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    Last time… 
 
    Stranded in a distant part of the Milky Way Galaxy, Captain Liam Kidd, along with fellow humans Saturn Vera and Ju-Long Ma, fought to locate the Quantum Trigger, the device responsible for thrusting them across space. They were not alone. Three alien species were teetering on the edge, ready to reignite a war that had been waged for more than a thousand years. 
 
    The Ansarans, blue-skinned with heavily modified genomes, dominated the star system. Their cousins were the Dinari, a distant genetic relative with scaled skin and large yellow eyes that saw far more than their masters gave them credit. Finally, there were the Kurazon, enormous in size and ferocity. Exiled from the common mother world for being too savage, the Kurazon sought revenge. 
 
    Captain Kidd and the crew of The Garuda thwarted the Kurazon threat, for a time. But there is more trouble brewing on the desert planet that they’ve come to call home. The struggle for peace has never been more desperate. Now, in order to tilt the balance of power, one must make a… 
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    2142 A.D. – Somewhere Between Earth and Mars 
 
    Saturn Vera toggled the exterior camera on her Hercules-Class freighter, zooming in on an advancing Terran military vessel. She cursed and tightened her brown leather gloves snugly around her hands, feeling the pull of the soft material against her knuckles. Saturn shivered violently and released a breath of frosty air from her lips. The last hit had made the environmental controls go wonky and she couldn’t risk easing off the accelerator to divert power to compensate. Her long brown hair was up in a ponytail, which graced her pale neck. Every time she looked in a mirror, she knew she’d been spending too much time in the dark of space. Saturn glanced over at her co-pilot in dismay. 
 
    Liam Kidd sat focused on his console, his wild blond hair angled backward away from his face and his teeth clenched hard so the muscles along his jaw bulged out. Liam wore the dark colors common among those in their less-than-savory trade, with engineered clothes that clung to his body in all the right places. His blue eyes matched the frantically flashing lights on the console. 
 
    Vesta Corporation had sent him along to help her on the mission, but Saturn had a feeling he was only there to keep an eye on her. Still, the view wasn’t bad. Liam hadn’t said much since they’d left Earth, but what he had said was rife with an air of cockiness that left Saturn with strange feelings in her stomach. She blamed it on the condensed space-food Vesta had sent along with them for the three-week trip. Every mouthful was agony. 
 
    The cockpit of Saturn’s freighter was small, fitting only two cheaply-made seats. Most of the time they never had much to do in the small space anyway, with autopilot taking over the bulk of the workload. The technology was dated, but it got the job done. The Hercules-Class was a workhorse, without any of the bells and whistles of the Minerva ships, but Saturn loved it regardless. 
 
    “Did you make the alterations to our engines Vesta specified?” Liam asked her, his voice growing irritated. 
 
    Saturn squinted at her co-pilot and retorted, “Of course I did. Do you think I’m an amateur?” 
 
    “And yet the Terran Military is still closing.” 
 
    “It’s probably just an over-excited Lieutenant fresh out of the academy. Anyone worth anything knows not to mess with a Vesta ship.” 
 
    “That so? Well why don’t we turn around and greet them? Word around the system is you have a golden tongue, maybe you can talk your way out of this mess.” 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, there haven’t been any demands, only a firing squad. They don’t seem interested in talking.” 
 
    “Well we’ll never outrun them in this thing and we’re not even close to Mars.” 
 
    “Got any bright ideas?” Liam eyed her with a smile, his blue eyes beaming. 
 
    “I’ve always got a bright idea.” 
 
    A crash sent Liam and Saturn sprawling out of their seats. Saturn softened her fall with her hands but hit her head on the way down to the floor. Her vision grew fuzzy and the pulsing in her head intensified until she could no longer keep her eyes open. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    2146 A.D. – The Sand’s Edge Bar, Akaru Colony, Planet Surya 
 
    Saturn shot upright, her eyes wide and a cold sweat permeating her tight white tank top. Her breathing was labored, stunted by the frequent specks of dust floating through the air and coating her windpipe. If there was one thing she hated about her new home it was the inescapable sand. The sleeping quarters was a small room above The Sand’s Edge Bar on the outskirts of Akaru Colony, too far from home for comfort. 
 
    Planet Surya reminded Saturn of Namibia in Southern Africa, with its mountainous ranges and open desert, sand dunes stretching as far as she could see. She’d traveled to that land of extremes once before on a mission for Vesta Corporation. It was a protection detail for one of Vesta’s Vice Presidents. He had his own personal security while inspecting the mines, but Saturn was contracted as backup in case the local leaders tried to interfere with the deal that was being negotiated. They did. 
 
    Remembering the old times always brought her somewhere between nostalgia and panic. She wiped speckles of sweat from her forehead, the curved screen of her bracer collecting most of the moisture. Sometimes she forgot she was wearing it. Her toned arms were becoming more and more tan with every passing day on the desert planet. It was her Argentinian heritage, she thought, olive skin. The strong sun had even begun to lighten her hair from a darker brown to a more medium tone. It was held back in a ponytail, the way she liked it. Low maintenance. 
 
    She rose up from her thin sleeping mat and twisted her back, cracking it in several places. Their Dinari host had no concept of comfort, but the reptilian alien species was not known for their concern for hospitality. Saturn had seen a lot since she’d come through the wormhole with her two crewmates. At the time, she was surprised she made it through alive, but now her limited view of the universe seemed trite. When she’d arrived with her two human companions, they were immediately thrust into a conflict between three alien species, all spawned from the same genetic tree millennia ago. 
 
    The Dinari were an oppressed race, held down by their cousins, the Ansarans. Though they came from the same home world known as Ansara, upon first glance, Saturn wouldn’t have been able to guess. Even the scales that lined their bodies were as different as a crocodile and a salmon.  
 
    Every day she spent in the colony was a reminder of what happens when a war is lost. A part of her was glad she never saw firsthand what happened to the third intelligent species of the Ansara System. The Kurazon were a brutal race, easily twice the height of an average human male with enough muscle packed on to panic the heartiest of men. Their recent forays out of the darkness of whatever world they now hailed from had meant the demise of countless thousands. 
 
    Saturn stood and stared out the open window at the packed sand of the streets below. The road was bustling with a morning market located less than a block away. Dinari clad in their rough brown garments flocked to the many stands to barter. Even in the morning light, Saturn could make out their golden orb-like eyes that still seemed so large in comparison to her own dark brown ones. 
 
    She heard a groan and turned to see her half-naked companion. He had wavy blond hair down to his shoulders, and a deep scar running the length of the right side of his face, which split his eyebrow and colored the skin a deep pink even in the orange light that always seemed to tint the sky on Surya. Apart from the scar, Liam looked much the same as the day they’d met. He’d recently shaved his beard, which made him look much younger. The clean-shaven look sparked so much nostalgia in Saturn, she’d found herself dreaming of their first few missions together. 
 
    The small room’s thick wooden door creaked open and a Dinari popped his beige head through. The alien’s thick and sandy scales had dark shadows hiding in the seams even as he came out of the half-light. His large golden eyes stuck a little too far out of his head, making him appear surprised most of the time. There was something familiar about his appearance, like the lizards she’d read about in textbooks during her youth. Nix had been their guide for some time, and the strange being had proven himself to be one of their few friends throughout their many adventures.  
 
    Nix was taller than Saturn but hardly towered over her. The coarse brown fibers of his cloak seemed to soften his features, making him seem less intimidating. Though initially his snake-like appearance was disconcerting to Saturn, after working together for some time she knew he was mostly harmless. The Dinari waved a clawed hand for her to follow, his demeanor grave. 
 
    Saturn nodded and approached the Dinari, the alien’s golden eyes darting between her and the sleeping form on the ground near her feet. 
 
    “What is it?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “It’s best discussed in private,” Nix whispered before turning and making off into the dark corridor which led to the bar on the first floor of the building. 
 
    Saturn glanced at Liam, holding her eyes on his bare muscular frame a second longer than she’d intended. She huffed and followed Nix down the dim hallway. Saturn didn’t like private dealings where her crew was concerned. If she was going to plot behind someone’s back, she’d prefer it be against a mark, but if Nix had news it usually wouldn’t do to wait. 
 
    Saturn caught glimpses of the Dinari’s rough skin with the stray bands of light seeping in through slits in the wall, large enough for a slight breeze but not so wide as to let in a glut of sand. Nix was an odd fellow, whose intentions appeared to align with hers, but he was just enough of a wild card to cast some shade of doubt in her mind. It wasn’t so much his intentions that bothered her, but his reliability. Months ago, he’d almost gotten their crew member Ju-Long killed as a result of his negligence. Ever since Liam and Saturn had confronted him, he’d been better about his drinking, but she still didn’t know what the problem was, something which bothered her deeply. 
 
    The stairs ended on a floor of smooth stone with a curved bar that seemed to be cut from the same single piece of rock as the ground beneath her feet. Behind the stone bar were lines of strangely-shaped bottles filled with endless types of liquor, some in impossible shades that ranged from appetizing to repellant. The bright green hue of one of the bottles made her think of a science experiment gone awry. Nix shimmied up on top of the bar and grabbed a bottle of brown liquid from the back. 
 
    “Can I get you one?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s barely past dawn.” 
 
    “The sun only really sets for a few of your Earth hours anyways. I don’t understand this human notion that one can’t drink at certain times of the day.” 
 
    “It’s how we know someone has a problem.” 
 
    Nix shrugged and poured them both a small glass despite her objections, sliding the wide, squat bottle away down the bar. The Dinari picked up one of the short glasses and placed it in Saturn’s hand. Nix gripped his own glass and took a deep sip, savoring the taste and rolling back his eyes as he swallowed. It was when he ate and drank that Saturn noticed just how alien he was. 
 
    He looked back to Saturn and said, “Some conversations require a drink, regardless of the time of day.” 
 
    “What kind of conversation is that?” 
 
    Nix peered at the bottom of his glass and swilled the remaining liquid around. 
 
    “The traitorous kind, of course.” 
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    Saturn emptied the liquor into her mouth, taking a bit too much and swallowing forcefully to keep it down. A strangely cool burn coated her throat. The substance reminded her of a highly potent liquid-mint that she found oddly refreshing. She placed the glass back on the stone bar top, making a clacking sound as she slid it away from her. She regarded Nix with her head cocked to the left, trying to determine the Dinari’s intent. 
 
    “Really Nix, mutiny?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “You misunderstand. This isn’t about us at all. It’s about what Zega is after. What Liam is after as well, for that matter.” 
 
    “Don’t lump Liam in with him. You know as well as I do what kind of prick Zega is.” 
 
    “Liam’s been doing an awful lot of solo missions lately. Haven’t you wondered what he’s up to?” 
 
    Saturn turned away and cradled her elbows defensively, saying under her breath, “I’m sure he has his reasons.” 
 
    “You know Liam has a way of trying to do the right thing and getting people hurt along the way.” 
 
    Saturn looked over her shoulder to see Nix pointing at the scar on his left shoulder where an Ansaran laser blast had cut out a chunk of the muscle tissue, leaving an oddly-shaped valley where a tan scale should have been. 
 
    “I assume you’ve got some kind of proof if you’re trying to bring me into this?” 
 
    “My friends in the spires have told me that Liam has been visiting a lot lately. He’s not just making deliveries for Zega, he’s stopping to talk to our elusive Caretaker as well.” 
 
    “Toras?” Saturn asked, dropping her arms to her side. “What would Liam have to talk to him about?” 
 
    Nix took another sip of the brown liquid and said, “Can you think of nothing? I suspect Liam and Zega have an angle that will somehow undermine the Caretaker. I don’t have all of the details yet, but I do know Zega. He wouldn’t be sending Liam there alone for nothing. Do you remember the deal we made with him?” 
 
    Saturn placed a hand over her eyes and tried to remember. Finally, she replied, “We promised to back up Zega when the time came, no matter what.” 
 
    “And what time do you think he means? He plans to overthrow this colony, installing himself as leader. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Would that be such a bad thing? Zega’s no prince, but the Dinari would finally be in power. That’s got to be a good thing, right?” 
 
    “It depends. The Ansaran High Council would bear down on this world with all of their might, and Zega would rule the same way as he makes his deals, full of secrets and ruthless intent. I fear we’ll have been complicit in the rise of a despot.” 
 
    “Zega is just one of twenty-four Dinari in charge of the different sectors on this colony. If he wanted to seize power, he’s still got a few obstacles in his way. That’s not even counting all of the Ansarans and the Caretaker. Do we even know what tools they have at their disposal?” 
 
    “In truth, no. Liam and Zega have been working for months toward some end. While we can suspect all we want, we need hard evidence.” 
 
    “Say we got the evidence, what then? This is Liam we’re talking about.” 
 
    Nix looked around the bar and whispered, “What do you do with a good person who does the wrong thing? Restrain them.” 
 
    “What about Zega?” Saturn asked, unconvinced. 
 
    “Let me worry about him. I want you to keep an eye on Liam. If he’s going to do something stupid in the name of doing the right thing, stop him, or he might just get himself killed. Or worse, all of us as well.” 
 
    “I hope you’re wrong,” she said. 
 
    Nix nodded and gripped the edge of the bar. 
 
    “Me too. But the alternative is untenable.” 
 
    “Who else knows about this? Ju-Long? Astrid?” 
 
    Nix cringed at the sound of Astrid’s name. He still hadn’t gotten used to having an Ansaran in their inner circle. When they’d found her on the planet Narra, she and Nix had been at each other’s throats. Now they seemed to avoid each other for the sake of the rest of the crew. Nix had sent her to live with his friend Sestra, a Dinari woman who’d helped them once or twice before. Now Saturn was worried they’d owe her a second favor, something that wasn’t taken lightly on Surya. 
 
    “Only the two of us. We both know Ju-Long has had other things on his mind lately.” 
 
    Ju-Long was the first human challenger to compete in the Dinari’s annual Tournament of Fists. The tournament was a lot like boxing, but with electrified barbs attached to the knuckles of the fighters. It was more of a nuisance to the Dinari with their thick and scaly hides, but it proved a far more dangerous sport for a human competitor. Still, Ju-Long came out on top and became an overnight sensation among the Dinari people. To say becoming a celebrity went to his head would be an understatement. 
 
    Saturn heard a clunk at the door and turned to see dust falling from the cracks in the seams of the wooden planks, shooting out where the morning light seeped through onto the stone floor. The door swung open and a short, brawny human stumbled through, holding a lump on his forehead. Ju-Long was a stout man with more muscle than he knew what to do with and subtle Asian features that made him pleasing to the eye, supposing his personality was taken out of the equation. 
 
    “Did one of you change the door handle?” Ju-Long slurred, checking the bump on his head for signs of blood. 
 
    “Yes,” Saturn said sarcastically. “We live to torment you.” 
 
    Saturn turned her back to Ju-Long and covered her face with her hands, embarrassed for her species. She knew Ju-Long was a lot smarter than he let on, but she was afraid his escapades would make the human race a laughing stock. There were only three humans in the Ansara System and she felt a need to be seen as something other than fools. Anything other than fools, in fact. 
 
    Nix noticed her expression and said casually, “What? I like drunk Ju-Long.” 
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    Saturn watched Ju-Long stumble up to the bar, finding his way onto one of the open stools with great effort. Nix poured him a glass of clear liquid and slid it down the bar to his crewmate’s waiting hand. Saturn clenched her jaw in frustration and shot Nix her coldest glare. Perhaps Nix had finally started to understand her expressions, because he nodded, confidently acknowledging her annoyance. 
 
    “Drink up, Ju-Long,” the Dinari said. 
 
    Ju-Long chugged the entire glass, far more than an average shot. Saturn got a sick feeling in her stomach just watching him. It really was too early to be drinking. When he was finished, he slammed the glass down hard on the stone top, chipping the bottom edge and sending a crack up the side. 
 
    “Yuck,” Ju-Long declared before examining his cracked glass. “Whoever built this bar wasn’t thinking right. You must go through a million glasses.” 
 
    Nix replied, “Dinari don’t slam them down when they’re finished. How do you feel?” 
 
    Ju-Long eyed him quizzically and replied, “Fine. Clear. What was in that?” 
 
    “An ancient remedy. Riken gives it out when someone gets too rowdy. It helps diffuse the toxins in your blood.” 
 
    “Well, thanks, but I spent a lot of time and effort getting drunk.” 
 
    “Saturn has a job for you.” 
 
    “She does?” Ju-Long asked 
 
    Saturn’s eyes widened. “I do?” 
 
    The edges of Nix’s mouth curled up and his long tongue massaged his pointed teeth. 
 
    “Sestra tells me that Astrid’s been giving her problems. She doesn’t like being in hiding. If she’s anything like the other Ansarans I’ve met, her sense of superiority will only let her stay put for so long before she does something stupid. Let’s not forget she still has information we need.” 
 
    “You’re wanting us to get close to her?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “I think Ju-Long has already done a fine job of gaining her trust. Your façade has worked better than any of us could have hoped.” 
 
    Ju-Long squinted and asked menacingly, “What façade?” 
 
    “She does trust you,” Saturn said to her human companion. “My feelings about her aside, Nix is right. If we can find out anything more about the Quantum Trigger or these other devices Vesta Corporation has made, we need to do what we can to make sure we get our hands on that information.” 
 
    Ju-Long crushed the already chipped shot glass in his hand and sprinkled the tiny chunks onto the stone bar. The pebbles of glass were tinted with scant droplets of his blood. Ju-Long wiped his hand off on his loose tan shirt and regarded Nix angrily. 
 
    “Astrid will tell us what we need to know when she’s good and ready. I won’t use her in whatever sick game you’ve dreamed up. You should look in the mirror, Nix. You’re becoming more like Zega every day.” 
 
    With that, Ju-Long brushed past Saturn and pushed his way out the door into the bright orange morning light. Saturn could hear a hover bike jump to life outside and the dull whoosh as it sped away, sending a plume of sand through the still-open door. 
 
    “I better follow him,” Saturn said, making for the doorway. 
 
    Nix called after her and she stopped, turning to see a look of concern cross his visage. The Dinari cautioned, “Ju-Long is getting too close to her. She’s an Ansaran. We both know what she’s capable of. I think it’s better if we look at this situation as transactional in nature. I don’t want to see Ju-Long hurt any more than you do.” 
 
    Saturn lowered her eyes and mumbled, “I know.” 
 
    Without making further eye contact, she took hold of the rusted metal handle and shut the large wooden door behind her. A flurry of sand brushed past her face and was immediately entangled in her brown ponytail. She’d stopped trying to keep the sand out months ago. It was futile. The tangled mess that was her hair wouldn’t be tamed and it wasn’t as if the bald Dinari or Ansarans had a hair brush at their disposal. 
 
    Saturn walked around the side of the building to where she kept her own hover bike. Even when its engine wasn’t running it had a way of hovering slightly off the ground, as though it was resisting a hidden magnetic field slightly under the surface of the planet. She mounted the long bike and took hold of the two leather-trimmed handles. With a single push of a button, the bike lifted up another couple of feet and the console lit up, showing her a detailed readout of the colony. She found the tracker in Ju-Long’s bike and watched the yellow dot flash as it moved along one of the main roads toward Sestra’s shop at the edge of the Sector Seven. 
 
    Saturn tilted her foot down on the pedal and the bike zoomed out of the alley and onto the much larger main street. The sun was at a steep angle at her back, lighting up the low buildings all around her as well as the countless spires in the distance, each so high she couldn’t see the top even if she craned her neck all the way back. The sun continued to rise higher; soon the temperature would be uncomfortably hot. Due to the location of the colony, there really wasn’t any sort of seasons Saturn could discern. There was only hot and arid. She rotated her foot farther forward. The sooner this was over with the better. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Nix poured himself a glass of the clear liquid and raised it above his mouth, pouring it down his throat and bypassing his tongue entirely. The fluid cooled his throat on the way down and made his golden eyes perk open wide. His pupils darted to the top of the stairs. He’d seen it before his ears had picked up the sound. Bare feet shuffled down the steps and the half-naked Liam appeared, the rest of his clothes in hand. 
 
    “What was all that racket?” he asked, dropping his boots to the floor and slipping his ivory shirt over his head. The ragged deep V was held together by lightly-colored strings and the material looked to be soft to the touch. Not that Nix’s scaled fingers would be able to tell much of a difference. 
 
    “Saturn and Ju-Long were just heading out to check on Astrid. Where are you going so early?” 
 
    Liam avoided making eye contact with Nix. He continued to dress and said, “I’ve got a quick job to do, nothing too important.” 
 
    “Another job for Zega I presume?” 
 
    “Like I said, nothing too important. I’ll be back in an hour.” 
 
    Liam slid one foot after the other into their respective boots and tightened the laces. 
 
    “I see,” Nix said flatly. “Could I tag along? Don’t want to get rusty.” 
 
    Liam had finished dressing and stood up tall before him. He regarded Nix apologetically and hedged, “It’s not the best time. I’m working a mark for Zega and I just can’t bring anyone else in on it yet. You understand.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nix said with a grimace, watching Liam make his way to the door. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon. Maybe we can take another quick job when I get back.” 
 
    “I look forward to it,” Nix said with an unintentionally dark voice, his eyes narrowed as Liam shut the door behind him. 
 
    Nix quickly poured another shot of the clear remedy and tilted his head back, swallowing it all in one gulp. He clacked the glass down on the bar a little harder than he intended and a chip flew out from the bottom. So much for the level-headed Dinari stereotype. He cursed and reached behind the bar to retrieve a small leather sack, slinging it over his shoulder and out of the way of his cloak. He raised the hood of his cloak right down to the edge of his golden eyes, veiling much of his face in shadow. He wrapped his clawed hands around the front door’s handle and yanked. It slammed against the wall, shutting firmly behind him a moment later as he made his way out into the sand after Liam.
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    The streets that had been packed with crowds of people a few days before were now nearly bare, with only a few brave Dinari still tending their shops at the markets. Festivals came and went on Surya with no apparent rhyme or reason. It was as though they didn’t fall on any sort of calendar date, only when a wild hair came over a few dozen shopkeepers. Enterprising Dinari from the twenty-four sectors of the colony would find out and set up shop for a day or two. Word had it the last pop-up market hadn’t gone as expected. Several Dinari were murdered with no suspects. 
 
    Saturn let up on her bike’s accelerator and slowed to make a turn near the edge of Sector Seven. Overhead, two Ansaran ships hovered a hundred feet over the street, their dual rotors sending up plumes of sand in all directions. Saturn stopped her bike and covered her eyes with her bare forearm. The rough grains of sand pelted her tanned skin. 
 
    The Ansaran vessels ascended high up into the sky, leaving Saturn flummoxed. The Ansarans had been cracking down recently, but mostly at night. Strict curfews had been in place for weeks. Nix was right about Liam, and Toras must have been aware of whatever was going on with him as well. She still couldn’t see what angle they were playing, but it was clear that at street-level things weren’t going well for the Dinari. There was unrest bubbling at the edges of every alleyway. 
 
    The dust began to settle and Saturn tilted her boot against the accelerator, only to release it after traveling just a few feet. On the side of the street lay the body of a Dinari child with sand-colored scales, blackened in spots where he’d been struck by an Ansaran laser blast. He must have only been ten Earth years of age, fewer by Dinari standards. Saturn knew the Dinari lived longer lives than humans, but the mystery was by how much? His body was mangled in a gruesome way, blood still trickling out of the partially cauterized wound. What did drip down to the packed sand of the street congealed into a gruesome crimson mud. Saturn’s eyes drifted up the three-story clay wall behind the child’s body. 
 
    The words emblazoned there were still fresh, dripping red drops down the sandy wall, guided by the many cracks which ran down to the very foundation. The chip implanted at the base of Saturn’s neck translated the foreign symbols scrawled out before her. It read: Dinari Rising. 
 
    Saturn looked back to the child on the side of the sandy street and noticed his small clawed hand was covered in a red dye that would have been easy to mistake for blood. Perhaps things were even worse than she had imagined. 
 
    She gripped the leather handles of her hover bike and angrily slammed down on the accelerator, increasing its speed until she began to have tunnel-vision. The readout displayed her location. She was approaching Sestra’s shop. Reluctantly, she eased off the power and let herself slow to a more maneuverable speed, turning into a narrow alleyway and pulling up behind Ju-Long’s deserted bike. He couldn’t have been inside for long because the dust hadn’t yet settled around his vehicle. 
 
    Saturn powered down her hover bike and dismounted, wiping away the sand that had accumulated in the cracks of her tan pants. They were baggier than she preferred, but after a little experience in the desert she found that keeping a little distance between her skin and her clothing kept her from overheating. She adjusted the shoulder straps on her dusty white tank top and could feel a sunburn coming on quickly. She’d left in such a hurry she’d forgotten her cloak. 
 
    Looking both ways in the thin alley, she saw no one. Without bothering to knock, she pushed through the door to Sestra’s shop, which was crafted from a dozen wooden planks, roughly cut and not sanded. Inside, she saw a number of curiosities scattered about on the rickety handmade shelves, with more still presented on pedestals of stone that jutted up from the foundation every so often. Saturn had only been in the shop a few times before, and could honestly say that none of the experiences had been particularly pleasant. Still, she enjoyed seeing the odd gadgets that filled Sestra’s displays and found herself imagining the various purposes of the many devices. 
 
    A raspy voice called to her, “You can look, but I’m afraid most of what you see would cost you more favors than you could repay in a lifetime.” 
 
    Saturn turned and regarded the squat Dinari female. Her features were softer than Nix’s, her scales seeming to have fewer deep grooves between them which made her skin almost smooth to the casual onlooker. Saturn had remembered the Dinari’s scales being burned from the sun the first time they’d met, but in recent visits she appeared to have stayed indoors because her skin had returned to a paler sand color. Like Nix, her eyes were bulbous and gold, with vertical black slits which changed significantly with the light. Her nose was somewhere between a human’s and a snake’s, with slits for nostrils which curled around, culminating in small circle.  
 
    Her garments clung tightly to her body, in contrast to her usual cloak with a high cowl. The Dinari’s form was fit, which surprised Saturn. With the Dinari’s raspy voice and chilly demeanor she’d always assumed the shopkeeper was far older. Without her cloak to obscure her shape, it was clear that Saturn had been mistaken. 
 
    “Come now, Sestra,” Saturn responded in kind. “Nothing in here looks very expensive.” 
 
    “Yes, but you have nothing I want,” Sestra quipped. 
 
    Saturn’s mouth curled up into a smile. She never could tell exactly where she stood with Sestra. When Nix wasn’t around, she wasn’t the kindest person, yet she’d always complied with Nix’s requests. There was a story there that she hadn’t been able to beat out of her Dinari companion. 
 
    “So, the Ansaran has been giving you trouble I hear?” 
 
    The Dinari grimaced and rasped angrily, “Insufferable. Unbearable! If you don’t take her with you when you leave—” 
 
    Saturn crossed her arms and asked, “You’ll what?” 
 
    “I don’t know what I did to deserve this. It seems all I do for you people is favors and I get stuck with an Ansaran; in my home! Do you know how insulting that is? I chose my line of work specifically to avoid such an arrangement.” 
 
    “Calm yourself. It’s only temporary.” 
 
    “Temporary suggests an end. I’ve heard of no timeline for her removal.” 
 
    “She has information we need. When we have it, other arrangements will be made. Off-world arrangements.” 
 
    Saturn thought she saw Sestra smile briefly, but it seemed so out of character for her, Saturn half-convinced herself she’d imagined it. 
 
    “Show me to her.” 
 
    “You’ll have to pry that brute off of her if you want to talk.” 
 
    “Let me worry about Ju-Long.” 
 
    Sestra nodded and led her around the glass counter at the back of the shop and through the tattered-cloth curtain. The Dinari reached up to the low ceiling and grabbed an orb of light the size of her fist. The orb wasn’t attached to anything, much like the orbs that floated near the ceiling of The Sand’s Edge bar. One of these days, Saturn was going to get around to asking how they worked. When she did, she’d ask someone with a bit more personality than Sestra. 
 
    At the end of the tight, winding corridor, they came to an open area with shelves lined with gadgets of all types and purposes. Saturn only knew the purpose of one of the devices on the shelf. Her eyes found the copper-colored goggles sitting on a shelf just below eye level. When she looked into the lenses she was reminded of Liam’s screams as he fought the link that connected his mind to Toras. At the time, alien telepathic links were shocking. Now, that sort of thing was just another day on Surya. 
 
    Sestra continued past the wobbly shelves and through a narrow corridor that Saturn had never been down before. It was only wide enough for a few extra inches on either side of her shoulders. Saturn wondered how Ju-Long was even able to fit inside the tiny passage. 
 
    Sestra pulled one of the hallway doors closed, light still barely seeping from under the door. The Dinari kept walking without explanation, pulling Saturn along by her upper arm. Saturn examined the door as they passed by what little light reflected off the walls from Sestra’s glowing orb. The door’s planks were a bare, unfinished wood that appeared newer than the rest of the entryways they’d passed. 
 
    “What’s back there?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “None of your concern.” 
 
    Sestra released her arm and shined the light in her face. Up close, Saturn could see individual specs of gold swirling in the pulsing orb as though populated by a colony of microscopic fireflies. Sestra’s face might have been carved out of rock, her facial muscles frozen in a look of scorn. The Dinari’s mouth curled up into a slender smirk and she continued, “Maybe when you’re ready.” 
 
    Sestra moved the light to the rickety boards that formed a solidly-built doorway. They’d reached the end of the passage without Saturn realizing. Light trickled out in several places where the planks didn’t quite come together. The Dinari gripped the rusted metal handle and put her shoulder into the door to open it. It swung inward, scraping along the stone floor and making an excruciatingly high-pitched noise. 
 
    Saturn stepped inside and saw Ju-Long sitting next to the Ansaran on a thin sleeping pad. She was examining Ju-Long’s hand and carefully picking out pieces of broken glass. The Ansaran’s skin was a paler blue than she remembered, with fine scales that were only truly visible in the right light and at the right angle. Her eyes were a swirl of blue and green and far smaller than the eyes of an Ansaran male. In fact, they were almost as small as a human’s but far more exotic in shape. Like a Dinari, her pupils were vertical slits, now much wider than normal in the low light of the back room. Her pointed ears jutted back from her bald head and were probably her most memorable feature apart from the black geometric tattoos which lined her graceful neck. 
 
    The Dinari touched one of the holes on the side of her head that served as an ear. She shook her head out of frustration and said to Saturn in her gravelly voice, “I need to take care of something for Zega. She’s your responsibility now.”
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    Liam Kidd eased his foot off the hover bike’s accelerator and came to a halt in the alley outside one of Zega’s many warehouses. The building was a single-story structure made from a mix of clay and corrugated metal. It housed a number of items, the manner of which changed based on Ansaran inspection schedules. Zega’s spies had a knack for uncovering the schedules far enough in advance to play a sort of shell game with them. 
 
    Liam dismounted his bike and approached the metal doorway, which extended three feet over his head and was wide enough to fit three of him abreast. The sand under Liam’s feet was loose and flat, a reminder that no one not invited dared tread the ground nearby. A feeling crept up inside his stomach. The Dinari knew exactly what the little building was and who owned it. It was no different than the many buildings owned by Vesta Corporation on Earth. Word had a way of spreading quickly. Liam put his palm against the sensor to the right of the door and gears began to churn behind the metal until the door finally slid up on its track. 
 
    Inside, a single orb of light illuminated near the ceiling at the center of the room, the rays hardly managing to penetrate the densely populated chamber. The sun that penetrated the room from the outside wasn’t much help either. The building couldn’t have been more than twenty feet square and had a few rows of steel shelves filled with hard-shelled boxes and leather bags bulging in awkward places. He pulled a flat disc the size of a Terran credit out of his pants pocket and held it up in his palm. A hologram projected outward, its orange hue coloring the dimly lit walls. 
 
    Numbers scrolled through countless iterations until they finally fell on a three and a four, appearing as lines and dots that his mind translated for him into Earth Common. Liam counted three shelves from the left and looked up to the fourth shelf, just above eye level. The sole item on the shelf was a brown leather bag that was as long as his arm, a single strap running the length of it. The bag bulged in places that made his thoughts run rampant. The thought that anything could have been in that bag excited him to no end. 
 
    Liam returned the thin disc to his pocket and grabbed the bag’s strap. When he pulled it from the shelf, the weight of it nearly took his shoulders out of their sockets as the bag clunked to his feet. He heard a strange metallic sound from within that reminded him of his time as a smuggler. Terran credits had been light; made from a material that had tracking software built in that was immensely difficult to counterfeit and had the benefit of also being nearly indestructible. Because of this, Vesta Corporation preferred to deal with gold as it was harder to track. He was beginning to understand why Zega had sent him on this job. It was a payoff. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Nix crawled closer to the edge of the rooftop, straining his eyes in his magnifying goggles. He focused the lenses on a small building’s open door, a hover bike waiting rider-less outside. Nix had seen buildings like that before, and it usually spelled trouble. He squinted, and through the dim entryway, Nix saw him. Liam’s human appearance was unmistakable. Add in the tangled blond hair and deep facial scar and he stood out like a Narran Flemox. Nix smiled at the thought of the giant amphibian with its bright purple skin and pustules that oozed stinky green liquid from its pores. Liam was carrying a brown bag out of the warehouse, struggling with the weight. It took him a minute to heave it onto his hover bike and mount up. The building’s metal door automatically closed as Liam sped away, his vehicle hardly seeming to notice the increased burden. 
 
    Nix removed the goggles and rested his elbows on the hardened clay lip at the edge of the rooftop. The sun’s glare found his eyes and made him lower his gaze to the street down below. That street ran along the whole edge of Sector Seven and had few residents. The outskirts of the colony were hardly a place for the civilized. Nix didn’t like the look of things. Whatever job Zega had Liam doing was anything but benign. He needed to find out what was in that bag. It had been heavy. Was it weapons? The bag would only have held a few Ansaran lasers so it seemed unlikely. 
 
    The Dinari came up to his feet and powered up his hover bike, waiting patiently with its almost silent idling hum. He mounted the long vehicle and turned on the square map display. Nix could see Liam’s bike approaching one of the larger spires in the area. It was the one in closest proximity to the Caretaker’s tower, near Sector Eight. He swiped his hand through the image and the hologram disappeared. Angrily, Nix pointed his toe, forcing the accelerator down to full, shooting off the edge of the roof and coming down on the street below, sending a plume of sand out the back of his bike as it cut into the ground. Behind him, the cloud of dust rose violently into the air. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Liam craned his neck in an attempt to make out the top of the spire before him. It was no use. The tower faded out of view, swallowed up by the orange and yellow sky. Liam powered down his bike and dismounted. An Ansaran guard quickly approached him, clad in his sand-colored armor and oblong helmet that accentuated his sloping head and angular chin. The many small plates that made up his armor had been filled in with sand so that with every movement bits of the coarse powder sprinkled down to the ground. He was a jittering hourglass who never seemed to run out of sand to count the seconds. 
 
    “State your purpose,” the guard said in a deep voice that reverberated against the hardened material that protected his neck. 
 
    Liam gripped the strap on the dense leather bag and lifted it off the back of his hover bike, heaving it over his shoulder with great effort. 
 
    “Vidu expects me.” 
 
    The Ansaran guard tilted his head, examining Liam’s bike. Liam could see the faint outline of green text flowing behind the Ansaran’s black visor. Perhaps instructions from an unseen master. A moment later, the alien lowered his weapon and stepped to the side. He cautioned, “Vidu doesn’t like outsiders.” 
 
    “He’ll like me.” 
 
    Liam brushed past the guard and approached the Spire’s massive double doors. Each of the spires he’d seen had different nuances, as though the architect was different for each, but they’d all had the same master. The building was distinctly Ansaran despite the swirling detail engrained in the door that was decidedly at odds with the Caretaker’s tower. The doors were tall enough to fit a Kurazon, easily twelve feet in height. 
 
    The thick doors swung inward when Liam was within a few steps of the entrance. Inside, a staircase wound up and around to his left, disappearing behind the tall ceiling above in an ascent Liam knew led all the way to the top of the spire, should one have the energy. To his right was a slab of stone that was cut out of the single piece that formed the floor. Liam made his way over to the platform and knelt down in the center, something he’d learned from previous encounters with the strange technology. 
 
    Purple light illuminated the square cutout of stone and the platform rose up a few feet before shooting off in the opposite direction as the staircase, moving as though along a double helix, spiraling up the tower at speeds that could hardly have been considered safe. Liam braced his palms against the stone and tried not to look out the windows that lined the spire. The concave glass filled in the grooves of the tower as would a screw. Nix had once told him that the grooves helped funnel the wind, which allowed them to build even higher. He’d also mentioned that the glass was almost as strong as stone. Liam had seen the strange properties of the glass before, enough at least to know it wasn’t the same as any glass he’d seen on Earth. 
 
    After passing countless floors, each providing only a glimpse at the lifestyles of the Ansaran residents, the platform began to slow and Liam finally cautioned a glance outside. He was so high up that the Dinari structures below were indistinguishable from the sand around them, but for the tiny pinpricks which milled around the streets and scarce vehicles that sped along the dirt roadways. The stone square stopped and dropped into a slot on the floor, the purple light dissipating even more quickly than it had appeared. 
 
    Liam rose up to a standing position, the leather strap of the bag cutting into his shoulder under the strain. He shuffled off the platform and approached a white door with precise lines and a sheen that reflected light back at him from the window. The reflective double doors opened as he approached and he was met by two Ansaran guards wearing the same sand-colored armor as the Ansaran outside, only theirs was pristine by comparison. They examined him momentarily before stepping aside to let him pass. 
 
    Liam entered the large antechamber and immediately noticed that the floor was made from the same white material as the doors, its polish reflecting the light from the many windows as he walked. The guards closed the doors behind him and Liam looked back over his shoulder. He could see right through the entryway into the landing outside as though the door was half translucent. 
 
    “Who has Zega sent this time?” 
 
    The haughty voice made Liam turn back to his front, where an Ansaran stood, clad in white armor that covered his shoulders and torso, his pale blue skin contrasting with the brilliant ashen plates. His leggings emulated the tiny scales that covered his body, much like that of a fish, only these were harder and with jagged edges that didn’t look safe to touch. At his shoulders were ornate silver leaves which were connected by a chain which hung down over his chest. They supported a light blue cape that was so unspoiled it could never before have left the spire. Anything that graced the streets of Surya was immediately touched by sand. 
 
    Liam had become accustomed to the fine grains lodging in his long and gnarled hair. It was an inescapable fact of living in the desert. No dust storms required. 
 
    “I’m Liam Kidd. Zega’s instructed me—” 
 
    “An outsider,” the Ansaran interrupted, his pale blue face contorting out of disgust. 
 
    The Ansaran’s large black eyes were haunting, only showing bits of white at the edges when his gaze shifted to the side. 
 
    “I take it you’re Vidu, then.” 
 
    “I am Vidu of House Ansara and you will address me with the respect due to someone of my station.” 
 
    Liam swung the leather bag off his shoulder and dropped it to the floor by his feet, the loud clunk silencing any further ramblings. The bag’s strap came undone when it hit the tile and several hexagonal pieces of a golden metal came tumbling out onto the floor. The center of each piece was pressed down with a picture of an unfamiliar Ansaran face. 
 
    Vidu’s disgust faded and his mouth hung ajar. 
 
    Liam commented, “Zega told me you’d know what this means.” 
 
    Vidu collected himself and remarked, “Zega. He certainly has a way, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “So, we’re square?” 
 
    The Ansaran motioned with his hand and one of his guards appeared at his side. Vidu pointed to the bag and his Ansaran lackey began picking up the hexagonal currency. When he’d gathered them all up, he picked up the bag with ease and slung it over his shoulder, awaiting further orders. 
 
    “Ansaran Rooks might not mean much on Surya, but on Ansara this much would buy a ship. A fine ship. Do you know what a fine ship costs?” 
 
    “All too well,” Liam responded. 
 
    Vidu nodded and said, “Very well. Tell Zega that as acting Head of Security on this colony, he’ll get no trouble from me if he can deliver what he’s promised.” 
 
    Liam smiled. “Pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    Vidu moved closer, now mere steps away. His stature would have been imposing even without his menacing armor. He was easily half a head taller than Liam and his demeanor was anything but inviting, despite the peace offering. He said in a cutting tone, “If Toras discovers our plan, the deal is off. So will be, I suspect, our heads.” 
 
    “Discretion is our specialty.” 
 
    Vidu opened his mouth and pointed his finger, but ultimately lowered his hand before he could come up with a clever retort. Instead, he simply said, “For an Outsider, you’re not as repulsive as I would have imagined.” 
 
    “Well, I’d hate to offend,” Liam said curtly before turning and making for the exit, leaving Vidu speechless in his tall ivory tower.
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    The spire stood nearly a few hundred feet apart from any other building. It was commonly said among the Ansarans that maintaining distance would demonstrate their superiority. Nix had heard a lot of things when he worked in the Caretaker’s tower. No one seemed to worry that he was listening. After all, he was a peasant to their eyes. A servant whose only purpose was to obey. Any idea to the contrary was clearly a delusion. 
 
    Nix drew his goggles down over his eyes and adjusted the focus, zooming in on the spire’s entrance. Liam had been gone a while. Too long, in fact. Nix came out of the prone position and up to one knee. He seemed to be making a habit of finding his way onto rooftops. The sun was beating down overhead in its near midday arc and Nix found his tongue salivating more than usual. He collected his saliva and spat out a large glob on the clay roof. It took mere seconds for the spittle to evaporate. 
 
    Nix pulled his goggles up and rested them on his sloped forehead. He looked along the street adjacent the spire. The road had a gradual curve in it allowing him to see the facades of most of the buildings nearby, though a few of the rooftops were out of his view. Instead of finding a higher vantage point, he’d opted for the clearest line of sight to the spire’s entrance. Now he’d begun to regret that decision. He was one glint of the sun away from being spotted. 
 
    To his left, Nix heard a door slam shut. He leaned over the edge of the rooftop to get a better look. It was a single Dinari, wrapped up in tightly-woven white clothes which were stained with specs of red and black, the soft fibers absorbing the droplets with ease. Nix instinctively covered his mouth with his palm. That Dinari had no business being up and about. Even though he was fifty feet away, Nix could see he was sick with something terrible. But it wasn’t just any sickness. It was the sickness. The Dinari Phage Sickness. 
 
    Nix hadn’t seen a case of it since he was a child. It was rumored that the Ansarans had been using the virus to control the Dinari population, as it had no effect on the Ansarans at all. Nix didn’t know if that was true or not, but he’d always accepted it out of spite, if for no other reason. The Dinari began meandering in the direction of the spire as though lost in a daze. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Nix saw the spire’s main double doors burst open and a figure appear out of the darkness within. The Dinari lowered his goggles and adjusted the zoom. It was Liam. This time without the bag. Whatever he’d come to do, it was done. Liam stopped at the top of the stairs and exchanged words with the Ansaran guard. 
 
    Nix zoomed out and tried to locate the sick Dinari, but he was gone. He drew up his goggles and spotted the sickly man sprinting toward the spire at a rate that seemed implausible given his condition. He was gunning straight for Liam. 
 
    “Shit,” Nix cursed. 
 
    He scrambled to his feet and raced to his hover bike. He’d never be able to make the distance in time. He’d have to take a more extreme measure. Nix reached over the top of his seat and retrieved an Ansaran laser rifle mounted on the other side. His own Dinari energy weapon would be too inaccurate at such a distance. 
 
    Nix ran back to the edge of the rooftop and knelt down. Using his goggles as a scope, he breathed out and fired a single blast. He caught the sickly Dinari in his shoulder but the blast hardly slowed him down. He seemed to be rabid, unable to notice he was in pain. 
 
    He could see Liam and the Ansaran guard take notice and draw their weapons. The sick Dinari was closing in, only twenty feet away. Nix fired another shot and the crimson laser found its way through the Dinari’s back, coming out through his chest and absorbing into the sand mere inches from Liam’s feet. The sick Dinari stumbled, blood spewing out his mouth as he gasped for air. But his feet kept stumbling forward. 
 
    The sick Dinari fell at Liam’s feet face down, close enough to reach out and touch. The Ansaran guard kicked the man over onto his back with his sand-colored boots. Blood pooled at the Dinari’s mouth and dripped down his cheeks on either side, finding its way down into the sand and mixing with the dust to create a cruel sort of mud. 
 
    Liam put his hand up above his eyes to shield the sun, scanning the rooftops for the source of the laser. Nix ducked down and hugged the rifle to his chest. He waited a moment before cautioning another look over the roof’s edge. 
 
    The Dinari was still alive, his chest rising and falling in quick succession. Liam knelt down beside him and gripped the white bandages that swathed the Dinari’s diseased body. Liam was asking him something, but Nix’s translation chip wasn’t able to read his lips given the angle. He felt his blood pressure rise, his heart pounding and reverberating throughout his body. There was no way to know if a human could catch the Phage Sickness, but it wasn’t a fate he’d wish on anyone. The survival rate was abysmal and the pain excruciating to see firsthand. 
 
    Nix cried out as loud as he could but his voice was negated by the building breeze. All he could do was watch as the Dinari coughed out his final breath, spouting droplets of blood up into Liam’s face and eyes. 
 
    “No!” Nix screamed, tears welling up at the corners of his eyes. He dropped his laser rifle and collapsed onto his stomach. Nix made a fist and slammed the clay rooftop, creating an imprint with several cracks crawling out from the center. 
 
    He rolled onto his side and looked up at the harsh orange sun, feeling his vision blur. His large golden eyes were glazed with a layer of tears he couldn’t control. He couldn’t stop it. He could have taken the kill shot right away and prevented it, but he didn’t. It was his fault. He was weak. 
 
    Nix heard the engine of a hover bike and his mind snapped back to the moment. He edged over to the rim of the roof, looking over the side. It was only for a second, but he saw him. Nix took in every nuance of the rider clad in blue. His armor was made to emulate hardened scales and was dyed a deep shade of azure. The short man’s helmet was oblong, coming down flat in the front and jutting out at the back with a black visor that reminded him of the helmets of the Ansaran guard. Every space not covered by armor was clothed in a black material. It was clear the rider was muscular, though still very lean. 
 
    Nix had no doubt that the rider was involved with the sick Dinari. It could have been an assassination attempt. He worried his fears were coming true and Liam had stepped over some sort of line. But whose? When he’d told Saturn that Liam was going to get himself killed, he never expected something like this. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Liam’s vision blurred as he wiped the blood from his eyes. His heartbeat hastened, fingers going numb. He tried to focus on the source of the laser blast. There in the street a few hundred feet away was a figure clad in blue armor. He squinted, trying to make out every detail, but his mind was fading quick. A sudden pain sprung up behind his eyes. Liam used his fingers to wipe at them to no effect. He wanted to scratch them out if it would make it stop. His eyes sought out the Suryan sun and he stared into the light, praying that the agony would stop. 
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    “No more questions,” Ju-Long said gruffly, waiving off Saturn’s advances. 
 
    Saturn leaned against the clay wall across from Astrid and Ju-Long, one brown combat boot planted against the cracked and dry façade. She crossed her arms and scolded her crew member. 
 
    “This was part of the deal, Ju-Long. Her usefulness to this crew is based on what she knows. We’re not protecting her so she can be your plaything.” 
 
    Ju-Long scrambled to his feet, furious, and struck Saturn across the face. She stumbled back a couple of steps, dazed. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Astrid said gently, pulling Ju-Long back. Her blue and green eyes glowed faintly in the dimly lit room. She placed a soft scaled hand on Ju-Long’s face and turned his chin toward her, his eyes following and connecting with hers. “Some people just don’t have any tact. I’ll answer her questions if I know the answers.” 
 
    Ju-Long nodded, his eyes absorbed in Astrid’s vertical pupils, large in the half-light and in steep contrast to the slender glow behind their colored edges. His demeanor calmed at her graceful touch. 
 
    Saturn wiped her lip and shook off the blow. She asked, “You said that the Quantum Trigger wasn’t the only device made by Vesta Corporation. What other devices exist?” 
 
    “Right to the point. I’ve heard rumors of two other objects with strange properties. One was in the shape of a sphere, the other a pyramid, each similar to the Quantum Trigger.” 
 
    “What do they do?” 
 
    Astrid hung her head and said with disappointment, “That’s where the stories differ. Some say the Three were prototypes for the Quantum Trigger but that they created something else entirely. Instead of creating a bridge from one part of space to another, one of them ripped a hole in space that was irreparable. Others suggest an alternate reality or dimension, a world existing in the empty space between atoms all around us. Many think they’re weapons, with powers unfathomable to us.” 
 
    “Vesta Corporation wouldn’t have the technology to do any of those things. It’s only a result of Ju-Long’s work that they were even able to create the Quantum Trigger.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” Ju-Long huffed. 
 
    Astrid continued, “There are stories, myths really, that I was told as a child. Have you ever heard of the Corsairs?” 
 
    Saturn exchanged looks with Ju-Long, who shifted uncomfortably where he stood. Their ship, The Garuda, was one of the long-lost Corsair-Class ships stolen from legend. However, Nix had made it a point not to tell Astrid until they were sure they could trust her. That time had not yet come. Saturn offered her a non-committal shrug in response. 
 
    “The Corsairs were fearsome ships developed by the Dinari during the War of a Thousand Years. Almost a hundred if the accounts are accurate. Each held the caged soul of the most feared creatures in existence. There was a great battle over Ansara and they were all lost.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “Lost. Not destroyed. As a child I was interested why the tales always said they were lost and not destroyed. Surely the Ansaran fleet defeated them all. There was no mention of how the battle ended, so I asked an elder on Taleris. He admitted that no one knows what happened to them, but that he imagines a few may still be out there. So, what happened to the rest of their ships?” 
 
    Saturn shrugged and said, “Bad record-keeping?” 
 
    Ju-Long spoke up, “Are you sure that’s how it went?” 
 
    Saturn shot a cautioning glare his way. “I was at The Sand’s Edge having a drink with some Dinari friends and they said the Ansarans destroyed all of the Corsairs.” 
 
    Astrid shook her head. She seemed genuinely distressed, crossing her arms uncomfortably and averting her eyes from Ju-Long. 
 
    “The histories are different depending on who you talk to. Some say there were a hundred ships, some fifty. Some say they were destroyed; some say they’re only in hiding, waiting for an opportunity to strike. I’ll be the first to admit my race’s tactics aren’t delicate when it comes to recording the past.” 
 
    Ju-Long asked her, “Are you suggesting the Ansarans spread tales of the Corsairs’ demise to crush the Dinari’s spirit?” 
 
    “As I said, not exactly delicate. From what I could gather, my people don’t know what happened any more than the Dinari. It was a hundred years ago, so who’s to say for sure?” 
 
    “How does this relate to Vesta Corporation?” 
 
    Astrid smiled and asked, “What is a wormhole?” 
 
    “A bridge across space,” Ju-Long responded. 
 
    “Or time,” Astrid interjected. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Saturn argued. 
 
    “Well,” Ju-Long hedged. “In theory, but after what I’ve seen it doesn’t actually seem that far-fetched.” 
 
    Astrid said, “It’s just a thought, but what if one of the other devices played a part in their disappearance? It could have destroyed them or sent them somewhere else entirely.” 
 
    “I don’t want to think about it,” Saturn said, uncrossing her arms and pushing off from the wall. “I’m tired of speculation. What do you know?” 
 
    Astrid was growing visibly frustrated and shot back in a chilly tone, “However or whenever the devices came into existence doesn’t matter. I don’t know why Vesta Corporation made them or who or what they were intended for, but I do know that the Ansaran High Council intends to use them. They will colonize more worlds and crush the Kurazon or the Dinari if they try to interfere.” 
 
    “They don’t have the numbers,” Saturn remarked. “How do they intend to colonize anything when they’ve messed with their genome so much that they can hardly manufacture a female?” 
 
    Astrid’s mouth hung open, hurt by Saturn’s words. Her eyes began to glow as though the shining light behind her eyes was some kind of defense mechanism. 
 
    “No offense,” Saturn added, much too late. 
 
    Saturn had nearly forgotten that Astrid had been grown in a lab like some kind of experiment. Though she didn’t have any experience with other Ansaran females, she seemed like any other walking, talking, breathing person. It sounded strange to Saturn to think of Astrid in such a way, no matter what she thought of her as a crew member. 
 
    “War has devastated the population of this system. Countless billions have died as a result of the War of a Thousand Years. But do not count us out so easily. There are facilities like the one on Narra whose sole purpose is the propagation of my species.” 
 
    “Breeding programs?” 
 
    “One could say that. The Ansarans will not perish even if we have to fight another thousand-year war. If the Ansarans are the only species that remain, the High Council is prepared to go to great lengths to ensure our survival.” 
 
    “What kind of lengths are you talking about?” Ju-Long asked. 
 
    “During the long war, researchers at the facility on Narra created a super virus that only affected the Dinari anatomy. They also made a cure. Its release shortened the war by decades, but at great cost. Too many died. More than anticipated. A deal was eventually struck in which the leaders of the Dinari resistance agreed to cease war efforts in exchange for the cure. It was this deal that secured their subservience to my people. Mere mention of the Dinari Phage Sickness became taboo. It reminded the Dinari that it could be redeployed at any time. That fear led them to accept the reeducation process more readily. Those who dissented were made to be examples.” 
 
    “How do you know all of this?” 
 
    “Some of it is common knowledge among my people. We were taught that our mastery of the genetic code of this system’s species won the war. I learned the rest at the facility on Narra. After it was evacuated, I was searching through records for hints of my birth and anything else I could find related to the facility. I stumbled upon more than I bargained for.” 
 
    Ju-Long paced the small room and spoke almost to himself, “If the Dinari rise up again, the Ansarans will decimate them with this virus. It’s the perfect weapon.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much of the virus remains. I destroyed what I could at the facility on Narra. But I doubt the Ansarans would use it again so readily. Last time there were…unforeseen consequences. The Ansarans need the Dinari more than they realize. The Dinari provide most of the labor in this system. Without them we’d likely starve.” 
 
    A raspy voice said from the open door, “You’d be wise not to forget it.” 
 
    Sestra stood there eyeing the Ansaran coldly, scaled arms crossed over her chest. She approached Astrid slowly, her golden eyes conveying every ounce of hatred she bore the blue-skinned woman. Saturn noticed that Sestra’s tight clothing had become speckled with sand, clinging to the dark fabric. The Dinari was solely focused on Astrid, sizing her up before snarling, “You would dare speak of the Phage under my roof?” 
 
    “She asked and I answered. I meant no offense.” 
 
    Saturn felt her left wrist buzz and checked the curved display that enveloped her lower forearm like a bracer. The buzzing was loud enough that Sestra and the others were quieted, staring in her direction. A yellow dot was flashing rapidly on the screen. She pressed it and a hologram projected up out of her forearm in the shape of a grainy Dinari face. 
 
    Nix stared back at her, a tenth his normal size and frantic. The projection lit the room so that each of their faces reflected the orange hue. Nix was clearly distraught, almost like he’d been crying. His mouth opened and before he could say anything, he shut his eyes tight and looked away. 
 
    “It’s Liam,” he told her. “I need you back at The Sand’s Edge. He needs you.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? What happened?” Saturn asked quickly. 
 
    “Just get back here,” Nix said before turning to Sestra and adding, “Except you, Sestra, it’s probably best if you stay where you are.” 
 
    “Very well,” Sestra replied, curiosity tinting her gritty voice. 
 
    Saturn interjected, “Nix, tell me what’s happening.” 
 
    A scream pierced through the transmission and Nix quickly looked over his shoulder. He turned back and demanded, “Now, Saturn! And bring the Ansaran.” 
 
    Nix cut the feed and Saturn was left, mouth ajar and unable to think of a satisfying response. 
 
    Ju-Long appeared at her side and lowered her wrist for her. 
 
    “Come on,” he said softly, gripping her arm to ensure she didn’t stumble. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Saturn nodded and followed Ju-Long and Astrid out the door. When she looked back, she saw Sestra’s gaze lower as though deep in prayer. 
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    The Sand’s Edge Bar 
 
    “Hold him down,” Nix cried, his voice muffled by a leather breathing mask that was strapped snugly around his face. 
 
    Two large Dinari also donning full-facial masks and thick gloves held Liam down against one of the rounded tables near the bar. One of them was Riken, Zega’s barkeep and prize fighter whose scarred body had added a few extra burns after his loss to Ju-Long in the fighting ring. Riken strapped a mask over Liam’s face that bore the likeness of a blackened lizard’s skull. It was a symbol that was said to ward off death and would also serve to abate the spray of blood from Liam’s mouth during his many coughing fits. 
 
    Nix cautiously approached his friend with his hands out in front of him defensively, stopping just shy of him to be safe. “Don’t fight us, Liam. We need to get you upstairs until we can find a way to treat you.” 
 
    “What the hell is happening to me?” Liam struggled to say through the burnt Death Shroud. 
 
    “It’s the Dinari—” Nix stopped and hardened his voice before continuing. “It’s the Phage Sickness.” 
 
    Nix turned to Riken and ordered, “Get him upstairs to a private room and then set up a perimeter for decontamination. I don’t have to remind you that if any of his fluids enter your body it’ll mean your death. Burn your clothes when you’re through.” 
 
    Riken nodded to the other Dinari and they lifted Liam together, carrying him up the curling staircase and out of sight. Once they’d gone, Nix’s eyes remained entranced on the table against which Liam had been held. Droplets of blood remained on its surface and there was a trail of drips leading to the door. Nix backed up until he could feel the high edge of the bar underneath his shoulder blades. 
 
    How could this happen? The Phage Sickness had been gone for decades. If this was the Ansarans’ doing, then they’d broken the treaty. But who else could it have been? The Dinari had never had access to the virus in its nascent state. They were going to need help if they were going to get through this without losing him. Or without contracting the virus for that matter. For a moment his mind brushed against his childhood nightmares. The piles of dead. The flames. The smell. 
 
    Nix focused on the nearest droplet of blood and cursed aloud. Saturn and the others would be there shortly and they couldn’t enter the bar unprotected. Nix pushed off from the bar with his gloved hands and skirted around the blood-stained floor to a short staircase that led down into Zega’s cellar. He descended the stairs quickly and used his muscle to push through the thick door. 
 
    Inside, a single globe illuminated the long room. Zega’s chamber was empty, but for the elongated stone table which ran along the center. The bar’s proprietor was nowhere to be seen. Nix moved fervently to the back of the room and pushed aside a tightly-woven green rug made from the reeds that grew at the edge of the great sea. He fumbled with a circular latch that was cut into the stone floor and pulled up hard against the aging metal bracket. The fake stone was lighter than wood and was easily raised above his head, where it clicked into place. Nix stepped gingerly down the steep dark stairs that led down below. 
 
    He rummaged along the shelf to his right for one of the small globes, which vivified at his touch. The tiny space in which he found himself was nothing more than an underground shed, lined with Dinari pulse weapons, Ansaran lasers, and all of the trappings of war. Nix moved toward the back to the breathing masks. He grabbed a bag and shoved three masks into it, along with gloves and extra cloaks. It wasn’t ideal, but it’d have to do. 
 
    On his way back up to the bar, Nix’s mind was brought back to the sizzle at the tip of his laser rifle. His hot breath came out cool compared to the air around him. The seconds that followed felt drawn out. He was reliving the moment in his head, trying to think of what else he could have done. It was a dangerous game. 
 
    How could he have let this happen? Getting Liam back to the bar had been a task in itself. Luckily, Riken responded to his call and brought help and supplies. Even then, Nix remained intimately aware of his body, staying alert for early signs of the virus. He recounted the symptoms that he’d learned by heart as a boy. If anyone felt the effects, they were to immediately isolate themselves for the greater good. Fear, however, had a funny way of distorting one’s priorities. It was that same fear that gripped him as he continued to run through each precaution he’d taken, taking stock of every moment. Had he been exposed? If so, he wouldn’t have to wait long to find out. One Suryan Day. That was how long it took for the virus to kill most Dinari. 
 
    Nix absently approached the front door and stepped out into the sandy street, letting the door close behind him with a thud and a jangle of the loosely fitted lock. The warm midday sun was beating down on him, the yellow and orange hues blinding to his large, globular eyes. The street was deserted. Word of the Phage would have spread quickly and for good reason. On top of that, The Sand’s Edge had been buzzing with rumors of an uprising for weeks. A number of Dinari had seen graffiti on the clay porticos of homes and shops around Sector Seven. 
 
    Zega’s plan was progressing more rapidly than even Nix had anticipated, and Liam’s condition was a tragic distraction they couldn’t afford. Even thinking such thoughts made Nix feel overly callous, but it was the truth. He had to remember their faces, their piercing screams, or he wouldn’t be prepared for what might happen next. The sickness that took his mother and father was back. If there was a chance he could stop the spread, he’d take it, no matter the cost. 
 
    A strong gust of wind blew a swirl of sand past Nix. In the distance, a sandstorm was approaching the city. In truth, that might be the best news he’d heard all day. It meant everyone would be inside, lessening the chance of spreading the Phage. The sunlight dulled, blocked by intermittent plumes of sand on the horizon. It wouldn’t be long now. 
 
    Sector Seven was positioned near the edge of Akaru Colony, which looked a bit like a puffy cloud from above. The Colony was a series of circular sectors bunched together, each with a spire reaching a mile or more into the sky. Between Sectors Seven and Eight, the Caretaker’s massive tower rose slightly higher than the others, with a rigid metal pole at its peak to ensure it would always remain on top. None of that mattered. Soon, they would all be covered in sand regardless of how high in the sky one lived. The desert didn’t discriminate. 
 
    Nix didn’t have to wait more than a couple of minutes before two hover bikes approached, coming to a sudden halt before him. Saturn dismounted the back of Ju-Long’s bike with shaky legs, stress drawing color from her normally tanned face. 
 
    She staggered up to him and asked with a quivering hand grabbing at his outer cloak, “What happened? Tell me.” 
 
    Ju-Long and Astrid got off their hover bikes and joined Saturn at her side. Astrid was cloaked in roughly sewn Dinari garb, hooded and gloved to obscure her pale blue skin. Ju-Long cradled the hand cut by the broken glass, now wrapped with a blood-stained piece of tan cloth. 
 
    Nix shook his head and said with a muffled voice through his breathing mask, “Liam has contracted the Phage. It doesn’t look good.” 
 
    Astrid asked, “I thought the Phage Sickness could only affect Dinari?” 
 
    “Have the Ansarans ever tested it on a human before?” Nix replied scathingly. 
 
    Astrid averted Nix’s gaze and shook her head in silence. 
 
    The Dinari’s eyes traveled to the line of residences across the street, the windows of which had been shut and locked but the bulbous yellow eyes of dozens of Dinari still peeped out through the cracks. He held out the bag of masks and protective clothing and ordered, “Put these on and get inside. Watch where you step and don’t touch anything.” 
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    Zega paced his flat, wringing his hands together anxiously. Luscious water plants hung down in front of the windows, sprayed intermittently with a fine mist. Their purple leaves were filled with the succulent nectar of the gods. Zega loved the Nerva plant. It was one of the few small luxuries he afforded himself.  
 
    Zega was filled with a nervous energy. This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen, he thought. Liam had become an important part of his operation. Now his plans were teetering on the brink of collapse. What was that mercenary thinking? The Phage? Where did he even get his hands on a sample? It was supposed to be wiped out of existence after the war. All the more reason they needed a change in leadership. 
 
    His apartment was on the topmost floor of a six-level building at the heart of Sector Seven. It was a nicer area, with armed guards posted at every entrance. In his business, Zega couldn’t be too careful. With the manner of slime that he worked with on a daily basis, it was a small wonder he was even alive. 
 
    Zega’s flat had minimal furniture, but what he did have was of the best quality in the colony. Many colorful rugs brought life to the cold ceramic floor. Zega approached his long wooden table and picked up the carcass of a small lizard from an ornate dish, freshly grilled by his servant. He could see the small Dinari boy hiding beyond his bedroom door, trying to remain out of sight and failing miserably.  
 
    The boy still had a long way to go, but it’d only been a few months since the child had replaced his last servant after he’d failed one too many times. His previous servant was lucky he was still alive after the embarrassment Zega suffered as a result of his incompetence. But, after all, he wasn’t a monster. 
 
    When Zega bit into the lizard’s head, its warm innards oozed out onto his tongue, salty and sweet. The small bit of charred skin was his favorite. He felt the juice from the flesh trail down his chin, but he was too busy savoring the flavor to brush it away. What his servant lacked in manners he more than made up for with his cooking ability. Maybe that’s why he’d been so easy on him. 
 
    Movement caught Zega’s attention out of the corner of his eye. He turned toward the balcony, dropping the remains of the lizard onto the plate at the center of the table. That was quick, he thought. He motioned to the boy in his bedroom and the door quickly shut. 
 
    The mercenary dropped down from the railing to the base of the balcony, entering the flat like he owned it and stopping when he reached the end of the table. His armor was made up of sharp segments that didn’t look safe to touch. Zega found himself inching away, intimidated by the man despite his smaller stature. 
 
    “I thought I was clear you wouldn’t question my methods,” he said in his metallic, filtered voice. 
 
    Zega worked himself up thinking about the mercenary’s actions, his anger building. 
 
    “I paid Vidu off as you instructed. I’ve fulfilled my part of the bargain, but what you’ve done is madness. The Phage? A line must be drawn. He could have infected the whole colony!” 
 
    The mercenary laughed, ambling around the side of the table until he and Zega were across from one another. He placed either hand down on the smooth table, examining the exquisite drawings etched into the surface. The beasts of legend were scrawled out along the edges, hand carved by the finest woodworkers in the colony. The man’s gaze rose up from the artwork to meet Zega’s worried eyes. 
 
    “When you agreed to my terms, you knew there’d be risks.” 
 
    Zega clenched his fists, shaking under his ornamental red and blue robes. He looked into the mercenary’s black visor, seeing only his reflection. The man’s armor appeared sharper up close, as though even a grazing touch would slice open his hand. Zega wasn’t about to get that close to him. 
 
    “Death Wish,” Zega began, terrified of using his name. “Maybe we can—” 
 
    Death Wish interrupted him, pointing at his face, “Are you going back on our deal?” 
 
    The mercenary’s other hand had drifted to the holster at his right hip, his fingers grazing the handle of a chrome laser pistol. Zega’s bulbous eyes widened, his heart pounding against his ribcage. No one would be so brazen as to kill him. Everyone knew what kind of power he held. Still, Death Wish was an unknown entity. He didn’t care about station or how many people Zega had under his claws. His motives were a mystery. One thing, however, was certain. If there was one person in the Ansara System who had the guts to take him out, he was standing right there in front of him. 
 
    “Of course not,” Zega replied, voice shaking. “I would never.” 
 
    “I should hope not. With the information I just leaked, you’ll be rid of your Caretaker troubles shortly.” 
 
    Death Wish let his hand fall to his side. When the mercenary continued in his grating tone, his dark voice caused a shiver to crawl up Zega’s spine and his insides to turn to jelly. 
 
    “Your fate is in my hands. You’d be wise to remember that.” 
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    Nix pointed out the blood stains to avoid on their way into The Sand’s Edge bar. He told the crew, “The Sickness spreads by contact with bodily fluids, possibly even from skin-to-skin. Careful what you touch.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Saturn asked, her shaky voice stifled by her breathing apparatus. 
 
    “Upstairs, quarantined.” 
 
    Saturn started to make for the stairs but Nix gripped her upper arm tight. He shook his head and said, “I have a contact that is on his way. He’s a Dinari doctor who’s dealt with this before.” 
 
    “He won’t be able to help,” Astrid said softly, the sound barely escaping her mask, tinny and meek through her mask’s filter. 
 
    Saturn broke Nix’s grasp and lunged at her, grabbing the Ansaran’s cloak at her chest and lifting Astrid up onto the tips of her toes, fury winning out over the worry in Saturn’s eyes. “What do you mean?” she seethed. 
 
    Astrid was struggling to speak when Ju-Long broke them up, the Ansaran regaining her footing and taking several steps back. 
 
    “That’s enough, Saturn,” Ju-Long said, his voice deadened as it fled his mask. “Astrid isn’t responsible for this.” 
 
    Ju-Long turned to Nix and continued, “But who or what is?” 
 
    Nix turned toward the stone bar and hung his head. His hands found their way onto the cold rock and his grip tightened on the edge of the flat surface. For a moment he wished he had the strength to break off a chunk of the bar to quell his anger. It wouldn’t have helped, he thought. Physical strength was meaningless where the disease was concerned. 
 
    “It appears it was an assassination attempt. I saw it happen. A sick Dinari charged him as Liam was exiting a spire. The man fell down at Liam’s feet and when he knelt down to check on him it was too late, the Dinari had infected him with his blood.” 
 
    “What was Liam doing at a spire?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “And how did you see it happen?” Ju-Long added. 
 
    Nix turned and looked at Saturn empathetically, bracing her shoulders with both of his hands. There were several things he wanted to say, but none of them would be able to take back what had been done. There was no delicate way to go about the truth. 
 
    “I was keeping tabs on Liam. I followed him to the spire because I was worried about what Zega might be having him do. Liam delivered a large bag to someone at that spire. I don’t know what was in it, but it looked heavy.” 
 
    Nix released her and stepped back, shaking his head. 
 
    “I couldn’t stop it, Saturn. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Saturn approached him and put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “There was nothing you could have done.” 
 
    “Saturn, I’m the one who killed the Dinari. I shot him dead. But it wasn’t enough. I wasn’t fast enough.” 
 
    Saturn embraced him, holding him awkwardly as Nix’s body shivered. He continued darkly, “There’s something else.” 
 
    Saturn leaned back, holding him at arm’s length and scrutinizing his face with her glossy brown eyes. She asked, “What is it?” 
 
    “There was someone else there. He wore blue scaled armor that covered his entire body, but he was wearing a mask so I couldn’t see his face. He sped off on a hover bike right after Liam was infected. I spoke to Liam on the way back, and he confirmed he saw a blue blur speed away.” 
 
    Saturn said, “I’ve heard rumors of a hired gun floating around the colony since we returned from Narra. They say he’s a ghost.” 
 
    “He’s real.” 
 
    “Great,” Ju-Long said, his sarcastic tone audible even through his breathing apparatus. “Another baddie to add to the list. Does anyone else think we should maybe rethink this whole hero idea? We should at least cross a few of them off. You know, clean house.” 
 
    Saturn regarded Ju-Long scathingly. 
 
    “You think parading yourself around Surya has made you less of a target?” 
 
    “Let’s not forget that I’m not the one with a price on my head. Someone hired that guy in blue for a reason.” 
 
    “Enough,” Nix declared, hardening his glare. “Now is not the time. Our top priorities need to be treating Liam and preventing this thing from spreading. The Dinari don’t speak of the Phage lightly, so you probably don’t know the extent of the danger we’re in. We can worry about assassins and revolutions soon enough, but the first day after infection is critical.” 
 
    “What do you need from us?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “We need to get rid of this blood carefully. It seems like most of it is on the stone, which means we can fry it with lasers. It’ll leave a mark but it’s better than the alternative.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for coming so quickly, Elder Bartle.” 
 
    Nix led an aged Dinari through the front door of The Sand’s Edge, taking the old man’s leather bag from his flimsy hands. Nix’s breathing mask lay abandoned on a far table, the crew’s decontamination efforts complete. Saturn looked up from the bar and climbed off her stool. She’d been growing more distressed with every passing minute and medicating with the remnants of a strong bottle from Riken’s private liquor stash. The barkeep would never know the bottle was gone, she hoped. Saturn waited expectantly for the elder to speak, fighting to focus on his face. 
 
    The elder Dinari appeared to be permanently hunched over, detracting from his already slight stature. His scales had turned softer with age, with wrinkles that made his skin look like poorly-maintained leather that had cracked in the potent sun. The Dinari’s golden eyes seemed tired, more tired than Nix had remembered during their last encounter years prior. He hadn’t come around much since his last disagreement with Zega. The elderly man leaned most of his weight onto a thick branch that Nix knew only grew near Surya’s great lake, flexing slightly with each careful step. 
 
    “How long has it been since infection?” Elder Bartle asked in a quivering voice that was barely more audible than a whisper. 
 
    “About three hours,” Nix replied, taking the elder’s over-cloak and folding it neatly over his forearm. 
 
    “Has he been quarantined?” 
 
    Nix spoke to Elder Bartle with a reverence reserved for seldom few, and with sincerity that was even less common.  
 
    “Yes, Elder. I’ve seen to it personally.” 
 
    “Good. And the decontamination procedures?” 
 
    “Finished. Ju-Long and Astrid are out back burning everything that’s come into contact with him since the event.” 
 
    The old Dinari looked up at Nix and nodded his approval. Elder Bartle’s sagging features jostled as he continued toward Saturn. He examined her face briefly, but Nix could see the old man take in far more than he let on. The Elder had a way of seeing which left boundaries behind and transcended into some deeper meaning. 
 
    “You are his lover?” 
 
    Saturn blushed, her mouth unable to form a response. 
 
    “Do not fear, child. We all must bear our burdens. It just so happens that now is your time to do so. One way or another, it will pass.” 
 
    “Will he die?” Saturn struggled to ask, trying to hide the alcohol on her breath. 
 
    Elder Bartle considered the question momentarily before replying, “Someday, but if we act quickly, not this day.” 
 
    Nix put a ginger hand on the elder’s shoulder. The old man nodded and said, “Take me to him.” 
 
    “We should get you a mask,” Nix suggested, picking up his own from the edge of the bar and preparing to strap it over his face. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” 
 
    Nix froze. 
 
    When the elder noticed the look of shock coming over Nix’s face, he continued, “The Phage was no match for me as a boy, and I’d wager my body remembers a thing or two about its old foe.” 
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    The door creaked and groaned as it swung inward. Saturn stepped through and was presented with a clear sheet that spanned the length of the room, leaving only a few feet in front of it in which to walk. Elder Bartle and Nix followed her inside, their feet causing the floor to groan in protest, the dusty floorboards sending up particles only visible through the thin bands of light that pierced the sheet. Saturn and Nix had elected to wear their masks and gloves as a precaution, but the elder had stayed true to his bold statement and wore only his thin brown cloak, cut off partway up his arm in a swooping curl with the tiniest ornate golden inlays, a sign of his elevated status. 
 
    Elder Bartle’s thick cane thumped against the floor as he leaned his weight into it with every measured step. He ran his fingers along the sheet until he found a slit and pushed through, advancing on the blurry figure resting on the floor within. Saturn noticed tiny flecks of blood had found their way onto the sheet, making the scene appear more like that of a homicide than that of a hospital room. Liam’s silence behind the sheet had her worried. She couldn’t even make out the movement of his blurred chest. For all she knew, he might have been passed out from the pain, or worse. 
 
    The elder sat his bag down beside Liam and removed several articles. He prepared a glass syringe, filling it with a liquid that glowed an eerie green, and delicately injected it into Liam’s arm. Liam grunted his discomfort and half-heartedly swatted at the elder. The old Dinari ignored Liam’s objections and finished administering the cocktail. Liam was still once more, his Dinari Death Shroud mask casting a curious shadow along the floor, visible only by the rays of the partly open window. The mask was a grotesque, ancient thing, that made Liam resemble something innately evil. The deep, swirling grooves of the mask were clear even through the clear sheet, his matted blond hair sticking out at angles under the veil. 
 
    “What was in that syringe?” Saturn asked, her voice muffled by her breathing apparatus. 
 
    The elder didn’t turn his attention away from his patient, but said casually, “With any luck, something that will help turn the tide.” 
 
    Nix leaned toward her and said quietly so that Saturn had to listen closely to hear, “The Phage Sickness is neither bacteria nor virus alone. It is a virus that infects bacteria. It’s using the bacteria in Liam’s own body against him.” 
 
    “How is it stopped?” 
 
    “It is like a fire. As long as there is oxygen it will burn. The Phage changes the structure of the bacteria, warping them from something relatively benign into something deadly. To stop it, we need to kill the bacteria in his body.” 
 
    “So, it’s cured with simple antibiotics?” 
 
    “No,” Elder Bartle said. 
 
    They had been speaking so softly, Saturn hadn’t realized the elder could hear them. She saw his blurry face turn toward her through the sheet, his bulbous golden eyes drooping in and out of the present as though the small effort had taxed him. 
 
    “If your species’ anatomy is similar to our own, we must kill as much of the bacteria in his body as possible before we can administer our treatment. Otherwise, the Phage would be too strong to fight. Time is a factor.” 
 
    “When will we know if it’s working?” 
 
    “In a few hours the medicine I just gave him will take full effect. It’s important that he eats nothing for the time being. He wouldn’t be able to digest much at this point.” 
 
    Elder Bartle used his cane to return to his feet and he shuffled through the slit in the plastic. 
 
    “What do we do until then?” Saturn asked him. 
 
    “If you’d like to stay with him, Nix and I need to speak. Call for us if his condition appears to change, otherwise I’ll be back to check on him in an hour’s time.” 
 
    Saturn nodded to the old Dinari and watched Nix lead the elder out the door. The thick wooden planks shuddered as Nix closed the door, the loose iron handle jangling against itself. Saturn turned her gaze back to Liam, his blurry mouth moving under the mask as though trying to say something. 
 
    She stepped toward the sheet cautiously. The floor creaked with every step and flecks of sand blew through the slit of a window, bouncing off the clear sheet and onto the deathly figure. She found an angle where she could clearly see the mask that covered his face. It was surreal, like something emblazoned on the walls at the Temple of Re on Surya’s godforsaken moon. It might have been a monster or a creature stolen from a Dinari legend. From what little Saturn knew about Dinari lore, it appeared that a lot of their legends were based in truth. Their ship, The Garuda, was proof enough of that fact as it was the literal embodiment of the soul of a mighty creature. 
 
    The mask covered most of Liam’s face but left the bottom lip of his mouth visible. It was haphazardly strapped to his face since it was made for the shape of a Dinari head. Somehow it still served to cover the bulk of his face without much finagling.  
 
    Saturn put a gloved hand up to the sheet and found her lip quivering. She bit down on it until she could taste iron on her tongue. She didn’t have the luxury of feeling sorry for herself or for Liam. Not now. He needed her to be strong. If anything happened to him, she would have to lead their crew. 
 
    “Saturn?” Liam breathed out. 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be.” 
 
    Saturn moved along the sheet toward the wall, only a couple of feet from Liam’s head, and put her back against the stucco surface, sliding down into a seated position and feeling the rough exterior dig into her white tank top and cutting into her skin. Saturn didn’t notice the pain. She hugged her legs and rested the round filter of her breathing mask on her knees, careful not to break the seal against her cheeks. 
 
    “I won’t let you die.” 
 
    Liam let out a short laugh and said hoarsely, “It’s not up to you, is it?” 
 
    “Maybe not.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment, Saturn trying to think of something comforting to say but unable to come up with anything useful. Finally, Liam asked her, “Do you remember our first mission?” 
 
    “Things were a lot different back then.” 
 
    That was an understatement. Still, no matter how far they’d traveled and how different their surroundings, trouble always seemed to find them. 
 
    “I remember you were just as stubborn.” 
 
    “So were you,” Saturn retorted defensively. “How much do you even remember? You were pretty out of it.” 
 
    Liam tried to laugh once more but the effort quickly turned into a ghastly, bloody cough. 
 
    He rasped, “Not a lot.” 
 
    Saturn asked him, “Do you know why Vesta Corporation chose us for that mission?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “We were the only ones dumb enough to accept. I doubt Vesta expected us to make it through in one piece. No, given what happened, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Well the joke is on them, because we’re still here,” Liam said, a fleck of blood shooting out of his mouth and finding its way onto the hanging plastic sheet. “What really happened on that first mission? I only remember bits and pieces. When I think about it, my head still hurts.” 
 
    Liam raised a quivering hand to his temple, pressing down gingerly just to the right side of the Death Shroud mask. Saturn imagined the shroud warding off evil spirits. As a child on Mars, she was told stories of a creature that took colonists during the night, never to be seen again. The creature was said to be red like the planet’s surface and blend into the shadows with ease. She knew they were only stories, but her spine tingled even thinking about it. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Saturn finally replied. 
 
    “It looks like we’ve got time.” 
 
    Saturn closed her eyes tight, thankful that her mask would hide her tears. The mission itself wasn’t the hard part, but rather what happened afterward. She doubted if she would ever tell him about the torture that ensued. The months of interrogation and the humiliation. As far as Liam knew they’d gotten away clean. He could never know. She wouldn’t have him blaming himself for what happened. She would tell him the short version. 
 
    “You were still passed out when the Terran military boarded. I tried to wake you but you’d hit your head pretty good. Before long we’d found ourselves in the detention area.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    2142 A.D. – Terran Military Vessel Dauntless 
 
    “Liam,” Saturn said, shaking her colleague’s shoulders. “Wake up.” 
 
    Liam Kidd’s eyelids creaked open and recognition slowly came into his icy blue eyes. He sat up on the solid metal slab of the detention cell and cradled his head in his hands, checking the bump at his right temple for blood and finding that it had been sealed by a thin layer of adhesive. Saturn moved toward the thick Plexiglas door and banged her fist on it, generating a dull thud in the hallway beyond. The door was one solid piece of the thick glass-like material with a border of steel around the edge, creating a hexagonal pattern which repeated itself in the inlaid details of their cell. 
 
    In the center of the door, the face of a military official appeared, projected clearly from an unseen source. He wore a nondescript gray uniform complete with a simple metallic insignia and a metal band which curled around his forehead and connected to the silver implant on his right cheekbone. His tightly cropped brown hair was hardly more than stubble, but accentuated his downturned mouth and the lines on his cheeks that suggested a near permanent scowl. 
 
    Perhaps more unsettling were his eyes, cold and gray as his uniform. The hologram might as well have been monochrome because it would make no difference. His ashen features made him look half-dead as it was. Long periods in the cold and dark of space had likely transformed him into the downright vampiric man who was projected before them. 
 
    The military official barked, “Your vessel is being searched now. If you cooperate with us and tell us where the stolen goods are, I’ll appeal to the courts for a reduced sentence.” 
 
    Saturn crossed her arms and stood her ground. 
 
    “Do you know who you’re dealing with?” 
 
    “We scanned you when we brought you aboard. Saturn Vera and Liam Kidd. Wanted on suspicion of smuggling, racketeering, fraud, bribery, money laundering, assault…and that’s just you Ms. Vera. Shall I move on to you Mr. Kidd?” 
 
    “Don’t lump me in with her,” Liam said woozily. 
 
    Saturn ignored her associate and focused on the stolid man before her. “You must be new.” 
 
    “On the contrary, I’m just not on Vesta’s payroll.” 
 
    The official’s crooked smile was off-putting. He didn’t seem like the type to be receptive to special arrangements, but she thought she’d give it a shot anyway. 
 
    “I can make arrangements for you if you like.” 
 
    “I see you want to add another count of bribing a public official to your list of crimes,” the man said, pointing off-screen, “Make a note to put that in my report.” 
 
    Saturn ground her teeth together. One of the only perks of working with Vesta Corporation was they were supposed to ensure this sort of thing didn’t happen. They would tear her ship apart trying to find the goods, but she’d hidden them well. It would take hours for the Terran military to find them amongst all the rest of the cargo. 
 
    “You have nothing to say?” the official asked. 
 
    Saturn smiled, placing her hands on her hips and projecting her confidence. There was no way she was going to let someone like him intimidate her. She was Saturn Vera. Did he not know what that meant? 
 
    “Just one question. What do I call you?” 
 
    “I’m Lieutenant Wilkes, commander of this vessel.” 
 
    A Lieutenant. Just as she’d thought. Vesta Corporation hadn’t gotten to him yet. However, that didn’t mean they wouldn’t have friends on the ship. The Dauntless was easily ten or twenty times larger than her small freighter and probably hosted a crew of more than one hundred. She wondered how many were on Vesta’s payroll and why a lowly Lieutenant was calling the shots. 
 
    Saturn motioned that she was done with the officer and dismissed him, “You’ll find I have a long memory. You can go now, Lieutenant. I’m finished with you.” 
 
    She turned her back to the image of the official, which prompted an infuriated grunt followed by a bleep and then silence. Liam shook his head and leaned back against the metal hull. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that,” Liam scolded her, half-mockingly. 
 
    “He needed to be educated. I hate Vesta Corporation as much as the next person, but I know better than to mess with them or their assets. A green officer like him needs to learn quick or face the consequences.” 
 
    Growing up on the Martian colony, Saturn learned the hard way that Vesta Corporation’s tendrils ran deep. Judges, doctors, security, restaurant owners, hell, even the damn florist all had reason to do Vesta’s bidding. She had always dreamed of exploring beyond the colony and seeking her fortune. Following in the footsteps of a long line of scientists had never interested her. Saturn’s grandmother used to tell her stories of her late husband Ronan, the hero of the colony. The images of him that cycled through the screens in every corridor and common area made him seem larger than life. She wanted that sort of legacy. A name that would live on long after she was gone. 
 
    Liam shook his head and sighed. “We can’t do much from this cell. I’m going to get some rest.” 
 
    Liam made to lie down on the metal bench but Saturn pushed him upright and sat down next to him. “Don’t be ridiculous, you could have a concussion. Keep talking.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    Saturn began playing with the strap of her brown leather gloves, loosening and then tightening them again out of habit. 
 
    “I don’t know. Where are you from?” 
 
    “New Hampshire originally, but I’ve been living in Toronto since I started doing jobs for Vesta.” 
 
    “They have a regional headquarters there, don’t they?” 
 
    “It’s massive,” Liam said drowsily, yawning before he could continue. “I can’t see the top from my apartment on most days. What about you?” 
 
    Saturn swelled with pride when she declared, “The Colonies.” 
 
    “A Martian?” Liam asked, excitement coloring his tired voice. “You can’t be a Martian. Martian girls aren’t pretty. The gene pool’s too small.” 
 
    Saturn glowered at him, feeling a familiar anger bubbling up inside her. It took a lot of exertion for her to keep quiet, but she could hardly fault a man with a broken head for his ignorance. She’d suffered through snippy portrayals in Earth media her whole life. There were hundreds of thousands of residents on Mars now with more flowing in every day. It was more than enough to diversify the gene pool. Perhaps his statement cut her deep because she was a direct descendent of Daniella Vera, one of the original colonists. Back then the gene pool really was small, especially after what happened during the first attempt at colonization. Still, she’d have plenty of time to deal with Liam’s backhanded compliment once his head wasn’t garbled. She preferred a fair fight. 
 
    Liam’s head began to drift down onto Saturn’s shoulder and she shrugged him off a little harder than she’d intended. 
 
    Liam protested, “Hey! Injured and sleep deprived here; I’ll be a great help if we try to get off this ship.” 
 
    “I have a feeling we won’t have to do it alone.”
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    2146 A.D. – The Sand’s Edge Bar, Akaru Colony, Planet Surya 
 
    Sunlight crept through the slits of the bar’s front entrance, slinking along the floor as the sun moved along its path. Elder Bartle had just taken his first bite of his bread which was smeared with mashed Jicala, a common star-shaped tuber known for its health benefits. The elder swore by it, and given his advanced age, Nix was beginning to see its merit as well. However, like any other healthy food, the Jicala had an odor that was less than palatable. 
 
    Growing up, seeing what Nix had seen, he never expected to live as long as he had. There were countless instances in which he should have been dead. Thinking about maintaining a healthy body seemed like such a foreign idea. What was the point when few lived beyond middle age? 
 
    Elder Bartle finished the first half of his bread and wiped a few crumbs from the edge of his mouth. 
 
    “You’re worried,” the elder stated. “I see it written all over your face.” 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    Elder Bartle shook his head. Nix didn’t know how the elder could remain so calm. Perhaps as a survivor of the Phage Sickness he’d already faced pain worse than anything he could imagine happening to him now. He supposed that would ease some people’s minds. Nix wasn’t convinced. 
 
    The elder looked up to the ceiling and raised his hand. One of the glowing orbs responded, floating silently down until it just grazed the tips of his fingers. Elder Bartle closed his hand around it gently and examined it up close. The flitting lights inside were mesmerizing to watch up close. 
 
    “We can learn a lot from Flicker Bugs. You know the orb is a natural phenomenon? It is a part of their ecosystem. A method of protection. Without it, they could not survive. When a Flicker Bug dies, the others use its body to reinforce the orb. As the corpse decomposes, the others derive all the nutrients they need to live. Entirely self-sustaining. It’s a lot like The Union in the old stories. The bodies of ancient creatures, their life force, absorbed into spaceships with immeasurable power. It’s the Aether that makes them strong.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “How did the orb itself come to be?” 
 
    Nix sighed and decided to humor his aging companion. 
 
    “No one really knows, do they? No one’s ever seen one being made.” 
 
    Elder Bartle chortled and replied, “That’s because no one cares. Not as long as they work. The Flicker Bug doesn’t create it. The orb itself is alive. Aware even. It’s the orb that responds to our will. Senses us. But make no mistake, one could not survive without the other.” 
 
    Nix remained silent for a moment, thinking over the elder’s words. He wondered why the elderly always insisted on beating around the bush. If anything, they should be anxious to get to the point before they passed on.  
 
    “What are you trying to say, that we need the Ansarans?” 
 
    Elder Bartle gazed through the orb, the light of the Flicker Bugs reflecting off his golden eyes. 
 
    “Nix, you’ve seen more than most twice your age. But you don’t remember the war. There may come a time when the Alliance is our only chance of survival, regardless of what we think of the Ansarans. No matter what may happen later, we can’t afford to squander an opportunity if it presents itself.” 
 
    Elder Bartle coughed and then continued with his rasping voice, “Boy, I remember when you were a child and I was treating your parents.” 
 
    “Stop,” Nix said softly, still staring at the light from the orb. He imagined the countless specs within transforming into the shapes of his parents. Flames engulfed their motionless bodies, a ritual for the dead. Nix thought he had repressed that particular memory. It hadn’t entered his mind in years. What boy would choose to remember watching his parents burn before his eyes? It was for the good of the colony, Elder Bartle had told him. To prevent the disease’s spread. 
 
    The elder continued, “They were taken from you too soon, it’s true. But don’t confuse what’s happening now to what happened back then.” 
 
    Nix felt an emptiness in his stomach that reached up into his throat, strangling his will to speak. He felt a dampness in the corners of his eyes. He never spoke about them. Nix was a small boy when the sickness took his parents. He was ashamed to admit that he couldn’t even remember their faces. 
 
    “How can I not?” Nix struggled to say. 
 
    “Back then,” Elder Bartle began, leaning over the light so his leathery face was illuminated, “The Phage was a fact of life. Anyone who was paying attention knew where it came from. Those Ansarans with their insistence on genetic manipulation. The truth is they were successful in creating the perfect weapon to defeat us. But they didn’t. They couldn’t.” 
 
    Nix placed his hands palm down on the table and leaned in. “But what if the Ansarans decided to finish the job?” 
 
    “I don’t think they have.” 
 
    Nix leaned back and crossed his arms. It was as though the elder was turning a blind eye. Of all people, he should be the one to see the seriousness of the situation. If the Ansarans wanted to, they could destroy the Dinari on a whim. If they caught wind that there was a rebellion brewing, it would give them the motivation they needed to end an impending war before it even began. 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “It’s been hours since infection and no one else has expressed any symptoms.” 
 
    Elder Bartle smiled, content with himself. 
 
    Nix retorted, “We were careful, we took precautions.” 
 
    Elder Bartle stroked the outside of the light orb with one claw. The hundreds of bright flecks within danced along with his touch. The display was oddly soothing. The elder continued to smile, exemplifying the calm which emanated from the orb. 
 
    “You don’t remember what it was really like back then. Not fully. The strain released earlier today is not the same as the one released in your youth. It is weaker. Still deadly, mind you, but not as contagious. If it were, you and your friends would likely already be dead.” 
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    “Lieutenant Wilkes, I’d forgotten about him.” 
 
    Saturn let an uncomfortable laugh slip out from her mouth, hardly audible through her breathing mask. She wished she could forget about him. Liam hadn’t seen everything she had. Their escape was hardly as clean as she’d let Liam believe. She wondered how much she should tell him. The truth might change their relationship forever. 
 
    Liam coughed and more blood flew past his ornamental mask, finding its way to the plastic sheet in the form of tiny droplets which began to trail down the makeshift wall. He wheezed, “Keep going, it’s nice to hear you talk.” 
 
    Saturn played with the rough fabric of her pants, tracing the dark patches that might have passed as a desert camouflage, though unintentional in nature. Maybe giving Liam something else to think about apart from the pain was what he needed. She wanted to believe that was the case. 
 
    “The lights in the hallway dimmed to simulate night on the Zulu schedule. That’s when things got interesting.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    2142 A.D. – Terran Military Vessel Dauntless 
 
    Saturn’s eyes shot open when half of the LED lights dimmed in the hallway, casting deep shadows into their cell. She shrugged Liam’s head off her shoulder and rose up from the bench, slowly approaching the door out of caution. From behind her, she could hear Liam’s absentminded protests. She must have fallen asleep somehow. She shouldn’t have let herself fall asleep. 
 
    “Hey, I was comfortable,” Liam objected. 
 
    “Quiet, someone’s coming.” 
 
    The sound of footsteps rang out in the hallway, proceeding at a pace much faster than a walk. A dark figure sprinted up to the Plexiglas and fumbled through the pockets of his gray jumpsuit for something within. His hands and gaunt face were stained with some sort of thick grease. The man’s hair was short like the Lieutenant’s, a typical military cut. However, unlike the Lieutenant, he seemed like he actually worked for a living. 
 
    Finally, his fingers found what he was looking for and he pulled out a keycard, which Saturn noticed had a different face emblazoned on it than that of the man before her. The grease monkey wiped the card off on his jumpsuit and inserted it into the slot. The glass quickly slid aside without a sound. 
 
    Liam still sat on the bench as though in shock, his gaze rotating between Saturn and the mechanic. Saturn pointed at him and ordered, “Get up. It’s time to go.” 
 
    Saturn passed the grungy man on her way out, patting him on the shoulder and thanking him. He only said, “United we reign.” 
 
    She’d heard the phrase a number of times before. It was Vesta Corporation’s latest slogan and was blasted to every private console in the solar system. Whenever she powered on her ship, she saw a quick commercial from Vesta. It was always a different ad tailored specifically to her and her tastes, but it always ended with one of their cheesy catchphrases. Whichever one the marketing A.I. thought she’d be most responsive to that day. Perhaps the most maddening part was its near-perfect accuracy. 
 
    Liam stumbled out of the cell, his center of balance a little off. He thanked the man in the jumpsuit, who retrieved the card from its slot and took off down the hallway in the opposite direction, without uttering another word. 
 
    “I’d ask his name,” Liam said woozily, “But somehow I don’t think he’d have appreciated a Christmas card.” 
 
    Saturn shook her head and grabbed her loopy crewmate by his upper arm, leading him down the corridor and passing a number of cells. Most of them were unoccupied, except for the few which housed random ruffians, some of them staring her down as she moved past. Near the end of the hall, one prisoner was pressed up against the glass, her tight blue jumpsuit torn to shreds, seemingly of her own volition. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we help them?” Liam asked groggily. 
 
    “We have our mission. Besides, we don’t know what they’ve done. For all we know they could be in for a bit more than moving questionable cargo. Murderers are bad for business.” 
 
    Liam didn’t argue as Saturn approached the door at the end of the hall and hit the release button. She heard an electronic motor overhead and looked up. A small circular camera was focusing in on her face. She held her breath. A moment later she heard a loud clunk and the thick metal door slid aside. Saturn breathed out the pent-up air in her lungs. It was starting to look like they had friends in all the right places. 
 
    “Come on,” Saturn commanded. 
 
    Liam’s eyes appeared to be out of focus. He was more concerned with the uninteresting architecture of the ship than minding which way he was going. She led him down a corridor with many angled turns. At each junction, the bulkheads were reinforced with a steel that had been painted, if possible, an even drearier gray than the rest of the ship. Every so often, panels of light shined out into the hall, providing only the minimum brightness needed to keep from tripping. Saturn tried hard to remember which way they’d come on their way in, but the many turns were so similar she couldn’t be sure they were headed in the right direction. 
 
    The low light in the hallway confirmed that the military vessel ran on a 24-hour clock. They hadn’t seen anybody since the mechanic who’d set them free. Saturn found it off-putting. She’d seen no less than four cameras since they’d entered the angled corridor and still no alarms. Vesta Corporation must have had their priorities when they decided whom they paid off. She was beginning to wonder just what they were carrying that merited such a coordinated response from Vesta. After all, they were one of easily a thousand supply ships. 
 
    Saturn stopped suddenly when she saw the wide cargo lift ahead, blue lights engulfing its interior and flooding out and down the hall. When they were pulled aboard the vessel, the officers had brought them up that lift, she was sure of it. A dark feeling washed over her. Was it doubt? She tightened her grip on Liam’s arm and hazarded a few small steps toward the lift. 
 
    She heard voices and halted, pushing her and a dazed Liam against the wall, the deep shadows consumed most of their bodies. Two soldiers came out from a side hallway and entered the lift. They were clad in gray uniforms that conformed tightly to their bodies, bits of hardened armor covering their chests, shoulders, and upper legs. Pulse rifles were slung across their shoulders casually. One looked like the prototypical military man with a chiseled jaw and muscles that filled out his uniform nicely. His counterpart was a rough-looking woman with short blonde hair that was shaved up the left side, the rest hanging down choppily over her right cheek. 
 
    “What did LT want?” she asked the military man. 
 
    “The same bullshit. He said General Carmine is supposed to meet us on Mars to inspect our unit.” 
 
    The blonde soldier cursed, slamming a button on the wall and triggering a cascade of linked metal to slide down in front of them. 
 
    “Cleaning details again? What do they think they trained us for?” 
 
    “Just keep your mouth shut. Cooperate a little longer and you’ll make Sergeant. At least then you won’t have to get your hands quite as dirty.” 
 
    The blonde soldier smirked, apparently taking no offense to her superior’s tone. Saturn might have clocked him. No one told her to keep her mouth shut. It occurred to her then that there was a pretty good reason she never joined the military. 
 
    The lift began to move and Saturn could see a trace of the blue light descend with them. Liam squinted off toward the elevator before rubbing his eyes vigorously. 
 
    “Are you going to make it?” Saturn asked, half-mockingly. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Liam said, breaking free of her grasp and taking a few steps down the hallway. He didn’t take more than five steps before tripping over his own feet, barely managing to save himself from a nasty fall. 
 
    Saturn shook her head, stifling a laugh. “Get it together. The lift’s crawling with military so we’re going to have to find another way down.” 
 
    Liam’s confusion became more present in his visage with every passing minute. Maybe he’d hit his head harder than she thought. Saturn took Liam’s arm once more and led him down a hallway that jutted to the right just before the intersection which housed the lift. Around the corner was an alcove which was indented into the wall struts in the shape of a half-hexagon. The recess accommodated a thin ladder which ran both up and down through multiple decks. 
 
    Saturn remembered the lift taking them up several decks when they’d arrived on the Terran vessel. Getting Liam back down the ladder, however, would prove to be a task. Saturn guided him into the alcove, regularly checking the hallway for movement. She leaned him up against the metal hull and held him by the shoulders. “The shaft is narrow, so if you get tired, lean your back up against the wall. Just don’t let go of the rungs.” 
 
    Saturn helped Liam onto the ladder and watched him descend. It might have been crass to make him go first, but she wasn’t about to risk his lifeless body falling on top of her. Politeness had its limits. 
 
    After they’d descended one level, Liam started making strange noises below her, the echoes of his growling stomach and wheezes bouncing off the walls of the shaft. 
 
    “Quiet,” Saturn whispered urgently. 
 
    Then Saturn heard the dreaded noise. Liquid gurgled in Liam’s throat before being expelled from his mouth, coating the shaft below them and continuing to drip from the rungs of the ladder, sending the sickening plips and plops up to Saturn’s revolted ears. It was hard for her to think about a worse situation. As the rancid smell made its way up to her, she finally thought of one way. She could have been below him when it happened. 
 
    “Oh God,” Liam said, mortified. “I haven’t thrown up since 2133. It would only have been a few more months to go ‘til ten.” 
 
    Saturn looked down and involuntarily gagged. She held her sleeve over her nose and mouth and said through her arm, “Just keep moving. We should only have a few more decks to go.” 
 
    Saturn didn’t dare look down again. She heard Liam’s boots begin to clunk off the metal rungs and she continued her descent, happy that at least she had on her leather gloves and doing her best to avoid the vomit. Without keeping an eye on the ladder below, her feet began to slip every so often and she had to force her boots into the sides of the ladder to keep from falling. 
 
    Saturn heard Liam’s boots hit the floor and relief overwhelmed her. She hurried her pace and finally cautioned a glance downward. Liam had stepped out from the hexagonal recess below and stopped just beyond, staring off. The floor at the bottom of the shaft was a grated metal that had absorbed most of Liam’s dripping bile. She skipped the last several handholds and jumped down. Saturn wiped her gloves off on her pant legs. They were her favorite and now she doubted if any steam cleaning would make them like new again. 
 
    Saturn stood back upright and asked him, “What are you staring at?” 
 
    They were in a massive cargo area that housed Saturn’s Hercules-Class freighter as well as two much smaller military vessels with room to spare. Robotic arms were hard at work repairing one of the Terran Interceptors, sleek ships meant for pursuit not only in space but planet-side as well. The bay was mostly devoid of people. Mostly, except for the three soldiers standing before them with weapons drawn, aimed at their chests.
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    2146 A.D. - The Sand’s Edge Bar, Akaru Colony, Planet Surya 
 
    “I don’t know if I ever apologized for the ladder.” 
 
    Saturn held back a laugh. “It doesn’t matter now, does it?” 
 
    “Still,” Liam said through a particularly bloody cough. “Go on, some of it’s starting to come back to me.” 
 
    Saturn gazed through the plastic sheet and out the open window. All she could make out was the muffled yellowed sky beginning to turn a deep orange. The wind had started to pick up and even more particles were making their way through the opening. 
 
    “The soldiers caught us by surprise, but I should have known we were making too much noise in the shaft.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    2142 A.D. – Terran Military Vessel Dauntless 
 
    Saturn raised her hands up defensively, ready to turn her flat palms into fists if the opportunity arose. Liam swayed and tried to brace himself against the nearest wall, misjudging the distance and crashing his shoulder into the metal bulkhead. One of the soldiers steadied Liam and brought him upright, throwing Liam’s arm around his shoulder for support. 
 
    The tallest of the soldiers approached Saturn. He was a rather rough looking man with several facial scars that appeared to have been caused by an unfortunate run-in with countless bits of shrapnel. When he spoke, his voice was augmented with an implant, making his speech as robotic as his impeccable posture. Saturn noticed that he bore a thick vertical scar down the center of his throat. Bulging up from under his medium brown skin was what looked like an artificial voice box. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” the soldier said, grabbing Saturn by her forearm and unceremoniously shoving her out into the cargo bay. “Proceed to Checkpoint Delta. Even with this setback, Vesta expects their product delivered on time.” 
 
    The soldier’s pockmarked skin contorted with his deep grimace. Saturn knew Vesta Corporation had a grip on select members of the Terran Military, but just how far did their influence reach? Apart from the Lieutenant, everyone seemed to be in on the ruse. 
 
    Saturn nodded to the gruff soldier and took off toward her ship. The soldiers followed her closely. The one who’d caught Liam threw him over his shoulder to save time, despite her crewmate’s laughable protests. When they were close to her freighter’s loading ramp, she stopped and turned on the leader. 
 
    “Why are you helping us? What is Vesta giving you?” 
 
    “You know the rules. We don’t discuss our terms.” 
 
    “Come on,” Saturn jibed. “No one abides.” 
 
    The tall soldier’s hazel eyes avoided making contact with hers. They had a coldness about them that spoke to a lifetime of poor living and hostile situations. He looked to his counterparts as if to judge their integrity. Like Saturn, the soldier didn’t seem to have much love for Vesta. 
 
    “Takara,” the soldier finally said, his voice a grating metallic mess. “In order to get my brother out of Vesta’s clutches, I had to make a deal. My position here intrigued them.” 
 
    The soldier carrying Liam plopped him back down on his feet. Liam wavered as though resisting a strong breeze. Saturn put a hand on his shoulder to steady him and returned her calculating gaze to the leader. 
 
    Her eyes fell to the faded white lettering on his chest plate. It read ‘Hayes.’ The Terran Military ranks were never her strong suit, but judging by the number of strokes on his shoulder she assumed he’d been around a while. 
 
    “Sergeant Hayes, then?” 
 
    He nodded cautiously. 
 
    Saturn extended her hand and replied, “Saturn Vera, and my incapacitated friend here is Liam Kidd.” 
 
    Sergeant Hayes took her hand and shook it firmly. “Maybe next time we’ll meet under better circumstances.” 
 
    The Sergeant held onto her hand a second more than was comfortable, looking her up and down hungrily, and Saturn felt her insides fill with ice. Perhaps he’d been avoiding her gaze for a reason. He was animalistic and devoid of higher thought. She took her hand back and stood stunned. He’d changed in an instant. Her mother had warned her about men like Hayes. She gripped Liam’s arm and led him up the ramp, trying to put the mangled Sergeant out of her mind. 
 
    Sergeant Hayes called to her, “What is such a pretty girl doing helping Vesta Corporation? Don’t you know how it’ll end? How it always ends?” 
 
    Saturn stopped midway up the ramp and looked back at the smug Sergeant. She mustered up every bit of derision she could and shot back, “Everyone has their role. Some are more important than others. Mine happens to line my pockets.” 
 
    The soldier’s smile faded and his grim demeanor returned once again. He slapped the chest of the soldier to his right and ordered, “What are you gawking at? Secure the perimeter. Lock down the entrances and get to the safe room so we can open the bay doors.” 
 
    Both of Sergeant Hayes’ subordinates carried out his orders without question. He shot Saturn one last jarring look before slinging his pulse rifle over his shoulder and ambling off toward the control room. 
 
    Saturn continued up the ramp, telling the computer to close the doors once she and Liam had reached the top. The computer responded instantly to her voice command. The freighter was boxy, essentially one large space for cargo with a cockpit at the front. Because of Vesta’s delivery, the bay was packed with crates strapped diligently to the grated floors and the many holds on the walls and ceiling. The center aisle was barely more than three feet wide, but it seemed tighter with the boxes stacked up over her head. 
 
     Liam leaned on her all the way to the cockpit, finally collapsing into the co-pilot’s chair. Saturn strapped him in like a child before taking her seat and flipping the numerous switches in the engine ignition sequence. Through the cockpit’s curved window, she saw a large red light flashing and spinning in a blinding display. When it turned yellow the cargo bay began to depressurize. Every crate in the bay was strapped down or fixed magnetically to the floor. 
 
    When the sequence was complete the bay doors began to creak open. Saturn’s console jumped to life and Sergeant Hayes’ image appeared before her. 
 
    “You’ll get no trouble from our end. In the future, however, I’d be careful.” 
 
    “Always am,” Saturn said, cutting the transmission. 
 
    The light turned from yellow to green and Saturn fired the air jets to lift the ship up, quickly burning the thrusters to get them through the bay doors and into open space. She retracted the landing gear and set a course for Checkpoint Delta, a storage facility on the far side of Mars, well away from the populated region. 
 
    With the course set, she examined the sensor readout, checking for signs of pursuit. The Dauntless was suffering from massive power fluctuations. The readings on her console were all over the place. Finally, they cut out entirely and the ship went dark. 
 
    Saturn’s lips crept up into a smile. Whatever she had to say about Vesta Corporation, they certainly had an interesting way of dealing with people. She was just glad she was on their good side, for now at least. Saturn increased the power to the twin engines and her freighter accelerated to peak output. If she could get enough of a head start, The Dauntless wouldn’t be able to catch them before they arrived at the checkpoint. 
 
    Liam groaned and clutched his stomach. 
 
    “You better not puke again or so help me—” 
 
    His stomach growled audibly and Saturn let out a laugh. 
 
    “Hey, hunger isn’t funny,” Liam moaned. “I think I’m dying.” 
 
    “There’s a pack of protein supplements under your seat. We still have almost a week until we get there so once they’re gone, they’re gone. Got it?” 
 
    Liam rummaged under his seat and found the individually packaged bars. They bore a small V in the corner of the packaging that Saturn hadn’t noticed before, but that hardly surprised her. Of course, Vesta Corporation would make food products. What didn’t they make? 
 
    Saturn turned the controls over to the computer and leaned back in her uncomfortable seat, the pads valuing function over human decency. The red planet had grown from a tiny speck off in the distance to a fairly large speck with visible crimson coloring, setting it apart from the other objects out there among the stars. She felt her blood pressure drop and her breathing slow, falling into a relaxed state. Saturn never felt better than when she was going home. 
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    2146 A.D. – The Sand’s Edge Bar, Akaru Colony, Planet Surya 
 
    Saturn hugged her legs and rested her cheek on top of her knees. She stared through the cloudy plastic sheet at the splayed-out Liam Kidd, every bit as broken as he’d been on that first mission. She could barely make out his glistening skin peeking out the side of the Dinari Death Shroud that shielded his face. The molten sun had found the perfect angle through the open window to beat down on Liam. He rested there silently, seemingly unaware of her presence, his chest still and body catatonic. 
 
    The door handle jangled and Saturn instinctively turned toward the sound. The door squeaked open just enough for Nix’s head to fit through, his face obscured by a breathing apparatus. He beckoned with a muffled voice, “Come with me.” 
 
    Saturn took one more look at Liam’s still body. Whatever had taken him, she was powerless to help. He needed to rest. She nodded and used the wall to help herself to her feet. Nix seemed to be making a habit of bearing bad news, and even through his mask she could tell she wasn’t going to like what he had to say. His eyes held a sadness about them that permeated the glass eyelets which cut into the leather guise. 
 
    She brushed past him into the hallway and Nix shut the door behind her. Once clear, he took off his mask and told her, “Something’s come up. Zega’s downstairs now. He wants to talk.” 
 
    Taking his lead, Saturn removed her mask as well. “Good, I have a few questions of my own.” 
 
    Saturn took off down the hallway toward the winding staircase, a feeling other than sadness or anger bubbling up within. It was a feeling that held a singular place inside her that pulled and cut at the center of her chest. She’d felt this way every time she laid eyes on that gutless swine. If it was this bad just with anticipation, it was going to get a lot worse soon. Zega’s putrid stench would soon have her clamoring to peel back her own skin to rid herself of the crawling pests within, as any conversation with that wretch made her insides writhe. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Liam’s Toronto apartment smelled of dust and blood. The floor was spattered in red, trailing to her lifeless body. Her forehead bore the distinctive crispy tunnel of a standard issue Vesta Corporation laser. Her fine red hair was splayed out in all directions, impossible to forget. Liam’s gaze traveled up to the smoking tip of her murderer’s gun. 
 
    Takara was no Yakuza reject. Vesta Corporation had recruited her more than a decade before. She was the best in the business. Her subtle Japanese features were augmented with too many cybernetic modifications. How deep they went was anyone’s guess. Her heavily pierced ears looked like they might have been an extension of one of her other modifications. 
 
    Liam took one more look at Tiffany’s body laying at his feet and asked the Vesta Corporation enforcer, “Why?” 
 
    “Typical, thief. Always asking the wrong questions.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Liam opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. His mind was reeling. Maybe the woman that haunted his dreams had an even stronger hold over him than he’d thought. Takara, Tiffany, he wanted to forget but couldn’t. Tiffany’s death continued to eat away at him. 
 
    “Why?” Liam whispered to himself, tears filling his eyes and streaming down either side of his face, collecting with grains of sand on their descent. 
 
    It was that night that prevented him from moving on, even when Saturn had poured her heart out to him. Every choice he’d made since that day had been to protect those close to him, even the choices that hadn’t ended well. Every part of him wanted to love Saturn. But it wasn’t her that haunted his dreams. He wasn’t sure he could ever allow himself to truly love. Not after what he’d caused. 
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    Ju-Long gripped an Ansaran soldier’s uniform and brought the alien’s frightened face up to his own. The Ansaran’s black eyes grew wide and the skin on his scaled face contorted around his sputtering mouth. His pleas for mercy went unanswered. 
 
    Astrid smirked. Ju-Long certainly had a way with people. 
 
    “Who’s the mercenary in the blue armor?” Ju-Long growled. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the guard sputtered. “No one knows.” 
 
    Ju-Long was growing impatient. It wouldn’t be long before he moved beyond benign interrogation. Astrid checked the street from the head of the alleyway. No one was around. At least there would be no witnesses. 
 
    “Who does he work for?” 
 
    “Whoever pays the best,” the Ansaran stammered. “Please.”  
 
    Ju-Long shook him violently and the frightened guard continued at a much faster rate, “I’ve seen him with the Caretaker before. That’s all I know, I swear.” 
 
    “Toras?” Ju-Long mumbled half to himself. 
 
    The Ansaran’s eyes shot to Astrid and then back to Ju-Long, as though unsure of whom he should be most afraid. The guard had seen her face and recognized her for an Ansaran woman despite her disguise. She didn’t want to think of the implications. 
 
    The guard went on, “Do you know how much trouble you’ll be in if he finds out about this?” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” 
 
    Tears welled up at the corners of the Ansaran guard’s eyes. The sounds that came out of his mouth would have brought shame to any respectable person, regardless of sex or species. Being of the rarer Ansaran sex, Astrid had seen her fair share of fear in the eyes of the Ansaran men she’d met. They didn’t know how to act around her. Whether to clamor for her affection or hide in shame. This one was particularly weak-willed. 
 
    “N-No,” the Ansaran stuttered. 
 
    “What was that?” Ju-Long bellowed. 
 
    “No! No, of course not.” 
 
    Astrid’s voice called to Ju-Long from the head of the alley, “That’s enough, Ju-Long. If any more Ansarans ruin their uniforms, we’ll draw too much attention to ourselves.” 
 
    Ju-Long tightened his grip on the armor plates at the soldier’s chest. “You know who I am?” 
 
    The man nodded, lower lip quivering. 
 
    “You’re the champion. The winner of the Tournament of Fists.” 
 
    “You know what will happen if you squeal?” 
 
    The Ansaran nodded his head vigorously. Astrid could see the abundance of fear in every line and every tiny scale on the alien’s face. Finally, Ju-Long released him with a shove and the Ansaran scrambled away, leaving his helmet behind. Ju-Long stood and brushed the dust off his tan pants. He turned toward Astrid and picked up the Ansaran laser rifle laying on the ground which he’d stripped off the soldier before their brief conversation. 
 
    When he approached her, she shook her head and said, “So far it doesn’t look like anyone knows much more than we already guessed. Or at least, they’re too scared of our new friend to talk. Maybe we should try a different approach?” 
 
    “I’ve only had a heart-to-heart with three of them. Someone’s got to know who this bounty hunter is. No man is a ghost.” 
 
    Astrid cocked her head to the side and scolded him. “Still, maybe we should be more careful. Just because the Dinari adore you doesn’t make you untouchable.” 
 
    He was being too reckless. If they weren’t careful, they could stir up more trouble than they’d bargained for. Ju-Long’s wild actions were beginning to stress her out, but still, there was something intoxicating about being around him. His confidence was invigorating. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Ju-Long replied. “Things aren’t going well for your people. They can’t afford to make a martyr out of me. And I don’t intend to let them.” 
 
    Astrid grinned and mounted their hover bike, pulling her hood further down over her face to obstruct her light blue skin. She pulled a roughly-woven scarf up over her mouth and nose, partially to hide her face, and partially to combat the approaching dust storm that was kicking up sand all over the place. It wouldn’t be long before it enveloped the entire colony. 
 
    Ju-Long climbed on behind her and placed his hands on her hips, squeezing in a familiar manner. Astrid interlaced his fingers in hers and smiled. Without another word, she released his hand and gripped the bike’s handles, pointing her boot toward the ground and sending the hover bike shooting out of the alley. She banked quickly to the right onto Sector Seven’s main road in search of their next unsuspecting victim. 
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    “There’s still no sign of Ju-Long or Astrid, and I can’t wait around any longer,” Zega said, his sharp claws tapping against the long stone table. 
 
    Saturn steepled her fingers beneath her chin and rested her elbows on a flat section of the table’s surface in the dingy cellar of The Sand’s Edge. The bar’s proprietor was an engorged Dinari who had a habit of accumulating filth in all of the spaces between his scales. Juice from grilled flesh was persistently hardened around his lips. Despite this, his cloaks were always changed daily and were richly ornamented with precious stones and vibrant colors. Zega hardened his glare and Saturn nodded reluctantly. 
 
    Across the room, Nix stood by the entrance, periodically checking the front door for activity. When Zega motioned to him, he shut the cellar door and took his place opposite Saturn, the fat Dinari taking up the head of the table. Zega’s golden eyes betrayed his stress, deep circles like cracked leather forming underneath and on either side of the sockets. 
 
    Zega continued ardently, “Despite this unfortunate situation, we must continue where Liam left off. I once asked you to support me should the time come. That time has arrived.” 
 
    Saturn removed her hands from beneath her chin and placed them on the table palms down, feeling the intricate designs sporadically carved into the surface. They reminded her of the many statues and murals on Surya’s moon at the Temple of Re. Dozens of beasts from Dinari legend fighting their way across what must have been a one-of-a-kind piece. Saturn regarded the corpulent Dinari with disgust flavoring her mouth, his pungent odor a constant reminder of Saturn’s hatred for him. 
 
    “Does this mean you’re going to let us in on what Liam’s been doing for you these past few months?” 
 
    “I suppose there’s no choice now. I expect you both know that war is on the horizon. Toras’ regime is crumbling, slipping between his fingers. It’s time to act.” 
 
    “So, you have been arming the Dinari,” Nix said, trailing off. 
 
    “You’re focusing on a small part of the equation,” Zega hedged. “Why I’ve called you here is because I need help with another, somewhat related matter.” 
 
    Saturn was growing frustrated with Zega’s stalling and seethed, “Spit it out, I have better places I could be.” 
 
    “Apologies,” Zega replied, feigning remorse. “I need you to go to the Council of Elders on my behalf.” 
 
    “Why?” Nix asked, taken aback. 
 
    “I plan to unite the sectors under one leader. The elders are to understand that their positions will remain, but they will answer to this new position.” 
 
    “Enter Zega.” 
 
    “The process will be democratic, but should I be offered the position, I would of course accept it with the utmost reluctance.” 
 
    Saturn asked, “If I do this, will our debt be cleared?” 
 
    Zega considered her question and nodded, no less than six chins rippling with the motion. 
 
    Nix held up a clawed finger and said, “Saturn, wait. Can I see you outside for a—” 
 
    “Done,” Saturn said, accepting Zega’s request. She turned to Nix and said, “I’m tired of being indebted to a man like him. When this is over, we’re leaving.” 
 
    Zega laughed from his belly, a deep sonorous noise that made the single floating globe flicker overhead. “Where will you go? Have you forgotten? That ship you traipse around in belongs to me. This roof belongs to me.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Saturn said, rising from the stone table and circling it toward the exit. 
 
    Before she could reach it, the door burst open and bright light shined through the entryway. 
 
    Saturn saw the outline of a Dinari female and relaxed. 
 
    “Sestra,” she said, squinting. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Zega spoke up first. “Sestra will accompany you to the council chambers. They are to meet in one hour. Unfortunately, I will not be in attendance due to a prior engagement.” 
 
    Nix stood up from the table and regarded Zega, anger beginning to bubble up and pour out of him. 
 
    “Before we go, I’d like a word alone,” Nix said. 
 
    “You won’t be going, Nix my boy. I have another job that needs your attention. Go on now, do as you’re told.” Zega shooed Saturn and Sestra with a dismissive gesture. 
 
    Saturn clenched her fists, digging her nails into her palms and pushed past Sestra to the stairwell up to the main floor. She didn’t stop until she was out on the sandy street, the sun sapping her anger and replacing it with fatigue. A strong wind blew a swath of sand into her face and she turned her back to it. Moments later, Sestra joined her. The Dinari placed a hand on her shoulder; what was supposed to have been a comforting gesture felt patronizing at best. 
 
    “We all have our burdens to bear.” 
 
    Saturn shrugged off Sestra’s hand and retorted, “I don’t want this burden. We’re helping a monster. If we help him take this colony, we won’t be helping the Dinari at all. We’ll only be helping Zega.” 
 
    Sestra ran one of her clawed fingers lightly across Saturn’s forehead, brushing aside the stray hairs that had escaped her tight ponytail. Sestra’s orb-like eyes were piercing in the light from the sun, her vertical pupils barely discernable from their golden glow. Her raspy voice was oddly comforting to Saturn. So odd, in fact, that it put her on edge. 
 
    “Don’t worry. All will be put right in the end. I swear it.” 
 
    Saturn shook her head and took off toward the back of the bar which led to the alley. There, several hover bikes were lined up against the wall outside. The corrugated metal door leading to Zega’s small workshop was shut tight. Sestra followed her at a respectable distance as though wary of setting her off. If Saturn was going to live with herself after this was over, she needed a plan. Her crew needed to be free from Zega’s debt without him taking control of the colony. There had to be a middle ground.  
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    Astrid eased off the accelerator and let her hover bike slow down to a crawl. It was mid-afternoon and Sector Seven’s market was writhing with Dinari traders. She pulled her patterned scarf higher up over her nose, brown geometric shapes inlaid in the fabric that complemented the tattoos which crawled up her neck. She tilted the hood of her cloak down to obstruct her face in shadow. Astrid’s thick cloak hid most of her curves and would help her to blend into the crowd, or so she hoped. Now wasn’t the time to start a scene. The sun was too hot for what she was wearing, and sweat dripped down her face, soaking into the sand-colored fabric covering her cheeks. 
 
    Despite her dense clothing, one person still found her attractive. Ju-Long had maintained a sensual grip on her waist throughout the entire ride. She felt her heart pump as his muscular body pressed up against hers. Astrid couldn’t take much more of his teasing. If she wasn’t trying to keep a low profile, she might have taken him in a back alley right then. No, the risks were too high. Though it was immensely difficult, she tried to bear in mind the gravity of the situation. Liam’s life hung in the balance, and if they didn’t find answers soon it might be too late to catch the person responsible. 
 
    The crowded market spilled out from the alleyways where merchants traded vegetables and strips of meat for favors. From what Astrid had heard about the markets, most favors amounted to the straight trade of goods. It was only when one trader had nothing the other wanted that things got interesting. They were passing through a central square that connected two main roads of tightly-packed sand, a number of alleyways jutting out in a hub and spoke pattern from the center. 
 
    In the middle of the square stood a bronzed statue of an Ansaran Caretaker, centuries removed from the present. Astrid recognized him immediately from her history lessons. He was Rheyll Ansara, the first Caretaker of Akaru Colony. Unlike his successors, he was universally regarded as just and fair by Ansarans and Dinari alike. He was said to walk among the Dinari without escort, helping to mend the wounded who returned from the long war. Though his exploits were remembered by the Ansarans, Astrid never knew why so few followed his example. Relations with the Dinari had never fared better than during his reign. 
 
    Astrid broke free of a mass of Dinari and sped around the edge of the square, weaving between the stands and the gaggle of pedestrians until they were in the clear once more. Ju-Long tugged on the back of her cloak. He might have been yelling to her, but with the whipping wind and her thick hood it was difficult to make out anything but the whistle of the sandy air. 
 
    Astrid pulled to the side of the road and decelerated, halting her vehicle next to a two-story clay building, windows boarded up with roughly cut planks. She turned and regarded Ju-Long, whose hand reached for the cloth covering his mouth. He pulled down his pallid red scarf and let it hang around his neck. 
 
    “Did you see what I saw back there?” 
 
    Astrid thought back. She had been focused on the statue of Rheyll, disregarding the rest of the square. She shook her head. 
 
    “There were a thousand Dinari in that square but not a single Ansaran guard. Have you ever seen that?” 
 
    “No,” Astrid said after a moment. “Where did they all go?” 
 
    The hover bike’s console lit up and alerted Astrid to an incoming call with a series of loud beeps and flashing lights. She turned to it and flipped a narrow yellow switch below the screen. A stressed out Dinari stared back at her, his golden eyes sunken in and tired. 
 
    “Nix,” Astrid said, surprised. She continued as professionally as she could, given their lack of rapport, “How can I be of service?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be calling if it weren’t urgent. I need your help,” the Dinari said reluctantly. “Ju-Long too. Zega’s made a request and we really shouldn’t refuse this one.” 
 
    Ju-Long looked over Astrid’s shoulder at the Dinari and asked, “What do you need us to do?” 
 
    “It will be dusk soon enough. Meet me near the Sector Eight spire in one hour. Keep out of sight until I arrive. I’ll explain everything then.” 
 
    Astrid considered the Dinari carefully. His voice was hurried but his golden eyes betrayed a sense of fear and reticence. Finally, Astrid nodded and replied, “We’re on our way.” 
 
    “Take the alleyways, avoid contact with Ansaran patrols.” 
 
    Astrid and Ju-Long made eye contact and she told the Dinari, “We haven’t seen any in a while now. Too long.” 
 
    “Then it’s already begun. Just get to that spire and make sure you’re armed.” 
 
    Nix cut the feed, leaving Astrid staring at the console, bewildered. Whatever they were about to do, it didn’t sound like they were going to be keeping a low profile any longer. Not that they really had been in the first place. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll finally get some action,” Ju-Long said. 
 
    “You just beat the hell out of three Ansarans today.” 
 
    “You’re right, it has been a bit slow.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Nix fumbled around behind the bar, searching under the stone top with his clawed hands. He felt around until his fingers wrapped around a circular metal disc, about half the size of his palm and as flat as one of his scales. Nix examined it in his hand, flipping it over and pressing his thumb down on the center, releasing something mechanical within. 
 
    The center of the disc spiraled out, projecting an orange hologram up above his hand. Nix had kept copious records while working in the Caretaker’s spire, all of which were stored on discs similar to the one which he now held. The image before him was one of the dozens of spires scattered around Akaru Colony. To the untrained eye it might have been any of them. Nix, however, knew how to tell them apart. It was one of the benefits of being a spy. 
 
    With his left hand, he manipulated the image, zooming in on the upper levels. He turned the hologram until he saw it. The spire had a top level much like the Caretaker’s suite, with hardened glass covering every inch of the wall from floor to ceiling. Just above this, the tower started to curve inward, sloping up into a point. On this domed surface was the Mark of the Maker. The Ansaran symbol was a conglomeration of the glyph of House Ansara and the first name of the chief architect. Without this symbol, the outside of each tower was nearly indistinguishable from any other. It was only inside that the architects were usually allowed certain liberties. What better way to hide something than in plain sight?  
 
    Nix pressed his thumb on the center once more and the hologram dissipated, the metal disc morphing back into its original state. The blueprints were there, just as he’d left them. Keeping them all in one place would be foolish. Nix was smarter than that. Not even Zega, with his thousand eyes and ears, would be able to find them all. And for good reason. 
 
    Nix slipped the disc into the inside pocket of his roughly sewn cloak. As it always seemed to go, he was short on time. Zega sure had a way of telling Nix the important things when it was almost too late to make a difference. Surely it was on purpose this time. Still, if they hurried, they might stand a chance at dealing the crippling blow the Ansarans deserved. 
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    Saturn stepped up to a circular platform in the center of a great hall, the floors and walls cut from worn stone. Above her, the high ceiling curved in, creating the semblance of a cathedral formed through sheer natural erosion. The building, if one could call it that, stood at the edge of the colony to the north near a rocky range of mountains that jutted from the desert like the fingers of a partially-buried giant. She couldn’t imagine how many years it took to carve the hall from the rock. It must have been in use for centuries, because every angle of the rock was smooth from wear and the passage of time. 
 
    The platform before her stood at the top of a large set of stairs, a gap between it and another much larger platform that spread around her in a semi-circle. Seated at the stone table which rose up from the larger platform were twenty-three of the twenty-four elders, each a representative chosen from their sector. Only Zega was missing. 
 
    Elder was a pleasant term for the muttering men sitting all around her, where ancient might have suited them better. Zega was far younger than the rest, leading Saturn to question how he’d come by the position in the first place if such advanced age appeared to be a prerequisite for holding office. She couldn’t help but note that there were no women on the Council of Elders. She’d hoped she would have been able to appeal to at least one of them by way of common ground. Sestra stood directly behind her, seemingly wary about being in the Hall of the Elders. Saturn felt like a child interrupting her parents’ dinner party. 
 
    The aged Dinari at the center of the group stood, bracing his hands against the stone table for support as he rose. Saturn could hear his back crack several times as he stood upright. The other members fell silent, waiting in anticipation. As far as Saturn was aware, each of the elders was equal. However, a certain reverence was held for the Dinari before her. His scaled skin was leathery, even more so than Elder Bartle’s. His faint yellow eyes seemed to have lost all of their shimmer. He looked down on her skeptically and spoke with a frail voice that might once have boomed from his chest in the cavernous chamber. 
 
    “Outsiders have never stepped foot inside these walls. What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Saturn looked around at the other elders, each as cynical and guarded as the one who had just spoken. She’d expected to see the worn-out medicine man Bartle, but he was not one of the twenty-four elders on the council. Perhaps, she thought, the term was an honorific for important members of society. Or, perhaps her translation chip was busted. 
 
    “We’ve been sent as Zega’s envoys. He apologizes that he will not be in attendance today.” 
 
    “He must take his role on this council seriously to send us such obviously qualified individuals,” he seethed with palpable sarcasm, “Could he find no man in his employ to deliver this message?” 
 
    Several of the other council members laughed their feeble laughs. Saturn got the feeling the ones who didn’t were hard of hearing. Behind her, she heard a low hiss protesting the elder’s slight. Sestra wasn’t pleased. Saturn felt her fingertips instinctively gravitate toward the weapon at her hip, but thought better of it just as her fingers grazed the grip. She clenched her fist until it was shaking with her boundless fury. Perhaps worse than their bigotry, Zega must have known the elders would react in such a way and yet he had sent them anyway. 
 
    “Perhaps all of the men have succumbed to the Phage, too weak to survive such a mild cold.” 
 
    There was a collective gasp and the elder at the center of the table squinted his eyes with his loathing. That would leave a bad taste in his mouth, Saturn thought. 
 
    “You make light of a serious affliction, Outsider. The sickness has been gone for decades. Your lies will not stand in this chamber.” 
 
    Saturn took a step forward so that one of the glowing orbs overhead cast light directly down onto her face, casting shadows beneath her high cheekbones. 
 
    “The Ansarans have made their move while you cower in this chamber. The only one who’s got the guts to act is the one not present.” 
 
    Saturn felt disgusted with herself. She was emboldening a revulsive person and lying for him as well. The only thing that made her keep talking was seeing the shocked looks on the elders’ faces. She feared the lengths she would go to shock them. 
 
    “The Dinari Phage is no more. Go peddle your lies someplace else,” an elder to Saturn’s right said in a feeble voice. 
 
    “It is back and I’ve seen it with my own eyes,” Saturn said, this time more adamantly because she really had seen it firsthand. “Not just that, it’s crossed species and infected one of my race. Elder Bartle is treating him now.” 
 
    Several of the elders murmured to one another. Saturn heard Elder Bartle’s name thrown around under the breath of many of the council members. His name seemed to carry some weight. 
 
    The elder at the center finally asked, “If true, why could Zega not join us on this day of all days?” 
 
    Sestra stepped up beside Saturn and said, “Zega is busy dealing with the outbreak in Sector Seven. Quarantines have been put in place. He has asked us to bring forward a proposal for your consideration.” 
 
    “What proposal?” 
 
    Sestra continued, “The streets have been littered with violence for the past several months. The Caretaker’s hold on this colony is slipping. Soon, whether you’d have it or not, that growing violence will turn to an extended conflict, even outright war. Toras’ regime will topple. If the Dinari aren’t strong and united, those faceless masses will cause chaos beyond reckoning.” 
 
    The council’s spokesperson grew increasingly agitated. 
 
    “For one so young, you presume much. There has always been violence in Akaru Colony. Give the criminals a voice and a face and they will only create more trouble.” 
 
    “You lot would hide in this chamber while the colony burns,” Sestra seethed before rasping in a tone of finality, “Cowards.” 
 
    The elders moved uncomfortably in their seats, and Sestra continued relentlessly, “Zega proposes another way. Whatever you think of the man, hear this. There are twenty-four elders in Akaru Colony and not a Dinari among them that can lead all of the sectors from this crisis. Save one.” 
 
    Saturn turned toward Sestra, eyes wide. Sestra hated Zega, but her argument in his favor was vehement. She didn’t sound like she was pretending, for the greater good or otherwise. That, or she was the best actress Saturn had ever seen. 
 
    Sestra continued to berate the elders, “Who before me could lead the twenty-four? You, Elder Vurn? You, Elder Rane? Only one Dinari has the ear of all the people. Only one is willing to stand before the spires’ might. This council must vote to elect Zega as the face of the Dinari of Akaru Colony. Elect Zega as the Consul of the people.” 
 
    Saturn’s mouth was agape. She’d only meant to fulfil her obligation, perhaps teaching the elders a lesson in the process. Nothing more. Sestra, it seemed, had her own motives. What had changed? The zealous Dinari standing before her was not as she remembered. Her hatred for Zega can’t have run as deeply as Sestra had let on. Saturn’s heart pumped quickly and she grew hot from her chest to each of her extremities. She felt the sweat bead on her forehead as the Council of Elders chattered amongst themselves. 
 
    The elder at the center raised one clawed hand and the room was silenced. 
 
    “You’ve overreached your place young one. Still, these matters are worrisome. Leave us. We will send for you when we’re ready to hand down our judgment.” 
 
    Sestra crossed her arms defiantly and replied, “Should I come back in a week’s time? Perhaps a month? I’m sure you’ll make the right decision, even if the colony is destroyed by the time you reach it.” 
 
    She turned on her heels and stormed down the stairs through a massive stone archway, leaving Saturn to fend off the blank stares of the council. Their shocked faces made Saturn smile inside, despite the implications should their decision favor Zega. She gestured to the elder at the center of the table and jibed, “And you thought I was difficult.” 
 
    Saturn nearly tripped down the stairs on her way out, descending the stairs too quickly to maintain proper balance. It’d been a long time since she’d felt so humiliated, but at least her part in this was done. Her agreement with Zega wasn’t contingent on the council reaching a specific verdict. 
 
    Outside the Great Hall, Saturn walked quickly down a well-lit corridor that narrowed the farther she trekked from the main chamber. The stone hallway finally tapered until the rock was only a few feet above her head and on each side of her. The many glowing orbs of light jostled along the top of the hallway from the outside breeze that funneled its way through. She started to feel grains of sand bombard her face and she covered her eyes with the off-white sleeve of her form-fitting upper garment. 
 
    The entrance to the cave was just ahead and Sestra stood at the edge looking out over the colony below. Saturn stepped up next to her and saw what had Sestra looking so upset. A massive sandstorm was approaching from the west and moving in fast. The colony would be enveloped in under an hour. 
 
    Saturn’s eyes turned to her Dinari cohort. Sestra’s arms were crossed and a scowl spanned her rounded face. 
 
    “Care to explain?” Saturn asked her. 
 
    Sestra’s voice was harsher than ever, as though water hadn’t touched her lips in days. “The elders need to realize that their power is derived from us. Ultimately, we decide what’s best for the colony. Not them.” 
 
    “What if their decision doesn’t come back in Zega’s favor?” 
 
    Saturn hoped, in fact, that it wouldn’t. Sestra on the other hand looked distressed at the mention of the possibility. 
 
    “The Dinari are strong. They are only now remembering that fact. If the elders can’t see it then they are blind.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer the question.” 
 
    Sestra raised a piece of cloth over her mouth and her blunt nose to repel the swirling sand. 
 
    “We best move our vehicle inside. Don’t want to risk a faulty start when the sandstorm has cleared. We might be here a while.” 
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    With the approaching squall, Sector Eight’s streets were emptied. Ju-Long watched an older Dinari female shutter her windows and stuff a sheet in the crack beneath her door. Despite her efforts, he could still see light from a glowing orb behind her windows. There were no perfect seals on Surya. Down the stretch of road, he could see that the rest of the Dinari were in the same frame of mind, preparing to hole up until the storm had passed. 
 
    “How long has it been?” he asked Astrid, who was using the nearby wall of a Dinari residence to shield herself from the sand. 
 
    “He’s late,” she replied. “Should have been here ten minutes ago.” 
 
    Across from the Dinari residence was a large break in the buildings, a trail which led to a circular expanse and a massive spire housed at the center a hundred yards away. From that distance, Ju-Long couldn’t crane his neck far enough to see up to the top, even if it was the clearest of days. With the encroaching sandstorm he couldn’t see more than a few stories of the spire, but for its shadow behind the wall of particles. 
 
    Ju-Long was growing impatient. “If he doesn’t get here soon, we’ll need to take shelter.” 
 
    The growing howl of the wind was beginning to make it difficult to hear. Stray gusts whistled in Ju-Long’s ears and he brought his pale red scarf up higher to cover them. 
 
    “Worried?” 
 
    “I like my skin the way it is: intact and covering my body.” 
 
    Astrid kicked her boot at the packed sand and watched the dust rise and then settle. Against the backdrop of the clay building she might have blended in if she could stay still long enough. Ju-Long couldn’t blame her. He was getting antsy as well. 
 
    “Some Ansarans pay for such a treatment to slough off dead scales.” 
 
    “For the man who has everything.” 
 
    “Rough scales signify hard work. An Ansaran in such a state would not be seen as very desirable.” 
 
    Ju-Long looked at her with his head cocked to the side. Astrid had a smirk curling up the side of her mouth. An image of Toras receiving a spa treatment entered his mind, but the thought seemed ridiculous. She must have been messing with him.  
 
    “Though,” Astrid continued, “If Ansaran men knew what pleased a woman, maybe there wouldn’t be such a shortage of females among my kind.” 
 
    Astrid had a sultry way of speaking that made almost anything she said sound sexual in nature. She had a hungry look come over her as she looked him up and down. Even with much of her face obscured by her cloth disguise, she was sensual, erotic even. Ju-Long felt hot despite the utter lack of sunlight that made its way through the sand. Astrid’s body was mostly covered in her voluminous robes, but her blue and green eyes suggested everything he needed or could ever want to know. If Nix didn’t hurry up, he and Astrid might have to take care of another item on their agenda. 
 
    Astrid pushed off from the wall and pointed down the lonely stretch of road behind Ju-Long. A single hover bike rode against the gusting wind, being blown hither and thither by the maelstrom. Ju-Long smiled and began pulling weapons from the holsters on his bike. He slid a Dinari energy weapon into the crescent-shaped holster on his thigh and slung the strap of the stolen Ansaran laser rifle around his neck and shoulder. 
 
    “Show time,” Ju-Long said. 
 
    Astrid took the remaining two Ansaran laser pistols and slipped them inside her cloak to hanging straps on each of her sides. 
 
    The hover bike stopped alongside Ju-Long’s and Nix dismounted, cloaked in a traditional Dinari robe with the hood up over his head and a piece of thick cloth drawn up to his nose. He pulled the cloth down as he approached Ju-Long and Astrid so that the beige fabric dangled loosely around his neck. 
 
    “You’re late,” Ju-Long jibed. 
 
    Nix said loudly to be heard over the wind, “Couldn’t be avoided. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready for what?” Astrid asked over the howling wind. “Do you actually expect to assault a spire and live?” 
 
    “There will never be a better time than now. During the storm, the Ansaran Guard will be occupied with the shutdown of the city. It should be a ghost town.” 
 
    “What’s the endgame here?” 
 
    Ju-Long could see that Nix was growing tired of explaining himself. Still, Astrid’s questions weren’t out of line. 
 
    “What’s special about this spire?” Ju-Long added, pointing off into the distance. 
 
    With the growing wind, they had to huddle closer together to hear one another. 
 
    Nix replied, “This colony is protected by a web of energy. You’ve seen it before. The Dinari can’t stand the purple light the spires project at night. It’s one of the most effective ways to keep the Dinari at bay. Though this spire looks like the others, it’s a generator of sorts. The rest only act as repeaters, magnifying the energy.” 
 
    Nix pointed to a roughly hewn bag attached to the back of his bike. “We’re going to blow it up.” 
 
    “Won’t the city be defenseless?” Ju-Long asked. 
 
    “When the fighting begins, the energy web is the first thing the Ansarans will use. While the Dinari are forced indoors, the Ansarans could go door to door rooting out the agitators. Either we destroy this spire or the Dinari uprising will be over before it begins.” 
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    Saturn tapped her toe against the dark stone floor, the sound echoing throughout the rocky corridor outside the great hall. It had been nearly thirty minutes and she was beginning to grow impatient. Sestra had paced the same stretch of hallway since they’d moved the hover bike, mumbling to herself in words Saturn’s translation chip couldn’t recognize. Based on her limited knowledge of the intonation of the Dinari language, it sounded like a strange dialect that she’d never come across before. After several minutes, her translator started picking out individual words as it learned the new language. Saturn heard her say ‘running out.’ 
 
    “What’s running out?” Saturn asked. 
 
    Sestra’s eyes enlarged. She stared back at Saturn in shock, her exceptionally bulbous eyes glowing under the light from the many orbs overhead. Deep lines appeared on her face that conveyed the same worry that was in her eyes. 
 
    “You speak Vasal?” Sestra asked, returning to the Dinari common language. 
 
    Saturn shrugged. “My translator.” 
 
    Sestra approached Saturn cautiously and grabbed her chin with a firm hand, forcing her head left and right and examining Saturn’s ears. 
 
    “Have you lost it? What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Saturn broke free of Sestra’s grip and felt the small lump at the back of her neck. Every time she felt her translator chip, she remembered the shooting pain which ran down to her toes when the Ansarans had forcefully inserted it at the base of her skull. The chip was the size of a grain of rice and fused to one of her nerves. Sestra continued to stare her down with incredulity. She must have known the chip was in her neck, so why was she acting so strangely? 
 
    Sestra’s eyelids flicked and she backed away, returning to her restless pacing, her bare feet sending high-pitched clicks and clacks every time her claws scraped against the stone. 
 
    “Apologies,” Sestra mumbled almost to herself, “It’s been ages since another has spoken my native tongue.” 
 
    “You’re not from Surya?” 
 
    “I was born on Vasalis,” Sestra said as she meandered to the far side of the cavern, dragging a finger along the stone wall and creating a thin white line. “A faraway moon. One of the first to be colonized, millennia before the war.” 
 
    “How did you end up here?” 
 
    The Dinari’s eyes shifted as she considered the question. It seemed like an easy question to Saturn, but then again, her journey to the Ansara System wasn’t exactly a simple one. 
 
    “It is said that Vasalis was once a beautiful place. A moon of the Mother World, it was a sanctuary for diplomats and the wealthy. I never knew that place. When I was born it had already been a wasteland for centuries.” 
 
    “What happened to it?” 
 
    “Vasalis was the only planetary body in this system that was never terraformed by the three races of Ansara. It was already a perfect cradle for life, only life as we knew it had not yet come to exist there. Its natural resources were bountiful. That is, until The Long War. The War of a Thousand Years required more resources than Ansara and the other colonies could provide. The Ansarans plundered Vasalis for every bit of metal and precious mineral they could get their claws on. The landscape became a series of holes and caverns that burrowed deeper than the eye could see. The entire moon was irreparably scarred.” 
 
    “What happened to the people?” 
 
    “The Ansarans left the world to die, along with the Dinari inhabitants. Thousands of Dinari fell ill for lack of food and water, but the hardiest found a way to live. A network of caves was created beneath the pockmarked land from countless excavations. Within, life remained. In a sense, at least.” 
 
    Sestra’s hand pressed gently against the bone-dry wall of the tunnel, her gaze traveling up to the orbs hovering near the ceiling. 
 
    “Water rose up from the depths of the moon forming pools. Sometimes it would run down walls such as this one. A rare sight, indeed. There were about fifty Dinari left on Vasalis when I came of age. The Ansarans likely thought us all long dead. Maybe it was fate that brought a Dinari ship from the Mother World. It was a scavenger ship, searching for scrap and resources left over from the war, or anything that could be easily extracted and sold. Instead, they found us.” 
 
    “Lucky.” 
 
    Sestra’s face contorted into a look of disgust. 
 
    “Lucky?” she spat. “They imprisoned us and sold us as slaves to the highest bidder. Their own kind, no less.” 
 
    “Slaves?” Saturn asked, stunned. 
 
    Sestra’s head ticked to her left toward the Great Hall. Her raspy voice shook with a rage from deep within. “A story for another time, perhaps.” 
 
    Saturn followed Sestra’s eyes down the hallway to the approaching Dinari Elder. He carried a glowing orb out in front of him and kept his eyes focused on the ground below. His bare feet shuffled along slowly until he was within ten feet of them. Saturn pushed off from the wall and regarded the aged Dinari expectantly. 
 
    “If you’ll follow me,” the Dinari muttered before turning around and starting his long shamble back to the Great Hall. 
 
    Saturn and Sestra’s eyes met and they nodded to one another. Her Dinari counterpart’s reasoning for the way she’d acted before was beginning to make more sense to Saturn. Sestra had faced true hardship at the hands of both the Ansarans and the Dinari. It would make sense that Sestra would be so outspoken against oppression in any form, even if that meant giving Zega more power as the lesser of the available evils. 
 
    The Dinari Elder waddled onto a small stone platform, which lit up with a flash of purple light. The stone square lifted off the ground and floated silently around the back of the councilmembers’ table. Saturn eyed the many steps and found herself wishing she could avoid another lengthy climb. 
 
    “This is one reason I’ve avoided working in the spires,” Sestra said, much calmer than before. 
 
    Saturn took the first few steps with purpose. 
 
    “At least the spires had the decency to lend visitors a lift. The Council can’t do the same?” 
 
    “Careful, the stingy Council would probably consider it for a favor. Your wish might have a hefty price.” 
 
    Sestra followed her up the steps, taking each stone stair one at a time, slowly but resolutely. At the top of the stairs, Saturn could see some of the faces of the elders in the distance, watching their struggle with blank looks across their leathery forms. Hundreds of stairs still stood between them and the platform at the top and each step began to feel more asinine than the last. Saturn began to sense a burn in her quads that wasn’t present on her initial ascent. 
 
    “In the future let’s agree to pawn this job off on the boys.” 
 
    Sestra snickered. “Ju-Long would probably look at this as a warmup. He might even do sets.” 
 
    “Ju-Long is also dating an Ansaran. What’s that say about his judgment?” 
 
    Saturn caught Sestra smiling to herself. The perpetually serious Dinari was finally starting to crack and show her personality. Despite Sestra’s strange shift in behavior since they’d first met, she was starting to see some of the old Sestra. The one who was loyal and kind despite her rough exterior. 
 
    Near the top of the stairs, Saturn’s legs wobbled up the last steps until she was standing before the Council of Elders. Sestra made it up the final couple of steps and stood panting at her side. Saturn’s heart was thumping but she managed to minimize her heaving for the sake of saving face. The last thing she wanted was to appear weak to the council. 
 
    The Council’s spokesman stood gingerly and berated them, “For being in such a hurry before, you’ve managed to take your time in returning. Our time is precious too.” 
 
    Saturn shot forward. “You pompous piece of—” 
 
    Sestra grabbed her arm and forcibly held her back. She whispered, “Don’t waste your time on such filth.” 
 
    Before Saturn could protest further, the Council’s spokesman continued, “The Council has reached a unanimous decision. There are hard times ahead and soon we must all do things we aren’t proud of to survive. The Council does not take your warnings lightly.” 
 
    Saturn’s heart pumped and she felt blood rushing to her extremities. This was it. They were going to give Zega the keys to the colony. 
 
    “Though the return of the phage is worrying, we find that there is no evidence of a Dinari uprising. These scuffles with the Ansaran Guard are merely troubled youths lashing out. We will not give them a voice. This Council will not elect a Supreme Consul. As twenty-four we reign.” 
 
    The rest of the council echoed the Spokesman’s statement. 
 
    Saturn couldn’t believe it. After Sestra’s vigorous plea the Council still voted against Zega. A part of her couldn’t wait to give him the news, but the rest of her felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. Ultimately, this meant trouble for the Dinari. 
 
    Sestra released Saturn’s arm. She seemed calm, collected. The Dinari stepped in front of Saturn and addressed the Council. 
 
    “Today you have bared your naivety for all to see. You have exposed your ignorance and condemned your own people to suffer. You will not know health, nor purity, nor peace. You will not lead the Dinari. You’re incapable of doing so. You will not speak for us. Your voices are feeble and weak. If you will not stand for your people, then someone must.” 
 
    The members of the Council stared back, slack-jawed and horrified. Saturn couldn’t believe her ears. Sestra turned and brushed heatedly past Saturn. Her raspy voice called out, “Come on Saturn, if we want justice, we’ll have to make our own.” 
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    Atop the tallest spire in the Colony, Toras, Caretaker of Akaru Colony, surveyed the approaching torrent. The wall of sand had finally breached the city limits. His Ansaran Guard was scrambling to protect the more sensitive areas of the colony. The spires would hold their own as they always had. There were, however, dozens of Ansaran assets that would not fare so well if left unattended. They might survive the sand, but not the looters. For Toras, there was no worse part to being Caretaker. With so much that could go wrong, these were the times that tested his resolve. 
 
    He whipped his ragged, sandy cape around as he turned away from the window. The patchy piece of cloth had served as a reminder of where he’d come from, but lately it seemed no more than a nuisance. Toras removed the armor at his shoulders as he made his way to his oversized stone desk, clinking them down on the solid surface and plopping down onto his stone chair. He loosened the leather buckle at his side and pulled off his tan chest plate, letting it fall to the marble floor beside him. He would be holed up in the spire for hours so he might as well get comfortable. Toras let out a huff of exasperation. 
 
    Where had he gone wrong? He’d kept his promise to that rake Liam Kidd. The Human’s ward was protected as promised, but was Liam holding up his end? His assurances of quelling the rising anger amongst the Dinari may have been more talk than action. Any reduction in animosity was short-lived. Now there were reports that he’d been running around with Vidu, his own head of security. Toras had never forgotten that it was the Ansaran High Council’s idea to install Vidu in his regime, probably to spy on him. But what choice did he have? Refusing the High Council’s orders would be suicide. 
 
    Toras heard a door creaking and turned to see one of his household guards approaching, the three diagonal lines of House Zumora emblazoned on the chest plate over his heart. His oblong helmet was cradled in his arm, a glinting object held tightly in his other hand. The guard’s gaunt face was not lean from lack of nutrition, but rather from the genetics that pervaded all within the Zumora clan. His high cheekbones cast deep shadows below them such that in the dimming light of the Caretaker’s chamber, his face appeared even grimmer. 
 
    The Ansaran’s armor was modeled after Toras’ own. Sharp edges and deep grooves separated each plate, allowing maximum freedom of movement without degrading the menacing appeal of the serrated bits. Unfortunately, the sand on Surya found its way more easily into their armor than with the standard issue Ansaran armor. Toras could smell the sediment and salt coming off the man’s garb. The sandstorms always brought a distinctive sulfuric smell along with them. 
 
    “What is it, Ryle?” Toras asked, not unkindly. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you, Caretaker. The High Council has requested your presence.” 
 
    Not now, Toras thought. They’d been badgering him for weeks about the unrest on the colony. However, his placement as Caretaker had been a temporary one until a more suitable replacement for Ragnar could be found. Someone from House Ansara, to be sure. 
 
    “Are they waiting?” 
 
    “Yes, Cousin.” 
 
    Ryle frowned. He was never as shrewd as Toras when they were young. From early on it was clear the order of prestige that would be bestowed upon them both. Unlike the other clans, House Zumora was more concerned with performance than station. In any other House, Ryle might have been destined to lead the family because of the extra year he had on Toras. But Ryle was never much of a fighter. He wore the armor and he played the part, but he was soft inside. Despite that, Ryle was a good man. Loyal and trustworthy. Toras always found himself growing calm when his cousin was around. 
 
    “Best not keep them waiting.” 
 
    Ryle placed the shiny object in a slot at the end of the long stone desk. It was absorbed into the surface and lit up with purple light, which traveled down through a channel along the floor into a large circle several feet away, stopping every so often to light up individual circles a few feet each in diameter. The light continued to pulse along its trail until twelve circles were lit in all. 
 
    Toras stood up from his chair and ambled around his desk to the center of the twelve circles, taking his time so he could rehearse what he was about to tell them. The unrest was hardly his fault, but he had everything under control. No matter what the Dinari thought, their trivial rebellion was a dream. Toras still had cards to play. 
 
    He stood at the center of the ring of purple light and signaled Ryle. His cousin placed a finger on the center of the disc and light projected up from the channels of light, forming bright cylinders of energy. Full body holograms of all twelve members of the Ansaran High Council surrounded him. Toras hardened himself to face the inevitable. 
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    “Pass me that charge.” 
 
    Nix pointed to the bag in Astrid’s hands. She handed him the small rectangular explosive and the Dinari placed it at the base of a support pillar. They’d been ascending the servant’s staircase of the Sector Eight spire for nearly twenty minutes and were beginning to run out of charges. So far, the tower had been deserted. Astrid had never been in a spire before, but she’d imagined them to be bustling with Ansarans and Dinari alike. Instead, it was abandoned. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “That’s why I was late. I was able to warn the Dinari in the spire to get out by sending a signal from our ship.” 
 
    “What about the Ansarans?” 
 
    “They’ll be guarding weapons depots and the hangars. This is Vidu’s spire and my intel says he’ll be out for a short time. He never leaves. We won’t get this opportunity again. With any luck, the Ansarans will be spread thin.” 
 
    Ju-Long set another charge and asked, “And if we’re unlucky?” 
 
    “You’re always looking for a fight, aren’t you?” 
 
    Ju-Long smiled and picked up his pace. Sometimes Astrid wondered how he had such boundless energy. They’d been climbing for what seemed an awful long time and he wasn’t showing any signs of fatigue. In fact, the thought of a good fight seemed to energize him, keeping him engaged on their mission. It inspired her to see someone so focused. Ansaran men who’d been handed everything in life bored her. 
 
    Astrid looked out a window as they passed. She was having trouble making out the features on the ground now. Everything looked to be one big blur, the sand dashing any hope of determining their altitude. Surely they were approaching the top. The muscles in her legs burned and she tightened her grip on Nix’s bag to change focus, her leather gloves making a distinctive creaking noise. 
 
    Nix set the last charge at the base of a pillar and stood back to admire his work. His smug face was hard to look at, but Astrid swallowed her pride and smiled back pleasantly. 
 
    “What now?” she asked. 
 
    “Now we get out of here while our luck holds.” 
 
    “We’re not going down all of those stairs, are we?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Nix berated her. “We have a ride.” 
 
    Nix continued up the staircase and approached a dead end, a rock wall blocking their path. It looked thick like it was a part of the very stone that supported the structure. Neither Ju-Long nor Nix appeared surprised or disturbed. If she wasn’t so winded, she might have voiced her concern. Instead, Astrid’s hands found their way to her hips and she sucked in the stale air in big gusts, letting it out just as quickly. 
 
    The Dinari wasn’t sweating but his tongue hung from his mouth, dripping in a clear froth. Whatever made that trait desirable to pass on rather than sweat glands Astrid would never know. Despite her feelings about her own species’ habits in genetic meddling, at least they’d gotten that bit right. 
 
    Nix placed the palm of his scaly hand against the stone, running it along the surface until his fingers grazed a small notch, imperceptible unless one knew where it was. With a single claw he pushed it in and the stone slowly retreated toward the center of the spire. 
 
    Nix drew his Ansaran laser pistol and held it out in front of him. “Whatever happens, keep moving toward the main chamber.” 
 
    Ju-Long retrieved his crescent-shaped Dinari energy weapon and Astrid followed suit. She gripped the handle of her pistol tight, her heart pumping and thumping faster than ever. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Toras spun in a slow circle, making eye contact with each member of the Ansaran High Council and rendering a slight bow of the head, as was customary. When he finished the greeting ritual, his gaze fell on Chancellor Nala, a rather effeminate man whose demeanor could flip with little effort. One moment he was on your side, the next you’d wonder if he was ever truly so. He was the smallest of the council members, a whole head shorter than Toras, but his projection was magnified to make him appear much larger than life. 
 
    Chancellor Nala cleared his throat and lowered his gaze on Toras. The Caretaker knelt down on one knee, his tattered cape brushing against the stone floor. Toras hated this part. Even before he was the Caretaker, he despised acting in deference to anyone. The members of the proud House Zumora were saddled with his same aversion to submissiveness. There was a time when House Zumora had almost overtaken House Ansara, but that was long before the war. Now his house was of a much lower station and every account of the events that led to their demise varied. Still, there were stories told to him as a child that filled his head with pride to that very day. 
 
    His father used to tell him and his cousin Ryle about Sylas Zumora, General of the Ansaran Fleet during the darkest years of the war. It was Sylas that led the assault against the Corsairs; Sylas that led his people to safety. Not a member of House Ansara. And yet they took the credit. Toras feared he too would be cast aside like the rest of his family. He’d gained too much power. 
 
    “Your calling is unexpected,” Toras began hesitantly. “How may I assist you?” 
 
    “Toras of House Zumora. You have served honorably in the place of Ragnar during these times of strife. For that, this Council recognizes you.” 
 
    Toras lowered his eyes and replied, “Thank you, Chancellor.” 
 
    “The Kurazon push closer to Ansara every day, and we must ensure every colony remains secure to repel the threat.” 
 
    Toras nodded silently. He didn’t like where this was going. 
 
    “However,” Chancellor Nala said, his high-pitched voice taking on a cutting tone. 
 
    Toras’ eyes moved up the purple hologram of the oversized man, landing on his inscrutable face. 
 
    Chancellor Nala continued, “A more suitable match for the position of Caretaker has drawn our attention. Akaru Colony is on the verge of crumbling and it needs a hand much firmer than yours.” 
 
    There was a scream in the hallway outside, muffled by the thick chamber doors. Toras felt his mouth go dry. He turned to his cousin Ryle, who nodded and drew his weapon, striding confidently toward the entrance. The double-doors burst open and half a dozen crimson lasers lit up the room. Ryle could only fire once before being pierced by multiple beams. Toras watched him fall to his knees, blood trailing down his sandy armor. His gaunt face contorted in pain before he let out one final, bloody cough and collapsed onto his side. 
 
    Toras pounded his hands on the stone floor, rage filling his voice as he screamed. Six Ansarans, his former Guard, surrounded him with their weapons drawn, daring him to move. He heard loud footsteps click and clack outside the door, moving slowly but purposefully. Around the corner ambled Vidu, his head of security. 
 
    When Vidu drew close he said casually, “It seems being head of security is a better stepping stone than either of us expected.” 
 
    Chancellor Nala’s hologram turned to regard Vidu. “I trust the arrangements are in order?” 
 
    Vidu dropped to one knee and replied, “Yes, Chancellor. The transition was as smooth as expected.” 
 
    “Good, see that Toras is shown a cell suitable for his station.” 
 
    “As you command.” 
 
    The guards approached Toras from all sides. He didn’t resist. Power drained from his fists and his arms hung loosely at his sides. What was the point? Without the Council’s blessing, even if he could regain control, his power would be fiat. Akaru Colony would become a target of the Alliance and they would stop receiving aid. A true Caretaker puts the needs of his people first. 
 
    The guards helped him onto his feet and bound his hands together with a wire that snapped around his wrists magnetically. He felt the metal grind into his wrists as the magnetic field grew in its cyclic power. Toras knew from his time in security that if he tried to remove the wire he would be electrocuted. However, he never thought he’d see the day when he himself would be in such a bind. 
 
    They walked him toward Vidu and stopped so they were only a few feet apart from one another. Vidu’s large black eyes searched Toras’ expression. He puffed out his chest, his dazzling white armor almost as reflective as the resplendent chain which connected his shoulder guards. His once pristine white cape had become touched by sand, a fact that did not escape Toras. 
 
    “Are you not surprised?” Vidu asked in his haughty voice. 
 
    Toras regarded the new Caretaker and then turned to the looming figure of Chancellor Nala. 
 
    “I’m never surprised by the lengths to which House Ansara will go in order to retain their power. No matter how foolish.” 
 
    Vidu backhanded him with his spiked white glove, drawing blood at Toras’ lip, though the proud former Caretaker did not budge from his position. 
 
    “Do not speak ill of your superiors.” 
 
    Toras spat out a glob of blood and replied, “I’m a man of honor. I never would.” 
 
    Vidu wound up to hit him again but stopped. The spire began to sway under their feet. Out the large bay window Toras could see explosions at the base of the adjacent spire, traveling quickly up from the base. 
 
    Chancellor Nala demanded, “What is it? What do you see?” 
 
    “The Sector Eight spire is under attack.” 
 
    Toras didn’t stifle his resounding laugh. Vidu ignored him and ran to the window, gazing out into the sandy mess below. Toras’ stomach turned. He wanted to be sure that no Ansarans had been killed in the blasts, but he found himself laughing even harder regardless, his crazed cackle the only sound which echoed throughout the bewildered chamber. 
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    Astrid struggled to maintain balance as the blasts began to rise up the spire, making the stone floor crack and splinter. She fired a few more laser blasts at the two remaining Ansarans hiding behind one of the pillars, missing her mark. The bodies of almost a dozen Ansarans were strewn about the main chamber. Their assault had caught them completely off guard. Nix had just triggered the charges and was now fumbling with a circular device in his hand. 
 
    “Where’s that ride you were talking about?” Astrid called to him. 
 
    “Just a few more seconds.” 
 
    Ju-Long fired a shot at a pillar, sending a large chunk flying off. A single crack began to form along it vertically. The floor shook as he fired again, the laser flying off past its mark and shattering the bay window on the opposite side of the room. Sand swirled into the main chamber in large gusts, the maelstrom’s rage palpable. 
 
    The two remaining Ansaran guards tried to make for the door but Ju-Long and Astrid’s lasers found them first. It was a more merciful death than being crushed by rock, Astrid thought. The floor’s violent shaking intensified and Astrid struggled to make it over to her Dinari crewmate several feet away. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Now,” he yelled. 
 
    Astrid’s eyes widened as she gazed out the window. A shadow approached through the wall of sand. It was closing fast and it didn’t seem to be slowing down. Nix used the metallic control in his hand to force the ship into the remaining bay of windows, its curved underside shattering the glass in all directions. Shards swirled around in an unpredictable cyclone. Astrid covered her face with her arms, her cloak taking the brunt of the flying glass. Still, a few pieces managed to make it through her thick garment and graze her scaled skin. She winced and gritted her teeth, trying not to focus on the wounds. 
 
    Nix’s ship had the appearance of a squat beetle on the bottom, with a nose that came to a menacing point. Its copper color blended in with the wall of sand behind it. A pair of metallic wings were folded back, ready to open at a moment’s notice. The hodgepodge of repair pieces that were welded onto the frame reminded Astrid of The Long War, where every ship was used and reused long after it should have been retired. 
 
    The ship’s ramp clanked down on the marble floor and Nix yelled over the ruckus, “Go!” 
 
    Ju-Long was the closest to the ramp and climbed aboard, hugging the metal piston at the bottom of the platform and holding out his hand for Astrid to grab hold. She could see the building move and quake independently of the ship and grew woozy. Nix pushed her forward and she found her legs, struggling to the ramp. The rushing sand pelted her exposed face as Ju-Long helped her up into the bowels of the ship. At the top of the ramp, Nix hit a red button to his left and the ramp’s pistons went to work, closing the hatch and leaving an inch of sand in the hold for several feet in every direction. The grains began sifting down into the cracks of the grated floor plates, with thin lines of sand mounded atop the lattices. 
 
    Nix yelled throughout the cargo bay, “Get us out of here!” 
 
    Along the walls and ceiling Astrid saw channels of purple energy flow toward the engine room. Without further warning, the ship shot forward. Astrid locked her fingers into the floor grates and held on as her body slipped on the layer of shifting sand. Nix couldn’t keep his balance and fell into a side wall as the ship turned sharply. Ju-Long held onto Astrid’s hand, fighting to remain by her side. 
 
    Over the noise of the engines, Astrid could hear the collapsing rock behind them. The way they’d set the charges, the spire should have crumbled in on itself, imploding down into a pile of stone and glass and metal. She imagined the sand swallowing the flames and pulverizing the remaining bits. If only she could have seen it with her own eyes. Her heart pumped with exhilaration. She’d never done anything so reckless before. 
 
    The ship rose up above the sandstorm and spread its wings, slowing to a glide and pulling back power from the engines. The relative calm was enough for Astrid and the others to collect themselves. Nix brushed a swath of sand off his brown cloak and dabbed gingerly at a cut on his forehead, examining his bloody fingers. 
 
    Astrid stood and coughed up sand from her mouth, pulling off a leather glove and shaking it out, using her finger to wipe grains from her gritty tongue. Now that they were out of danger, something occurred to her. 
 
    She asked the Dinari, “Nix, who’s driving the ship?” 
 
    Nix looked first to Ju-Long, who was still picking himself up off the floor, and then to her. The Dinari still seemed skeptical of her, even though she’d just helped blow up an Ansaran Spire. Old prejudices were the hardest to break. 
 
    Nix sighed and relented, “Given everything that’s happened, maybe it is time you knew the truth.” 
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    The ship rocked to the left, throwing Nix and the others off kilter. At first, Nix thought it was a sudden blast of turbulence, but the dull sound of an explosion outside the ship quickly made him think otherwise. Astrid and Ju-long held onto one another, planting their feet to maintain balance. 
 
    “That wasn’t the sandstorm, was it?” Astrid asked rhetorically. “Who’s flying this thing?” 
 
    “No one,” Nix said, passing her in a sprint toward the cockpit around the curving corridor along the starboard half of the ship. “No person, anyway.” 
 
    The control room was abuzz with flashing red and yellow warning lights. The great bowed window that curved around the front of the cockpit was awash with particles of coarse sand, pugnaciously pelting the glass in a vociferous display. Nix took the pilot’s seat at the front and to the right, a cracked leather seat with a headrest that didn’t match the rest of the chair or the many rustic dials and switches on the console. Nix had made several modifications since their last exploits on the planet Narra and beyond. He slipped his arm through a copper ring, grabbing the handle which was suspended beyond, controlling the ship through the gyrations of his wrist, or perhaps simply his intent, he was never sure which. 
 
    Astrid and Ju-Long filed in after Nix had already taken the controls away from the ship. The Ansaran nearly stumbled over the fifth seat which had been added behind the four established workstations. Nix felt the awkwardness in the room and decided to remain silent. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked Nix, curiously feeling the scaled leather of the Arondak Lizard, newly sewn onto the frame of The Garuda’s newest addition. 
 
    “Nice,” Ju-Long exclaimed. 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    Astrid approached him and placed a warm hand on his shoulder. Nix looked up out of the corner of his globular eyes at the Ansaran’s beaming blue face. In the relative darkness created by the swirling squall, her blue and green eyes glowed with some sort of repressed fervor. He wished she wouldn’t look at him that way. The pit of his stomach suddenly felt hollow and his mind flashed to his time in the spires. To the time he saw the Heiress, Astrid’s homicidal sister. Those eyes haunted him. 
 
    “You didn’t have to,” Astrid said. 
 
    The maelstrom outside the long window lit up with Ansaran laser blasts, reflecting brilliantly off the wall of sand. Nix did his best to look ahead, avoiding her glowing gaze. Whether she knew it or not, there was a certain power there he couldn’t explain. It felt different than The Heiress, but no less frightening. 
 
    “Really,” Nix said in a serious tone, “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    The underside of the ship took a grazing blow from one of the laser blasts, forcing the crew to brace against the sudden shift in trajectory. 
 
    “Strap in,” Nix commanded. 
 
    Astrid and Ju-Long complied without question, finding the nearest seats and pulling the shoulder straps around them, clicking them together over their chests. Once Nix was satisfied, they were secure, he banked hard to the right until they were headed directly into the storm. The cockpit was alive with the sound of the pelting grit, the din assaulting Nix’s senses. 
 
    Nix couldn’t pinpoint the source of the blasts, occasional flashes of light still penetrating the sand as though the Ansarans were fumbling for them desperately in darkness. Eventually, Nix thought, one of those beams might find its mark. The copper loop tightened around his arm until it was snug. Nix could feel his connection with the ship growing, the familiar motions of The Garuda occurring milliseconds before his muscles had voiced their intent. It was as though he and the ship were old friends who’d picked up right where they’d left off at some point in the past. Though it had only been months since he’d flown her, the beast was wild and sometimes forgot what it truly was, an amalgamation of soul and steel. 
 
    Nix pulled up on the controls and the ship instantly reacted, the rushing sand cascading off the ship’s underbelly. They continued to climb until the sand began to thin out and he could see the yellowed sky once more. The sound of the storm began to die down, leaving Nix with the hum of the engines and the slow procession of purple Aether flowing overhead. 
 
    “Almost too easy,” Nix stated with a smirk curling up his right cheek. 
 
    “Did we lose them?” Astrid asked. 
 
    An explosion rocked the ship and Nix’s console went dead. Nix felt his body yank against his straps and his neck pop with the sudden force. The ship began to lean to the left, the port engine blown by a direct hit. The cockpit was silent but for the flow of the storm outside the curving bay window and the crawl of the Aether overhead, the purple energy wavering. If not for the growing darkness and the feeling of his insides crawling up his throat, it would have been hard for Nix to tell through the wall of sand that they were losing altitude. 
 
    “Hold on,” Nix told the others, cutting the power to the console and running through the ignition sequence to reboot the system. 
 
    A grumble from deep within the ship startled him. Over the years, The Garuda had made a number of interesting noises. From the random creaks to the phantom drips, the ship had its problems. However, Nix had never heard that sound before. It was guttural, primal even. The energy which flowed overhead sped from a relative crawl to a gushing flood of the bright purple substance. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Astrid asked, fingers grasping at her chair’s armrests. 
 
    Ju-Long turned to Nix and asked, concerned, “It’s her, isn’t it?” 
 
    Astrid was in full panic mode. “Who? Nix, what’s going on? Why won’t the console come back?” 
 
    The ship started to descend at a steeper angle, laser blasts continuing to light up the storm around them. At least, Nix thought, it had been a lucky strike. The Ansarans still couldn’t see them through the storm. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    Nix’s eyes traveled up the length of the channel of energy. The gushing flow of the plasma-like energy persisted. That was it. She was too far gone. Nix pulled his arm out of the copper rung. 
 
    “It’s no use,” Nix told the crew. “The Garuda has us now.” 
 
    The groan that emanated up through the grated metal floors turned into a mechanical roar, the cry of an ancient beast that had finally tasted freedom. Every light in the cockpit flashed and went haywire, languages foreign even to Nix scrolling through the many screens. An orange hologram of the planet projected up and out of the console, spinning at an impossible rate. 
 
    “Get the controls back!” Ju-Long cried. 
 
    He didn’t understand. He could never understand. 
 
    “I can’t,” Nix admitted. He hated the feeling of not being in control. It reminded him just how dangerous the Corsairs were. At the very least, they were a double-edged sword. They held massive power that was devastating when directed toward an enemy, but in their core, they were still wild. Some beasts could never be fully tamed. He continued, “We’re all just passengers, now.” 
 
    “How can that be?” Astrid asked, her expression a mix of disbelief and fear. To herself she said, “This isn’t happening.” 
 
    Astrid continued to echo her last statement under her breath, as though somehow saying it out loud would make it true. Nix remembered his first reaction when he found out just what the ship really was. It had taken weeks to fully accept. How does someone accept that the stories they heard as a child were all true? The only way Nix knew was time. 
 
    Nix told Astrid, “It can, and it is. All we can do now is trust her instincts.” 
 
    Nix felt the port engine fire and the added thrust pushed him back against his seat. Maybe it was the wiring, or the very nature of the steel, but the beast felt pain. It felt a great many things. Over the years Nix had seen his fair share of her capabilities. Right then, he knew without a doubt. The Garuda was furious. 
 
    “How can you be so cavalier about it?” Astrid asked. “Has this happened before?” 
 
    Nix watched the controls move on their own as the ship banked to the left and opened fire into the sand, lighting it up with thousands of blue pellets. In the distance an explosion shined through the dust. It had finished the first of its prey in mere seconds. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Nix said. “But, when you fly around in the belly of a ship inhabited by the soul of a beast of legend, your notion of what is and isn’t possible kind of goes out the window.” 
 
    Realization finally came over Astrid’s face. “Wait, you mean to tell me this piece of crap is a Corsair?” 
 
    The ship let out a growling noise and the control handle turned hard, forcing the ship into a continuous barrel-roll. 
 
    “She didn’t know!” Nix yelled over the noises of the ship. 
 
    The Garuda came out of the roll at a steep starboard angle, forcing itself through the wall of sand and opening fire once more into the wall of obscurity. 
 
    Nix turned and looked over his shoulder, berating Astrid, “Please, don’t call her ‘it,’ she doesn’t like that.” 
 
    Astrid scoffed, “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    A second explosion lit up the storm with a flurry of orange flames. The Garuda had found its second victim. Nix stroked the console with his scaly hands, moving gently over the surface in a rhythmic fashion. Though there’d never be any way to really know for sure, Nix liked to think she enjoyed it. 
 
    Ju-Long peered at Astrid over his shoulder and commented, “A living ship, souls of legendary beasts; give it a while, you’ll get used to the idea.” 
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    Elder Bartle used his cane to support his frail body as he made his way up the last few steps. The Sand’s Edge was never a place for elders, but duty called no matter the circumstance. He had been called a healer, a medicine man, a witch doctor and a charlatan in his lengthy span of years, but most Dinari still revered him for the part he played in the demise of the Phage. A part so small Elder Bartle had forgotten the details in his old age. Perhaps, more likely, he did not want to remember. No one should be forced to remember such things. 
 
    He turned the door handle and entered Liam’s room. Sand whipped by the window on the other side of the wall of plastic. Though the storm was not traveling in the direction of Liam’s window, sand still poured through the gap, sprinkling down to the floor. The man in the Death Shroud had a thin layer of the coarse grains lodged in every nook. He reminded the elder of the countless bodies that had been forgotten, covered by sand, never to be seen again. Those were dark times. 
 
    Elder Bartle calmly pushed his way through the slit in the plastic and used a roughly hewn blanket to block off most of the window. He leaned his cane against the clay wall and, with great effort, knelt beside the still man. Elder Bartle used his clawed hand to wipe some of the sand off his garments and the crevices of his strange ears. A set of brilliant blue eyes turned to him, visibly frightened behind the horrid shroud. 
 
    “I can’t move,” Liam said. “My muscles—” 
 
    “A side effect. It will pass.” 
 
    Elder Bartle moved into a sitting position and leaned back against the wall. He could feel grains of sand still sprinkling down from the window above, grazing his neck and plinking off his rough skin. There was something comforting about the desert that Elder Bartle couldn’t put his claw on. He hadn’t left Akaru Colony since the remnants of the Dinari Resistance were routed. He was in a unique position. The Ansarans let him live to prevent a renewed conflict, but their eyes had never left him even countless decades later. The elder was a prisoner, but his chains were invisible. He supposed they were all prisoners there. 
 
    “This might pinch a bit.” 
 
    The elder reached into his cloak and retrieved a glass syringe, filled with a green liquid of an unnatural shade. He jabbed the needle into Liam’s shoulder and depressed the plunger, filling him with every drop. Liam protested, but didn’t move. When the liquid was gone, he pulled out the needle and placed the syringe off to the side. No matter what happened now, he’d done all he could. 
 
    “This is the final phase.” 
 
    He began to wipe Liam’s forehead with the dry cloth that lay by his side, brushing away the grit. Paralysis was not usually a good sign. It meant his body was rejecting the medicine. One way or another, by morning it would be over. The elder only hoped he wouldn’t see the other symptoms. It was impossible to tell how the Phage would transmogrify itself in a human. The human’s eyes had not begun to bleed, nor was his skin covered in grotesque lesions. Strange. 
 
    Elder Bartle put down the cloth and leaned his head against the clay wall, looking up toward the ceiling. 
 
    “Do you know the story of the Corsairs?” 
 
    Liam shifted his eyes away hurriedly. The elder smiled to himself. Even outsiders now knew the tales. He supposed that was a good thing. The more people who knew the stories the better. No amount of brainwashing and reeducation would diminish the truth for those willing to listen.  
 
    “I’ve heard things,” Liam finally relented. 
 
    “I used to think about the story in all its various forms when I was younger. At its core it’s a story about hope, even when hoping seems futile.” 
 
    Liam remained silent, breathing in slow and shallow breaths and exhaling through his nose. Elder Bartle liked to think the Corsairs would never really be gone, so long as they lived on in the stories of his people. It was a fanciful notion. Sometimes hope really was lost. Still, the elder knew the power of hope in the process of healing. Even if he didn’t believe it, Elder Bartle had put on a brave face for countless patients. 
 
    He continued, “There is a version I like. It is a dirge, a sad song. Still, if you truly listen to the words, hope remains.” 
 
    Elder Bartle cleared his throat. The storm continued to rage in the background as he began to sing in a voice deeper than his normal register.  
 
      
 
    One thousand years 
 
    All must bear burdens 
 
    Taken from their beds 
 
    All bear their burdens 
 
      
 
    The Corsairs ride 
 
    The Beasts will fly 
 
    Aether sings tonight 
 
    The Aether sings 
 
    Four dozen fell 
 
    Two lost by time itself 
 
    Two lost by time 
 
      
 
    The Beasts of myth cry tears of souls 
 
    Lost by the dark in-between 
 
    Corsairs live to kill their foes 
 
    Dinari rising free 
 
      
 
    This war won’t end 
 
    This message send 
 
    One thousand years 
 
    One thousand more 
 
    One thousand more… 
 
      
 
    Elder Bartle’s globe-like eyes welled up with tears. The Ansarans had forbidden the song from being sung or written down. Only a few still remembered it. 
 
    “Elder, what really happened to the Corsairs?” Liam asked. 
 
    That was a complicated question and not one easily answered. Elder Bartle supposed it would depend on who was doing the asking. Could he trust this foreigner? Nix seemed to think so. 
 
    “I expect no one knows for sure. There are many who wish to cover up the fact that there ever was a war. But the scars left by the War of a Thousand Years are not so easily scrubbed away. You of all people must know that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Liam asked, eyes returning to the elder. 
 
    Elder Bartle smiled. “I am nobody’s fool, boy. Whether you’re in Zega’s hand or working with that new Caretaker, Toras, it matters not. You’ve seen the tension, haven’t you? War is coming, the people say. Nay, the Long War never ended. Not really. Wise men know this.” 
 
    Elder Bartle reached for the thin blade attached to his hip. He was in no hurry as he leaned in and pressed the cold metal against Liam’s exposed throat. His heart raced. Memories of the Long War came rushing back to him. A large part of him yearned for those days. It was easier back then. Kill the Ansarans. Kill the Kurazon. Save the Dinari. 
 
    But what of Humans? 
 
    “What are you doing?” Liam stammered, unable to move his lifeless limbs. 
 
    “Liam Kidd,” Elder Bartle began, his voice serene, “Zega says you’ve served him well, even killed a Kurazon Lord in your short time here. There are rumors, though. Dark words that few speak ill of the band of Outsiders in our midst. Tell me, whose side are you really on?” 
 
    “No one’s side. We just want to go home.” 
 
    “Dangerous is the man who would cast aside three species for the sake of three humans. Tell me I’m wrong.” 
 
    “Zega planned the relationship with Toras; Vidu too.” 
 
    “So, Zega is your master.” 
 
    “No! Zega is filth; a means to an end.” 
 
    Interesting, Elder Bartle thought. Maybe there was more to this outsider than he thought. 
 
    “What end?” 
 
    Liam hesitated before finally relenting.  
 
    “The revolution,” he whispered. 
 
    Elder Bartle backed the blade off a few inches, considering the human’s words. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t on a side.” 
 
    “The Ansarans have no interest in letting us return to our system and the Kurazon are out to kill us.” 
 
    “Why not fight with the Dinari?” 
 
    “And waste this opportunity?” Liam asked incredulously. 
 
    Elder Bartle backed away ever farther and asked, “What opportunity?” 
 
    “Until we choose a side, my crew and I are seen as neutral parties; a situation that evades any Dinari.” 
 
    The aging Dinari nodded and returned his knife to its sheath at his belt. 
 
    “You said you want to get home. How long before the Ansarans or the Kurazon use one of the Three to reach your system?” 
 
    “Do you mean the Quantum Trigger?” 
 
    “The device that brought you here is only the beginning. There are stories, too young to be legends but potent nevertheless. The strange powers held within the Three are known only to a few. If you survive your ordeal and earn my trust, you just might learn a thing or two. Until then, rest. This night may well be your last.” 
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    Saturn put her shoulder into the back entrance of The Sand’s Edge bar, forcing her way through the door and fighting the squall. The rough wooden door slammed against clay wall on the other side and she had to struggle once again to close it behind her. For a moment she rested her back against the door, heaving and removing the beige wrappings that covered her face and letting them drop to the floor. 
 
    Her favor was complete, regardless of the outcome, and now she had more important things to do. She thought of Liam, fighting the Phage with all of his strength. Saturn couldn’t imagine dying in such a way. Martian women were a hearty breed. They had to be. Even after many decades of Terraforming efforts, the planet was not much more hospitable to human life than it was before. It would take centuries to complete the process. Her people had created a culture over the first few generations that valued grit above all else. She didn’t want to believe that some sickness was powerful enough to take Liam out. Even if he wasn’t a Martian, he’d held his own pretty well so far. 
 
    Saturn remembered Sestra and her vow to the council. Maybe she was part Martian too, she mused. The Dinari had left quickly after the meeting. She’d left her shop unprotected and sandstorms brought out the worst in people, regardless of species. Saturn couldn’t really blame her. Martians also protected what was theirs. 
 
    Saturn made her way into the main part of the bar. Elder Bartle was sitting gingerly on a roughly carved chair at the center of the room, only a few globes hovering near the ceiling to light the entire bar area. He bore a contemplative expression on his broken leather face. 
 
    When he saw her approaching, the elder asked kindly, “How fares the council?” 
 
    “Are they always so crass?” 
 
    Elder Bartle let out a small chortle. She was glad someone else saw it too, and a man at that. Saturn had seen a lot of places in the galaxy and met a lot of people, but few were as unevolved. 
 
    The elder smiled and said with a nod, “Always.” 
 
    Saturn came around the table and placed her hands on the back of a nearby chair. She liked Elder Bartle. He was one of those old men who might have gotten away with saying just about anything. Still, it seemed that he would hardly get on the bad side of anybody. 
 
    The elder fiddled with a squat blade, smearing a subtle yellow mash onto a piece of bread. He had the faintest smile as he brought it up to his mouth and took a bite. A distant smell filled her nostrils. She got the sense that the mash was somehow medicinal as even the understated odor made her scrunch her nose. 
 
    “How’s Liam?” 
 
    Elder Bartle finished chewing and turned serious, placing the rest of his bread on the table. 
 
    “We’ll know more by morning. He’s resting now. Please don’t disturb him, sleep may be his best chance.” 
 
    Saturn nodded, feeling herself deflate a little. She hated situations she couldn’t control. Her gaze shifted to the edge of the bar, where a bottle of golden liquid rested. She turned back to the elder. 
 
    “Drink?” 
 
    Elder Bartle nodded. “Given the circumstances, a drink seems appropriate.” 
 
    Saturn reached behind the bar for two short glasses and snatched the bottle. She returned to the elder’s table and poured a small amount in each glass, sliding one to the old Dinari and taking the seat across from him. Elder Bartle raised the glass up to his mouth and took a sip, wincing at the taste. 
 
    “Tell me, did Zega get his way?” 
 
    “No,” Saturn said with the hint of a smile. “With the abundance of sand around they found it hard to keep from burying their heads in it. They don’t believe the Phage is back.” 
 
    “I see. Do you believe that will stop Zega?” 
 
    Saturn sipped at her drink, feeling the liquid burn as it descended to her empty stomach. She hadn’t considered that. When had she known Zega to let something like this stop him? 
 
    “What do you mean? You think Zega would act regardless of their ruling?” 
 
    Elder Bartle took another hesitant sip of the liquid and nodded grimly. 
 
    “Don’t underestimate him, or the will of the Dinari for that matter. You need only look at what Nix has just accomplished to see.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The spire, did you see it?” 
 
    Which one was a better question, Saturn thought. There were dozens in the colony. Had something happened to one of them? 
 
    “I couldn’t see more than ten feet in front of me outside. What’s happened?” 
 
    “The generator is dead. A spire has fallen. When the dust settles and the storm has passed, we will see what this means for the Dinari.” 
 
    Saturn thought a moment. The generator. Did the elder mean the source of that purple energy that sometimes encased the colony? Saturn remembered that the Dinari couldn’t bear to be outside when it was active. If it was destroyed, then… 
 
    “It’s a signal.” 
 
    Elder Bartle smiled. 
 
    “The Dinari will rise, Saturn. Do you know which side you’ll be on when they do?” 
 
    Saturn thought a moment. She used to think she would do anything for a fast ship and enough credits to last her several lifetimes over. Now, she couldn’t imagine being without her crew. Without Liam. 
 
    “I am on Liam’s side, always.” 
 
    The elder closed his bulbous eyes and nodded. He seemed pleased with her answer, as if that was all he needed to know.
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    Elder Vurn hushed the other twenty-two present council members, who’d begun branching off into their own conversations. The raging storm blew gusts of sand through the long corridor to the great chamber. The cavern seemed to suck the grains through the tunnels, but the sand still wouldn’t be able to reach them atop the elevated platform. Regardless, a storm that powerful hadn’t hit the colony directly in decades. That had the elder worried. 
 
    “Silence,” Elder Vurn commanded. “We need to focus our attention on the matter of Council Member Zega. He has already demonstrated a lack of respect for the other elders and deems his own pursuits more important than the collective whole. What is to be done with him?” 
 
    Elder Rane was looking paler than ever, his thick cloak masking what was surely a pile of ribs underneath. The elder was once far more prominent, but in his old age had become almost too frail to function. Sometimes he seemed lucid enough, but others it was clear just how much his mind was slipping. Still, it wouldn’t do well for the colony to know of his condition. He raised a single claw into the air and said, “The Phage is no more!” 
 
    Elder Vurn shook his head and said wearily, “That matter is settled Elder Rane. Would anyone else care to speak?” 
 
    Elder Loren nodded his head. He was one of the younger members of the council, well past middle age but with many good years left in him. Elder Loren spoke with conviction, “It pains me to render such a judgment on any member of the council, let alone one not present. But what choice do we have? I move that Zega be removed from this council immediately.” 
 
    “Seconded,” Elder Jul agreed. “We can’t have this kind of blatant corruption from within the council. Our authority will be questioned if we are not united in this.” 
 
    Heads nodded and aged voices mumbled their affirmations down the length of the long stone table. Elder Vurn wanted to smile but repressed the urge. He had to maintain his professionalism. He’d longed for the day when Zega would no longer be among their ranks. His election was a farce from the start. Citizens strong-armed into seeing things Zega’s way. He was a despicable man, with no respect for the laws that the council was sworn to uphold. This day would long be remembered.  
 
    “I call for a vote,” Elder Vurn announced. “Will this council remove Zega as the emissary from Sector Seven?” 
 
    Every hand raised into the air. After each elder had cast their vote, Elder Vurn raised his hand as well. “Let it be recorded in the tomes of our people that Zega is no longer a part of this council. From this day forth he is stripped of all titles and privileges—” 
 
    Elder Vurn stopped. To his left a flashing silver disc attached itself to the stone table, clamping down mechanically. He turned to his right and another disc dropped down from somewhere behind them, its small red and green lights flashing like jittering bugs in the Suryan night. 
 
    Elder Rane stood, reaching forward to touch the disc. 
 
    “Stop!” Elder Vurn cried out. 
 
    He was too late. The discs exploded in quick succession, sending the bodies of the aging Dinari elders flying in all directions. Elder Vurn was thrust into a large pillar, where he slid down, losing control of his feet. He heard laser blasts ring out in the echoing chamber. The bright blue light rushed past him and crumbled any surface it touched. 
 
    Elder Vurn’s back must have been broken. He couldn’t move at all. His already frail body was rent. The flashing blue lights reminded him of the dark times following the Long War. The Ansarans had forced him and his family into servitude, whipping him until he relented any modicum of dignity. He could still remember the piercing cracks and feel the slashes across his back, always seeming to find their way between his soft, youthful scales. But the pain was only a memory. Elder Vurn found himself wishing he could feel something, anything. Even the snaps of the Ansaran whips. He was not ready to die. 
 
    The laser blasts ceased. Would the Ansarans be this brash? They’d allowed the Dinari their fiat council for years. No, that wasn’t possible. Elder Vurn’s eyes began to blur, the cavern going in and out of focus. A single figure came around the pillar. He placed his armored boot on the chest of Elder Hale and squeezed the trigger of his weapon, blasting him between the eyes mercilessly. The man’s presence was chilling. Elder Vurn had never felt anything so cold in all of his years. 
 
    The man in the blue armor turned his attention to Elder Vurn. His boots clinked and clanked as he closed the distance. The elder couldn’t see the eyes behind the black visor of the man’s oblong helmet. The armor was reminiscent of that worn by the Ansarans, but the plates were too small. When he drew closer, the elder could see the imprint of countless scales in the metal. The small gaps between plates were filled with a dark cloth that clung to his skin. The cruel man leveled his weapon at Elder Vern’s chest. 
 
    “W-why?” Elder Vurn managed to breathe out despite his broken and frail body. 
 
    The mercenary remained silent. He squeezed the trigger and the blue laser pierced Elder Vurn’s chest. For a moment he felt a searing heat radiating out to the rest of his body, and then nothing. His eyes began to go out of focus. The great cavern started to dim until all he could see was the outline of the man. The wicked aura of his killer. 
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    Liam stood on the edge of a precipice, looking down over the side of the clay building to the street several stories below. The setting Suryan sun was blinding with its radiating reds and oranges. Breathlessly, he turned around to face his pursuer. The man in the blue scaled armor held his laser pistol aloft. Liam looked back over the edge. It was only three or four stories. The sand was loose. He might be able to make the leap. 
 
    “This is the end,” the man’s dark voice rasped metallically. 
 
    Sand wisped by, carried along with the breeze. Liam faced the man and brushed his long blond hair out of the way, blocking out the bright rays of light. The mercenary’s visor negated any chance of making out his face. Liam didn’t trust what he couldn’t see. 
 
    “Only a coward would hide their face from the man they’re about to kill.” 
 
    The man in blue stepped forward at a leisurely pace. He was in no hurry to deliver the final blow. With his free hand, the mercenary pulled off his helmet. Liam’s eyes widened. He wasn’t a man at all. Her fine black hair fell gracefully down over her shoulders. Cybernetic implants ran the length of her cheek and a slight glow emanated from behind her circuit-laden eyes. Her thin face and feminine features would have been irresistible if not for the machinery that corrupted her. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Liam muttered. “You’re on the other side of the galaxy.” 
 
    “I never lose a mark.” 
 
    She fired her laser pistol, its blue beam piercing Liam’s chest and burning outward. Liam gasped, unable to scream. There, walking toward him with a look of satisfaction, was Takara, former Yakuza and lead enforcer of Vesta Corporation. Liam felt the white-hot pain build until he was unable to move his limbs. He collapsed to his knees, clawing at the singed material over his chest uselessly. The burning sensation faded to cold and he found his eyelids drooping. The rooftop began to approach his face. Finally, darkness. Release. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    A sudden noise made Saturn jump. A ray of light pierced the open window and beat down on her, making her squint and use her hand to block it. Particles of dust made it difficult to focus on much else. She must have fallen asleep in Liam’s chambers. The plastic sheet reflected the bright light making it difficult to see beyond. Still, she definitely saw movement behind it. 
 
    “Liam?” 
 
    She pushed up the clay wall, coming to her feet. Saturn kept her hand on the cold surface for balance as she approached the bloodied sheet. Liam’s dark shape rustled there, spasms sending his back up in an arch until he was sitting up and gasping for air, mumbling something under his breath. 
 
    “Liam!” Saturn screamed, moving toward the break in the sheet, ready to expose herself and rush to his side. 
 
    “No!” a voice ordered. 
 
    She turned to see Nix with his hand held up in warning. He wore tactical brown garments that clung to his scaled body and an expression that was equal parts fear and desperation. Nix must have returned during the night, but she hadn’t heard him come in. 
 
    “We have to help him,” Saturn pleaded. 
 
    “Elder Bartle is downstairs. Wait here and don’t go beyond the veil.” 
 
    Nix made for the door but the elder pushed through before he could reach it. His ragged cloak was stained with a dark liquid that smelled suspiciously of Leguma, one of Nix’s specialties which tasted like a mixture of curry and feet. 
 
    “By the sound of it, it’s time,” Elder Bartle wheezed, coughing into the crook of his arm. 
 
    Liam scratched at his Death Shroud and brushed a coat of sand off his body. He was fidgety, as though he’d been asleep for decades and upon waking up yearned to run a marathon. 
 
    “Nix,” the elder continued, “Find Riken and begin preparations for the Purge.” 
 
    Nix nodded and brushed past the elderly Dinari. Saturn could hear him as he ran down the stairs and yelled Riken’s name. She crossed her arms, hugging her chest. She didn’t like the sound of what was about to happen. The Dinari had a way of going to extremes. 
 
    “What’s the Purge?” 
 
    Saturn examined the elder’s countenance and found concern in the many lines of his face. The old Dinari ambled closer to the sheet and looked down on Liam. He might have been happy or perhaps filled with pity. However, his face didn’t betray any inkling as to his true feelings. It was as though Liam’s life either was or wasn’t, and it didn’t much matter to him which. A strange demeanor for a healer. 
 
    Elder Bartle’s glazed eyes found hers and he remarked casually, “His body must be cleansed before he is allowed to rejoin the ranks of the living.” 
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    Laser blasts rocked the streets, explosions ringing out in every sector of Akaru Colony. Nix bolted shut the door to The Sand’s Edge. He motioned his hands toward the ceiling and two of the three glowing orbs floated toward him as though summoned by an unseen force. Nix plucked them out of the air and walked toward the bar. Sometimes he had to marvel at the tiny creatures inside. Their natural glow could be blinding at times. Nix hid them out of sight behind the bar, dimming the light in the room even though he doubted many Dinari would dare bring their gripes to The Sand’s Edge. 
 
    The faintly lit room was beginning to grow crowded. Saturn sat at a small table with the freshly washed Liam. They were sitting close, Saturn’s hands never leaving him for an instant. She was fussing over the grains of sand that could not be washed out of his long hair. Living in the desert, Nix was glad he didn’t have to deal with those kinds of problems. 
 
    Astrid and Ju-long occupied the adjacent table along with Elder Bartle. Three species sitting at the same table and not trying to kill each other. That was a sight Nix never thought he’d see in his time. Though he might not have fully trusted Astrid, he recognized that he was in the minority. She’d had plenty of chances to turn on them and hadn’t done so yet. The way she and Ju-Long got along, Nix doubted if the human would even be capable of casting aside his feelings if she turned. He wasn’t a man Nix wanted to fight. 
 
    Zega too had returned, but had decided to hide out in the cellar once the explosions began. Nix wasn’t particularly surprised. Zega’s power relied on hundreds of mercenaries, spies, and informants. He would never get his own hands dirty intentionally. The coward had contingencies in place for everything. It was rumored that if he were killed, his murderer would be followed to the ends of the galaxy. They would be broken until they spilled the name of every loved one and every family member or descendent. Not only would they die, it would be like they never existed at all. Of course, Nix thought, it would be hard for Zega to enforce his will from beyond the grave. 
 
    Nix paced an open stretch near the bar and spoke under his breath, almost to himself as though collecting his thoughts. 
 
    “The storm has passed. The Sector Eight spire lies in ruins, our spies tell us that Toras has lost his seat of power, and outside that door there’s a riot brewing.” 
 
    “The masses must be controlled, directed,” Elder Bartle replied in his shaky voice. In the half-light, his leathery skin was cast in shadow, the creases reminiscent of the cracked wasteland to the south of Planet Surya’s great lake. 
 
    “Someone’s already controlling them, and he’s downstairs right now,” Saturn scoffed, one hand still firmly grasping Liam’s upper arm. 
 
    Astrid chimed in, “I may not bear much love for my people or their actions, but there must be a more peaceful way to do this.” 
 
    Ju-Long smiled and flexed his bulging muscles under his tight shirt, his cloak draped over the chair behind him. He’d been amped up ever since returning from the Sector Eight spire. Somehow their mission had only made him thirsty for more. Nix, however, felt like he could use a good drink and a long nap to recover. 
 
    “I don’t know, Astrid,” Ju-Long said. “Pounding those Ansaran guards earlier was cathartic. How could something that makes you feel so good be wrong?” 
 
    “Enough,” Liam said, standing up from his chair with great effort. 
 
    Liam was visibly weak but determined. His pale face was lined with what appeared to be a decade of additional wrinkles due to the stress the Phage placed on his body. Nix had seen it a dozen times before. Dinari wasting away as their body turned on itself. It was never easy to witness, and he could only imagine what he was feeling. 
 
    Liam continued, “If Toras was removed from power this soon then our timeframe has moved up.” 
 
    A door clanked shut and Zega slithered up the steps to join the group. A foul smell wafted along with him like rotting meat. He must have just had supper. 
 
    “Ah, ah,” Zega sneered. “Impressive as your recovery may be, we had a deal.” 
 
    Liam retorted, “No deal is worth this, Zega. We’re the only ones that can fix this before it grows beyond our control. Anarchy won’t help either of us.” 
 
    An explosion rocked the building next door. Something thumped at the wooden entrance. At first the sound was slight, but the desperate knocks grew in power until they could no longer be ignored. Silent, Nix pointed to Ju-Long and then to the door. Ju-Long drew a laser pistol from his hip and followed Nix to the door, the two of them waiting patiently on either side and ready to act if the situation turned dangerous. 
 
    Nix pulled back the bolt and opened the door, a weight forcing it open faster than he’d intended. An elderly Dinari in blood-stained brown robes fell through the entryway, barely able to maintain his balance. In his clawed hand he clutched a small dagger, its squat blade dulled by countless chips. 
 
    “Elder Lok?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Zega must die,” the ancient Dinari wheezed, hardly able to maintain his breath. “Council—Murdered.” 
 
    A small amount of blood began to bleed out from within his robes and down from the corner of his mouth. He snarled and lunged at Zega. Nix and Ju-Long pulled his arms back and held the struggling man at bay. The dull blade fell from his hand and clanked to the roughly cut floorboards. 
 
    Elder Lok’s eyes appeared out of focus and he began mumbling under his breath as he collapsed to his knees. 
 
    “The killer—The man in blue. Merciless.” 
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    Wisps of sand grazed the stone floor of Toras’ cell. Except for the blade of light that fell from the tiny open porthole, there was only darkness. Toras sat with his back up against one of the side walls, picking at the fabric of his tattered cape with nervous energy. It was only a matter of time before they came for him; before he was to be executed. It was small solace to know that they still needed him, if only for one thing. 
 
    Toras felt his muscles tighten. It was not like a member of House Zumora to go out so meekly. If he were destined to die anyway, he might as well spare the honor of his brethren. His fingers traveled along his waist to the spiked belt that had holstered his weapon. Toras removed it and wrapped his right hand so that the deadly material crawled up his forearm like a creeping vine, tucking the end and testing it against the skin of his free palm. It would do. 
 
    Footsteps echoed in the hallway outside the door, slow and measured. As they drew closer, he heard the clunk of armor plates. Toras rose up and pressed himself against the wall by the door. When the footsteps advanced, the stone faded away and only thick iron bars remained. The floor was illuminated with the intermittent flickers of a torch. 
 
    “Fallen far,” a metallic voice observed. 
 
    Toras recognized that voice. He closed his eyes and felt the sweat build up on his neck and forehead. Why did it have to be him? It wasn’t smart to speak to that sort of person when in a vulnerable position. He only understood power in its rawest form. 
 
    Toras fortified himself and pushed off from the wall, turning to face the man in blue. 
 
    “Death Wish, I should have known,” Toras said, attempting to keep his voice from shaking. 
 
    The mercenary gripped one of the bars with his armored glove and brought his mask close to one of the gaps. 
 
    “The Dinari council is dead.” 
 
    The mercenary laughed, his voice transmuting into a deeper register. Toras was horrified. If the council was dead, nothing could stand in the way of a revolution. Vidu would unleash everything on the people. What use was ruling when there was no one left to rule? 
 
    “I didn’t order that.” 
 
    Death Wish tightened his grip on the bar, the torch in his opposite hand licking the rusted iron just to the left. 
 
    “I don’t answer to you.” 
 
    Toras considered the shorter man, his thin but muscular frame accentuated by his intimidating armor. He should have known. Mercenaries only respond to the highest bidder. It was foolish to think they were ever truly on the same side. He was lucky their goals ever aligned, however temporarily. 
 
    “I have a proposition,” Death Wish said with his metallic purr. “Very lucrative.” 
 
    Toras inched closer to the bars. Maybe they would be able to strike a deal after all. Anything that got him out of that cell would be a win compared to waiting for certain death. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Vidu can’t be allowed to rule,” the mercenary said, releasing the bars and adjusting his gauntlet over his forearm. 
 
    “Agreed. But what do you propose we do about him?” 
 
    Toras was certain that Death Wish was smiling behind his mask. Whatever he proposed, Toras was prepared to accept the offer. Somehow, he felt that the mercenary knew that as well. 
 
    “I’ll set you free, but my help will come at a cost.” 
 
    Toras gazed at the flame’s reflection in the mercenary’s black visor. If he stayed, he would be dead in a matter of days. At least out there he would have a chance. 
 
    “I’ll do whatever you ask.” 
 
    Death Wish’s voice vibrated through his mask, “Yes, you will.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Liam gripped the elegant fabric at Zega’s neck, pulling up until the engorged proprietor’s eyes widened with fear. He felt a stitch in his side, an after effect of the illness perhaps. Liam would never be able to lift Zega off the ground, even with two of him, but the spineless Dinari’s eyes sought an exit nevertheless. 
 
    “The man in blue,” Liam began, anger tinging his voice, “He tried to kill me, he killed the Council of Elders. I know it was you. You hired him. Why?” 
 
    Ju-Long and Saturn approached Zega from either side, cutting off any hope of escape. 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” Zega struggled to say. “S-Set up.” 
 
    Liam loosened his grip so Zega could breathe. The fat Dinari gasped for air, a trail of drool dribbling down his many chins. 
 
    “I didn’t hire him, but I know who did.” 
 
    Nix pulled an Ansaran laser pistol out of the holster at his thigh and pointed it at Zega’s head. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Zega eyed Nix quizzically as though being betrayed by an old friend. He refocused on Liam and spoke with sincerity in his voice. 
 
    “Toras. He knew we had a deal with Vidu. He’s the one who tried to take you out. He must have killed the council thinking I would be there as well.” 
 
    “Liar, Toras has no reason to kill the council,” Nix replied. “They were his last chance at maintaining stability.” 
 
    Nix brought the pistol closer to Zega’s head and his face contorted in a fit of tears and snot. 
 
    “I’m telling the truth!” Zega said, pleading now. 
 
    A buzzing sound filled the room, growing louder with every passing second. Liam looked around trying to find the source. It emanated from the body of Elder Lok, who lay lifeless on the ground. 
 
    “Check him,” Liam ordered. 
 
    Astrid knelt down beside the elder and felt around inside his robes. She stopped, turning to Liam and gazing at him with those blue eyes flecked with unearthly green. The Ansaran pulled out a vibrating sphere, silver in color and sheen with a slot that split the object in two. 
 
    “Set it down,” Nix told her, pointing toward the door. “Over there.” 
 
    Astrid complied, carefully placing it on the ground several feet away. The vibrations began to intensify and the sphere separated into two halves. Purple energy lifted the top half off the base, rising off the ground and into the air where it hung suspended by some electrified force. A hologram appeared between the halves. 
 
    “We meet at last,” a metallic voice said. 
 
    Liam released Zega’s garments and stepped forward to face the man in the blue armor. He was smaller than he’d expected, but displayed a power beyond his size. The image zoomed out and Toras stood to his left. On his right was a frightened Dinari Liam recognized, gagged and bound. A laser pistol was pressed against her head. Liam swallowed a lump in his throat. Not again, he thought. He refused to be the cause of another innocent’s death. 
 
    “Sestra!” Liam called out, taking a single step forward before being held back by Saturn. 
 
    “You’ve surprised me, Outsider. Few could have survived the Phage.” 
 
    Liam clenched his fists. Eyes flitting between the mercenary and Sestra’s distraught face. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Toras seemed uncomfortable beside the man in armor. Liam knew this wasn’t his style. This was all the man in blue. He spoke in a steady, measured tone colored by grating metal. 
 
    “Only you. I never lose a mark.” 
 
    “Make no mistake,” Liam seethed. “I will kill you for what you’ve done.” 
 
    “You have one hour.” 
 
    The hologram dissipated and the top half of the sphere fell out of the air, clinking against the wooden floorboards and rolling around until it stopped at Liam’s feet. A dastardly silence overcame the room. Nix stepped up to the broken sphere and knelt down to touch the metal. The crew watched as he picked up the bottom half and crushed it between his hands with every bit of his strength. Liam approached him, placing a consoling hand on his shoulder. He of all people knew the Dinari’s pain. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Toras gazed around the Caretaker’s chamber. The bodies of half a dozen guards littered the marble floor. Behind his old desk sat Vidu, slumped back in that uncomfortable chair, a blank expression painting his face. The blue hue had just begun to leave his sallow cheeks, leaving him paler than he ever was in life. 
 
    “It was meant to be this way, friend.” 
 
    The laser had bored its way through Vidu’s head. The wound was mostly cauterized with the blast, but a single trail of blood still snaked down his face, a deep purple hue that always turned Toras’ stomach. Somehow it was always worse seeing the blood of his own people. 
 
    Death Wish removed the Dinari’s gag and tossed it aside. Sestra leaned over and breathed deeply through her mouth, wetting her shallow lips with her tongue. She looked to Death Wish with defiance written all over her face. 
 
    “They’re going to know,” she declared. “What will you do once your secret is out?” 
 
    Death Wish knelt down in front of her and used an armored hand to force her chin up toward his own. Toras knew what she would see when she looked into his mask. It was what he saw as well. Only himself reflected back. Death Wish clenched his hand shut over Sestra’s jaw until Toras could hear the painful crunching sound of tendon being separated from bone. 
 
    Death Wish laughed and replied, “What I do best.” 
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    “Nix, wait!” 
 
    The Dinari wouldn’t listen to reason. Saturn could see a darkness come over him that was unlike anything she’d seen before. The golden hue of his orbed eyes had grown pale along with his many tan scales. Nix shouldered a laser rifle and added several other items to his cloak from behind the bar. He was ready for war. 
 
    “Nix, we need a plan,” Liam appealed. 
 
    Nix didn’t respond, instead making for the back exit. Before he could reach it, Ju-Long stepped in front of his path. 
 
    “Can’t let you go.” 
 
    “Get out of my way, Human.” 
 
    Saturn moved in behind Nix and placed a hand on his shoulder. Through his roughly hewn robe, she could feel his muscles tense. He was shaking with fury, and understandably so. The man in blue had upended all of their lives. Something had to be done about him and she had a feeling that something was going to get violent. 
 
    “We’re going to get her back, but we’ve got to be smart.” 
 
    Saturn could feel Nix’s shoulder muscles begin to loosen. He turned his head ever so slightly and regarded her out of the corner of his large eyes. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Toras rounded the Caretaker’s desk and placed his hand on a sensor. The rectangular panel lit up a brilliant blue and projected his identification, still listed as the Caretaker of Akaru Colony. Vidu hadn’t had a chance to update the system. 
 
    “The changing of power is about more than just a title,” he told the mercenary hovering near the captive Dinari. “There’s a measure of control only given to the Caretaker and the second in command.” 
 
    Toras used his hand to swipe through to Vidu’s profile. His picture was displayed along with his birthplace on Ansara, his personal history, and DNA. Upon seeing Vidu’s birthplace, Toras snickered. Only the wealthiest of House Ansara were born in the Luxana District of Ansara’s Prime Colony. He should have known. 
 
    “You will honor our agreement,” Death Wish said as more of a statement than a question. 
 
    “I am a man of honor. The system needs a sample of your DNA and you’ll have access to all of our systems. The true power of the colony will be in your hands.” 
 
    Death Wish left the Dinari cowering on the floor, hands bound behind her back and trembling. He approached the terminal and examined the data as it scrolled past. Toras wondered what he was searching for, but knew better than to ask. 
 
    Toras pointed to the scanner and said, “This panel will sample DNA from your skin cells. It’s non-invasive, but you’ll have to remove your glove.” 
 
    The mercenary glanced up at the tall Ansaran as though measuring his integrity or determining his worth. After several seconds, he nodded and began loosening his gauntlet, eyes never leaving the Caretaker. As the mercenary removed his glove and placed his hand on the panel, Toras’ eyes widened. 
 
    “You’re, no, that can’t be right. That’s impossible!” 
 
    The panel turned green and the mercenary’s face was projected upward along with personal data, spinning in a slow circle. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pity,” the mercenary said, voice transformed by the mask. “I was beginning to like you.” 
 
    Death Wish raised a laser pistol and fired into Toras’ chest without hesitation. The Caretaker fell to his knees and then slumped over onto his side, the shock never leaving his face. The mercenary knelt down beside him, watching the life leave his body. That was the best part. Toras was having trouble breathing. His hands fumbled over the wound but there was no undoing what had been done. The blast went through and through. All he was breathing was blood. In seconds, it was over. Death Wish felt a smile creep up within. 
 
    The mercenary consoled the Ansaran’s lifeless body, “With the Ansaran High Council thinking House Zumora was staging a coup, it was only a matter of time before the assassins came calling. You should thank me. Without me, your death would not have been as quick.” 
 
    Satisfied, the mercenary stood and picked up the discarded glove. Sestra’s eyes were shut tight as though trying to be in another place entirely. Tears washed over her large golden eyes, dripping down between the valleys of her scales in a channel to the floor. 
 
    “I didn’t want to do it, but what choice did I have? He did see my face.” 
 
    There was nothing illogical about it. Every action deserved an adequate response. There were certain laws of the Universe that people just had to follow, no matter what. This was one of them. 
 
    “I’ve seen your face and you didn’t kill me,” Sestra reasoned. 
 
    “It’s a pretty face. I’m saving it for last,” Death Wish retorted. 
 
    Sestra looked up at the mercenary and choked out through a bout of tears, “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    Death Wish felt something soften deep inside. What was that, empathy? No, that didn’t make any sense. There was hardly an easier thing in the world. One of them deserved to live, and the other deserved to die. Some things were just that simple. 
 
    “In another life you don’t become so weak. In another life they would tremble at your feet,” Death Wish said pointing out the window to the colony below. “Change one thing and poof, you’re worthless. Fascinating, isn’t it?”
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    “This will never work.” 
 
    “Shut up and get ready.” 
 
    The wind was powerful near the top of the spire. Nix and Liam stood atop The Garuda as it crept closer to Caretaker’s level. They were on the back side of the chamber beyond the grand entrance when Nix leaped off the ship and grabbed hold of the deep groove that spiraled up the tower. He found a foothold and carefully reached into his cloak to retrieve a laser cutter. 
 
    “Careful not to go too close to the edge of the glass,” Liam called. 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” Nix said, voice carried away by the wind. 
 
    He held the silver handle of the cutter and started slicing a vertical line down the glass. Nix foolishly hazarded a downward glance. Vertigo must have set in and his hand shook the cutter, creating a small offshoot from the straight line. 
 
    “Why couldn’t we have taken the stairs?” Nix asked himself sarcastically. “Or the elevator for that matter. No, we have to do everything the hard way.” 
 
    Nix had cut a line almost three feet long through the glass when it began to splinter and crack as it cooled in the breeze. The Dinari sped up, rounding the corner and moving horizontally until there was a space large enough for a person to fit through. When he began to move the cutter vertically again, he saw another crack, larger this time and creating a spider’s web as it moved along the edge. Nix turned off the cutter. 
 
    “Liam,” he called. “I don’t know about this.” 
 
    “It’s no use. Cover your eyes,” Liam ordered. 
 
    He pulled out his weapon and shot out the glass with a single blast of his laser. Liam backed up and then ran toward the edge of the ship, jumping through the gap he’d created. Liam extended his arm and Nix grabbed hold. Once he was safely up on the ledge, they stood and brushed off the fragments of glass. 
 
    “Look on the bright side,” Liam said. “At least we didn’t waste an hour climbing those damn stairs.” 
 
    “Well we could have taken the elevator.” 
 
    Liam rebuked, “There were three platoons of Ansarans waiting out front. We’re on a timetable here.” 
 
    Liam heard Saturn’s voice on the transmitter lodged in his ear, “We’ll be seconds away, just give the signal. Oh, and be careful.” 
 
    Liam and Nix looked out the open window to the ship, waving to Saturn and the rest of the crew. Off in the distance, Liam could still see the tail end of the sandstorm that had moved through. He was glad they had one less thing to worry about. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Just another day.” 
 
    “They’ll have heard the blast,” Nix warned. 
 
    Liam knew he was right. The element of surprise was all but gone, but what choice did they have? After all, they were only bait. 
 
    “It’s fine. Let them focus on us.” 
 
    Liam tightened his grip on his laser pistol and exhaled a gust of air. The ornate double doors to the main chamber were slightly ajar, just enough to catch a whiff of something metallic. Blood, Liam thought. 
 
    He pushed through the right side of the entrance and the door got caught on something, its many rivets clinking against metal. Liam’s gaze fell to the marble floor and the sprawled out Ansaran guard. He squeezed by, watching his step to avoid the trails of blood. Halfway across the chamber, Sestra was kneeling, tears streaming down her face and a laser pistol nestled up against her cheek. 
 
    The mercenary stood silently, waiting as Liam and Nix edged closer, weapons at the ready. When they were ten yards apart, the man raised a hand for them to stop. Liam felt compelled to obey. The only way their plan would work was if he followed the script. 
 
    Liam’s eyes traveled around the room to the many bodies. There were half a dozen Ansaran guards, along with Vidu and Toras by the great desk. The Caretaker’s blank expression was haunting, his face gaunt as though wasting away. When he saw the hole in his chest, Liam felt a shooting pain throughout his own. His mind was drawn back to the dream. 
 
    “Admiring my work?” 
 
    “You’ve been busy,” Liam said flatly. 
 
    Nix stepped up to Liam’s side and asked the Dinari, “Sestra, are you hurt?” 
 
    She shook her head, visibly shaken. 
 
    “Enough,” the mercenary said with his grating voice. “This colony belongs to me now. Surrender yourselves and I’ll call off the attack on your friends.” 
 
    “What attack?” 
 
    A rumble shook the floor as half a dozen Ansaran ships flew within feet of the spire, buzzing the building. 
 
    Liam touched his earpiece and said, “Saturn, incoming!” 
 
    Nix raised his gun and leveled it at the mercenary’s chest. 
 
    “Call them off or I swear I’ll—” 
 
    “Shoot me?” the man in blue asked, his grip on his weapon tightening. “Go ahead, if you think you’re fast enough.” 
 
    Liam saw Nix hesitating and took the initiative. 
 
    “I’m the one you want, leave them out of this. You said you never lose a mark. It must kill you that I’m still alive. Let them go and I’m all yours. I won’t resist.” 
 
    The mercenary’s deep laugh vibrated through his mask. 
 
    Nix eyed him incredulously. Liam was off book but there was no choice. The mercenary had played his cards and was in a far better position. 
 
    “You can’t be serious. Don’t go doing anything stupid on me.” 
 
    Liam holstered his weapon and raised his hands up in front of his chest palm out. He looked at Sestra and saw Tiffany’s face, contorted after the blast from Takara’s weapon had bored a hole through her forehead. He was responsible for her death already. He wasn’t looking to add Sestra to the list. 
 
    The mercenary regarded Nix and said, “You have three seconds to lower your weapon or the girl dies.” 
 
    Nix snarled, clenching his teeth tightly together. Liam had hardly seen him angrier. 
 
    “One.” 
 
    Liam looked to Nix and said, “It’s over, Nix.” 
 
    Tears cascaded down Sestra’s face, her vertical black pupils only slits. The redhead’s face came into Liam’s mind once more. 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “Put it down,” Liam pleaded. 
 
    Nix closed his eyes and screamed, firing a blast at the mercenary’s core, which ricocheted off his chest plate, the scaled material glowing eerily even after Nix released the trigger. The man was still standing, unscathed. 
 
    “Three,” the mercenary said, squeezing the trigger of his weapon and firing a bright blue beam through Sestra’s skull. 
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    Saturn twisted the controls to the right, guiding the ship into a steep turn. Their pursuers weren’t giving up easily. The Ansaran ships were sleek, trading the dual rotors of the ground patrol ships for engines built solely for speed. Their weapons were light, but with enough direct hits they would be effective just the same. Saturn’s earpiece was exploding with the sound of laser blasts from inside the spire. They didn’t have time for this. 
 
    “Ju-Long, Astrid, get on the guns. They need our help in there so let’s make this quick. I’ll bring her around, then light ‘em up.” 
 
    Ju-Long manned the port gun while Astrid took the starboard. Saturn dipped the nose of the ship down and went into a dive, using the angle to put some distance between them and the spire. 
 
    Ju-Long said eagerly, “It’s been hours since I’ve blown something up.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    “No!” Nix screamed, firing once more at the man in blue. His armor deflected the shot, the refraction taking out a chunk of the nearest support pillar. White dust filled the air where the fragments combusted. 
 
    Liam retrieved his weapon from its holster and fired, strafing and finding cover behind the Caretaker’s desk. For a moment, Liam saw Toras and Vidu up close. In his white ornamental armor, Vidu seemed serene, much calmer than in life. The chain which hung down over his breastplate was coated in blood, coagulated over the many links. Toras, on the other hand, bore a scowl that suggested his end was bitter. Liam’s gaze lingered there a moment longer, unsure what to feel for the Caretaker’s passing. There were better alternatives to his leadership, Liam knew. But dying like this? It seemed a waste. 
 
    Nix had gone off in the opposite direction, leaning his back up against one of the wide stone pillars. The mercenary still hadn’t fired back. He was calm, taking the time to kneel down next to Sestra and gently close her eyelids. The man spoke softly to her so that Liam couldn’t make out what was said. When the mercenary finally stood, he took a couple of measured paces forward and stopped. 
 
    “They call me Death Wish,” the mercenary said casually. “Not sure where the name came from, but it fits, doesn’t it? Come out now and I swear I’ll make it quick like I did for her. I have no desire to make you suffer. I’m only doing what must be done.” 
 
    The Garuda’s familiar shape rushed past the windows that spanned the circumference of the room. Shortly after, more shapes followed, along with an explosion that rattled the floor. 
 
    Nix popped out from behind the pillar and fired at the mercenary. The beam was deflected into the ceiling, causing crumbles of stone to sprinkle down on the marble floor. Nix cursed and returned to the safety of his cover, back up against the wide pillar. His anger was palpable, visible in every crack and crease of his face. The last several months had aged him unfairly. 
 
    “The weapons here are feeble. It seems my world got one thing right.” 
 
    Death Wish raised and fired his weapon, a laser penetrating Nix’s cover like it was moving through air. The beam barely missed his head, scorching the scales of his left cheek from the piercing heat. 
 
    Nix dropped down to one knee and looked to Liam for guidance. 
 
    “Thoughts?” Nix called to him from across the room. 
 
    Liam pressed on his earpiece and asked Saturn, “Any chance of some help down here?” 
 
    Saturn replied through a thick field of static, “A little busy.” 
 
    The feed cut out. 
 
    “I’ll say it again,” Death Wish said. “If you come out now, your deaths will be quick. I keep my word.” 
 
    Liam could hear the mercenary’s clanking footsteps approaching at a leisurely pace. He held a hand up to Nix and holstered his weapon. Liam mouthed, “Trust me.” 
 
    He held his hands out beyond the desk and said, “I’m coming out. You win.” 
 
    Liam stood up and stepped out from beyond the desk. 
 
    “Let Nix go, I’m the one you were hired to kill, am I right?” 
 
    Liam continued to edge closer. 
 
    “Hired?” Death Wish laughed. “Who ever said I was hired to kill you?” 
 
    “You said I was a mark.” 
 
    Liam and the mercenary were only a few yards apart. Death Wish’s silver pistol was a hair’s breadth from Liam’s pounding chest. 
 
    “I only accept payment for jobs I was already going to do in the first place. Let the buyer think it’s their idea. Believe me, Liam Kidd, I have nothing against you. Killing you will not bring me pleasure. Things are set in motion beyond your comprehension. I’m simply making room for better men.” 
 
    Liam examined the mercenary’s mask up close for the first time. The shape was similar to an Ansaran guard’s, but for the scales that descended down its defined cheekbones. Liam’s image was reflected back at him through the thick blackened visor that hid the man’s eyes. Death Wish was shorter than Liam by half a head and visibly thin despite the armor. 
 
    “I respect that you have a job to do,” Liam said, his right hand feeling the knife attached to the back of his belt. “But I’ve got one to do too.” 
 
    Nix came out from behind the pillar and fired a shot at the mercenary’s head, the beam glancing off to his rear. Death Wish pivoted and fired back. Liam had his opening. 
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    Saturn jerked the controls and sent herself and the crew back into their seats as the ship accelerated into a climb. Only one Ansaran ship remained on their tail. She could tell the pilot was skilled because none of her maneuvers could juke him. The bastard just wouldn’t give up. 
 
    “I’m coming about, focus all fire on that last ship. He favors our starboard side, so Astrid, that means you.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Astrid said, closing her gloved hands tightly around the firing controls. 
 
    Saturn flipped a switch and extended The Garuda’s wings. Out the window to her right she could see the mix of mechanical and biological living as one, flowing purple energy being channeled along the ship’s venous underbelly. She felt the controls shift, adding immeasurable agility. Saturn thrust the control handle forward and turned their climb into a rapid descent. Her stomach flew up into itself and for the briefest moment she felt weightless. 
 
    For half a second The Garuda’s belly was parallel to the Ansaran ship. Saturn held her breath. They would never get a better chance than this. 
 
    Astrid squeezed the trigger and thousands of brilliantly lit blue pellets rained down on the Ansaran ship until it splintered and exploded into countless fragments. Saturn could hear the clinking of metal shards bounce harmlessly off their hull. A gurgling sound sprung up from within the ship’s core, one of countless noises the ship was prone to make. Saturn, however, had heard it before and understood that the ship was happy. Even thinking such a thing made her self-conscious, as though admitting to herself that the soul of the Garuda inhabited the ship was preposterous. A year ago, it surely would have sounded so. 
 
    “Got him!” Astrid said with glee. 
 
    Ju-Long turned and commended her, “Nice shot.” 
 
    Saturn let herself smile before turning back toward the Caretaker’s spire. The sun was crawling up the sky and reflecting off the tall tower, making her block the light with her free hand. They really knew how to bring it down to the wire. She only hoped they weren’t too late. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Liam’s knife found its way into the groove between the mercenary’s armor at his wrist, making him drop his laser pistol. Before Liam could strike again, Death Wish’s fist found Liam’s jaw. There was an audible crack. Liam tried to shake it off and rushed him, tackling him to the hard marble floor. The mercenary’s jagged armor cut into Liam’s body. Even the channels between the scales were sharp to the touch. 
 
    Death Wish rolled on top of Liam and hit him hard in his left eye, the metal ridges on the mercenary’s gauntlet tearing through his flesh with ease. Liam wheezed, the after-effects of the Phage were kicking in fully now. He didn’t know how many more blows like that he could take. 
 
    The man in blue wound up for another strike. Liam’s vision was blurred but he could still make out Nix’s shape as he jumped on Death Wish’s back in an attempt to wrestle him off Liam. Death Wish stood, trying to shake the relentless Dinari off of him. Finally, the man in blue twisted his weight and threw Nix to the ground next to Liam. The motion had seemed effortless. 
 
    The mercenary picked up his chromed laser pistol and pointed it at Nix, who immediately froze in place. 
 
    “I admire your spirit,” Death Wish told the Dinari. “You’re far braver than I remember.” 
 
    Liam’s heart was pounding, his head spinning in a daze. He felt his muscles weaken as though sick with a nasty flu. Whatever strength he’d had before must have been derived from adrenaline, and that rush of power was fading quickly. Liam only knew one thing for sure. This was it. Whatever happened, there was no going back. The mercenary’s finger crept back on the trigger. Liam focused on every articulating plate of Death Wish’s gauntlet, creaking together for what seemed an eternity. 
 
    “No!” Liam yelled, using whatever remaining strength he possessed to force himself up to his feet. 
 
    The laser was much brighter at close range, brighter than anything Liam had ever seen. He was on his feet, though he couldn’t feel them. The heat in his chest, was it the adrenaline surging again? No. It was much too hot. Liam reached for the mercenary’s mask, his fingers latching on to the seam at the man’s neck. He fell forward toward Death Wish, collapsing as the man’s helmet was torn from his head. 
 
    Liam’s eyes were betraying him. The figure standing before him wore a form-fitting black material that covered his skin. Woven into the fabric were two circular lenses that covered his eyes, faint bits of yellow escaping through the mesh around the edges. It was the shape of the head that took him by surprise. That was no Ansaran and definitely not a human. Liam’s breath slowed even as his thoughts hastened. His dream manifested itself in his mind. Takara, Liam thought. If not her, then who? 
 
    “Who—” Liam began to ask before his breath faltered. 
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    The Garuda hovered in front of the great span of windows on the topmost floor of the Caretaker’s spire. Saturn felt her eyes fill with tears, her mouth opening but no sound able to escape her lips. The man in blue stood pointing his weapon at Nix, the lifeless Liam forgotten by his feet. 
 
    Ju-Long fired a laser high, blowing out several banks of windows. The mercenary shifted his gaze to their ship. Nix turned his head as well, eyes wide and hands clawing at the floor trying to put any extra distance between him and the mercenary as possible. When the man in blue looked back, Nix froze. 
 
    Saturn flipped an overhead switch and found the microphone on the console. The microphone came to life, but she didn’t speak right away. She waited for a brief bout of feedback to quell while she prepared her voice. Saturn wasn’t sure anything would come out at all, but her fury drove her forward. 
 
    Her shaking voice was darker, grittier than she ever thought possible, “Listen here, you son of a bitch. Lower your weapon and back away or I’m going to open fire until this whole tower crumbles and so help me, no one will be able to distinguish between your ashes and the dust of this godforsaken planet.” 
 
    Saturn flipped the switch back, squelching the mic. 
 
    “Ju-Long, Astrid, prepare to fire.” 
 
    Astrid protested, “We could hit Nix.” 
 
    Saturn said with darkness coloring her speech, “Then you’d better aim carefully.” 
 
    Ju-Long and Astrid exchanged worried glances. 
 
    The mercenary inched backward, leaning over slowly to get a grip on his helmet. He tucked it under his arm, his face never leaving The Garuda, his weapon still pointed at Nix. 
 
    “Wait for it,” Saturn said. 
 
    The man in blue was several yards away when he briefly turned back to Nix. Saturn never intended to let him get away. Not after what he did to Liam. One thing was abundantly clear. No matter what happened from here on out, she’d be the one to shoot first. 
 
    “Fire.” 
 
    Ju-Long and Astrid fired thousands of glowing bits of light, concentrated at the mercenary. He was quick. He fired back at the ship, the powerful laser boring a hole through the starboard wing. The Garuda jolted and purple energy flowed angrily along the channel overhead. The Aether, life force of the departed, nearly impossible to be calmed once infuriated. Ju-Long and Astrid continued to fire, following him as he disappeared into the depths of the spire. 
 
    Saturn could see Nix hovering over Liam’s body, putting pressure on his chest. She turned the ship around and flipped a switch, lowering the cargo bay ramp onto the marble spire floor. 
 
    “Ju-Long,” she said feebly, the adrenaline leaving her body until all she felt was the emptiness. “Take the controls.” 
 
    Saturn stood up from the pilot’s seat and passed through the cockpit quickly, ignoring Astrid’s consoling words which washed over her without meaning. At the top of the ramp she stopped, clenching her fists and preparing herself for what might come. 
 
    “Saturn!” Nix called to her urgently, “Get over here, now.” 
 
    Saturn suspended her disbelief and sprinted down the ramp, her body pumping whatever strength it had left through her veins. Nix was at Liam’s side, fingers and palms covered in his blood. 
 
    “Help me get him to the ship, there isn’t much time.” 
 
    Liam’s expression was devoid of life. He was dead weight in Nix’s arms. Even with Earth’s advanced medical technology there would be no bringing him back. Ultimately, the human body was a fragile thing, she thought. No matter how much she wanted him to live, she knew better than to hold onto false hope. 
 
    “Nix, he’s dead,” she said through her tears. 
 
    Nix donned a grave expression and met her eyes. 
 
    “Not all of him.” 
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    “Ju-Long, up,” Nix commanded. 
 
    Ju-Long’s eyes traveled from the Dinari’s bloody hands up to his urgent expression. He did as he was told, shifting over to the co-pilot’s seat. He’d never seen Nix more serious. 
 
    “Nix, what’s going on?” 
 
    “There’s no time,” Nix said, flipping several switches, engaging the engines and retracting the wings. 
 
    Ju-Long felt the familiar rumble resonating through the floor from the engine room below. It was as though the ship itself understood the urgency of the situation. 
 
    “We should destroy the spire before that monster has a chance to escape.” 
 
    Nix’s fingers were hard at work running through a complicated sequence. He said vaguely, “This is more important.” 
 
    Without another word he fired every forward thruster and they shot off to the east at maximum speed. The landscape moved quickly, making Ju-Long woozy if he didn’t stare at a particular point. In time the light began to fade, until soon enough a sliver of light was all that remained on the horizon. Ju-Long didn’t know how fast they were going, but he knew if they maintained that speed for too much longer, they’d make it around the whole planet in short order. The ship shook, creaking and showing signs of its age under the stress. 
 
    “Did you see his face?” Ju-Long asked. 
 
    “No,” Nix responded. “But he was no Ansaran, I would have recognized the ears. He was a Dinari.” 
 
    Astrid asked, “Are you sure? Who would do this?” 
 
    Nix regarded her over his shoulder. “That’s what worries me.” 
 
    Nix pulled back on the accelerator and they dropped down to a manageable speed. Ju-Long brought up a holographic map of the planet, spinning silently. Apart from the colony, there were a few other settlements marked but nothing for thousands of miles around their current position. It was a vast and lonely desert, colored with red ridges which grew out of the sea of sand. Where were they going? There was nothing there. 
 
    The Garuda slowed even further and dropped down to a lower altitude. Ahead, Ju-Long could make out a structure built into the valley floor. It was some kind of temple, with a sprawling field of flattened stone that made up a massive circle. As they approached the center, he noticed several pillars jutting from the ground, supporting a small structure with open walls. Nix started the landing sequence and set the ship down as close to the center as was safe. 
 
    “What is this place?” Astrid asked, dumbfounded. 
 
    Astrid’s face was painted with wonder. Ju-Long noticed how soft her skin looked in the light of the setting sun. The blue tones shimmered with a tint of orange. Ju-Long made himself focus on the hologram once more. 
 
    “It doesn’t show up on any of the maps,” Ju-Long said, scrolling through different variations of holographic maps. 
 
    Nix glanced sideways at Ju-Long. 
 
    “You won’t find anything in the ship’s computer. Only a select few even know this place exists.” 
 
    Nix powered down the engines and rose from his seat. 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Just worry about getting Liam’s body out there,” he said pointing to the structure with the hint of a tear in his eye and quiver in his voice. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Saturn sat with her back up against a cargo crate, Liam propped up on her lap. She stroked his wild blond hair, now matted with dried sweat. The warmth was beginning to leave his body, something that made it even more real for her. The scar that ran the length of his right cheek had turned from tender pink to a stark white. She felt it with the back of her hand, remembering how he’d gotten it. 
 
    He was stupid back then. Hell, they both were. It was nearly a year after their run-in with Lieutenant Wilkes that the Terran Military caught up with them at the supply station on Phobos. The red planet was massive in the sky as always, only six thousand miles away. She remembered seeing the warship approaching out a porthole on the small station. There was nowhere to run. 
 
    “Liam,” she managed to say, her voice hardly able to breach her lips. “This is my penance. The things that happened before, the things I’ve had to do. It should have been me.” 
 
    That station had been home for weeks as they were ruthlessly interrogated. This time Lieutenant Wilkes had done a better job of picking his crew. Vesta Corporation never came. One day, in a fit of rage, the Lieutenant was fed up with Liam’s snarky jeers. He took out a straight blade, standard Terran military issue, and went to work. That was when things really went sideways. 
 
    “I’d do it again,” she told his lifeless body. “Turning on Vesta, joining that scum, facing the mines; it meant you could live. It meant we got this short time together. Knowing what it did to me, I’d do it again.” 
 
    Saturn could taste the salt of her tears on her tongue. Her chest felt hollow, home only to the void. 
 
    “Saturn, it’s time.” 
 
    She hadn’t heard Nix approach. Ju-Long and Astrid were close behind like silent shadows waiting on the lead of their master. Nix knelt down and wrapped Liam’s arm around his neck. Ju-long gripped his legs while Astrid took his other arm. 
 
    Saturn wouldn’t let go. 
 
    “Don’t take him,” she sobbed. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Saturn, we’re running out of time.” 
 
    “For what?” Saturn screamed. “Tell me!” 
 
    Nix snapped at Saturn impatiently, “If you want any part of him to live, you’ll let me take him now. He died protecting me. This is the least I can do for him. It’s the least any of us can do.” 
 
    Saturn’s grip on Liam loosened. The others lifted him up and moved him toward the ramp, where Astrid pressed the button for the platform to lower. Saturn found herself hugging her legs, unable to move but for the shivering emanating from her very core. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    “Place him on the altar,” Nix instructed. 
 
    They laid him out flat on the raised stone surface within the center structure. A thin layer of sand covered everything around them and the pillars appeared to be worn smooth at every edge and every crevice. Carved into the pillars were faint images, glyphs depicting creatures akin to those at the Temple of Re on Surya’s moon. There were dozens of them, none displayed more prominently than the great flying beast, its wings alone wrapped most of the way around the massive column. 
 
    Ju-Long peered around at Nix and asked, “What now?” 
 
    Nix turned back toward the ship and replied, “Now it’s up to her.” 
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    Nix stepped out past the pillars and approached the front of the ship, its curved underbelly scarred by countless battles and myriad repairs. He gazed up at the cockpit near the center of the ship, unsure if his plea would even be heard. Nothing like this had been done in generations. He wasn’t even sure if it could be done. No matter what, he had to try. He owed his life to Liam and that was a favor that could never be repaid in full. 
 
    He remembered Elder Bartle’s teachings; the stories of The Union and the Corsairs. The Aether would respond to him, the souls of the dead would listen. The Garuda wasn’t the only soul that inhabited his ship, though it was by far the strongest among them. Worthy Dinari pilots had been allowed to complete The Union on a few occasions, though the practice had been put to a stop after the War of a Thousand Years. The number of dead far outweighed the living. 
 
    “I address the glorious beast within,” Nix said to the ship. “Garuda, king of all creatures, hear me.” 
 
    Nix waited, heart thumping loudly in his chest. All he heard was the whisper of the wind and the grains of sand finding their way between his many scales. It was just a flicker at first. The purple Aether took a minute before it began to flow steadily, growing in power and pulsing along eerily with the beat of Nix’s heart. 
 
    “Liam Kidd is not from this world, but you have felt his presence. You know him.” 
 
    Nix paused, beginning to choke on his words. 
 
    “Please,” he begged. “Only The Union can save him.” 
 
    There was a rumble from deep within the ship. The energy flowed relentlessly, pulsing quicker than ever. Nix heard the grating of steel against steel and a piece of the ship fell from under the bow. Sheer weight drove it down into the sand between the stones, mere yards from the Dinari’s feet. Nix watched as the energy began to die down until finally it faded away entirely. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nix said through his tears, bringing his hands together in praise. “Thank you.” 
 
    Nix approached the piece of metal. It had a handle forged from copper and a blade of steel, dull and ridged in a way that would make it useless as a weapon. He strode up to the object and waited for remnants of the purple energy to dissipate before pulling it from the sand. It was heavy in his hand, almost requiring both to hold it upright. Nix examined the blade up close, noticing gears that seemed connected to the sporadic ridges, working in concert for a higher purpose. 
 
    His eyes focused beyond the blade. Saturn stared back at him dazed, arms hanging limp at her sides. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “If the stories are true, it’s a key.” 
 
    Nix motioned for her to follow him. When they’d reached the altar, Nix stopped and examined the ground around the stone slab where Liam’s body rested, cold and still. He counted the flat stones that surrounded the altar until he found it. The third stone in from the north, slightly rectangular where the rest were square. 
 
    “Ju-Long, help me with this.” 
 
    Together they dug into the sand around the stone and pried it back. It was only a few inches thick, far thinner than the rest of the stones around it. Underneath was a slit, protected from the sand. Nix stood and held the key aloft with both hands, but seconds later lowered it. 
 
    Nix regarded Saturn and said, “It should be you.” 
 
    He handed her the dull blade. Saturn examined it before looking back at Nix quizzically. 
 
    “What will it do?” 
 
    “It’s called The Union. Long ago, this was the process used to merge the beasts of legend with the Corsair Fleet. There’s not much time. There’s no way to know for sure if it will work, but there’s a chance a part of Liam could live on.” 
 
    “No, that’s not possible,” Astrid remarked, her tone suggesting she was trying to convince herself of just that. 
 
    “Is that what he’d want?” Ju-Long asked. 
 
    Nix grasped Saturn’s shoulders and gazed into her watery eyes. 
 
    “The choice is yours, but choose quickly. The stories say The Union is only possible for a short time after—” 
 
    “Don’t say it,” Saturn interrupted him, her voice meek. 
 
    Nix released her and took a step back. Saturn stared first at the hole in the ground and then at the blade in her hand. Nix couldn’t imagine what was going on in her head at that time. The Union was something spoken of only in whispers among the elders and the most trusted Dinari. A part of him wished that when he died, he would be afforded the same honor. 
 
    Saturn gripped the copper handle tightly and held the piece of metal above the slot. 
 
    “Saturn,” Ju-Long began. “Are you sure?” 
 
    She didn’t remove her gaze from the slot below, her resolve palpable. 
 
    “No. But if some part of him could live, if there’s some chance, I can’t let it slip by. I won’t.” 
 
    Saturn thrust the blade into the slot, feeding it in all the way down to the hilt. The copper gears spun against one another as the ridges caught the tumblers. Saturn released the handle and looked around, taking a few steps back and waiting for something to happen. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Nix asked. 
 
    A buzz grew out of the many pillars, chirping away, slowing the dust that blew through the air until the grains of sand might as well have been traveling through jelly. The purple Aether connected the pillars into an intricate web, encapsulating the altar in its grasp. Liam’s body was lifted up off the stone slab, his limbs drooping down. Nix had to shield his eyes from the blinding light. Through it all, Liam’s body began to wilt away, disintegrating into the air around them and adding his life energy to the web. 
 
    In under a minute, he was gone. The purple electricity collected in a ball atop the center of the pillars. It grew until a single beam reached out and struck the ship. The metal hull glowed from the intense energy radiating around it. Nix stepped out of the structure toward the ship, mesmerized by the elegance of the lightning’s dance. 
 
    The ground shook, forcing Nix to drop to his knees to hold on. A figure grew out of the ship. Its wings unfolded, nearly a hundred yards in span and formed from pure Aether. Each of its talons were larger than Nix, steeply curved and terrifying. Its fluid feathers made the bird seem somehow more alive. The Garuda stood on the back of the vessel and let out a roar that was half beast and half the chirp of electricity. 
 
    The legendary beast was not alone. The energy began to morph, no longer a brilliant shade of purple. Somewhere at its core, the beast burned red, a fire taking the energy hostage and consuming it with its heat. The Garuda roared once more, invigorated by its new addition. Nix squinted up at the beast, using his hand to block the setting sun. Atop the creature there now sat a burning rider, clutching the flaming feathers at its neck. The beast calmed and sunk back into the hull of the ship, remnants of the unruly energy flickering occasionally along the channels between hull plates. In moments, it was gone. 
 
    “Did you see it?” Saturn asked, disbelief shading her voice. “Did you see him?” 
 
    Nix still stared up at the ship well after the Garuda’s image dissipated. Elder Bartle had told him stories about the Corsairs since he was a boy, but a part of him still couldn’t believe it had actually worked. A part of him had thought the old man was just spinning stories. Nix turned his head toward the altar. Liam’s body was gone along with the blade key. A smile curled up his cheeks, his relief unable to be squelched. 
 
    “I saw.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Death Wish stumbled through the pitch-black hallway, placing a hand against the earthen wall for balance. The mercenary forced open the rough wooden door, its loose planks vibrating from the impact. Inside the small room, Death Wish lit an orb and let it float up toward the ceiling, illuminating a store room filled with antiquities. Every shelf held a secret, a piece of history long since forgotten. Whirling gears and cogs counted the seconds and chirped every minute on the dot. 
 
    Section by section, the mercenary dropped the pieces of sharp scaled armor to the floor. Once finished, Death Wish stood, nearly naked, only a tight-fitting garment clinging to rigid scales. At the back of the store room, the mercenary scanned the shelves, searching for one item in particular. There it was, hidden in the far corner on the bottommost shelf, tucked behind an hourglass filled with coarse sand stolen from Surya’s sole moon. 
 
    The pyramid fit comfortably in Death Wish’s hands. Considering what the device could do, it seemed so small. But, after what the mercenary had seen, questioning the power of The Three was foolish. When Death Wish had made the trip through to this dimension, there was no way to know just how it would differ. Holding the device up to the light, the words engraved on the outside became clear. Vesta Corp. At least some things had remained the same. 
 
    The mercenary placed the pyramid on the stone floor near the center of the room. Using a dexterous claw, Death Wish traced the seam along the top third of the device, watching as a trail of blue followed along behind. Once finished, the mercenary stood and backed away, teeth clenched in anticipation. 
 
    The top of the device was lifted up by the blue energy emanating from within. In seconds, the shelves beyond began to morph, swirling like the colors of a melted painting. The air became tainted with the blue energy, engulfing everything around and spinning into a flat portal which led to another place. A wind escaped the gateway and knocked over many of the items on the shelves, crashing to the floor with the sound of broken springs. Death Wish raised an arm to shield the gusts. 
 
    A foot stepped through, clad in a thick brown boot that traveled up to mid-shin. Once it touched the ground it was followed by a pair of human hands and a body, his fitted clothing accentuated by a large beige headscarf which covered most of his hair and mouth. It was his piercing blue eyes that frightened Death Wish upon every meeting. 
 
    Behind him, the portal became less intense, its edges dispersing into the air around it. It wasted away until it was a bright blue pinprick, floating in the air. 
 
    “If you’ve called me to this world, then I assume it’s done?” his dark voice asked. 
 
    Death Wish knelt before him, not daring to look him in the eyes for one second more than was necessary. 
 
    “It is as you commanded, Master. Zega is all that remains of the council and the Caretaker is dead. We have time before the Ansarans begin to suspect anything’s amiss.” 
 
    The dark figure nodded his head, his eyes darting around the room and taking in his new surroundings. 
 
    “And our counterparts?” 
 
    “Dead, as ordered. This time, nothing will stand in our way.” 
 
    “Excellent, Sestra. You’ve earned your place at my side. Rise.” 
 
    Sestra stood, her limbs shaking before her master. The man lowered his scarf, letting the grains of golden sand seep out from the creases. The dust had permanently dyed the material its current yellowed tone. His skin was smooth, flawless, with a day’s worth of stubble. His tangled blond hair was caked with sand and sweat. But those eyes. They glowed an unnatural shade, rife with an unknowable energy. 
 
    “Master Liam, what is my next mission?” 
 
    Liam smiled, his white teeth gleaming in the low light. Sestra far preferred this version of her master. He was strong, worthy of her adoration. 
 
    “If what you’ve told me is true, the Akaru Colony of this dimension is weak. Together, we’ll bring it to its knees.” 
 
    “For Vesta,” Sestra replied at once. 
 
    Liam nodded his approval. 
 
    “For Vesta.” 
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