanew day, Sr."

"What do you mean?"'



"Today the Alliance comes out of hiding. Today we fight for what isright.” Jonas kicked the dracosaur in
theribs. A tremendous jolt, which nearly knocked the teen off the animal, started the dracosaur on his
way. This particular lizard moved faster than any land craft Jonas had ever used. The man picked himsalf
off the ground and signaled to the others.

Seven troops ran over and mounted their dracs. Six more took the extra seats and threw light cannon
blasters over their shoulders. They followed Jonas up the path that led beyond the Sara Mountains.

Leo and Liotta had not yet made their way over to the hovers. They watched as troops jumped into the
crafts. Each vehicle, loaded with five troops, headed after the animals over the mountain. Liotta could not
get over the fact that these troops were amixed breed of men.

There was one hover, which sat abandoned. Leo looked at Liottaand hislips curled with delight.

*k*

Jonas headed swiftly toward the battle. He knew he was getting closer because the sounds of explosions
were gaining volume. He glanced over his shoulder to see asmdl army of men following hislead. Jonas
understood that they were trying to get to him before he reveded the Alliance to anyone. However, he
knew that, once revealed, they would fight. Now he needed to make sure the troops only destroyed the
Enforcers and not Darden's group.

Men of dl breedsworking together. This was how he imagined the world should be one day. He was
about to not only follow hisfather's footsteps, he was about to ssomp them into acompletely new
universe.

Jonas led the troops right into the thick of an ongoing battle. The power of the Parliamentary Council was
dready digplaying its awvesome firepower. The smdl valey was acomplete war zone. Dismantled
transports had been blown apart. Tattered bodies of once hopeful prisoners were lying acrossthe field.
Dead Enforcers were scattered behind useless barricades.

Jonass dracosaur scrambled down thetrail toward the fight. The others followed. The additional forces
surprised the Enforcers. The troopsled their attack on the opposite front of Darden's group. The Sapiens
weretightly nestled in the middle, absorbing blasts from both ends. Some Enforcers retrested into their
crafts.

"Darden!" Jonasraised his blaster as he stood up on the drac. He did not see his Crow friend anywhere.
Have | come too late? "Darden!”

"My friend!" avoice ripped from the other side.
Jonas stood up again to see Darden flailing hisarms.

Liotta brought the hover down the peak, toward the action. Leo carefully positioned himsalf behind the
cannon. He set the gun sights on the gpproaching cruiser, which wasjust about to settle on the grass. He
gripped both triggers and applied pressure. The blasters sent a stream of enormous energy into the side
of the Parliamentary vessdl. The explosion rocked the entire valley.

Jonas waved back at hisfriend. Then he noticed an Enforcer leaning out of the safety of his craft. The
officer was focused on one of the escaped prisoners from Darden's group. Jonas plopped himself into his
sedt. He pointed his blaster and fired a shot into the back of the Enforcer.

Liotta quickly spun the craft around to avoid being hit by falling debris. The whole thing vibrated as
pieces of the broken Parliamentary ship trickled along the hover'sside.



Jonas plucked ametd sphere from the drac's saddlebag. Hisfather had introduced him to these spherical
bombs when they'd gone to Jenco. He siwung the huge lizard around to the side of the Enforcer's craft
and tossed the metal ball into the hatch.

The Parliamentary ship went up instantly. Jonas pulled tight on the ropes and dammed hisfoot into the
lizard'sside. As he moved across the field, the drac dammed into the ground. Jonas kept moving
forward. Theteen rolled fifteen feet and noticed his blaster lying next to the dead animad. A hole had
blown out a chunk of the drac's side.

Jonas remained on the ground for safety. He heard afamiliar clicking sound. Another Enforcer craft
turned its turrets on Jonas. He buried hisface into the dirt as he refused to witness his own murder.

Whack!

The deadly turret blew into fiery pieces. Jonas looked up to discover achunk of burnt metal had diced
into the ground next to him. Someone in the distance was screaming his name.

Jonasturned to see L eo jumping up and down in his hover. Smoke was il dribbling from his mounted
blagter's nozzle.

Jonas knew it was Leo who'd saved him.

Liotta quickly brought the hover to rest by anearby group of rocks. She lifted her blaster and jumped for
the stones. Leo remained behind his huge gun, taking swipes at anything in a Parliamentary uniform.

Jonas hopped out and ran over to someone who looked like Darden. Sure enough it was.

Darden and six others had parked themsalves behind acluster of downed trees. They werein their own
smal combat againgt some Enforcersinching toward them.

"Hey." Jonas tapped his unaware friend on the back.

Darden defengively turned. "Jonas." Hisfacelit up. " See those men?' He pointed to a distant team of
fifteen Enforcers. "Thaose men are planning on driving us out.”

"How many of the prisoners are still dive?' Jonas swiped a blaster from adead Enforcer and readied
himsalf near abranch fork in the trees. He amed his weapon and fired upon the closest Enforcer.

"Nice shot,” Darden complemented Jonass skill. "Thisisit. Us and adozen more on the other side.
Weredl that'sleft. Thank the Gods you brought those troops.”

"Y eah, they sure helped.”" Jonas watched the troops close in on the remaining Enforcers. He knew that
because he was by Darden, the troops would not shoot him. Between the surviving prisoners and the
troops of the Alliance, the Parliamentary officers were easily outnumbered.

Darden blasted two more Enforcers who thought they were sneaking up on hismen. "Seeyou later."
A hover blew out five Enforcerstaking cover behind amass of downed tree trunks.
Darden looked at Jonas. "Who are those people?

Three dracosaurs came up on a couple of officers who were preparing a multi-blaster ground cannon. A
multi-blaster had enough power to create asmall crater in the ground. Jonas hoped they would makeit in
time.



One of the dracs dropped suddenly and rolled over, crushing the two troops who operated it. The
remaining dracs retreated. Then another fell. The troops who were riding it escaped with minor bruises.

"Jonasl" A scream rang through Jonass ears. The teen turned to discover an Enforcer gripping Liotta's
collar. The officer threw her onto the ground and into the dirt, then jumped on top of her.

Jonas tapped Darden on the shoulder. "Cover me." He raced aong the battlefield dodging blaster rounds
and hopping over bodiesthat were at one timefighting for their cause. Liotta noticed he was coming and
dtarted to yell to him. She waved her armsin an attempt to stop him. He did not understand this.

Hewas just about to jump the Enforcer when suddenly, Crack! A stick broke over his head from behind
him. A portion of the wegpon dashed hisarm asit split. The teen's mouth shoveled up soil ashefdll.
Jonas spit the dirt off histongue. Helooked up at his attacker. He wiped hisdirty chin and hiseyes
sharpened. The Sapien from his grandfather's dwelling, Quarp, was bearing down on him. "What the hell
areyou doing?"

"Killing you. Then | will go back and finish your grandfather off. The Council will reign supreme." Quarp
amiled.

"You are--" Jonas cradled his bloody arm tightly.

"--an Enforcer.” Quarp looked at the other officer who was holding down Liotta. He chuckled abit. "I
have been on to your father for quite sometime.”

Jonass pupilslit up.

"That'swhy | killed him." The spy'slips grew thin. He seemed proud of himsdif. "I had to kill your poor
little mommy, too. Y ou, though, | must admit. Y ou have been the hardest to kill." Quarp gave Jonasa
swift kick in the head.

"No." Liottastruggled.
Jonas turned, revedling a swollen cheekbone. His eyes werelikefire.

"See, it was all part of my plan. We expected you. We were not here to destroy your friend Darden. He
just got in theway. We were actualy coming to finish Jadaand his usdless Alliance off."

Jonas dropped his head in the dirt. He had been beaten. He wondered who'd been feeding information to
this person. Then the puzzle came together in seconds. He turned over to observe Leo firing off hisguns
on the ship. But that can't be. He is shooting Enforcers.

Quarp dug hisweapon into the back of Jonas head. "When you get there, tell your father one thing for
me. Gotcha" The Enforcer tightened histrigger finger.

"Leo. Liottait was Leo," Jonas muttered as he swalowed more dirt.

"Who the hell isLeo?" Quarp asked. "Piece of advicefor you. Next time you leave your cousin stranded
inthe middle of nowhere, kill him first. He will not talk as much.”

Every part of Jonassinner being collapsed. Carlen. It made sense. He aways played by therules. He
had to tell them.

Liottaknew that if Carlen had taked, her father wasin for it, too. "Jonas!"

Without warning alarge thing trounced Quarp from the trees. Wails of painfilled the air over the baitle



noises. The Enforcer holding Liotta down released her and ran.

Jonastilted his head dightly. A large man in athick robe, wielding athick staff, kept tearing Quarp into
pieces. Asthe spy attempted to Sit up, his head was spun around by another whack of the stick. The
blowsfollowed in rapid succession until Quarp was no longer ableto rise. Hisbody lay there, lifdless.
The man turned toward Jonas.

Jonas squinted his eyesto see who it was, but the man fled before the teen could make him out. Liotta
walked over and lifted him by the arm. Jonas looked back at the group of Enforcers putting together the
multi-blagter.

The huge weapon came together quickly. The officers pulled along awooden crate. They pried it open
with the end of their blasters. Jonas grew nervous as he noticed the huge portable weapon takeaim at a
bunch of prisonersfighting from the woods.

Jonas broke away from Liottaand lifted Quarp's blaster off the ground. He advanced on the Enforcers
asbest he could. The painin hisarm was getting unbearable. His mind fogged as he lost focus of the
ground.

Liottaran up to him and grabbed the blaster. She started pumping shots at the men setting up the
multi-blaster. Two officers moved faster to load it asthe third protected his group.

L eo noticed Liotta and Jonas on the ground. He swung the cannon around and sent ablast into the crate
Creating amassive explosion.

Troops swarmed in on the remaining Enforcers, cutting them down methodicaly. Another explosion
rocked thevalley. It wasthelast of the Parliamentary cruisers. The battle was over. Everyone cheered
victorioudy.

Darden saw it was safe to rise from his spot. He watched the troops roar with delight. The Crow hurried
over to Jonasin order to help him with hiswounds.

Jonas's pupils kept ralling toward the back of his head. Hismind replayed dl the important eventsin his
life. He saw hisfriends at school, hisfather in uniform and his mother dying. The surrounding area started
fading.

Darden leaned over Jonas and reached into his pouch. Hetook out the stone, gently placing it in Jonass
pam. He closed the teen's hand. "Please, my friend. Take back your stone.”

Jonas's eyesflickered as the ends of hislips curled. His head rolled to one side.

Fourteen

Days had passed since the battle had been won by the Alliance. Darden and his group joined the ranks
of the troops. The village was wdll into the process of relocating.

Jonaslay in his grandfather's bed resting for the journey ahead. He was rolling the stone in between his
fingers. Liottahad made anecklace out of it for him.

Jonas was unable to stop thinking about his cousin. He knew in his heart that Carlen did what he dways
expected him to do. However, Jonas still missed him deeply. One day he would catch up to him and
gpologizefor leaving him stranded.

A soft knock tapped at the door.



"Comein."

Liotta poked her head inside the doorway and smiled at Jonas. "1 got in touch with my father." She
stepped completely into the room. " After he screamed, he decided it would be best to take off." Then
she sat on the edge of the bed.

"How did you contact your dad?' Jonas sat up against the headboard.

"Jada let me use his voice box. He said now that the Council knew where they were, it didn't matter if
they captured the signal." She lowered her head and began to cry.

"Liotta?"
Sheignored him as she buried her handsinto her face.

"Liotta? Wewill get your father. | promise. As soon aswe can.” Jonas gently placed his hand on her
shoulder and gave a comforting squeeze.

Liottastood up. "I know we will. Y ou know what surprised me the most?"
"Wha?'

"He actudly believed what | did wasright." She brushed the matted strands of hair from her moist face.
"He said he'd been looking to leave the Academy anyway."

Liotta sniffled and walked out of the room as Jadacameinto it.
The old man looked down at his grandson. A warm glow came over Jada. "Thank you, Jonas."
"For what?" Jonas sat up with aninterest in his grandfather's gratitude.

Jada switched his caneinto his other hand. He positioned himself alongside his grandson. Y ou saved the
Alliance. | would've only found out about Quarp onceit wastoo late.”

Jonas understood what Jada meant. Hetilted his head, observing his grandfather's face. He could see
each wrinklein hisface. Jonas was sure every line could tell astory.

"We have spent so many generationsin hiding. Hiding from how the world should be. Then my son's son
comesand blowsthelid off of our way of life." The old man chuckled quietly to himsaif.

"You will lead usto a safe place. In no time wewill bounce back." Jonas straightened up his back. He
rested his hand on Jadas knee.

"Actudly, Jonas, you will lead this Alliance. | will bethere only to mentor you." Jadalifted himsdf off the
bed and twitched his cane to the other hand. "I do not have either the energy or the yearsto keep up the
war that iscoming." Jada strolled over to his closet and pulled out hisrobe. He threw it on and tied the
sash. "We have to move now. The Parliamentary Council will be on our heds" The old man left the
closet door gjar. He hobbled out of the room.

Jonas remained in bed. He knew he had to get up. What he did not know was how to lead the Alliance
into awar. He hoped his grandfather would be able to teach him.

The teen looked at the closet door and recognized something familiar that rested on the wall. The same
wooden staff that had beaten Quarp. Jonas hopped out of bed and clutched the staff. He figured out that
Jada had been the one to save him and Liotta. Jonas rolled the staff between his palms, hoping he could



learn to use one of these things one day. However, until that day came, Jonaswould keep it in asafe
place.
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