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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 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 which 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. 
 
    After two months of searching, The Quantum Trigger’s trail has gone cold and the crew has taken on jobs to earn their keep. Struggling to adjust to a new life on the wayward Planet Surya, Ju-Long Ma has agreed to take part in a brutal boxing exhibition, the Dinari’s Tournament of Fists… 
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    2146 A.D. – Akaru Colony, Planet Surya 
 
    The smell of blood wafted into Captain Liam Kidd’s nostrils, causing him to scrunch his nose in annoyance. The near permanent sunset of the planet Surya made it hard for him to make out his crewmate in the makeshift arena before him, despite being ringside. The fighters traded crushing blows with electrified knuckles. With every hit, Liam’s crew member grew more bloodied, chunks of flesh falling to the packed sand beneath his feet. The brutal contest was not meant for a human challenger. On Surya, the Dinari were the masters of the fist. 
 
    Liam wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand, slicking his long blond bangs to one side. He shook his leather boots trying to find a comfortable spot for his toes. Despite their best efforts, his Dinari contacts had done a poor job of tailoring his outfit. Liam’s off-white shirt hung loose around his shoulders, a deep V cut out of the chest and held together by tan drawstrings. His pants were made from the soft hide of a local mammal, dyed a dark brown and too tight against his thighs. Worst of all, his boots were made from the rough hide of a lizard and molded for his feet alone. Though he couldn’t complain about the quality, they itched in places he just couldn’t reach. 
 
    It was only when the temperature on Surya soared to its greatest heights that Liam missed Toronto. He found the cold refreshing, but the heat left him feeling drained. Liam liked to think he had Norse blood running through him; his looks would certainly merit such a comparison. In truth, he could have been from any number of places and it wouldn’t have mattered. In every scenario where he was still on Earth, Vesta Corporation still had their hooks in him. The corrupt asteroid mining company was the least of his worries. In just a few short months, Surya had become a more fitting home than any place in the Sol system, despite the many flaws of the backwater planet. 
 
    Liam’s gaze turned skyward. Rising up next to the arena was one of the many spires of Akaru Colony, reaching several kilometers into the sky. The base of the spires were cut from the rock of a nearby mountain range, but grew metallic the higher it went. A spiral bank of windows curved along its round edges like a screw. Up against the windows, Liam could barely make out the countless shapes of its Ansaran inhabitants. It was a typical display on Surya. The Ansarans clung to their high towers while their Dinari cousins crowded the sandy streets. It could also be seen overhead, where half a dozen sleek Ansaran crafts hovered with their dual rotors cutting through the air, waiting for an excuse to use force against their inferiors. 
 
    The crowd grew louder as the large Dinari approached his opponent. The alien stood at more than six and a half feet tall, almost a foot taller than the human standing before him. The fighters wore only tight scaled shorts and sandals which wrapped up their legs with countless leather strings to hold them in place. The Dinari’s scaled body was scorched after countless matches, blackened where his skin was once the desert tan of the landscape around them. The Dinari adjusted the straps around his clawed hands, ensuring the electrified barbs were centered before he punched his opponent in the gut. The human challenger slumped down to one knee and covered the bloody wound with his palm, gasping for air. 
 
    Two months had passed since Liam and his two crew members, Saturn Vera and Ju-Long Ma, became stranded ten thousand light years from Earth. They’d had no luck in tracing the whereabouts of the Quantum Trigger, the one device which could open a wormhole back to the Sol System, and a product of Vesta Corporation’s hubris. Every lead had turned out to be a dead end and Liam had a feeling their Dinari contact Zega was holding out on them. For a man rumored to have spies everywhere, Zega had turned out to be a rather poor source of information. 
 
    Liam gazed up to the grand platform where the leaders of the many sectors of Akaru Colony sat and watched the fight. Near the center was Zega, resplendent light shining off his jeweled garments in steep contrast to his corpulent body. His thick neck dripped with the juice of the unfamiliar lizard he was eating. Liam turned his eyes from the sickening sight, focusing instead on Ju-Long. 
 
    Ju-Long Ma had agreed to fight in the tournament, representing Sector Seven of Akaru Colony along with Zega’s henchman Riken. Originally, he was going to fight as a favor to Zega, but Liam had a feeling Ju-Long just needed a good fight. Liam scanned the growing crowd. Thousands had shown up and more were filling the many sandy side streets of the desert planet, hoping to get a better look at the strange human challenger. Directly above the ring, a hologram was projected from several angles to provide a view to those in the back. The orange glowing image was of poor quality, the projection units scrapped together from whatever the Dinari had sitting around. 
 
    As far as humans went, Ju-Long was one of the most muscular men Liam had ever seen. He had definition in places that hardly seemed possible. His short black hair was choppy and drenched with sweat. He’d insisted he cut it himself before the tournament and the results were questionable. Ju-Long was of Chinese descent and if someone were to ask him, he’d say he was somewhat of a genius. Somewhat, because despite his expert knowledge of multiple forms of engineering, he often found himself with his foot firmly lodged in his mouth. Ju-Long raised his dense neck and looked his opponent in his golden, orb-like eyes. 
 
    Liam held his breath. For most of the fight Ju-Long had held his own, but the electric knuckles were taking their toll on his crewmate. Thin streams of crimson trickled down his beaten tan face and his bare heaving chest. Ju-Long breathed heavily, his chest rising and falling in quick succession. 
 
    The large Dinari stood with clawed hands at his side. His scorched, dense scales seemed of trifling concern to him. The Dinari’s breathing was level and his muscular physique betrayed no signs of weakness. He appeared just as strong then as he had when he’d began the match. He opened his mouth slightly in the form of a smile, revealing a set of pointed yellow teeth, and asked, “Do you submit, Outsider?” 
 
    The crowd grew silent, several Dinari hushing those around them while they pricked their ears. Ju-Long spat a thick glob of blood onto the packed sand of the arena floor. He looked to Liam at the side of the ring with a defeated face, squinting from the light of the sun. Liam clenched his jaw, tightening the long scar along his right cheek. If this was it, Ju-Long had performed admirably for a first attempt. 
 
    Liam blinked. A hand had found its way to his shoulder. He hadn’t heard anyone coming, but over the ambient noise of the arena he could hardly be surprised. At his side stood Saturn Vera, a beautiful Latina woman who wore her hair in her trademark up ponytail which lightly grazed her bare shoulders. Saturn might have argued she was Argentinian, fiercely proud of her heritage, but Liam knew better. She was a third generation Martian holding onto the threads of her ancestors. Liam didn’t understand it, but then again, he’d never known his lineage from the start. 
 
    Saturn put her arms behind her back and stretched, her ample bosom becoming more pronounced under her white tank top, which was made from the bleached fibers of a local plant, woven together into one long piece. The tightly laced strands pressed against her chest and drew Liam’s eye to its low cut. He clenched his teeth together and turned his gaze back to the ring, ignoring the rush of blood fleeing his brain. Saturn’s smirk turned to a frown when she saw the state of Ju-Long. 
 
    “What’d I miss?” Saturn asked, wiping beads of sweat from her thin cheeks. 
 
    “It doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “Leave it to Ju-Long to mar the first public appearance of the human race in this system.” 
 
    Liam ignored her jab and asked, “Where’s Nix?” 
 
    Ju-Long would have been too far away to hear what they were saying, but Liam noticed he was squinting and trying to make out the words regardless. Once Saturn arrived, Ju-Long’s expression changed. His breathing leveled out and he gritted his teeth with renewed resolve. Ju-Long’s head turned back toward his Dinari opponent and he rose up to a standing position, a new strength fueling him.  
 
    The crowd of Dinari onlookers went wild, their roar drowning out any chance of a conversation between Liam and Saturn. Both of them stood stone-faced as they watched on. From what their Dinari hosts had explained, most fights did not result in death, but if a fighter refused to submit it was not uncommon for serious injury to occur, or worse. 
 
    Ju-Long took a ready stance, his barbed knuckles held calmly up in front of him and pulsing with flickers of brilliant blue electricity. The roar of the crowd slowly morphed into a chant. A day before, only a select few Dinari even knew humans existed. On this day, they chanted his name like he’d been their champion for ages.
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    Saturn pulled Liam close and yelled into his ear, “We don’t have time for this. Nix has found a lead.” 
 
    Liam’s eyes grew wide. They’d waited months for word from Zega’s contacts to no avail. It hadn’t been the easiest two months either. Nothing on Surya was free, despite its general lack of defined currency. Zega had found odd-jobs for them to earn their keep while they waited. Once again, Liam found himself dealing with some of the more unsavory types in the galaxy. Despite his initial reservations, it felt good to freelance again. There were no corporate enforcers to deal with on Surya. 
 
    Over the roar of the crowd Saturn shouted once more, “Did you hear me? This is it. Our ticket home.” 
 
    Liam remained focused on the fight, letting her voice wash over him with the din of countless others. Before they could worry about retrieving the Quantum Trigger from the Ansarans, he had to make sure his crew remained intact. From the sidelines it didn’t seem like there was much he could do. Outside help would disqualify Ju-Long and then Liam would have to deal with his crewmate’s wrath. 
 
    Ju-Long stood with his back turned to Liam, his legs bent and arms held aloft in a fighter’s stance. He was calm and collected, completely different from before. Maybe he had a shot after all. 
 
    The large Dinari spun his head from side to side, his eyes questioning the chanting crowd. He bent his scaled legs and raised up his electrified fists. The Dinari narrowed his golden eyes and let out a snarl that was audible despite the restless onlookers. Their hands were mere inches from one another, the electricity in the air palpable. 
 
    Ju-Long made the first move, backhanding the Dinari’s forward hand and delivering a small shock while he moved in closer. He let loose several punches in quick succession, but the Dinari brought up his back arm to shield his body from the brunt of it. Ju-Long stepped on the Dinari’s clawed foot and spun around, finding his opponent’s ribs with a well-placed blow. The Dinari took several woozy steps back, trying to put some distance between them. The crowd’s chanting died down. It was clear the fight was turning serious. 
 
    “Wow,” Liam remarked. “Where did that come from?” 
 
    “Ju-Long certainly has a way.” 
 
    Liam smiled. The tension between Saturn and Ju-Long was generally one-sided, but she’d began to lighten up after spending a few months around him. It helped, Liam noted, that Ju-Long was making a concerted effort to stay on her good side. He hadn’t made a pass at her in weeks. 
 
    Ju-Long regained his stance and eyed his opponent with a piercing gaze. The Dinari no longer took him lightly, making his way around the edge of the ring cautiously. He seemed to be waiting for an opportunity to present itself, but Ju-Long was always vigilant, turning in place to keep his opponent in his sights.  
 
    Throughout the fight, Liam had noticed that the fighting styles of the Dinari contenders was completely different from fighting on Earth. The Dinari used sweeping motions with their fists, as though they were used to using their claws to slash. It was only when they wanted to deliver a shock that they used their fists in a punching motion. Alternatively, Ju-Long fought with multiple Earth styles, including standard Earth Boxing, Karate, and Kung-Fu. 
 
    The crowd was jeering now, anxious for action. The muscular Dinari turned his head to the crowd, clearly concerned with the insults being thrown his way. Ju-Long took advantage of the Dinari’s distraction and pounced, rushing his opponent at full speed. Before the Dinari knew what happened Ju-Long had landed three solid blows, blackening the alien’s skin with electricity. The Dinari hunched over with a hand on one knee, his spherical gold eyes wide with shock. Ju-Long wound up and landed an uppercut on the alien’s chin. 
 
    There was silence as the Dinari’s body hit the compacted sand, sending up small plumes of dust around him. Ju-Long returned to a ready stance, his knuckles dancing with the light from the sparks. His opponent wasn’t moving.  
 
    A Dinari judge ran into the ring and checked the fighter’s vitals. In his hand he held a cylindrical metal object attached to a copper device by two twisted wires, flashing all manner of colors at its user. The Dinari was shorter than any of the fighters and wore a loose-fitting garment that was marked with the symbol of a clawed hand, the logo of the Dinari tournament. The judge stood up and waved his hand through the air to hush the mumbling crowd. 
 
    “This fight is over,” the judge announced, making his way over to Ju-Long. “I give you your winner!” 
 
    The Dinari bowed low before him, a sign of deference. Ju-Long pumped his fist into the air in celebration. Thousands of onlookers cheered, their booming voices an assault on Liam’s eardrums. Liam couldn’t believe it. They chanted Ju-Long’s name once more, louder than ever. 
 
    “He really did it,” Saturn said, her lip curling up into a smile. 
 
    Liam and Saturn joined the Dinari crowd in their chant. Ju-Long smiled wide, taking in every second of the excitement. In that moment, Liam knew he was going to make a perfect poster boy for the Human race. He craved the attention and now he’d shown he was not someone to be taken lightly. It appeared Zega’s plan was working. 
 
    The Dinari judge made a gesture to silence the crowd once more. Slowly the chanting died off and they hung on his every word. The judge had won the tournament years ago and commanded a certain respect from the spectators, even though he hadn’t fought in years. The crusty Dinari had lightly colored scales, pale from being out of the sun. He held up a small copper device to his wrinkled throat and spoke, his voice amplified so that every Dinari would be able to hear for a mile in any direction. 
 
    “It gives me, Kiln, famed fighter of the Dinari people, great pleasure to be the judge for this event.” 
 
    Kiln smiled, his white pointed teeth glinting in the yellow sun. Liam could already tell he didn’t like the guy. In his opinion, anyone that self-absorbed needed a reality check. 
 
    Kiln continued, “Every year our best fighters test their skills in the ring as we anxiously wait to see who comes out the victor. Our winner today will go on to compete in the final round with the winner of tomorrow’s Semi-Final match. You will of course have to wait for our fighters to recuperate before the final match takes place.” 
 
    Several boos rang out from the restless crowd and Liam heard one voice shout, “Get on with it.” 
 
    Kiln’s smile faded. He pressed the copper device forcefully against his throat and his voice rang out, “Your winner, Ju-Long Ma of Earth!” 
 
    The Dinari went wild for Ju-Long, who tried to make his way over to where Liam and Saturn were standing but was soon surrounded by a horde of eager young fans. The Dinari children clawed at him playfully trying to get Ju-Long to pose for holographic pictures. Despite his injuries, Liam’s bulky crewmate was hamming it up, having the time of his life. During one photo he winced and grabbed his stomach where one of the electrified barbs had struck. Thin streams of red flowed down onto his scaled shorts, staining them a deep vermilion shade. 
 
    “Come on,” Liam said with a hand on Saturn’s shoulder. “Let him have his moment. He can meet us at The Sand’s Edge.” 
 
    Saturn was fighting hard to suppress a giggle and ended up failing. Liam had to admit that the sight of Ju-Long with a throng of alien kids hanging off of him was an indescribable sight, so odd but yet so fitting at the same time. Saturn’s eyes were locked on the children. 
 
    “They must have had children on Mars,” Liam mused. 
 
    “I know, it’s just remarkable how similar they are to human children. Also, there were never so many. The colony had strict rules regarding population.” 
 
    Liam turned his gaze back to Ju-Long, who had a Dinari kid hanging from his biceps while posing for another shot. He felt a smile creeping up his lip.  
 
    After a moment, Saturn nodded and said, “Okay, we should go. Nix is waiting and if we don’t get back soon, he’ll have started on the liquor without us.” 
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    The Sand’s Edge Bar, Sector Seven, Akaru Colony 
 
    A coarse breeze brought sand up into Liam’s eyes as he opened the simple wooden door to The Sand’s Edge. He rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand and entered the darkened room. It was lit only by a few orbs of glowing light which hung from the ceiling without any sign of string or wire. The bar was empty except for one Dinari who sat on a barstool swilling a short glass of brown liquid. When he noticed Liam, he focused his golden eyes on his drink and downed it in one gulp. 
 
    Nix had held a number of jobs on Akaru Colony, but his latest was acting as a guide and mentor for the humans. He’d proven himself resourceful on several occasions, and more loyal than most of the freelancers Liam worked with at Vesta Corporation. The drinking was new, though. Ever since he’d thrown his lot in with Liam and his crew, life hadn’t exactly been easy for him. The Ansarans had made sure of that. 
 
    Nix wore the brown cloak and tan drawstring pants common of Dinari in high-level service positions. His scales were the color of the sand outside and rough like he’d been working in the sun recently. When he looked up at Liam, his large eyes reflected the orb overhead, making them glimmer a more brilliant shade of gold. 
 
    He motioned for Liam to sit beside him and reached over the bar for two more glasses. He clanked the grubby glasses down on the stone bar top and began to pour. Liam and Saturn sat on either side of the downtrodden Dinari. When the alien was done, he passed a glass to each of them and took a small sip from his own, making an almost imperceptible wince as he did. 
 
    “Drinking early, I see,” Liam stated. 
 
    “Where’s Ju-Long?” the Dinari asked. 
 
    “Soaking in the glory of his win.” 
 
    Nix stopped mid-sip and choked on his drink.  
 
    “He won?” Nix gasped. 
 
    “He performed well,” Saturn said before taking a sip of her drink and spitting it out across the bar. “What the hell is this stuff?” 
 
    Nix gave her a questioning stare. “It’s a drink that’s common among my people. It’s called Thecla. It’s made from fermented Nerva plant.” 
 
    Liam squinted at his glass skeptically. Finally, he took a sip and forced himself to swallow. The liquid burned on its way down his throat and he could feel it curving along his insides like fire all the way to his belly. Liam clenched his jaw and clanked his glass on the stone counter, letting out a huff of air. 
 
    “Strong,” he wheezed. 
 
    Nix patted him on the back and said after a sharp laugh, “That’s the way, friend.” 
 
    Saturn nonchalantly pushed her almost full glass away and asked, “So Nix, what’s your lead?” 
 
    The Dinari’s smile faded and his face became grave. “Reapers.” 
 
    “Reapers,” Liam repeated, nonplussed. “You’ve mentioned them before. What are they?” 
 
    “Only the most notorious Kurazon vessels in existence. They are wicked fast and known throughout the system for their unique fighting tactics. Not much was seen of them after the War of a Thousand Years, but they pop up now and again, mostly in the drunken stories of merchants and traders.” 
 
    “How does this relate to the wormhole device?” Saturn asked. 
 
    Liam pricked his ears, the same question running through his own mind. If these Kurazon ships were really what the stories said, finding the Quantum Trigger might be made more difficult. 
 
    The Dinari lowered his head toward the bar and swirled the dark liquid in his glass. Nix took another sip and swallowed hard before continuing. “All I know is that the stories are multiplying. Rumors are flying from here to Ansara, our Mother World. When Zega gets here, he’ll—” 
 
    “He’ll tell you not to believe in ghost stories,” a thick voice said from the other side of the bar. 
 
    Liam turned around on his stool and regarded the bar’s proprietor. Zega was a rather fat Dinari, whose scales always seemed to be bulging as though he were a snake, gorged on a large prey. His clothing was more detailed and ornate than the other Dinari he’d seen, with colored jewels embedded into the soft fabric. He was the overseer of Sector Seven, which gave him certain privileges with the Ansarans who ran the colony. Whether through those connections or his seedy side businesses, he’d amassed an untold amount of wealth. Wealth, that is, in the form of favors. 
 
    “Zega, there you are,” Nix began. “What fool’s errand are you going to send us on this time?” 
 
    Zega rubbed his plump neck as he waddled up to the bar. Every move he made turned Liam’s stomach. Simply watching Zega for a moment was enough to make him want to gag. 
 
    “Am I sensing insolence from my favorite pupil?” 
 
    “No,” Nix said apologetically. “It’s the drink.” 
 
    “As suspected. I’ve called you all here because I’ve found a real lead.” 
 
    Liam chided, “To be clear, this time we won’t end up making deliveries to your friends in the other sectors, right?” 
 
    “I can see by your insolent tone that you’re going to be a bad influence on my Nix. This information was not easy to come by and cost the life of one of my informants. Do not take it lightly.” 
 
    Liam opened his mouth to make a retort but thought better of it. Zega’s expression was too serious. Whatever he knew really was important. Which meant it was going to cost him and his crew dearly. 
 
    “What favor do you ask?” Liam probed. 
 
    “I don’t give you enough credit, Outsider. You do catch on quick. Given the extent of this mission, I will require a rather large favor.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “War is coming and I do not intend to be on the losing side again. The Dinari are restless, perhaps more so than the Kurazon Throng. When the time comes, I would ask for your support, however things unfold.” 
 
    Nix spun his glass on the bar top, intent on the dregs of his drink. His eyes drifted to Liam solemnly. “You do not know what he asks.” 
 
    Liam cocked his head to the side and asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “After the War of a Thousand Years, any Dinari in power were quickly silenced. Most simply disappeared, but a few became examples of what to expect should another uprising occur. They were dark times, Liam. I was born after the worst of it, but what I saw as a child could not be forgotten even after sitting through reeducation. Anyone found to support the rebellion was slaughtered until only the meek, and those wise enough to keep their mouths shut, remained.” 
 
    Liam’s eyes traveled to the fat Dinari, examining his face closely to ascertain his intentions. If there was another rebellion and it failed, Zega would likely be dead, so what use would he have for a supporter? 
 
    Zega seemed to read his thoughts. “Things will be different this time. The Ansarans are afraid. They’ve spread themselves thin and let our numbers grow unchecked. We outnumber them now five to one.” 
 
    “Let’s not forget who has all of the weapons,” Nix interjected. 
 
    Zega bowed his head, seeming to grow tired of the direction the conversation was headed. “I’m not advocating a war, Nix. Have I taught you nothing? Whether we want it or not, something is coming. Something is already in the works. The Dinari will be forced to come together or die. All I ask is that you do what’s right for the Dinari people.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Saturn chimed in. 
 
    “Elect a leader they can trust to bring them through the darkness to a new era for our people. One day, the Dinari will rise again.” 
 
    “Zega, the reluctant leader, will be there to save the day,” Nix said mockingly. 
 
    Zega smirked and replied, “We all have our burdens to bear.” 
 
    Liam took another small sip from his drink out of frustration and instantly regretted it. The fluid had the consistency of motor oil and scorched his throat worse than Ju-Long’s moonshine. His mind came back to Zega’s request. With the Kurazon attack a couple of months before, Liam understood where the rotund proprietor was coming from. The tensions were high between the Dinari and the Ansarans, with each side seemingly itching for an excuse to get into a fight. Toras, the Ansaran Caretaker of Akaru Colony, was no exception. Though he’d let Liam and his crew come and go as they pleased, it seemed like he was never far away, with his henchmen showing up nearly everywhere they went. 
 
    What worried Liam more was this talk of Kurazon Reapers. If they really were wreaking havoc on interplanetary trade, then the Ansarans would be forced to respond. Any weakness on the part of the Ansarans might bring Zega’s predictions to life. Everything in him told him it was too early to be taking sides. 
 
    Zega folded his arms one over the other, resting on his protruding belly. “Do you even want to find the Quantum Trigger anymore? Perhaps you’re better suited here. You’ve proven yourself…useful.” 
 
    Zega was clearly trying to manipulate Liam, but he had a point. Even if they found the Quantum Trigger, they would need to find a way to operate it. The Kurazon had a ship that integrated with it, but with their resources, building a ship seemed out of the question. If they were able to get back to their system, there was still the riddle that had haunted Liam for the past two months. Why was Vesta Corporation’s name emblazoned on the Quantum Trigger? Something told him the answer wouldn’t be found in his own system. 
 
    “Regardless,” Liam began, “We need to find the Trigger to get it out of the Ansarans’ hands. We can figure out what to do with it later.” 
 
    “I second that,” Saturn said with her hand raised. 
 
    A smile crept over Zega’s face. “So, you accept my offer?” 
 
    Liam stood up from his stool and stepped up to the fat Dinari. He held out his hand and Zega looked at it quizzically. After a moment, he understood and took Liam’s outstretched hand. 
 
    “You’ve made a wise decision, Outsider.” 
 
    The front door of the bar burst open and Ju-Long’s thick bloodied frame stood in the bright light, being propped up by two attractive Dinari women. Liam’s eyes adjusted to the sunlight in time to see Ju-Long send each girl away with a pat on the butt. 
 
    Liam’s crewmate had multiple bruises forming around cuts on his bare chest. One of his eyes was almost swollen shut with a coagulated line of blood caked to his cheek. Ju-Long was limping up to the bar when he noticed Liam and Zega’s hands still clamped together. He stopped dead and regarded Liam. 
 
    “Great,” Ju-Long scoffed. “What do we owe him this time?” 
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    Zega motioned for Ju-Long to take a seat at the bar. Liam made his way to him and helped the battered Ju-Long onto an open stone stool. Nix was already finished pouring another drink and slid it down the bar to Ju-Long, who without hesitation drank the whole glass in one gulp. After Ju-Long came up for air he made a face. He shouted, “I’ve got to teach you how to make a drink, Nix. Back home I used to make this stuff called Starlight—” 
 
    “Moonshine,” Liam clarified. 
 
    “Call it what you want, but it’ll put hair on your chest.” 
 
    Liam glanced at Ju-Long’s nearly hairless chest and mumbled, “Clearly.” 
 
    Zega crossed his arms and huffed. Liam could tell the Dinari was growing more annoyed by the second. The obese Dinari said, “I don’t have all day. Do you want the information or not?” 
 
    Nix drank the last bit of liquid in his glass and slid it a few meters down the bar. He turned around on his hard stool and raised his elbows up, resting them against the stone top. Nix squinted at Zega, clearly intoxicated. He slurred, “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “We’ll address your tone later,” Zega assured him. “Now then. My informants have uncovered something of interest on the planet Narra. There is a research facility near a small colony of Dinari settlers. For years Narra was off-limits due to an unknown source of radiation, but it seems those reports were greatly exaggerated. I’m told this facility has been at work on an item of interest to the Ansara Alliance. Based on the description I received, I believe it could be the Quantum Trigger.” 
 
    Liam interjected, “It seems a little thin. Are you sure you don’t just want us to infiltrate this facility to further your own goals?” 
 
    Zega gave him a toothy smile and began to pace around a nearby circular table, stopping on the other side and placing both of his clawed hands on the stone table top, clicking his nails against the surface impatiently. His wrists led right into his forearms without much change in size, captivating Liam’s attention momentarily. The difference between Zega and the rest of the Dinari in Akaru Colony, and compared to the leaders of the other Dinari sectors, was striking. It almost seemed a status symbol on Surya to carry extra weight. If so, Zega was the richest man on the planet. The fat Dinari cocked his head and stared at Liam with his golden orbs. 
 
    Zega said in a smug tone, “I wouldn’t be a very good businessman if I sent you on missions that weren’t to my benefit. This facility is rumored to be where the newest Ansaran technology is developed. No Dinari has ever been inside. Find the Quantum Trigger if you can, sure, but what you see may be worth far more.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Saturn asked, raising one hand gracefully to her waist. 
 
    Nix spoke up first. “He means you’ve just become his informants. Welcome to the club.” 
 
    Zega smiled, his pointed teeth glowing under the golden orbs of light suspended near the ceiling. In the glow, Liam could see stains of drool and lizard blood clinging to his chin. The repulsive Dinari burped and picked at his teeth with a claw, finding a forgotten piece of flesh and using his tongue to collect it. 
 
    Liam tried his best not to sound disgusted and probed, “What do you plan to do with that information?”  
 
    “What does it matter? You’ll have the Quantum Trigger and find your way home. You’re quite plucky, I’m sure you’ll figure out a way.” 
 
    Ju-Long was busy wiping the crusted blood off his cheek and examining his crimson hand in the low light of the bar. He wiped it off on his scaled shorts and regarded Zega curiously. “You really don’t know those two. They’ll keep asking until they get a straight answer. No matter how annoying it is.” 
 
    Zega considered the beaten down fighter and shrugged his shoulders. “I’m simply trying to stay ahead of the curve. Information is power in war and in peace.” 
 
    Liam stepped up to Zega casually and crossed his arms, making himself appear larger next to the fat Dinari. He spoke in his darkest voice, “We’ll go to Narra and we’ll find the trigger if it’s there. But if you want anything else, it’ll cost you one favor.” 
 
    Zega shook his head, his chin fat jiggling along with it, and responded, “Preposterous. I’m putting you up, I feed and clothe you; I even lend you my ship. By now your debt to me is boundless.” 
 
    “Saturn,” Liam said calmly over his shoulder. 
 
    Saturn retrieved a small object from a pocket in her leather pants and held the circular copper disc in her open palm. It projected a hologram up a few centimeters into the air, which she manipulated with her other hand, expanding the view and scrolling down a long list of items. Her dark brown eyes scanned the list until they found what she was looking for. 
 
    “It seems every one of Zega’s favors has been met with an appropriate counter-favor,” she said. “While you let us stay here, we spent half our time delivering goods, or should I say bribes, to the other sectors’ proprietors. While you fed us, we stole food from the incoming supply ships. And best of all, while you lent us your ship, Ju-Long fought in the tournament despite our slate being wiped clean two months ago. Since you’ve already designated what your next favor will be in exchange for the information about Narra, it seems you’re fresh out of favors, Zega.” 
 
    Saturn closed her fingers around the device and the projection dissipated. She gave Zega a sinister smile and continued, “And for the record, Zega, my Argentinian grandmother would have taken a sharp knife to your neck by now. Pray I don’t follow in her footsteps.” 
 
    Nix curled his long tongue into the side of his cheek. His deeply tan scales shimmered under the orbs of light as he let out a small laugh. “Ouch,” he said. “That’s a first.” 
 
    Zega was at a loss. His mind appeared to be scrambling for a loophole but was unable to find one. The fat Dinari’s eyes shot back and forth with unseen calculations. Liam could tell he wasn’t used to owing anybody else. Finally, he said, “Fine. One favor. What is it you ask?” 
 
    “It will depend on what we find out on Narra,” Liam said. “When the time comes, though, you better pay up.” 
 
    Zega smiled despite himself. “I’ve said it before. I don’t give you lot enough credit. You’re turning out to be fine mercenaries.” 
 
    “I prefer freelancer,” Liam replied. 
 
    Ju-Long rummaged behind the bar for another bottle of liquor and chimed in, “I prefer space pirate.” 
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    Sector Seven Hangar, Akaru Colony 
 
    Liam gazed up at the massive hangar doors and nudged Nix in the side. He’d nearly passed out on the ride over and jumped at Liam’s touch. He held his hand over a square sensor and the doors groaned, the grooved metal sheet lumbering up along its track and finding its home two stories above. The Dinari guide stumbled through the entryway, leading the crew inside. He approached a control panel on a pedestal and fiddled with the controls, first accidentally eliciting several sparks from an adjacent console, then finally turning on the hangar lights. 
 
    Dozens of orbs slowly illuminated along the ceiling, casting light down over a ship stolen from legend. The Garuda was a slice out of another time, a remnant of the War of a Thousand Years. The folded wings of the Corsair-Class ship were tucked away toward its rear while its curved copper-colored underbelly flickered with purple light as Nix continued to press buttons on the panel, firing up the main engines remotely. The ship’s ramp descended, cutting into the compacted sandy floor of the hangar. 
 
    They were at one end of the massive structure, but the hangar extended for several hundred meters with dozens of unique ships housed within. The internal structure of the building was all metal, stained with sand at least halfway to the ceiling, easily a few stories above. Apart from the console Nix was toying with, there were crates of supplies lining the sides. Liam reflected on Earth’s hangars and something bugged him. No one on Earth would be dumb enough to leave their supplies laying around. Then again, surely everyone knew this was Zega’s hangar. 
 
    When Nix was finished, he turned to Liam and slurred, “Narra is about a three-week journey. We should have plenty of provisions on board from our last job.” 
 
    “Three weeks?” Ju-Long objected, wiping a drip of blood from his lip. One of his recent wounds had cracked in the dry air. “What about the finals?” 
 
    Liam raised up his hands in an attempt to calm his crewmate. He assured him, “Zega will stall the fight. Besides, it looks like you could use the rest.” 
 
    The cuts along Ju-Long’s chest had begun to bruise around the coagulated blood. His lip bore a particularly nasty gash that still hadn’t completely clotted, sending drips of blood down his chin every time he smiled or talked. His ego was about the only thing ready for another fight. When Ju-Long wiped more blood from his lip, Liam noticed his hands were burned from where the electrified barbs were wrapped around them. 
 
    “This?” Ju-Long said in a muffled tone with his thumb pointed at his own face. “This is nothing. I could fight tomorrow.” 
 
    Liam shook his head and started toward the ramp. Ju-Long’s newfound fame was already getting to his head, which didn’t bode well for a long journey through space. For a moment, he wished Saturn hadn’t decided to hold her tongue so she could bring Ju-Long back down to reality. Instead, she stood there next to Ju-Long with her arms crossed, fighting the urge to say something. At the bottom of the ramp Liam turned and said pointing at a stack of supplies, “One thing at a time, Ju-Long. Grab that crate and put it in the hold.” 
 
    Ju-Long scoffed and retorted, “Nix said we’ve got enough supplies. Let’s go so we can get this over with.” 
 
    “Do what he says, Ju-Long,” Saturn snapped, finally breaking her silence. “The last thing I want is to be stuck in space hungry while having to put up with you.” 
 
    Saturn looked to Liam as she turned her back to Ju-Long, shrugging as she did. Saturn could come off as abrasive sometimes, but she really did mean well. That is, he hoped she meant well. After observing her for months it was clear that she understood if there were a question of leadership things could get out of control quickly, which is why she must have supported him on the little things. Saturn had spent months going out of her way to make sure Liam knew she had his back. It couldn’t have been easy for her given her strained relationship with Ju-Long. 
 
    Nix, on the other hand, tried to stay out of group politics as much as possible. Ever since the last mission he’d been engrossed in his own thoughts. Distant. The Dinari had never told him why, but Liam suspected trouble with the Ansarans was to blame. He’d given up a lot to help Liam and his crew and a part of Liam started to think their new friend had buyer’s remorse. 
 
    Nix completed the initiation sequence and joined Liam on the ramp. “We’re all set. Let’s go.” 
 
    Ju-Long was still struggling to get the crate of food on the square hover lift. After much effort, he finally muscled it onto the square platform and pressed a button on the side. The lift rose up to Ju-Long’s waist and he began pushing it toward the ramp. When he passed Liam, he said, “I don’t know why I’m the one doing this. Doesn’t Saturn have to pull her weight around here?” 
 
    Saturn eyed Ju-Long irritably.  
 
    “I thought you could fight tomorrow? You can fight and yet you worry over lifting a small crate?” Liam joked. 
 
    “Maybe you can help me prepare for the next fight. Cargo bay in an hour?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to damage your ego.” 
 
    Ju-Long shook his head and maneuvered the hover lift up the ramp. Liam and Nix followed him and helped him unload the crate at the top. He shoved the platform down the ramp to Saturn, who caught it and pushed it aside where it hit a wall and dropped out of the air, making a thud against the packed sand. When Saturn reached the top of the ramp, she hit her closed fist against the controls and it retracted up into the belly of the ship. 
 
    Several metal struts curved along the ceiling of the cargo bay, offset by tiny lines of glowing purple which illuminated the room beyond the several glowing orbs of light that hung from above. The crew milled around preparing the ship for takeoff, strapping down crates and closing open hatches. By the way they moved around one another angrily, it was clear to Liam that morale was at an all-time low. 
 
    Finished with their preparations, they began making their way along the curved corridor to the bridge, but Liam stopped them. If he didn’t speak up now, things were bound to get a lot worse. It was something they couldn’t afford given a three-week journey ahead, cramped into a small ship. 
 
    “Hold on. I need to address something.” 
 
    “You’re killing me,” Ju-Long said, throwing his hands up into the air. 
 
    “I am the Captain of this ship which means I speak uninterrupted.” 
 
    Ju-Long’s mouth closed and his jaw tightened. 
 
    Liam continued, “Things haven’t gone exactly the way we’ve planned in the last couple of months. I take responsibility for some of that. I’ve been hard on all of you to keep us focused. This mission gives us hope. Hope that we’ll find a way home someday, even if that day seems far off into the future. Each of us has other things on our minds, but for this mission we need to act as one. If we don’t, we’ll be torn apart and then everything we’ve gone through will be for nothing.” 
 
    Liam looked around at his crew as he spoke. Saturn was the easiest to convince. She had a certain desire to stay in Liam’s favor that he couldn’t explain. Ju-Long had stopped throwing his arms around and pacing, instead leaning against the wall of the curved corridor and listening intently. Nix was hard to read; not just because of his alien movements, but because he was drunk and perhaps incapable of understanding anything that was said. 
 
    Liam persisted, “This is about more than getting home now. I think our purpose here is far greater than we can even fathom. But I will not drag around dead weight and so I’m giving you all a choice. If you’ve changed your mind, if you’re not into this, then leave. But know you leave a coward. That you’ve given up a chance to be something, to do something no one else has.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Saturn asked. 
 
    Ju-Long looked up at her question, eager to hear the answer. Nix swayed where he stood, fighting just to maintain his balance. 
 
    “I won’t say we’ll be heroes, because I certainly don’t feel like one. But we have a chance to be instigators. The catalysts for change. These past couple of months have opened my eyes to a lot of things. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Zega’s right. War is coming to this system and if we don’t do something it will spread to ours as well.” 
 
    “What’s Earth done for us?” Ju-Long responded angrily. “Vesta Corporation owns Earth and they imprisoned us. If we get back to our system it’ll only be a matter of time before we’re back on a mine somewhere.” 
 
    Liam nodded and put a hand up to his face, itching the long scar on his right cheek. Finally, he said, “What if we took it off the table?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “I mean let’s get the Quantum Trigger for the sake of keeping it out of Ansaran or Kurazon hands. After that, we’ll do what we have to do.” 
 
    “Finish my fight,” Ju-Long said eagerly. 
 
    “Help my people,” Nix mused soberly. 
 
    Saturn looked at Liam glowingly and simply nodded. 
 
    “I’m asking all of us, myself included, to put aside our frustrations and to do what’s necessary. Nothing more or less,” Liam said to the crew. 
 
    Ju-Long nodded and said, “As long as they hold the fight.” 
 
    “It’s Zega we’re talking about. He isn’t going to let one of his fighters miss a bout. He’s owed favors from just about everyone in the colony.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Ju-Long said, resolved. “Let’s get this ship off the ground. We’ve got a long way to go.” 
 
    Nix led the way down the corridor, stumbling into the cockpit and falling into his seat toward the rear on the starboard side. Liam took the helm with Saturn by his side in the co-pilot’s chair, examining the many copper switches and contrasting holographic displays. The cockpit had four seats made from the leather of a local mammal, but they were cracked after countless years of neglect. Saturn brought up a map of the colony and prepared to play the role of navigator. 
 
    Liam touched a control on the console and the hangar door opened in front of them, several dusty chains dangling from the sides and making tracks in the sand as the sheet of metal slid toward the ceiling. Liam slipped his arm through a copper loop and grabbed the handle on the other side, the circle closing around his forearm. He lifted up slightly and felt the ship rise into the air. 
 
    Ju-Long, who was usually last to strap in, was already buckled and tightening every strap for the second time, just to make sure. When Liam noticed, Ju-Long said, “Hey, I remember the last time you drove. You know what they say, fool me twice.” 
 
    “That’s not what they say,” Saturn said under her breath. 
 
    Liam ignored them and forced the accelerator forward with his left hand. The Garuda shot through the opening and immediately Liam brought up his right arm and maneuvered the ship into the yellow sky. 
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    Liam flipped a copper switch and The Garuda’s wings spread out wide, their metal frames holding seemingly organic elements which flowed with purple energy along the struts. He wove the ship in and out of the many massive spires as they climbed up past the tip of the tallest tower. Warning lights flashed on his console and a holographic image projected itself up before the cockpit’s bay window. Despite the orange hue of the image, the alien projected clearly had soft blue scales that could almost be construed as white, with an angular face and elongated pointed ears pinned back along his head. His solid black eyes bore the same orb-like shape as the Dinari, but were far colder. 
 
    “Toras,” Liam said scathingly. 
 
    “I see you haven’t filed a course trajectory. I’m curious where exactly you intend to go with that interesting ship of yours.” 
 
    Toras was the current Caretaker of Akaru Colony and former head of security, hailing from a noble Ansaran House called Zumora. Despite his promise that Liam and his crew could come and go as they please, there seemed to be an increasing number of caveats. The last couple of times they flew The Garuda, Liam felt as though they were being followed. He wouldn’t have put it past Toras to send his men to tail them. 
 
    “My apologies, Caretaker. I’m sending the coordinates now.” 
 
    Liam cut the feed and pressed a few buttons on his touchscreen.  
 
    “What are you sending him?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “Toras should be receiving a message with our flight plan to the planet Taleris.” 
 
    “What’s there?” 
 
    Nix spoke up first, his eyes closed and his head tilted back in his chair. He garbled, “Shipyards mainly. They haven’t been in use since the war. We can mask our signature when we leave the atmosphere and change trajectory.” 
 
    Liam pulled back on the controls and lifted the ship into a steeper ascent, flipping a switch and folding the wings back to reduce drag. Warning lights flashed again and an image of Toras appeared in front of Liam once again. The Ansaran did not look pleased.  
 
    “We both know there is nothing on Taleris. What are you up to Kidd?” 
 
    “A simple supply run. The Dinari on Taleris sent a request for more Nerva plant. We can’t keep our customers waiting.” 
 
    “A long way to go for such a petty mission. Perhaps you’re losing your touch.” 
 
    “Toras,” Liam began in a heartfelt tone. “I assure you, we’re traders, nothing more.” 
 
    “Prepare for an inspection upon return, Outsider.” 
 
    Toras’ hologram dissipated and Liam was left looking at a sky which was quickly turning from yellow to black as they approached the outer atmosphere. The ship shook slightly from the ascent but the minor quaking hardly rattled Liam. It was nothing compared to their first foray through that atmosphere. It took only moments for them to break through into outer space. 
 
    “Saturn, check for signs of other ships.” 
 
    After checking her panel for a moment, she responded, “None. Either Toras took us at our word or his spies have evaded our sensors.” 
 
    “Let’s not take any chances. Ju-Long, work on masking our signature. I’m setting a course for Taleris along with a scheduled course change toward Narra at one million miles.” 
 
    With the course set, Liam released his grip on the control handle and the copper ring expanded around his arm. He let his forearm float out of the circle and leaned back against his cracked chair. He pressed a hard lever to his right and the gravity generator came online, his feet hitting the floor along with his insides. 
 
    “That should do it,” Liam declared. “Estimated time of arrival, three weeks.” 
 
    “Would you stop saying that?” Ju-Long said. “What am I going to do for three whole weeks?” 
 
    Nix unbuckled his straps and stood up, stretching his back and gesturing at Ju-Long. “Let’s start with getting you fixed up. I’ll cook up some Leguma and you can tell me more about this Starlight drink.” 
 
    Ju-Long perked up at the sound of his new favorite dish. Made primarily from boiled Nerva plant, Leguma had certain healing properties. Ju-Long was making a regular habit of having a bowl and spreading the boiled purple plant over his wounds. Liam was beginning to think his crewmate was becoming even more reckless now that he knew minor wounds weren’t much of a concern. It seemed like every mission they went on, no matter how small, Ju-Long ended up injured in some way. It had become something of a running joke. 
 
    Ju-Long followed Nix back toward the kitchen and Liam and Saturn were left alone in the cockpit. Saturn was busy examining their route on her screen, the computer’s faint glow reflecting off her caramel skin. Liam unbuckled from his chair and put his hands behind his head, watching the stars slowly drift by. 
 
    “Thank you,” Liam said while continuing to stare out the window. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    Liam turned his head toward her and smiled. Her rough white tank top turned orange from the light of the hologram. The shade complemented her skin. After a moment of silence, she turned toward him questioningly. 
 
    Liam blinked and said, “For having my back. I know we don’t always see eye to eye.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” she said, smiling when she thought Liam wouldn’t notice. 
 
    A few minutes passed in silence until Liam finally worked up the courage to ask her what he’d been meaning to ask for quite a while. 
 
    “You never did tell me what happened; how you ended up on that mine; but when you got there, I could tell something had changed.” 
 
    Saturn opened her mouth but no sound escaped. Her expression grew irritated and she finally replied, “I thought I said I didn’t want to talk about it. I’ll tell you when I’m good and ready.” 
 
    Liam lowered his hands from his head and regarded her. Saturn’s arms were crossed now, hugging herself tightly while gazing out the window to her left. With her arms still crossed she unbuckled her straps and was out of her seat faster than Liam had thought possible. She disappeared out the cockpit and down the curving corridor to the cargo bay. He thought he saw her silhouette wiping her face in the low light of the passage. 
 
    Now he’d done it. Just when things were starting to turn around, he had to go and ruin it. Liam kicked the panel next to his boot and the vibration carried up his leg. He winced in pain and cursed aloud. The flow of purple energy overhead hastened and the console flickered with a dozen colored lights. 
 
    “Sorry,” Liam apologized. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Liam had never had occasion to use the sleeping quarters on The Garuda. There were four rooms off to the port side of the cargo bay lined up in a row, each only large enough for a thick sleeping pad. They would have to share the single bathroom at the end of the corridor. Liam was beginning to see why Nix liked shorter trips. 
 
    Liam removed his palm from the door’s control panel. Text scrolled across the screen in the Dinari language, which was quickly translated in Liam’s mind by his implanted translator. His handprint had just been stored as the resident for that room. A door to his left opened and Saturn stepped out from her quarters and into the hall. She’d changed into a loose-fitting white garment that trailed down to her knees, her bare feet digging into the grated metal floor. She stopped and regarded Liam momentarily before clenching her jaw and taking off toward the bathroom. 
 
    His outstretched hand fell down to his leg and he entered his small room. All he could hope was that things wouldn’t be awkward with her going forward. In the past she tended to be the type to ignore awkward situations, pretending they didn’t exist. 
 
    Inside his quarters there was little room between the door and the sleeping pad, which was made from a thick fabric with the stuffing coming out in places. From what he could tell, the bed was filled with straw or some other rough material, and it lay directly on the ground without support. Apart from the sleeping pad there was a mirror above a small ledge sticking out a few inches from the wall. 
 
    Liam put his hands on the ledge and regarded his reflection. His thick jaw was covered with the shadow of a day or two’s growth of dark blond facial hair. Liam’s lengthy hair was getting too long in his opinion. The last time he’d had it cut was on the mine and that had been months ago. His blue eyes turned toward his bed.  
 
    He plopped down on the cobbled-together mattress and stared at the ceiling. There was a single orb of light hanging there, which blocked his view of the purple lines of energy flowing overhead. He kept running over his brief conversation with Saturn in his head, trying to think if he could have come at it from a better angle. Soon, his thoughts drifted to the energy flowing overhead. What was it? Where did it come from? Trailing thoughts of the alien technology carried him into a deep sleep. 
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    Planet Surya – The Caretaker’s Chambers 
 
    Toras flipped his tattered cape out of his way and stepped around his large stone desk to examine the man standing before him. He was a whole head shorter than Toras and wore a deep shade of blue that clung tightly to his entire body, the rough material giving the appearance of hardened scales that accentuated his toned frame. His face was obscured by a matching oblong helmet which ensured no skin on his body was visible. The black visor reflected Toras’ own eyes back at him. At his side hung an Ansaran laser pistol. 
 
    Toras didn’t like working with this sort of ilk, but sending his own men would be too obvious. The small man came with a reputation for discretion that was unparalleled in the system. Toras needed the best. He’d seen what that Kidd’s ship could do in battle and he couldn’t let him out of his sight. 
 
    “I want them followed,” Toras instructed. “Keep your distance. Don’t interfere with their mission unless you have to. Do what it is you do. Report your findings solely to me.” 
 
    The small man was silent, standing there before him with his hands calmly held behind his back. Toras wondered if he’d understood him. He let the silence continue a moment longer, and then said, “You came highly recommended, but I was never told your name.” 
 
    The man shook his head in response. 
 
    Toras retrieved a small device from his pocket and pressed his thumb down on top. A projection came to life several inches above his outstretched palm and a spinning image showing several sets of numbers was displayed in orange light. 
 
    “Your fee is steep, two million Anasaran Rooks. You know on Ansara you could buy a ship for that. I hope my colleagues were not mistaken in endorsing you.” 
 
    The small man pressed a finger on the metallic device in Toras’ hand and the numbers subtracted to zero, transferring out of the account. Toras closed his fingers over the device and the image disappeared, his hand falling to his side. 
 
    The mercenary turned on his heel and stepped silently toward the door. On his back was a small gray cape which had been torn to shreds, a gleaming blade partially hidden beneath. 
 
    Toras called after him and the small man stopped. 
 
    “If it costs this much to follow a man, what do you charge to kill?” 
 
    The man’s head turned and Toras felt eyes watching him from behind the blacked-out visor. The small man replied in a distorted and metallic voice, “Killing is on me.” 
 
    With that, he exited the chamber and Toras was left standing dumbfounded, one hand resting on his cold stone desk to prop himself up. The Caretaker raised up his other hand and looked at the small device in his palm. This was why he didn’t like working with bounty hunters, or mercenaries, or any of them. He never trusted a man he had to pay up front. Even less so when he didn’t know their name. 
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    Eight Days Later 
 
    The cockpit was abuzz with warning lights, flashing yellow and red, dancing along the walls and reflecting off the windows. Liam snapped awake from his nap and wiped caked drool from the corner of his mouth. In a daze, he examined his computer screen and scrolled through the foreign text. 
 
    “No, no, no,” Liam said quickly before jumping from his seat and tearing down the corridor. 
 
    Liam stopped when he reached the kitchen. The rest of the crew was sitting around the lone metal table eating compact orange buns Nix had made the day before from a grain native to the planet Surya. The table and its stools were bolted to the floor and against the wall toward the front of the ship was a series of built-in steel cabinets and drawers where their food was stored. Saturn and Ju-Long looked up at him from across the table questioningly. 
 
    Nix turned his head and was half out of his seat. He asked anxiously, “What is it?” 
 
    “We have a problem.” 
 
    Nix abandoned his bun and replied, “Lead the way.” 
 
    Liam led the crew back to the cockpit, where lights still flashed vigorously, making it difficult to see out the angular windows. The windows took up most of the front wall but narrowed down to slits less than a meter wide and offset by steel struts along the sides. The center console ran the length of the window, control panels lining the sides of the room all the way to the back. The two leather seats behind the pilot’s each had a workstation that extended out from the side hull.  
 
    Nix sat down in the pilot’s seat and examined the readouts. His golden eyes grew wide and he turned to regard Liam and the rest of the crew. He told them, “I knew they were not ghost stories.” 
 
    “Reapers?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “A telltale sign, yes. We’ve received a signal from a distress beacon. It’s a small Ansaran merchant ship. The damage to it looks extensive.” 
 
    Ju-Long clutched the back of the pilot’s chair with both of his bruised hands. His wounds had begun to heal nicely with regular treatments of Nerva plant, but the remnants still remained. One thing the plant couldn’t do was prevent scarring. Ju-Long bore several pink lines along his chest and arms shaped like the electrified knuckles of the tournament. Though he’d been spending a lot of time without his shirt so he could continue his treatments, he wore a loose-fitting brown shirt akin to Liam’s garment and brown pants of a rough material made by the same tailor. Ju-Long leaned over the chair and examined the console. He asked, “How far away is it?” 
 
    “It would take us several hours out of our way,” Nix replied. 
 
    “Shit,” Ju-Long cursed. “Looks like they’re on their own.” 
 
    Liam crossed his arms and regarded his aloof crewmate. It was clear despite his speech a week earlier that Ju-Long only had one thing on his mind. Liam said, “Who said we’re not going to help?” 
 
    Before Ju-Long could make his case, Nix spoke up. “If I may. I think we should investigate. If there are survivors, they may have seen a Kurazon Reaper. We may not get this opportunity to know our enemy again.” 
 
    “And we might be able to help them, right?” Saturn asked Nix. 
 
    Nix gazed at Saturn for a moment with a blank stare and then finally nodded and sighed, “Right, that too.” 
 
    Nix’s reluctant agreement struck home with Liam. It was more apparent all the time just how much he loathed the Ansarans. If Liam were in his position, he might have felt the same way. Liam had made his decision, though. “Sorry, Ju-Long, but Nix is right. We may not get this opportunity again and the information we could glean from the attack might prove useful.” 
 
    Ju-Long cursed in Chinese and left the cockpit. Nix stood and moved to follow him but Liam put a hand on his shoulder to stop him. 
 
    “Let him go, Nix. He just needs a minute to cool down.” 
 
    “He needs to understand.” 
 
    Saturn cocked her head to the side and asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t care what Zega says, the Reapers are a real threat. If we have a chance to find information on them besides rumors, it will be a first for my people. Everything up until now has been unsubstantiated stories from merchants and mercenaries. If we get proof, it could change Zega’s tune.” 
 
    “Why is it so important that Zega believes in these Reapers.” 
 
    “They are the vanguard of the Kurazon Throng. The stories are growing in number and now this? The Kurazon are moving while the Ansarans and Dinari do nothing. Our people have their heads in the sand and if we don’t do something about it soon, I fear we’ll be too late. Their recent attack on Surya was no fluke. The Kurazon are back and stronger than ever.” 
 
    Liam removed his hand from Nix and said, “I’ll set a course. Go and talk to Ju-Long. It will take a couple of hours to reach the ship. I’m going to need both of your heads on straight for this, got it?” 
 
    Nix nodded and brushed past Liam, down the long corridor to the cargo bay. 
 
    Liam sat in the pilot’s seat and took the controls, adjusting their heading to match the distress signal. Once locked in place, the computer spat out a number of readings in Dinari script. Liam’s head translated the text for him. It would take just over two hours to reach the ship at their current rate. The warning lights on the console began to die off until only the light from Liam’s screen remained. 
 
    “Two hours,” Liam said aloud. “Then we find out just what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    Saturn took the co-pilot’s chair and put her feet up on the console. Her boots were made from dark brown leather strips that were tightly woven together. They were different from the ones she wore on the planet. Liam wondered for a moment who she’d conned into making them for her. 
 
    “What do you think we’ll find?” Saturn asked. She adjusted her shoulders, digging into the hard leather seat and trying to find a comfortable position. 
 
    Liam knew from experience it wouldn’t be an easy task. Saturn had changed out of her tightly woven tank top and into a soft cloth shirt that hugged her body in every place and came down just over her wrists. Its lightly colored fabric offset against her tanned skin, especially in the low light of the cockpit. 
 
    “Once we’re closer we can scan for survivors,” Liam explained. 
 
    “And if there are none?” Saturn said, turning her head and regarding Liam. 
 
    He got the feeling she was testing him somehow. “What would we have done in our own system? Salvage what we can and move on.” 
 
    Saturn smirked and turned to look out her window, the stars slowly drifting by. “I was worried you’d lost your edge.” 
 
    “The rules aren’t the same in this system. We’re in unfamiliar territory.” 
 
    “I’ve never known you to be a stickler about the rules.” 
 
    Saturn’s tone was cutting, but she had a point. When they would run missions together in their own system there was only one rule: take what you can. It was a different place and a different time. A lot had happened since then. Even if she wouldn’t admit it, she’d changed too. 
 
    “There are larger things at stake here than profit. That said, I’m not going to turn my back on a golden opportunity.” 
 
    Saturn dropped her feet to the ground and raised herself out of her chair. She stepped into the aisle between the chairs and spoke softly, “There’s only two things that matter in our system or in any other. Money and Power. They say there’s no currency here by the outer planets, but that’s bullshit. We need to acquire favors. The more people in our debt the more power we’ll hold.” 
 
    “And what would we do with that power? I’m sure you don’t have a righteous goal in mind.” 
 
    Saturn looked surprised, as though she didn’t understand the question. For all of the time Liam had known her, pursuing the next job was all she thought about. It had never occurred to him that she might not even know why herself. Would any amount of money or power ever be enough? 
 
    Saturn responded, “Don’t ask stupid questions. You know what I mean. If a war really is brewing, we could only benefit from being owed favors. We need to keep Zega indebted to us at all costs.” 
 
    Saturn was saying one thing, but her eyes told a different story. In the past, Saturn had tried on two occasions to short him money, taking a larger share. Not that he’d ever let her get away with it. It was that give and take that was the hallmark of their friendship. Back then they both knew the other wasn’t to be trusted.  
 
    Despite that fact, they’d held a certain chemistry that was unexplainable. More often than not he’d found her vexing and impossible to work alongside, but then they’d share a moment together and they would talk like old friends rather than occasional accomplices. Liam felt their relationship changing all the time now. He never knew where he stood one minute to the next, and on top of that, she was hiding something important from him. 
 
    “Let’s say you’re right,” Liam began. “We’re not going to get very far off physical goods in this system. Our way forward lies in gathering information.” 
 
    Saturn started pacing the aisle between the chairs and asked, “You want us to be spies rather than smugglers?” 
 
    “You said it yourself, a war is on the horizon. Information can be deadlier than laser blasts.” 
 
    “I prefer smuggling. You can touch and feel stolen goods.” 
 
    Liam stood up from his chair and raised a finger up to Saturn’s chest. He was growing more heated the longer she talked. He spat, “Like it or not, we could play a big part in what’s to come. If you’re looking to be owed, sure, look at the small picture. Do a few smuggling jobs and earn the favors of a few. Or, we could turn the tide of the war and earn the debt of millions.” 
 
    Saturn batted his finger away and crossed her arms. She shook her head and replied, “Underneath all of that talk you’re becoming more self-righteous every day. I can see it. You’re not the same as before.” 
 
    “Every situation shapes who we’ll become. This is one of those moments. Are you still looking for that next job, or do you want something bigger?” 
 
    Saturn was beginning to get on his nerves. They could go on like this for hours and they had before. She was convinced her way was the only way even when evidence to the contrary was presented. Saturn’s expression darkened. Liam had seen that look before. She was about to burst. 
 
    “Don’t think I don’t know what this is about,” she shouted. “You couldn’t have saved her, Liam. Dwelling on it won’t bring her back, and neither will gallivanting around the galaxy being a do-gooder.” 
 
    Saturn turned and stormed off before Liam could reply, quickly disappearing down the curving hallway and out of sight. 
 
    Liam was left alone in the cockpit, only the faint hum of the engines keeping him company. He glanced at his console. Still one hour and forty-five minutes left. Liam’s mind reeled, his eyes glazing over while he watched the stars go by. His jaw clenched tight and he gritted his teeth. He slammed his fist down on a flat metal piece of the console, the clank reverberating off the walls. Deep inside the recesses of his mind, he wondered if he was making the right choice. What if this was a trap? 
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    One and a Half Hours Later 
 
    The Garuda was approaching the drifting Ansaran freighter, the alien vessel spinning slightly off-kilter through space and its engines dead. The craft was boxy for an Ansaran ship, with little of the flair of the sleek vessels Liam had seen at Akaru Colony. Its hull was lit by flickering white lights, scorch marks emblazoned on it where it was struck by laser blasts. 
 
    “Run a 360 scan,” Liam ordered. 
 
    Nix sat in the co-pilot’s chair fidgeting with the controls. He brought up a hologram of the space around them out to two million kilometers. The orange glow of the image was strong to Liam’s eyes after sitting in the darkness of the cockpit for so long. 
 
    “Nothing,” Nix said. “Running a diagnostic of the Ansaran Vessel.” 
 
    Countless words in Dinari script scrolled up Nix’s screen. Despite Liam’s translator, Nix was far faster at reading the strange text and scrolled through it quickly. Finally, he looked to Liam and said, “Those blasts were made from Kurazon weapons.” 
 
    “Were there any survivors?” 
 
    Nix shook his head. “None.” 
 
    It was as he feared. Now there was only one thing left to do. He asked, “What about life support? Is there air to breathe?” 
 
    “Several decks of the ship were closed off but the main deck still has breathable air. If I had to guess, I’d say it was an automatic measure to protect the bridge.” 
 
    Liam covered his mouth with his hand and thought for a moment, absently stroking his few days’ growth of beard. There were certainly risks involved with boarding the ship, but it would be worth it if they could learn more about their attackers. 
 
    “Let’s attach to the rear section. I’ll copy their logs and see what I can find out. A quick job.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Nix said quickly. “I’m more familiar with Ansaran technology.” 
 
    Liam considered their Dinari guide for a moment. He was usually more reluctant to associate himself with the Ansarans in any form. Nix didn’t appear to have an ulterior motive, so Liam nodded and said, “Then it’s settled. Ju-Long and Saturn, keep a lookout for any activity within scanner range. Contact us if anything changes. This shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    “I’m timing you,” Ju-Long replied, the sincerity in his tone peeking out despite his efforts to conceal it. 
 
    “Be careful,” Saturn said before inserting a communication device into her ear. “I’ll be monitoring you every step of the way.” 
 
    Something about the way she said it made Liam think she meant it more as a threat than a comforting sentiment. Liam turned his attention back to the controls. They were quickly gaining on the drifting ship. Liam fired the reverse thrusters and matched their velocity and rotational vector. He moved the ship closer until it was only feet away. Nix brought up a holographic projection of the ship below them as Liam maneuvered their vessel to match the Ansaran craft’s airlock. With a loud clunk, Liam attached The Garuda to the alien ship with numerous magnetic clamps. 
 
    Liam took his hands off his controls and sat back in his chair. He turned to Nix and asked, “Do you want to do it?” 
 
    Nix pressed a button on his side of the console and a metal tube a few feet wide extended out and connected with the Ansaran ship’s airlock. “It should take a moment to depressurize and then we can proceed.” 
 
    “Let’s not take any chances.” 
 
    Nix said eagerly, “To the armory?” 
 
    Liam smiled and confirmed, “To the armory.” 
 
    “Boys,” Saturn mumbled under her breath while shaking her head. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Liam holstered his crescent-shaped energy weapon and examined a circular hatch on the floor of the cargo bay. He found the red button on the side and pressed it. The hatch opened with several shards of metal retracting in an outward spiral to the edges. Beyond the hatch was a ladder lit by flashing yellow lights. 
 
    “I’ll go first. The airlock can be fickle,” Nix said, descending down the first few rungs of the ladder. 
 
    “Great,” Liam said under his breath. The last thing he needed was a technological breakdown. 
 
    Liam followed Nix down the ladder and felt the gravity increasing as they entered a region covered by both ships’ gravitational fields. His body felt like it was dragging around far too much extra weight. Luckily, they didn’t have to go far. Nix stopped and pressed a yellow button on the wall. The circular hatch above them closed and they were left with the flashing lights lining the tube. Liam felt the air pressure changing to match the other side. He suddenly felt light-headed, but was just able to maintain his grip on the ladder. 
 
    After nearly a minute, the hatch opened below them and Nix continued down into the Ansaran ship. Liam descended through the hatch, the Ansaran craft’s ladder ashen by comparison to The Garuda’s aging metal rungs. Gravity seemed to return to a normal level and Liam turned in a circle to take in his surroundings. 
 
    The ship looked relatively intact on the inside, but for the occasional scorch along the white walls where a laser had struck. They were in a passageway on the top deck of the ship which led to the bridge at the front of the freighter. Orbs of light lined the center of the corridor, several of them shattered by lasers leaving parts of the hallway in relative darkness. Toward the front of the ship, Liam saw traces of red in contrast to the white walls next to him. 
 
    Liam touched his earpiece with his index finger, ensuring it was firmly lodged in place. “Saturn, do you read me?” 
 
    “I’ve got you,” Saturn’s voice said into his ear. 
 
    Liam nodded to Nix, pulling his energy weapon from its holster. “This way.” 
 
    Nix retrieved his weapon and followed Liam cautiously in the direction of the bridge. The corridor was less than one hundred meters long with countless offshoots, each of them sealed behind octagonal white doors. As they approached the bridge, trails of blood were caked onto the floor lining their path. Despite the blood, Liam couldn’t see any bodies ahead. Finally, they approached the bridge, its wide door precisely cut along eight sides. Each of the dozen tracks of red led up to the massive door. 
 
    Liam spoke to Saturn over his intercom, “We’re at the bridge. Are you getting any readings?” 
 
    Saturn’s voice filled his ear, “Nothing. You’re all clear.” 
 
    Liam approached the door’s controls and pressed the square button, which quickly flashed bright green. There was no response. He pressed the button again. The flashing ceased. 
 
    “It must be locked from the inside,” Nix mused. “Stand back.” 
 
    Liam backed away and leveled his weapon at the octagonal door. Nix charged his crescent-shaped gun and released an energy blast at the controls, the ball of lightning sending sparks back at them. The white door opened a couple of feet along its vertical seam, just enough to slide through. Nix exchanged a glance with Liam before slipping through to the other side. Liam followed him into the darkened chamber. 
 
    The smell is what caught Liam first. More than a dozen decomposing Ansaran bodies lined the bridge in a semicircle around the door. Each was posed in different positions, held up by vicious pikes which tore through their backs and out their mouths. Liam covered his mouth in an attempt to prevent himself from vomiting. Nix’s sense of smell must have been muted because he remained focused, approaching the center of the half circle in awe. Now Liam wished the vessel’s life support had failed, allowing the cold of space to freeze the bodies and cut the smell of death. 
 
    Saturn’s voice filled Liam’s ear, “What is it? What do you see?” 
 
    Liam ignored her and stepped forward to see what Nix was looking at. In the center, Liam saw a very familiar face. The Ansaran’s robes were more ornate than the others, denoting his position of authority. The exiled Ansaran hadn’t made it that far after all. Ragnar, the former Caretaker of Akaru Colony, was the most mangled of all. His bowels hung from his stomach and were arranged at his feet in the shape of a symbol Liam found familiar. “What does that say?” 
 
    Nix turned his golden eyes on Liam and whispered, “It is the Ansaran word for vengeance. But this was not the work of Ansarans.” 
 
    “Kurazon.” 
 
    “We need to find the logs quickly. We can’t linger here.” 
 
    Liam nodded and followed him past the bodies to a chair which stood in the center of the circular bridge that could only have been the Captain’s chair. Nix sat down and manipulated the controls to bring up a hologram of the bridge. 
 
    “Saturn, I’m sending the logs back to The Garuda now. Let me know when you’ve received them.” 
 
    “Copy.” 
 
    Liam approached the orange-hued hologram. It could have been clearer, but it was a fairly good representation of the bridge, only several workers were bustling around performing their duties while Ragnar sat in his chair snoring. The ship shook and Ragnar was thrown out of the seat. The hologram cut to a later timeframe. Six massive Kurazon stood in the octagonal doorway to the bridge. Ragnar stood to face them and the hologram began playing back audio. 
 
    “It’s you,” Ragnar said. “I take it Crius has been deposed.” 
 
    A Kurazon with dark face paint approached Ragnar while his followers spread out around the bridge. He cradled his left arm, wounded but frightening nonetheless. Once they moved, Liam could see several Ansaran bodies lining the corridor behind them. 
 
    “Crius was not fit to lead,” the Kurazon said. “You know why I have come?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ragnar confirmed. 
 
    A smile crept over the Kurazon’s lips. “Your death will not be quick.” 
 
    The hologram cut out, dissolving in the air before Liam. He knew that voice, but that was impossible. The Kurazon that crashed on Surya’s surface were killed. But he’d seen it with his own eyes. The Kurazon with the blue face paint was alive and seeking revenge. 
 
    “Did you get that?” Nix asked Saturn through his intercom. 
 
    “Got it. What do you think this means?” 
 
    Liam crossed his arms and looked out the bridge’s windows to the blackness of space. “Regardless of whether the Reapers exist or not, the Kurazon are out for revenge. We need to get off this ship.” 
 
    “No argument here,” Nix said, standing from the Captain’s chair. 
 
    When he did, the few orbs of light overhead clouded over with a red film, bathing them in crimson. The deep voice of a Kurazon rang out overhead. 
 
    “Those who seek to disrupt this shrine will die a coward’s death.” 
 
    Shortly after, a hologram of a clock appeared over the Captain’s chair. It began counting down from two minutes. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Liam asked. 
 
    Nix and Liam gazed at each other in horror. 
 
    “Run!” Nix yelled. 
 
    The two of them scrambled to the octagonal door, squeezing through just before it clamped shut. The lights in the long hallway had turned red as well, making it harder to make out where they needed to go. They sprinted down the corridor, slipping on partially coagulated blood. 
 
    “Saturn, prep the ship for takeoff,” Liam huffed into his intercom. “When I give the signal, detach us from the other ship and get us the hell out of here.” 
 
    “What’s happening down there?” 
 
    “Just do it!” Liam screamed. 
 
    Liam reached the ladder first and tore up the rungs, opening the hatch when he reached the top. The two of them climbed up into the tube and Nix closed the hatch behind them. He continued to climb up to The Garuda’s airlock and pressed the button on the console when he reached the top. Nothing. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nix asked. 
 
    “It’s stuck,” Liam said frantically. 
 
    “What do you mean it’s stuck?” 
 
    Nix climbed up beside him and began hitting the console with his clawed fist. It wasn’t very scientific, but it was effective. The circular hatch spiraled open and Liam scrambled out into the cargo bay followed by Nix, who quickly closed the airlock. 
 
    “Now, Saturn,” Liam yelled into his intercom while lying on his back, huffing air. 
 
    Liam heard a clank as they detached, followed by the rumble of their engines. He got to his feet and dragged Nix up from his knees to a standing position. Together they ran through the curving passageway to the cockpit. Saturn sat in the pilot’s seat with her arm through the copper circle, maneuvering the ship. When they approached, she turned her head and asked, “What the hell happened down there?” 
 
    The Garuda shook violently, toppling Liam and Nix to the floor. Saturn brought up the rear cameras and watched the Ansaran vessel explode, the fire being eaten by the vacuum of space as fast as it was being produced. Still, countless metal fragments were shot in all directions, some of them glancing off The Garuda’s hull. 
 
    Ju-Long stared at the image on his console, clearly excited by the blast. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Saturn asked him. 
 
    “I was starting to think this mission would be boring.” 
 
    “So, it was worth the trip after all?” Liam asked. 
 
    Ju-Long’s smile faded and he brought up a star chart, setting their course once again for Narra. He said insolently, “It depends on what we find on Narra. If that’s all the excitement I get I’d have been better off on Surya.” 
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    Two Hours Later – The Garuda’s Galley 
 
    “I thought the Ansarans killed all of the Kurazon on the surface,” Saturn said before taking a sip of her tea made from Nerva plant. 
 
    Liam swirled his finger through his bowl of broth, waiting for it to cool down enough to drink. Nix had been hard at work on some new recipes and Liam was still gun-shy from his strange concoctions. Most of the time they smelled far worse than they tasted, but his cooking ability outside of making Leguma was questionable. 
 
    He raised his head and regarded Saturn, who was immediately calmer after drinking her tea. She let out her signature black ponytail and her hair fell just past her shoulders. She ran her fingers through to take out the tangles. Her dark brown eyes were warm for once and a small smile crept up her lips like she just came out of a snowstorm and into the warmth of a fire. 
 
    Liam affirmed, “I don’t think we can trust anything the Ansarans tell us. I remember the face of that Kurazon warlord anywhere. He took control after Crius; he calls the shots now.” 
 
    Nix crossed the room from the cabinets along the far wall with a metal mug in tow. When he sat down on his stool he reached to the center of the table and pulled the pot of Nerva tea off the heating element, filling his cup to the brim. “The question is, what are his plans?” 
 
    Nix and Saturn sat silently sipping their tea while Liam decided to test his broth. Liam raised the piping-hot bowl to his lips and took a small slurp. The citrusy flavor was less repellent than the other dishes Nix had made in the last week, but was still far too strong to fully enjoy. He felt the roof of his mouth with his tongue. A small flap of skin hung down where the broth had burned him. Liam hated that feeling. 
 
    Liam gasped for cool air to fill his mouth, and then asked Nix, “Are the stories of the Reapers consistent with what we saw on the Ansaran vessel?” 
 
    Nix nodded in silence. He’d been fairly quiet since they returned to the ship. What they’d seen proved the stories were right and Zega had his head in Surya’s coarse sand. Now that he’d seen the truth for himself, there was no denying the implications. The Kurazon were growing stronger. 
 
    Liam thought out loud, “So this new Kurazon lord finds his way off Surya, rallies his troops, kills Ragnar, and then rigs the ship to explode. What’s his next move?” 
 
    Saturn set her mug down on the table and used it to warm her hands. “He clearly wants revenge, but there’s a lot of ways he could go about exacting it.” 
 
    Nix raised his eyes from his cup and said, “I might have an idea.” 
 
    Liam and Saturn looked to Nix expectantly, to which he responded by finishing his mug of tea and staring off into space. 
 
    “During the war,” Nix continued, “The Kurazon sought revenge for their race. They felt they’d been wronged millennia ago and wanted to take back Ansara. Obviously, their plan failed. Still, they managed to kill millions of Ansarans and Dinari alike in the process. The Kurazon with the blue war paint seemed stronger than Crius, physically and from a leadership standpoint. The Kurazon follow those who project power. It’s all they know or respect.” 
 
    Liam pushed his bowl of broth away. It would take a while for it to cool anyway. He looked to Nix and said, “Two months ago they attacked Surya, now they’ve killed its former Caretaker. They don’t strike me as stupid.” 
 
    Nix shook his head. “Far from it. During the war the Reapers were a small sect within the Kurazon fleet, known especially for their viciousness and willingness to play by a different set of rules than the whole. The Reapers are the vanguard of a much larger force. There’s been silence from the Kurazon for generations, so there’s no way to know just how powerful they’ve become. It seems the Kurazon want a war but this time they’re going about it differently.” 
 
    “How so?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “Crius was brazen like the Kurazon of old. He rallied some ships and attacked Akaru Colony without much forethought. This new Kurazon lord is different. He acts with caution, carefully planning his next move. Like a ghost, he’ll be hard to track.” 
 
    “It’s guerrilla warfare,” Liam said. 
 
    “I do not know this phrase,” Nix replied. 
 
    “It means he’ll focus on small strikes, ones he knows he can win. Taking out a lone ship here and there might not sound like much, but the impact could be large in the long term. If I’m right and he’s playing the long game, it means we’re already several steps behind.” 
 
    Nix filled his mug with more tea and poured a bit into his mouth. “The Ansarans aren’t preparing for a war and most of the Dinari have lost their warrior spirit. The tournament is the last remnant of the old ways. The people need to know what’s coming. If we don’t do something, the Kurazon could whittle away at the Alliance before they even know what’s happening.” 
 
    Liam nodded and said, “Narra is still our objective. The research facility might provide us with the answers we need. If there’s anywhere we can find out more about the Reapers, I think this facility might be it.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Nix said. “For all of our sakes.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Two Days Later 
 
    Liam walked toward the cargo bay from the living quarters, growing more frustrated by the minute. The Garuda wasn’t a very large ship, but even so, Ju-Long had managed to find a few hiding places. When Liam reached the cargo bay he stood with his hands on his hips, scanning the room. Nix came out from the corridor to the cockpit and cocked his head to the side, his clawed hands peeking out of his robes and clasping one another. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” he asked. 
 
    “Have you seen Ju-Long?” 
 
    Nix shook his head. “No, but you might check the engine room.” 
 
    “Engine room?” 
 
    Now that he thought about it, it was obvious that The Garuda would have an engine room, though he’d never seen it. Nix approached the center wall of the cargo bay to an area they called the armory, although Liam had seen breathing apparatuses, goggles, and all manner of other items stored as well. He found a switch on the wall and flipped it up. The wall moved back a few inches and then split in two, revealing a grated metal staircase leading down to a lower level. 
 
    “Has this always been here?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Of course it has,” Nix said with a laugh. “How do you think we get anywhere?” 
 
    Nix shook his head and continued on toward his quarters. 
 
    The Dinari technology was still so foreign to Liam that Nix could have told him the ship ran on Leguma and he might have believed him. 
 
    Liam stood at the top of the staircase gazing down into the relative darkness. Lines of flashing purple ran along the walls and lit the passageway. Liam descended, taking each step cautiously to keep his balance on the steep metal stairs. When he reached the bottom, he found himself in a long room that curved up from the floor, countless steel struts spaced every so often to strengthen the hull in the rounded chamber. Thick pipes lined the low ceilings, some of them pulsing along with the hum of the engines. Two long cylinders that were several meters in girth lay side by side ahead of him. They seemed to be the source of the mysterious purple energy. 
 
    Between the two cylinders, Ju-Long hung from a pipe, his brown shirt discarded on the grated floor below. His back was turned to Liam while he pulled his chin up to the bar several times in succession. The muscles of his back contracted, sweating profusely from the combination of exertion and the heat that came off the engines. After several more repetitions Ju-Long dropped from the pipe and stood breathing heavily. From the purple reflections gleaming off his skin, Liam saw several bruises remained where the electrified barbs had struck. Most were far along the healing process, though the discoloration remained. 
 
    “You’re interrupting my workout,” Ju-Long said, still with his back turned. 
 
    “I was hoping you had a minute to talk.” 
 
    Ju-Long turned his head without moving from his spot between the engines. “Now’s not a good time.” 
 
    “We haven’t seen a lot of you since we boarded the Ansaran vessel. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I’ll be better when this milk run is finished.” 
 
    Liam took a couple of steps toward Ju-Long and asked, “Do you know why we’re going to Narra?” 
 
    “To find the Quantum Trigger. To get back to Earth where everything is perfect.” 
 
    Ju-Long’s sarcastic tone was not lost on Liam. 
 
    “You know there’s more to it than that.” 
 
    Ju-Long turned to face him, his muscles pulsing with every breath. Standing there in the purple light he looked more intimidating than ever. The look on his face was dangerous. “Is there? You would abandon these people in a heartbeat if it meant we could make it home. And for what? Vesta Corporation would have you back on a mine in months.” 
 
    “No one said anything about abandoning anyone. If you’d have been involved in the crew’s discussions instead of being so absorbed with yourself, you’d see what we’re trying to do.” 
 
    “Absorbed? I have a chance in this system to make something of myself; to be somebody. If I return to Earth, I’ll only wind up dead.” 
 
    “I’m going to destroy it.” 
 
    Ju-Long shook his head and turned away from Liam, jumping back up to the pipe and continuing his workout. 
 
    “You don’t believe me?” Liam asked. 
 
    In between repetitions he said, “I’ll believe it when I see it.” 
 
    Liam started back toward the staircase and stopped after a few meters. He said over his shoulder, “We’re going to need your help on Narra. When you’re done brooding you know where to find us. It’s a small ship.” 
 
    Ju-Long didn’t respond. Instead, he dropped from the bar and went right into doing pushups. Liam frowned and started up the stairs. Getting through to Ju-Long was going to be harder than he’d originally thought. He was so focused on making a name for himself with the Dinari people he was unconcerned with the bigger picture. He only hoped Ju-Long’s caginess would be short-lived. Liam could only guess at what they’d find on Narra and he couldn’t afford to be down one crew member. 
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    Two Weeks Later – 75,000 Miles from Narra 
 
    Narra’s lush green surface captivated Liam as The Garuda began its approach toward the small planet. The twin moons of Narra were visible on either side of the cockpit, offset along each horizon, one slightly smaller and farther away. Liam pulled his seat’s straps over his shoulders and clicked the center latch in place. He slipped his arm through the copper ring and took the ship off auto-pilot with the flip of a switch. 
 
    After pulling her straps over her long-sleeved white shirt, Saturn pulled up a hologram of the surface and pointed to a location in the Northern hemisphere. Most of the surface was covered in jungle with several small seas cut out of one major continent. The spot she’d pointed to was blinking red. It was the location Zega had told them about. An Ansaran research facility in the heart of the jungle. 
 
    “Interesting,” Saturn said. 
 
    “What is it?” Liam said, looking over at her screen. 
 
    “I’m picking up a small Dinari settlement near the facility. It doesn’t look like they intermingle with the Ansarans like they do on Surya.” 
 
    Nix couldn’t help but laugh. “Most of the colonies are fully segregated.” 
 
    That shouldn’t have come as any surprise. After spending some time on Surya, it was clear to Liam that there was a complicated class structure not only between species, but within as well. Earth was no better. For all of the visible progress made on race relations on his planet, the undertow remained. The utopian messages of politicians only fooled those who never left their high towers. 
 
    “Have you ever been to Narra before?” Liam asked Nix. 
 
    “No, but I’ve heard about it. The Dinari here will not be like the Dinari on Surya.” 
 
    Liam turned his head and regarded Nix in the seat behind Saturn. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed Ju-Long sitting in silence with his arms crossed, staring out the window. Liam ignored his gloomy crewmate and asked Nix, “How are they different?” 
 
    “The Dinari on these backwater colonies are supposed to be rough creatures, without any refinement that comes from civilized society. If we encounter them, let me do the talking. They won’t respond well to outsiders.” 
 
    Liam nodded and turned his attention back to the green planet. They would be breaching the outer atmosphere any minute and he needed to focus on putting them down in an innocuous location. He pointed to the holographic image of the planet, the globe shining orange beneath his hand and rippling at his touch. 
 
    “If we take a steep descent, we might avoid unwanted contact. I can put us down a few miles from the facility at this open patch here.” 
 
    Saturn smiled and said, “The old HALO trick. It’s been awhile.” 
 
    “HALO?” Nix asked, confused. 
 
    Saturn explained, “High Altitude, Low Open. It’s an old parachuting maneuver used to avoid detection.” 
 
    “I don’t know this word, parachuting.” 
 
    She shook her head and said, “Don’t worry, you’ll get it in a minute.” 
 
    Liam hardened his grip on the controls as the ship began to feel the atmospheric pressure build. Narra’s atmosphere was denser than Surya’s and thick with humidity. After breaching the upper atmosphere droplets of water began forming on the cockpit window and rushing back over the top of the ship. It wasn’t raining but the air itself was moist beyond belief. 
 
    “Six thousand feet,” Liam said. “Extend landing struts.” 
 
    Saturn flipped a switch on her side of the cockpit’s center console and Liam heard the landing gear come out. He found the switch to release The Garuda’s wings and flicked it, firing the reverse thrusters simultaneously to slow their descent. Liam felt his insides climb up into his throat and his chest heave against his straps. A moment later they were gliding over the jungle and marveling at the thick vegetation and the sage green sky. 
 
    Nix groaned and complained, “A little warning next time would be nice.” 
 
    “Hey,” Saturn said, “I tried to warn you.” 
 
    “Over there,” Liam said, pointing to a clearing. 
 
    Liam turned the ship toward the open glade and pushed his arm forward in the copper ring, simultaneously cutting the power to the accelerator. He hovered over the patch of grass for a moment and then dropped the ship down, the landing gear sinking a few feet into the damp soil beneath. Liam removed his arm from the circle and powered down the engines. He looked out the rapidly fogging cockpit window trying to make out any sign of a facility but he saw none. They’d landed about two miles away from where Zega had told them the facility was, but through the dense vines outside he couldn’t see much of anything. He sat back in his chair and said, “Narra. Guess we get to check another planet off the list.” 
 
    “At least we won’t die of thirst on this one,” Saturn said cynically. 
 
    Liam unbuckled his straps and stood, stretching and cracking his back. He started toward the cargo bay without a word and the rest of the crew followed suit. The earlier scans of the planet showed that it was safe to breathe the air. Narra was one of the earlier planets to be terraformed, but for some reason it hadn’t been colonized like Surya. A nagging thought told him it must have had something to do with the research facility and the falsified radiation leak Zega had mentioned. 
 
    After reaching the cargo bay, Liam opened the storage lockers and began pulling out weapons and handing them to the crew. Liam strapped one of the crescent-shaped energy weapons to his thigh and took a long blade as well. Getting through the vegetation might prove more trouble than he’d originally thought. After he was satisfied the crew had everything they needed, Liam hit the square red button at the top of the ramp and it descended into the lush grass of the clearing, sinking slightly into the moist jungle floor. 
 
    Liam started down the ramp first and tested the ground. It didn’t give nearly as much with his weight compared to the ramp and landing gear, but it was still wet as though it had recently rained. Saturn joined him at the bottom and she examined a curved screen attached to her forearm with their location blinking in yellow on a black background. 
 
    She turned to her left and gazed out at the dense foliage which jutted up from the ground more than two hundred feet. The bright sun reflected off her tight shirt, the moisture in the air making it cling to her body even more. She pointed to the edge of the clearing and said, “The facility should be due West of our location, through there.” 
 
    Liam spun in a circle examining the clearing, which was just big enough to allow twenty meters on all sides of the ship. Something seemed strange to him. He kept looking around expecting to see or hear something. Then it came to him. Silence. There were no animals, no bugs, no birds. Nothing. It truly was a manufactured planet and its only residents were the Dinari colonists and the Ansaran researchers. 
 
    Liam turned back to Saturn and nodded. “We’d better get moving. Even two miles could take all day in this.” 
 
    Ju-Long pulled his machete from his leather belt with a smile crossing his face for the first time in days. His brown leather tank top had hardened scales sewn into it. Ju-Long’s biceps bulged as he gripped his weapon tighter. He used the blade to pick Nerva plant from his teeth and said, “I never shy away from a good workout.” 
 
    Ju-Long led the way to the edge of the clearing, followed closely by Saturn, still watching the screen on her wrist. Nix remained behind looking troubled. 
 
    “What is it?” Liam asked. 
 
    The Dinari bore a worried expression, made more pronounced with his wringing hands. His deep yellow eyes darted around the tree line, searching for something unseen and unheard. He said softly, “It’s the silence. You’ve heard it too?” 
 
    “Narra was terraformed wasn’t it? Maybe no animals were introduced here.” 
 
    “No, while my knowledge of this world is limited, I do know that this place once teemed with life. We know the Ansaran researchers conducted experiments here during the war, but the nature of them evades us. There were rumors of testing on lesser animals. Terrible stories. It’s curious though, isn’t it?” 
 
    Liam considered the apprehensive Dinari and suggested, “Maybe something drove them away.” 
 
    “If that’s true, I only hope we don’t encounter whatever caused the silence.” 
 
    It sounded like Nix was worried about more than Ansaran researchers, but Liam didn’t get a chance to ask. 
 
    Saturn called to them from the edge of the glade, “Are you two coming?” 
 
    Liam slicked his damp blond hair back behind his ears and pulled his machete from his belt, waving to Saturn. He told Nix, “I hope so too.” 
 
    Nix nodded and followed Liam to the others at the edge of the jungle. The Dinari pressed a button on a flat circular device in his palm and The Garuda’s ramp retracted, clanking shut. He returned the device to the inner pocket of his tunic and pulled a long knife from a horizontal sheath attached to his lower back. 
 
    Liam tightened his grip on his own blade, a knife with a slight curve that looked pounded together from multiple alloys, swirling with different colors of metal. His eyes scanned the jungle’s edge as he approached, keeping them trained on the vines overhead and searching for signs of movement. After his run-in with the Kurazon a few months earlier he wouldn’t be caught unaware again. 
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    Liam hacked through a vine the size of his neck and continued trudging through the dense foliage. Ju-Long was just in front of him tirelessly cutting his way forward. It was midday by Liam’s estimate, but few rays penetrated to the jungle floor. The dirt had become more compacted under his feet as they walked, making him wonder if they’d found an old path. In the last hundred feet Ju-Long had to cut fewer and fewer branches. Though the path couldn’t have been used recently, but it was the first sign Liam had seen that someone had once lived in the area. 
 
    Liam heard a twig snap off to his right and he put his hand up to stop Saturn and Nix behind him. He whispered to Ju-Long up ahead, “Hold up.” 
 
    Ju-Long turned around and rested his machete on his sweaty bare shoulder. He’d taken off his shirt and wrapped the soaked leather around his waist, several of the scales popping off when he tied off the rough animal skin. Between the physicality of their trek and the humidity, Ju-Long was dripping from head to toe. He said without regard to the volume of his voice, “We’re almost there. We should push on.” 
 
    Liam held up his index finger to shush him while he looked around the jungle canopy for movement. Out of the corner of his eye he thought he saw something and quickly turned to see several large leaves fluttering down to the packed soil. To his left Liam saw a flash of something green and whipped his head around. 
 
    “There,” Liam said pointing to a thick branch off to the left of the path. 
 
    Ju-Long approached him to see where he was looking, but said, “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Nix said. 
 
    Liam felt a sharp point in his back and he instinctively turned and slashed with his blade. The tip of a wicker spear fell to the ground and a frightened young Dinari dropped the other end and scooted away. His skin was patched with the same greens of the jungle, perfectly camouflaged to his environment. Ju-Long leveled his machete, ready to pounce. 
 
    “Wait,” Nix yelled, making his way between Liam and the young Dinari. 
 
    “There could be more of them,” Ju-Long said. 
 
    “I’d expect so,” Liam said. “This one doesn’t look old enough to be out on his own.” 
 
    Nix turned his back to Liam and knelt down in front of the Dinari child. “We’ve come from Akaru Colony along the outer reaches. Will you take us to your elder?” 
 
    The young Dinari whispered something to Nix, who looked over his shoulder to Liam and said, “No, they are not Ansaran, nor are they Kurazon. They are friends.” 
 
    The Dinari didn’t look convinced and pointed toward the path they’d been following. He said, “We don’t go this way. The masters will not have it.” 
 
    “Is that where the Ansaran research facility is located?” Saturn asked. 
 
    The child’s eyes gravitated to Saturn. For a moment he said nothing, and then finally he nodded and whispered, “No one goes inside. Empty for weeks. The elder has said, so it is true.” 
 
    “Will you take us to your village?” Nix asked. 
 
    The frightened Dinari objected, “I will get in trouble.” 
 
    “You are already in trouble,” a stern voice said from behind them. 
 
    Liam turned to see a towering Dinari with similar markings, his golden eyes narrowed at them with one hand gripping an Ansaran laser pistol. He was muscular in the chest and shoulders but his shape tapered off at his waist, leaving him with a lean but strong foundation. He dug the hooked claws on his feet into the soil, perhaps out of frustration with the young Dinari. His deep voice boomed, “Go, Vec.” 
 
    The little Dinari ran, quickly planting his foot on the trunk of a tree and then acrobatically leaping up to a high branch, disappearing into the dense vegetation. 
 
    “What do you want with the elder, outsiders?” 
 
    Nix stood and sheathed his knife. He cautiously approached the large Dinari and replied, “We’ve been sent here regarding the research facility. What do you know of it?” 
 
    “From what planet do you hail?” 
 
    “I am Nix of the Planet Surya. These three humans are with me. They’ve become stranded in this system and something in that facility could help them return to where they came from.” 
 
    Liam noticed Ju-Long twinge as Nix explained. They were there for far more dangerous reasons, but the plight of someone simply wanting to return home resonated with most people. He had to give Nix some credit. 
 
    Nix continued, “What can I call you?” 
 
    “I am Jalin. Protector of the free Dinari of Narra.” 
 
    Ju-Long opened his mouth to ask a question but Liam stopped him. Nix nodded politely and said, “An admirable post. The elder, will you take us?” 
 
    The Dinari lowered his laser pistol a few inches and considered Liam and the crew. 
 
    Nix insisted, “This is a conversation best suited for the elder. There is much to tell and our time wanes.” 
 
    Jalin shifted his gaze between each of the crew as though gauging their intentions. Liam sheathed his blade and urged Ju-Long to follow suit. The Dinari finally lowered his weapon to his side and stood up straight. 
 
    “Very well,” Jalin said. “Follow.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    The large Dinari pushed past a tangle of vines, leading the crew into a glade filled with makeshift huts. The miniature homes were built from downed tree branches and held together by flexible vines. The tops of the huts were made from a branch framework with large leaves woven in to protect from the rain. Liam felt as though he’d traveled back in time. These Dinari had almost no technology, but what they did have looked scrapped from Ansaran leftovers. He wondered how it was possible that Nix and these other Dinari could be so different and yet so similar. 
 
    At the edge of the village several more Dinari appeared. Liam and the crew reached for their weapons but they were quickly taken and the crew was restrained by the beefy guards. They were led to a square hut at the center of the village, in steep contrast to the much smaller rounded dwellings. Two torches were lit on either side of the entrance, providing a little light inside the entryway but hardly enough to see by. 
 
    The guards shoved them through the doorway one by one, remaining outside to ensure they couldn’t leave. In the near darkness a figure sat cross-legged in front of them. A faint glow appeared inside his closed hand, seeping out through the cracks. He opened his clawed hand and the orb floated there, growing with intensity until the room was fully lit. 
 
    An ancient Dinari sat before them grinding away at a bundle of leaves in a little cup. He banged a stone instrument against the side of the bowl and picked up a pinch of the crushed leaves. 
 
    “Why have you come?” the old Dinari asked, his glazed eyes turning questioningly to Nix. 
 
    “Zega sent us. He sends his regards and regrets that he couldn’t make it.” 
 
    The timeworn Dinari let out a hearty laugh, ending with a throaty cough. “Zega lives. Of course he would be alive. The bastard never had the good sense to die.” 
 
    “You know each other?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Zega is known on many worlds, but he’s rarely welcomed on any. Yes, I’m afraid to say I knew him. I’m the only man I know to whom he owes a favor.” 
 
    Saturn smiled and said, “I was hoping we’d be the first.” 
 
    “What do you know of the Ansaran research facility nearby?” Nix asked. 
 
    The elder held up his handful of crushed leaves and sprinkled them over his tongue. His golden eyes opened wide and his pupils dilated. He blew out a calm breath of air and said, “My people were brought here generations ago to serve the Ansaran researchers. We did as we were told until a few short weeks ago. During the night, several cargo ships came and went. When we reported for duty the next day everyone was gone.” 
 
    Liam itched the long scar on his cheek, which guided several beads of sweat down his face. He’d gotten used to the heat from Surya, but the humidity was another story. He asked the elder, “Do you know a way into the facility?” 
 
    “We were never allowed inside the main facility. Attached to the side of the structure are living quarters for the Ansaran guards. We would clean and cook for them there.” 
 
    The elder’s eyes seemed far-off. Whatever plant he’d consumed had a profound effect on him. Nix was intent on the crushed green substance, worried for his fellow Dinari. Liam wondered if Nix knew what it was. 
 
    “Are you alright, elder?” Nix probed. 
 
    “I’m not as young as I once was. This herb keeps my mind off the pain so I can focus.” 
 
    Nix gave the elder a look of pity. His respect for the elder seemed to be deeply rooted, something uncommon on any human colony. Their traditions were old, perhaps the only thing they could cling to after the war. Liam frowned and asked the elder, “Without supplies from the Ansarans, how will your people survive?” 
 
    The elder’s eyes focused on him and he said, “We all have our burdens to bear. We are Dinari. We will find a way.” 
 
    “And what of this silence?” Nix asked. 
 
    “I suspect it is the Ansarans’ doing, but there’s no way to be sure. This world still has life, and we will find it, even if we have to move this village.” 
 
    “Elder,” Nix began, “We need to get inside the research facility. The lives of good people depend on what we find in there.” 
 
    “War is coming,” the elder muttered. 
 
    Liam exchanged looks with his crew. Saturn and Ju-Long had kept awfully quite during their exchange, but suddenly Ju-Long was interested in the conversation. 
 
    “I have seen it,” the ancient Dinari continued. “The Ansarans, they prepare for battle.” 
 
    Nix asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If they have abandoned this post then they are consolidating their forces. They expect an attack. The Dinari, most of us unassuming, will be the foot soldiers. The decoys. I do not care what becomes of this war, so long as my people are safe.” 
 
    “If war broke out you wouldn’t help?” Saturn asked harshly. 
 
    “Help whom? If the Dinari help the Ansarans win we’ll be no better off. If the Kurazon win the war they’ll be focused on the Ansarans.” 
 
    “Until they’re all dead,” Saturn said. “Then who do you think they’ll come after?” 
 
    “Saturn, that’s enough,” Liam ordered. 
 
    “If the Dinari want to live they need to rise up,” Saturn objected. 
 
    “Look at my people,” the elder said. “We are not warriors. Most of them are sad the Ansarans are gone because now they have no one to serve. Out of a hundred perhaps five would rise and what then? We have only a few weapons that were discarded by the Ansarans.” 
 
    Saturn huffed and stood up, making her way toward the door and pushing past the Dinari guards. Liam couldn’t help but agree with her, but now wasn’t the time to be making enemies or starting revolutions. They had a mission to attend to that might inform their next move. 
 
    “I’m sorry about her,” Liam apologized. 
 
    “She is headstrong, but means well,” the elder said. 
 
    “Will you show us to the facility?” 
 
    “Jalin will show you to the facility, but be warned. The way into the main facility is a mystery to us. If you do find a way in, pray you do not find an Ansaran straggler. They won’t take kindly to intruders.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13 
 
      
 
    The Ansaran research facility was a massive metal structure with a curve to its outer façade. Countless vines gripped the sides, seemingly pulling the building into the ground. It was only a single story tall, but Liam had a feeling there was much more beneath the surface. The rounded main building had a sloping roof reminiscent of a shallow dome. Off to Liam’s right was a square building attached to the main structure that appeared to be built as an afterthought. 
 
    Jalin led them around the structure, carrying their weapons in a mesh bag slung across his back. Despite emphatically demanding their weapons be returned, the elder wouldn’t have it until they were clear of the village. Even then, Jalin wasn’t giving in until he left them at the facility. It seemed the elder’s prior relationship with Zega curried them no favor. Or, perhaps more likely, it was because of his prior relationship with Zega that he was being cautious. 
 
    The Dinari guide wore form-fitting leather shorts, sweat glistening down his bare back when the rare burst of sun seeped through the jungle canopy. Liam looked at Nix, whose skin was perfectly dry, though his mouth hung open and his long tongue panted like a dog. The differences between them were subtle but they were there. 
 
    Their guide stopped in front of the entrance to the living quarters. A wide rectangular door with ribbed horizontal strips of metal stood before Liam, its faded red paint job chipping away in places to reveal bits of steel underneath. Jalin put his muscular arm into a hole in the wall. The Dinari’s arm was bathed in blue light and he jumped as a needle penetrated his scales. Once the needle retracted, he removed it and rubbed the red spot on his upper forearm. “The Ansarans never were the trusting sort,” he told Liam. 
 
    A few moments passed before Liam heard a rumble from behind the entryway. The red door split in two along a solid metal track, large copper gears in the framework churning along with its slow procession. The living quarters was only dark for a moment before a dozen orbs began to illuminate, hovering inches from the ceiling. 
 
    The room was a mess. Clothes and papers were strewn everywhere and plates of food sat uneaten on a round table near the kitchen. Two rows of cots stacked three high extended toward the main structure on Liam’s left while a row of lockers and tables inhabited the section to his right. The room wasn’t as large as he’d expected, with perhaps enough room to house twenty Ansaran troops. Near the front of the bay, a weapon rack sat empty, save for a few rifle straps hanging over the top. 
 
    “Looks like they got out in a hurry,” Liam remarked. 
 
    The crew was silent as they entered the living quarters. Saturn and Ju-Long each took a side and investigated. Jalin appeared restless, fidgeting with the strap over his shoulder and refusing to stand in one place. He looked out of place in the entrance of the facility. His chameleon-like features only worked with the vegetation outside. 
 
    “We are here without permission,” Jalin said. “If you would weather the risk, then stay. I’m leaving.” He turned and moved a few steps before Nix stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. The Dinari turned and regarded Nix quizzically. His familiar golden eyes betrayed his fear. 
 
    Nix smiled and asked in his most polite voice, “Thank you, friend, but would you mind returning those?” 
 
    He noticed the strap in his hand and removed the mesh bag from his shoulder, clanking it down on the metal floor of the bay. He regarded Nix, oblivious to Liam’s presence, and said, “Apologies. Live well, or die quick.” 
 
    Nix struggled to maintain his smile before patting the guide on the back and watching him disappear into the dense jungle. 
 
    “What was that about?” Liam asked. 
 
    Nix picked up the bag of weapons and turned to Liam. He responded so Saturn and Ju-Long wouldn’t overhear, “The phrase? It’s a remnant of the war, but it’s not used in civilized conversation. He assumes we’ll die if we continue.” 
 
    “This Narra breed sure has a lot of doubt.” 
 
    “They don’t know anything different. They’ve been secluded here. Though, I don’t think it will be much better elsewhere. On Surya you’ve had the occasion to meet some of the more radical of our kind.” 
 
    “Well let’s not prove him right,” Liam said before searching through the mesh bag and pulling out his weapons. “Come on.” 
 
    Saturn was busy searching through lockers when Liam and Nix approached with the bag of weapons. She looked up and asked, “What exactly are we looking for again?” 
 
    Liam looked down the row of lockers to the end. The wall was solid save for a few seams. There might have been a door somewhere in the wall, but there was no keypad or scanner to be seen. “Any kind of tech you can find. If there’s no keypad there must be a trigger somewhere.” 
 
    Saturn took her weapon from the bag in Nix’s outstretched hands. After holstering her energy weapon and sheathing her machete, she checked the curved screen on her wrist and shook her head. 
 
    “What is it?” Liam asked her. 
 
    “The stupid thing has gone haywire. It can’t even tell us where we are.” 
 
    Liam nodded and said, “Keep looking the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    Saturn continued forcing open lockers and tossing out the contents. Despite her frustration she looked like she was having fun. It had been a long time since their last smash and grab. 
 
    Ju-Long tossed the footlockers at the head of each bed, removing clothes and strewing them around haphazardly. When Liam approached, Ju-Long continued on with the next trunk, breaking the latch off with his bare hand and flipping up the lid to reveal tightly folded clothes within. The faster he tossed the clothes and objects within the quicker his smile grew. He stopped just long enough to remove his machete and energy weapon from the bag and strap them to his body. While he pitched the contents of the next box he said to Liam, “When’s the last time you had this much fun? We might as well be Space Pirates looking for loot.” 
 
    “Space Pirate?” Nix asked Liam curiously. 
 
    “Don’t ask,” he replied, then said to Ju-Long, “I thought we agreed on Freelancers.” 
 
    “You and Saturn agreed. I was never part of the conversation.” 
 
    Ju-Long stopped rifling through one of the boxes, a couple of stray objects in his hands, and stood up straight. “And if it were my choice, we’d be Space Pirates, searching the planets for treasure.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Treasure is anything valuable, whether it’s rare ore or precious metals.” 
 
    “No, that!” Nix said pointing to the spherical object in Ju-Long’s hand. 
 
    Liam approached him and examined the device. The small metal sphere had several seams that flashed different colors from somewhere deep inside. Ju-Long handed Liam the device and absentmindedly tossed the goggles in his other hand over his shoulder, cracking the glass lenses when they hit the hard floor. 
 
    Liam ignored the sound, intent on the fist-sized sphere. He tried turning the device along the seams and it instantly heated up, searing his hand. He dropped it and the ball rolled away toward the wall of the living quarters that bordered the main facility. The device gravitated toward a spot near the center of the wall and began to spin, sending multi-colored flashes of light out in every direction. 
 
    Along the locker side of the bay, Saturn stood up and stared at the scene incredulously. She called to Liam, “What the hell is that?” 
 
    Liam didn’t have time to answer. The device suddenly stopped spinning and projected a green beam of light on the wall, which changed from a single dot into a line, and which finally expanded out into a large rectangle. Through the holographic green haze, Liam could see a white hallway on the other side. The crew shared looks until finally Saturn motioned for Liam to investigate. 
 
    Liam stepped out into the center aisle of beds and approached the sphere with caution. From up close he could see that the image projected out from the sphere wasn’t an image at all. It wasn’t like any holographic projection he’d ever seen. Liam drew his blade and waved it in front of the green projection, half expecting the metal to be cut in two. The projection bounced off the metal as he ran it through, but the blade wasn’t damaged at all. He looked to his crew and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    It was possible that the device was some sort of x-ray that penetrated the wall so he could see through to the other side. While a device like that would certainly have its uses, Liam had a nagging feeling it was more than that. He gave the projection a wide berth and walked up to the wall a foot from the edge of the emerald image. It was too real to be a simple representation worked up by a machine. Liam inched closer to the light, clenched his teeth together, and waved his hand through. It was warm to the touch, giving his hand a slight tingling sensation. 
 
    Liam stepped closer to the hole and put his fingers up to where the wall would have been. It went straight through, the only resistance a growing numbness in the tips of his fingers. He gazed through the bright green light to his crew, who stood aghast. With his arm still outstretched through the thick wall Liam said, “I guess we found the entrance.” 
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    Liam gazed through the projection into the facility. He swallowed hard and then walked up to the barrier and put his hand through to the other side. Cautiously he stepped through the wall. On the other side, he patted himself down to make sure he was still in one piece. Everything seemed in order. He turned around and saw a much darker room on the other side. He could hardly make out Saturn and Nix as they approached the barrier, looking quizzically at the light before testing it with their hands. 
 
    Ju-Long took a different approach. Apparently unconcerned with the light, he confidently approached the doorway and crossed the barrier to the other side, looking bored in the process. Seeing Ju-Long also make it unharmed, Saturn and Nix slowly made their way across, joining Liam inside the research facility. 
 
    Saturn’s jaw hung open involuntarily, mesmerized by the strange technology. She asked Nix, “Have you ever seen anything like that before?” 
 
    Nix shook his head. “Never. But, if the stories about this place are true, then we’re in for a few surprises.” 
 
    “Surprises I can handle,” Ju-Long said, cracking his knuckles. “Let’s get on with it.” 
 
    “Showoff,” Saturn jeered. 
 
    Ju-Long looked like he was about to give an angry retort but thought better of it. Instead, he said confidently, “I’m a people pleaser Saturn. I please people. It’s a curse, really. I guess it’s a good thing so many people like me.” 
 
    Saturn rolled her eyes. 
 
    Liam sheathed his blade and retrieved his crescent-shaped energy weapon from its holster. He noticed that the hallway had white walls that were made from some type of smooth polymer, neither stone nor metal. Up ahead a few meters the hallway came to a ‘T.’ Liam didn’t feel good about splitting up in there; if the facility was large, they may never find each other again. He would have to make a choice and stand by it. 
 
    “Follow me,” he told the crew, taking off down the corridor to the right. 
 
    There were no doors along the smooth hallway, only glowing orbs floating every several feet and casting bright light into every crevice. The corridor wound to the left until they reached a dead end. Liam placed a hand on the wall out of curiosity. It was cool to the touch, but didn’t give way like the projection at the entrance. 
 
    “Now what?” Saturn asked. 
 
    Liam scanned the floor and the ceiling looking for anything besides the glossy white surfaces. He mused, “They wouldn’t put in a hallway to nowhere.” 
 
    Liam backed away from the wall, joining the rest of the crew equidistant from each wall. Purple light shot out of the corners of the floor and ceiling and the rumbling sound of gears rattled beneath them. Soon, the hallway was left behind as the floor gave way and the platform on which they stood descended, spiraling down past hundreds of flashing lights and seemingly accelerating the deeper they went.  
 
    It took everything Liam had to retain his balance and he found himself grabbing hold of Nix and Saturn to remain upright. Together, they held on until the platform began to slow, seemingly repelled by magnetism. The platform came to a halt at the bottom of a curved shaft that reminded Liam of the spires on Surya, only underground and without the rough trappings of the desert towers. The walls around them were smooth and looked to be carved from the bedrock. In front of him stood a large white door in steep contrast to the rest of the shaft. Its smooth façade reflected what low light filled the chute. 
 
    Ju-Long looked green in the face and held his stomach, remarking, “Now I’m glad I didn’t have lunch.” 
 
    Liam was the first to move from his spot on the platform, and when he did, the white door opened quickly, retracting up into the ceiling. Beyond the doorway was a hallway similar to the one they’d just left, only this one had several offshoots branching out every so often. He tightened his grip on his weapon and told the crew, “Keep cool, weapons ready.” 
 
    When the rest of the crew had their weapons drawn, he said, “Let’s go,” and started through the doorway. 
 
    The hallway was wider than any of the offshoots, leading Liam to believe it was the main corridor. If the Ansarans made any sense in their construction of the place, the central hallway should lead to some sort of hub or control center. The passage went on far longer than Liam expected, making him start to doubt any such logic on the part of the Ansarans. Eventually, they came to a large octagonal door reinforced with painted blue metal crossbars.  
 
    The door didn’t open when Liam approached. He searched around the frame with his hands looking for a control panel but found none. Liam turned to the crew and shrugged, open to suggestions. 
 
    Ju-Long stepped forward impatiently, charging his energy weapon and creating a ball of lightning between the two tips of the crescent-shaped device. He told the crew, “You might want to stand back.” 
 
    He let loose the bolt of energy at the center of the vertical seam in the door. For a moment it seemed to work, but the energy was soon reflected back at Ju-Long, hitting him square in his chest. He toppled to the ground and convulsed there briefly before he stopped moving. 
 
    “Ju-Long!” Liam cried, joining him at his side and checking his pulse. 
 
    Liam heard a rumbling sound and the octagonal door slid open on a track, apparently too heavy to move aside quickly. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Saturn asked. 
 
    Liam removed his hand from Ju-Long’s neck and said, “His pulse is weak. Let’s get him inside. The quicker we can leave this place the better.” 
 
    Nix helped Liam drag Ju-Long through the wide entryway and into the room, lit only by several holographic projections hovering over the workstations, their green glow flooding the walls with faint images of Narra and various rooms in the facility. Saturn made her way to the nearest console and was able to illuminate the room with the glowing ceiling globes. 
 
    It appeared to be a base of operations but it was smaller than Liam had expected. There were six workstations, each monitoring different laboratories with one focused on the Dinari village. They must have been in a security station of some kind. 
 
    “Help me prop him up,” Liam said. 
 
    Nix helped drag Ju-Long by his forearm and propped him up against one of the workstations. When Ju-Long was in place, Nix bent over and held his knees, panting loudly. “How heavy is he?” 
 
    “Too heavy to carry. Let’s hope he wakes up soon, otherwise getting out of here is going to be difficult.” 
 
    Saturn began scanning through the various camera angles, changing the projections at her workstation to countless rooms in the facility. Finally, she said, “This place really is deserted. Some of the labs have some damage, but nothing compared to the living quarters topside. Except this one here.” 
 
    Saturn pointed to the image and Liam joined her at her side. She was pointing at a lab with half a dozen large broken cylinders. Glass covered the ground amid a pool of jade liquid. Tiny blackened figures littered the ground, too burned for their blood to mix with the liquid that covered the floor. Bits of white foam hung from the remains of the glass cylinders, probably part of a fire suppression system. 
 
    Liam squinted at the hologram trying to discern what the figures on the ground were. Were they animals? Liam said, “Try to scan their records, see if you can find out what they were working on. Nix, let’s take a look around. Maybe we can find a medical kit somewhere.” 
 
    Nix nodded and started searching around the workstations. The security station was small, but there was a door near the back that caught Liam’s interest. It might have been an armory or supply room. There was a panel next to the door with a green sensor pad. Liam didn’t have time to mess around with Ansaran security measures. He approached the sensor and slammed his energy weapon into the pad, crushing the metal housing and shattering the glass. The green light dissipated, turning to a flashing red before finally fading to black. The door opened a few inches at the bottom, just enough to get a hand underneath. 
 
    “Hey Nix, over here.” 
 
    Nix halted his search and made his way over to the doorway. He smiled and said, “That’s one way to do it.” 
 
    “Help me open it.” 
 
    Liam and Nix placed their hands under the door and lifted with every bit of strength they had. The door was heavy but began to give way, sliding up slowly. When the door was raised just above their heads Liam saw a flash of blue before something strong pushed past him and Nix, knocking them to the ground. By the time they’d made it to their feet Saturn had her energy weapon charged and held up to an Ansaran’s chest, a ball of energy swirling violently mere inches from the alien’s skin. The Ansaran leaned back against one of the workstations, eyes scanning for an exit. 
 
    Saturn growled, “Move an inch and I’ll fill you with so much energy your organs will be barbeque.” 
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    The Ansaran was visibly frightened, gripping the edge of a workstation and leaning back to avoid the heat put off by Saturn’s energy weapon. She was the first Ansaran female Liam had ever seen. He circled the workstation to get a better look at her. She wore a form-fitting outfit that showcased her elegant curves. The tight clothing was the same light blue as her skin, with a pattern of geometric shapes that crept up the side and continued onto her skin as though tattooed there. Her eyes were not large black orbs like the males of her species, but rather were a smaller and more brilliant shade of blue that almost looked manufactured. Her face was not as angular as the males, her modest chin leading up to high cheekbones and small ears that came to a slight point partway up her bald head. 
 
    “What do you want me to do to her?” Saturn asked Liam through gritted teeth. 
 
    Liam dragged a chair up to the workstation and said, “Let her up, we need to have a talk.” 
 
    Saturn gripped the Ansaran’s stretchy clothing and brought her to her feet, quickly pushing her down into the chair. The Ansaran rubbed her collarbone near where Saturn had grabbed her. She continued to look for an escape route but ultimately slumped down in the chair, defeated. 
 
    “If you’re going to kill me, just do it,” she said, distraught. 
 
    Nix took that as a golden opportunity and raised his energy weapon up to her ample chest. Liam put a hand up between the Ansaran and Nix’s weapon and said, “That’s enough.” 
 
    “You don’t know what she is, Liam. You’d be wise to let me kill her now and spare us all the risk.” 
 
    Liam ignored him and came around to the front of the chair, kneeling in front of her. He asked in his kindest voice, “What’s your name?” 
 
    After a moment of hesitation, she replied with a shaky voice, “I’m Astrid, of House Gaya. I don’t know anything, I swear.” 
 
    Liam could hear Saturn scoff. In his experience, if someone led with ‘I don’t know anything,’ they probably knew something. He regarded her blue eyes, which glowed brilliantly even in the bright light of the security station. He asked her, “What happened here? Why did everyone leave?” 
 
    “We received a message from the high council. The projects here were terminated and moved to a new location. We were compromised.” 
 
    “Compromised how?” 
 
    Her eyes started to well up and she mumbled, “The Kurazon. They were two days away. We packed up what we could and destroyed the rest.” 
 
    Saturn crossed her arms and said, “Of course. Convenient, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Why have you come?” Astrid asked. 
 
    Nix gripped his weapon tighter and yelled, “We ask the questions.” 
 
    Astrid didn’t seem like much of a threat. Liam looked into her eyes and saw someone truly scared. She was probably a low-level scientist, but she still might have known something about the Quantum Trigger. 
 
    “Astrid, have you seen a black box? It would be about this big,” Liam said, gesturing with his hands. 
 
    “I should have known,” Astrid said, wiping her eyes. “You’re here for the Quantum Trigger. Well you’re too late.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Nix asked in his darkest voice. 
 
    “Our job was complete. It was moved long before this Kurazon threat.” 
 
    “Where did it go?” Liam asked, his kind tone dissipating. 
 
    “I can’t,” she said, trembling. “They’ll kill me.” 
 
    It didn’t seem like she was lying, but Liam needed to know. He asked again, “Where?” 
 
    Nix took a step closer, his weapon mere inches from her chest now. He growled, “Answer the question.” 
 
    Astrid’s long ears pricked, turning slightly in Nix’s direction. She regarded the Dinari with a look of disgust and her frightened tone changed to one of loathing. She taunted, “If you kill me, you’ll never know. You’d be smart to call off your Dinari dog, Outsider. There’s a reason we keep our distance from their kind.” 
 
    Nix let out a guttural snarl that Liam had never heard before. It was an animalistic sound that was uncharacteristic for him despite his reptilian appearance. 
 
    “Nix, give us some space. There will be plenty of time for that later if she doesn’t cooperate.” 
 
    Nix shifted his gaze to Liam. He wasn’t happy, but he lowered his weapon, the spinning ball of energy dissipating into the twin tips of the crescent. He said, “Ansarans can’t be trusted. She knows far more than she’s telling. Force is all they understand.” 
 
    Liam ignored him and asked her, “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want off this planet. There’s a planet three days from here. If you deliver me safely, I’ll give you the coordinates of the box.” 
 
    Liam looked to Nix, who seemed to understand. 
 
    “The only planet that close is Taleris. During the war it was the Ansarans’ main shipyard. The twenty-seven moons are known to hide several of the trappings of war. Foundries, weapons silos, and more. She’s leading us into a trap.” 
 
    Astrid smirked, and then said, “Your knowledge of this system is stale, Dinari. Taleris is the last bastion of hope against a threat we haven’t faced in generations. Go back to whatever backwater planet you came from and wait for us to save you yet again.” 
 
    “The Reapers,” Liam said. 
 
    Astrid nodded. 
 
    “They’ve attacked three colonies in the last few months, in addition to several trade vessels. They’re testing their strength and moving toward Ansara every day.” 
 
    Nix was right. The threat of the Reapers was not only real, but more dangerous than any of them had realized. The war left the Alliance forces devastated and they had done a poor job rebuilding them. The Kurazon, on the other hand, seemed to have only one purpose in mind. Liam asked her, “Why do you need to get to Taleris?” 
 
    Astrid’s eyes shifted and she replied, “I have my reasons. Trust me or don’t, but those are my terms.” 
 
    Saturn chimed in, pointing at the Ansaran, “This is bullshit, Liam. We can’t trust her.” 
 
    “Saturn’s right,” Nix said. “She will betray us.” 
 
    If whatever Astrid had up her sleeve came to pass, they might be right, but Liam had another idea. It might not be the most popular one, but if they wanted to pursue this Reaper threat and find the Quantum Trigger it was the only option he could come up with. 
 
    “I won’t let that happen,” Liam professed. “Because she’s coming with us not as a passenger, but as a prisoner. If she wants to be released unharmed, she’s going to spill her guts. We’ll have more persuasive tools at our disposal on the ship.” 
 
    Saturn’s lip curled up into a smile. She said, “I didn’t know you had it in you.” 
 
    “There’s a time and a place for everything.” 
 
    Astrid looked like she was about to speak but thought better of it. She merely crossed her arms and slumped back in her chair. It seemed her plan wasn’t going exactly as she expected. 
 
    Liam heard a grumble from behind him. He’d nearly forgotten about Ju-Long. His muscular Asian crewmate staggered to his feet and tenderly touched his chest, a hole burned through his clothing where the electricity had struck and small burns stamped into his skin. He squinted his eyes as he looked around the room in a daze, finally landing on Astrid. His expression quickly changed to one Liam knew all too well. Ju-Long approached her with his best swagger and said, “Hey, how about you come back to my ship and I show you the stars?” 
 
    Saturn shook her head and said, “Wow.” 
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    “Keep your hands off me, scum.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Liam saw Nix tighten his grip on Astrid’s shoulder, digging his claws in and breaking the skin. The Ansaran made a muffled noise but refrained from crying out. She was tougher than he expected of a scientist. Then again, Ju-Long didn’t exactly scream intelligent and he might be the smartest of all of them, when he wasn’t hitting on anything with a pulse. 
 
    They were trudging through the dense jungle, daylight fading, in a race to reach the ship before dusk. Liam didn’t want to find out how difficult it would be to traverse the thick jungle vegetation at night. Astrid had hardly said a word on their ascent up the underground spire. Liam had never tortured anyone before, and with any luck he wouldn’t have to start now. He was continuously looking for an angle he could exploit to avoid an unpleasant situation on the ship. He wasn’t worried as much about himself as he was Nix. If there was a rough interrogation Nix might not be able to separate his feelings for the Ansarans with the task at hand. Without as much history, Liam would be a better fit to question her. 
 
    Ju-Long hacked away at some heavy foliage, his sharp machete making quick work of it. His ratty leather shirt had found its way to his waist again amid the incredible humidity. Even without direct sunlight Ju-Long was sweating profusely and moving like a man who didn’t just take a bolt of electricity to his chest. Either he had some kind of healing ability Liam didn’t know about, or something was broken in the pain center of his head. Liam was willing to bet on the latter. 
 
    Under the jungle canopy it looked far darker than Liam knew it must be above the trees. Only a stray ray of sunlight penetrated the top and made it to the ground. Liam wiped a bead of sweat trailing from his forehead and continued along the old path, taking up the rear to keep an eye on Nix and Astrid. 
 
    After a few more minutes of navigating the jungle, Ju-Long pushed aside several thick vines and muscled through into the glade. Once Liam crossed to the other side he nearly bumped into Nix and Astrid, the Ansaran stopped in her tracks, gazing up at their ship. 
 
    “That’s your ship?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    Nix pushed her forward without rendering a response. 
 
    Astrid’s eyes glowed brighter and she continued, “I changed my mind, leave me here. Someone is bound to come eventually.” 
 
    The Garuda’s landing gear had sunk another couple of feet into the moist soil while they were away. Though it had been less than a day, tiny tendrils crept up the landing struts. If they’d stayed any longer, they might never have gotten off the ground again. When they neared the ship, Nix retrieved a flat circular device from his inner pocket and pressed a claw down on the button. The ship responded by slowly lowering the ramp until it touched the ground at an angle that was shallower than normal. 
 
    Astrid was reluctant to board the ship, squirming against Nix’s hands. Her skin-tight body suit had become ripped on the shoulders where Nix’s claws had dug in. Tiny droplets of purple blood soaked into the elastic fabric. The black geometric shapes along her graceful neck glistened under the occasional ray of sunlight. The marks crept up her jawbone and behind her ears, where they terminated with a hexagonal shape. 
 
    Saturn helped Nix drag the Ansaran up the ramp, Ju-Long following close behind. Liam was left alone at the bottom of the ramp. The sun was setting in a display of brilliant orange and red. He scanned the jungle edge, not sure what he was looking for. Liam saw a brief flash of green and then nothing. It looked like Jalin or one of the other local Dinari were seeing them off. 
 
    If the rest of the Dinari in the system were like the ones on Narra, they were going to have a hard time drumming up support for any kind of resistance. It was clear most of them knew nothing of fighting or war. Liam took one last look at the sunset and ascended the ramp, hitting the square red button at the top to close it behind him. 
 
    Nix had sat Astrid down on a cargo crate, his claws still holding the Ansaran in place. He asked, “I still maintain we should kill her.” 
 
    Liam shook his head and said, “There’s no need for that. She’s done nothing to merit such an action, yet.” 
 
    “What should we do with her?” Saturn asked. 
 
    Liam considered her question. There were no prison cells on The Garuda, so they’d have to deal with what they had. 
 
    “Put her in my quarters, we’ll lock it from the outside.” 
 
    Ju-Long’s tongue was quickly planted to his cheek and he made a noise of approval. 
 
    “I’ll find somewhere else to sleep,” Liam said, silencing Ju-Long. 
 
    Nix led her away, disappearing down the left corridor toward the living quarters. 
 
    “When will I get a crack at her?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “Let her sit for a while. Let’s focus on getting off the ground first.” 
 
    Saturn nodded and took off toward the cockpit, leaving Ju-Long and Liam alone in the cargo bay. Ju-Long couldn’t get rid of the smile on his face. 
 
    “Looks like this trip wasn’t so bad after all.” 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas, Ju-Long. She’s a prisoner and clearly not on our side.” 
 
    “What is our side exactly?” Ju-Long asked jovially. “The Ansarans are worried about the Kurazon as much as we are. There’s no reason we can’t work together to that end.” 
 
    “Says the guy who’s just met his first Ansaran female.” 
 
    “You have to admit, you didn’t see that coming either. How can the females look that good when the men look like bottom feeding fish?” 
 
    Liam pointed his finger at Ju-Long’s temple and said, “Use this head next time you speak. She’s dangerous and if we don’t play this right it could end up bad for all of us. So, when I ask you to stay away, I mean it. Don’t get too attached.” 
 
    Ju-Long’s smile faded and he made toward the engine room, pressing the button on the wall and descending the stairs behind the sliding panels. Liam felt like he was finally starting to understand Ju-Long. He would probably spend the next hour or two working out down there to blow off steam. 
 
    Nix came around the corner briskly and nodded to Liam. 
 
    “She’s secure.” 
 
    “Good. Saturn’s waiting up front. I don’t want to spend another minute here.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Nix said, brushing past Liam. 
 
    It was clear to Liam that his Dinari friend held some pent-up anger after his interaction with Astrid. He wondered why he seemed more upset than usual. Normally his relations with the Ansarans were tense, but the way he treated Astrid suggested some kind of deeper grudge. His questions would have to wait. Liam followed Nix around the curving corridor to the cockpit, taking the pilot’s seat beside Saturn. 
 
    “Nix, do you want to punch in the coordinates for Taleris?” 
 
    Nix grunted in the affirmative and started pushing buttons on his console. 
 
    “On second thought, put us at one of the outer moons. We should be in scanner range and we can see what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    Nix continued to fiddle with his console, finally acknowledging, “Coordinates set for the outermost moon of Taleris. It will take about three days if there are no hiccups.” 
 
    “What do you mean, hiccups?” Saturn asked Nix. 
 
    “Astrid. If this is an ambush, I’m saying I told you so in advance.” 
 
    “Noted,” Liam said, flipping on the power to the engines and slipping his arm through the copper ring, grabbing the control handle on the other side. 
 
    Liam pulled back on the controls and was met with resistance. The landing gear was stuck amongst the mud and vines. The creaking beneath them grew in volume, the entire hull crackling in protest. 
 
    “Fire auxiliary thrusters,” Liam ordered. 
 
    Saturn moved her fingers up her console, increasing power to the three boosters below the ship. The creaking sound echoed throughout The Garuda and they were finally released. Liam pulled up the control handle and made a rapid ascent, retracting the landing struts after clearing the jungle’s canopy. The ship shook slightly as they approached the outer atmosphere, abating only after they broke through into outer space. 
 
    “Wait to break orbit until my mark,” Saturn said, watching her screen vigilantly for the best window of escape. 
 
    After nearly a minute Saturn said, “Now.” 
 
    Liam fired the thrusters, breaking free of orbit and laying in the course Nix had input into the system. The Garuda moved on its own several degrees and locked itself in place, accelerating into space. Liam removed his arm from the copper ring and turned to Saturn and Nix. 
 
    “Before this goes any further, understand that I’ll be handling the interrogation.” 
 
    “Liam, you need me in there,” Nix appealed. 
 
    Saturn was noticeably silent. He knew she’d seen him like that before and was smart to stay out of it. She’d know there was no changing his mind now. 
 
    “No. We both know what the Ansarans think of the Dinari. It doesn’t make it right but being an ‘outsider’ I might be able to get more out of her alone.” 
 
    Nix turned and faced the window. He said grudgingly, “Call me when you want to break her.” 
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    Liam stood outside the door to his quarters, one hand bracing himself against the riveted metal wall and the other on his hip, a sign of his exhaustion. He wiped the crust out of his eyes and readied his mind for what was about to come. His mind raced with the benefits and detriments of using different techniques to interrogate the Ansaran. He didn’t want to come out swinging for fear she’d shut down and yield no reliable intelligence. Astrid was an enigma. Matters with the Kurazon and the Ansarans were growing more and more complicated and there was no telling where she stood. 
 
    Liam stood up straight and adjusted his tunic. He’d try another approach. If it failed there would always be time for the old-fashioned way. Liam held his hand over the door’s sensor pad and the screen’s color turned from red to green. The heavy metal door slid to one side. 
 
    Inside his small living quarters, Astrid sat with her back up against the wall, fidgeting with the tight blue material that terminated at her wrist. When Liam entered, the door shut and locked behind him. He crossed the short room and leaned on the small vanity. He took a moment to examine himself in the mirror. His shaggy hair was a tangled mess after being immersed in Narra’s humidity. Worst was his eyes. They looked puffy and tired so that he hardly even looked like himself. Without turning from the vanity, Liam asked calmly, “Where’s the trap set?” 
 
    “I’m a woman of my word, Outsider. Deliver me to Taleris and I’ll give you the location of the trigger. No deceptions.” 
 
    Liam sighed and looked to the Ansaran. He said, “We’re not going to Taleris.” 
 
    Astrid’s eyes grew, their sapphire glow intensifying. Extra lines appeared on her forehead and cheeks, accentuating her anger. She asked with a cutting tone, “What do you mean? We had a deal.” 
 
    “Look, Astrid, I want to help you, but I feel like we got off on the wrong foot. As my friend Nix has indicated, we haven’t had much luck by way of Ansarans. Why should we trust you?” 
 
    Astrid’s eyes shifted momentarily before becoming fixed again on Liam’s. She replied, “I’m just a researcher. If you knew anything about Ansarans you’d know it’s the males who seek power and control. Ansaran females are concerned with affairs of the mind; of science. I have no interest with your petty squabbles with my people or the Kurazon.” 
 
    Liam considered her words. He’d never seen an Ansaran female on Surya, so he had no basis for comparison. In this case he was going to have to take her words as lies until he could prove otherwise. It wasn’t how he liked to operate, but he had more lives than his own on the line. 
 
    “What else was being worked on at the research facility?” 
 
    “Some secrets are not meant to see the light of day. Some never do. Some are so frightening they have no names, for a name would make them real.” 
 
    Liam pushed off from the vanity and slammed the bottom of his fist against the wall. “You speak in riddles.” 
 
    Astrid looked up at him with a small smile. The angry lines on her face were dissipating but the eerie glow in her eyes remained. Her long ears turned slightly toward him like a cat searching for the source of a stray noise. Regaining her calm demeanor, she said, “You know as well as I do that they’ll kill me if I talk.” 
 
    “Nix might do the same if I let him,” Liam responded in a crueler manner than he intended. 
 
    “Is that a threat, Outsider?” Astrid asked, cocking her head to one side. 
 
    “A promise. The safety of my crew is my first priority. What, I wonder, is yours?” 
 
    Astrid considered him for a moment, and then responded with a shrug and a simple phrase. “To return home.” 
 
    “Right, to House Gaya was it?” 
 
    Astrid nodded a little too vehemently. Liam shook his head. Nix was right. She was hiding far more than she let on. She scrunched her knees up to her chest and hugged them in a passive display. Liam wasn’t buying it. He told her, “You can stop now.” 
 
    Astrid’s expression turned from meek to neutral in an instant. 
 
    “It was worth a shot,” Astrid said. “Ansaran men are far easier to manipulate. What species did you say you were again?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    Astrid smiled, revealing bright white teeth that were less sharp than those of the Ansaran males he’d seen before but pointed nonetheless. In the right light they might have passed for human, but in the small room she looked even more alien to him. She said glowingly, “You want the box but you do not know what it is.” 
 
    Liam crossed his arms and said confidently, “Under the right circumstances, it opens a singularity.” 
 
    Astrid made a face and her glowing eyes swirled with a brilliant shade of blue. She looked to the fabric at her wrist and began playing with the seam once again. Astrid asked, “And what circumstances are those, Outsider?” 
 
    “You act smug, but it wasn’t even your people who created the Quantum Trigger.” 
 
    The glow in Astrid’s eyes faded, revealing orb-like white eyes with irises that swirled with blues and greens. They looked remarkably human, despite their increased size. Astrid said, more to herself than to Liam, “As I suspected. A human has made the crossing.” 
 
    Liam’s face turned pale. In his confidence he’d given away too much. But Astrid, how did she know about his kind? Surely the Ansarans weren’t going around broadcasting the fact that outsiders were in their midst. Liam shoved off of the wall and stepped toward her, kneeling down and getting face-to-face with the Ansaran. He demanded, “Who are you really?” 
 
    Astrid stood up from her seated position and Liam followed suit, backing her up against the wall. They were within a foot of one another and sweat began to ball up on Astrid’s pale blue forehead. She averted her gaze and said, “Someone who knows the value of a deal. You’re as entwined in this as any one of us. There is no reason we cannot work together.” 
 
    “The basis of any relationship is trust,” Liam said, his voice growing in volume. “Who are you?” 
 
    Astrid closed her eyes. It was difficult for Liam to tell if it was sweat or tears that rolled down her face now. She replied meekly, “If I said, your faith in me would not grow. Rather, it would falter.” 
 
    Astrid opened her eyes and looked back to Liam, gazing into his cold blue eyes, her own intricate weave of blues and greens revealing an almost imperceptible vertical black slit in the center. The longer Liam stared the larger her pupils grew. She slumped against the wall and continued, “If you are who I think you are, then we’ll need each other. The trigger is not the only item of concern that began with your people. An evil darker than the Kurazon will soon be upon us and I would dare to guess you know their name.” 
 
    Liam searched her eyes. She was either telling the truth or she’d transformed into a master liar. He broke her gaze and muttered, “Vesta Corporation.” 
 
    “They’ve left their mark on more than the Quantum Trigger. The Kurazon are their instruments, but never forget who the puppet master is.” 
 
    Liam said angrily, “Why these games? Why not lead with this?” 
 
    “I had to be sure. Our intelligence on your species is limited, and I’ve never seen one with my own eyes. If you deliver me to Taleris, I’ll keep my word. But knowing the location of the Quantum Trigger won’t help you. You’ll need a ship to magnify it and the Kurazon will be hunting you. Even if you did make it home, you’ll contend with worse evils than you’ll face here.” 
 
    Liam shook his head. “We have no intention of using it. I intend to destroy it.” 
 
    Astrid seemed saddened by the news, but nodded nonetheless. She said, “To do what my people have said they would do but could not. Mesmerized by power they could not part with it. It was their way to expand the Alliance.” 
 
    “Surya’s Caretaker told us it would be destroyed, but his words were only air. That’s why we’ve come.” 
 
    Astrid nodded, the muscles in her neck pulsing as she looked up to Liam and said, “Then I hope you find it. My people were not meant to have the trigger. At best it will start another war that we do not need. Someone needs to stand where my brethren will not. You have my word, Human.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Four Hours Later 
 
    “What are you still doing up?” 
 
    Saturn put a hand on the back of the pilot’s chair, gripping the cracked leather before sitting down next to Liam. 
 
    Liam leaned further back in his chair and adjusted his legs, crossing them on top of the console. He turned to her and said, “My quarters are occupied, so I thought I’d catch a few winks up here.” 
 
    Saturn shook her head and scoffed, “That Ansaran has spun a pretty web of lies and now she’s put you out of your own room.” 
 
    Liam turned his head toward his crewmate. Saturn had one leg up on the console and was resting her arms against her knee, looking out the window. Her tight white shirt had been stained by dirt and grime from the planet’s surface and her leather pants bore cuts from stray branches. Liam told her, “Let it rest, Saturn. A few days from now this will all be just a distant memory.” 
 
    “If we’re even alive to remember it, you mean.” 
 
    Liam gazed out the window to the right, examining the passing stars, and said, “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    Saturn smiled despite herself. She stood up from the co-pilot’s seat and dragged Liam to his feet. “Come on, there’s no reason for you to sleep up here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’ve shared a bed before.” 
 
    Liam’s mind went back to another, far simpler time in their lives. The dumb look on his face must have been a cue to Saturn, because she told him, “So we’re clear, I just mean sharing a bed. Get your mind out of the gutter.” 
 
    Liam deflated a little but his heart still thumped blood steadily away from his brain as he followed Saturn to her quarters. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Three Hours Later 
 
    There in front of him stood Vesta Corporation’s enforcer, Takara, the ex-Yakuza member whose number of kills was only rivaled by her number of cybernetic implants, all meant to make her a more efficient killing machine. Her thin face bore the sick smile she got whenever she pulled the trigger. 
 
    Takara unzipped her black leather jumpsuit, revealing only her light skin and ample breasts underneath. The zipper reached her navel and she began slipping her arms out, covering her nipples with her arm as she did. She turned around and walked toward a bed Liam hadn’t noticed before. Her back was covered in one large tattoo. A tiger was grappling with a dragon in the monochrome piece of intricate artistry. 
 
    She got into bed and beckoned for him to come closer. As he approached, he noticed her implants were gone. Takara’s pretty face could finally be seen without the distractions of cold alloys and piercing eyes with microchips implanted within. Liam felt guilty for finding her so attractive. Somewhere deep inside he knew he shouldn’t look at her this way. She was bad. She’d killed countless innocents and gotten him imprisoned on an asteroid mine. 
 
    Without warning, another part of his brain took over and he found himself under the covers with her. Their lips locked together and he could taste her sweet breath on his tongue. The taste quickly turned to iron. To blood. 
 
    Liam opened his eyes and he was kissing Tiffany, the redheaded girl he’d watched Takara kill. She stared back at him, a small hole piercing her forehead where Takara shot her, blood dripping down her face to her chin. Tiffany looked at him quizzically and muttered, “What’s wrong, Liam?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and heard that phrase repeated again and again, until finally he jolted awake. He sat up on the sleeping pad, dripping with a cold sweat. Saturn was curled up on her side next to him, her cold feet entwined around his leg to keep warm. His heart raced as he watched her rise and fall with each slow breath. Saturn moved as though feeling a chill in the air and felt around with her arm until she found Liam’s hand. She brought it up around her and moved his hand to her chest, where she absentmindedly entwined his fingers in hers. 
 
    Liam slumped down beside her and shared her pillow. He flattened her black hair, catching a whiff of her attractive scent. His heart refused to return to a normal rhythm as they lay there entangled. Liam’s dreams were becoming more vivid. He couldn’t explain it. Something inside him felt broken, but being next to Saturn that night made him yearn for a day when he couldn’t remember those haunting faces. 
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    Three Days Later 
 
    “I don’t care what she told you, Liam. I don’t trust her,” Saturn said with fire in her voice. 
 
    Liam sat down across from her at the table in the kitchen. Nix was slurping down the last bit of his Leguma and slammed the bowl down on the table. 
 
    “Saturn’s right,” Nix declared adamantly. “Give me ten minutes alone with her and we’ll see how well her story holds up.” 
 
    Liam placed his elbows on the table and rubbed his tired eyes. The last few nights he’d found himself awake more often than not. If not for nightmares, simply sleeping next to Saturn had taken its toll. How could he sleep when she was grappling him all night? Instead of being comforted, he found himself wanting more. 
 
    Saturn and Nix continued their outpouring of objections until finally Liam yelled, “Stop it. We’ve been over this. She knew about Vesta Corporation. She knew about Humans. I’m not saying I trust her implicitly, but I think we need to look at this as a lead and follow it. What if she’s right and Vesta is interfering in this system in more ways than we know?” 
 
    “I’m with Liam on this one,” Ju-Long said, standing in the doorway. “Out of anyone in this system, the three of us should know what Vesta Corporation is capable of.” 
 
    Saturn let out a sigh of exasperation. “Not you too. Nix is the only sane one here. At least he isn’t lusting over the Ansaran.” 
 
    Nix made a face like he’d smelled something awful. 
 
    “I’m not lusting over her,” Liam rebutted. 
 
    Ju-Long raised his hand and said, “Well, I kind of am, but I still stand by what I said.” 
 
    Saturn crossed her arms and looked away, visibly upset. Liam had never seen her act that way before. Could she be jealous? It hardly seemed possible. Liam said firmly, “Saturn, we’ll take every precaution. There’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Who says I’m worried?” 
 
    Liam didn’t get a chance to answer. Numerous small crashes rocked the ship and a red warning light flashed overhead. The metal table shook against the bolts that held it down and their glasses toppled over, spilling onto the floor. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Liam asked. 
 
    Nix rose from his seat and said, “It didn’t sound like laser blasts.” 
 
    Liam rose up from his chair and followed Nix and Ju-Long to the cockpit. He took the pilot’s seat and surveyed their surroundings. Countless tiny fragments of rock filled the space in front of them. They’d traveled right into the rings of one of Taleris’ moons. Liam took the controls and pulled up, spinning the ship to avoid a rather large piece of rock the size of the cockpit itself. Warning lights flooded the console with reds and yellows and a groan echoed throughout the ship. 
 
    After avoiding a few more collisions they pulled free of the orbiting rocks. Ahead, Liam could see a small blackened moon with volcanic activity all over the surface. Beyond the moon was a large planet, easily several times the size of the Earth, which was mostly gray in color. A number of other bodies orbited the planet, too many for Liam to count offhand. 
 
    “Welcome to Taleris,” Nix said. “Home of shipyards, foundries, and little else but darkness.” 
 
    Liam snapped out of his wonder and ordered, “Run a scan of the planet and its moons. Look for signs of Kurazon or Ansaran ships. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “There might be a tiny flaw in your plan,” Ju-Long said. “Won’t they be able to scan us too?” 
 
    Nix answered first. “I’ve taken care of that. When they scan us, they should only see a merchant vessel. Hardly a threat. The Ansarans shouldn’t bother.” 
 
    “Don’t the Reapers go after merchant ships?” Ju-Long asked. 
 
    Liam had to laugh at that. He told Ju-Long, “Well, you were looking for a fight, weren’t you?” 
 
    Ju-Long smirked and took the co-pilot’s seat. He used the console to run a scan of the surrounding area. When he was done, he simply said, “Huh.” 
 
    “What is it?” Liam asked. 
 
    “No Kurazon within range. There’s also very few Ansarans. There’s a spaceport of some kind that should be coming around the other side of the planet soon. They’re building something massive.” 
 
    “Do you think?” Liam began to ask to Nix. 
 
    “A ship meant for the Quantum Trigger.” 
 
    “Great,” Ju-Long murmured. “I’m never going to get back to my fight.” 
 
    Liam spoke over Ju-Long, “What else did we pick up?” 
 
    Ju-Long sighed and continued, “The surface of the planet is like one big manufacturing facility. There are only a few dozen Ansarans and they’re all located toward the northern hemisphere. The rest looks to be automated.” 
 
    Nix shook his head and said, “That doesn’t seem right. I seem to remember more people living here, Ansarans and Dinari alike.” 
 
    “I think it’s time we grabbed our friend,” Liam remarked. 
 
    “I’ll get her,” Saturn said from the cockpit’s entrance.  
 
    Liam had nearly forgotten about her. When he turned, he saw she was leaning against the frame with her arms crossed. She seemed bored when he made eye contact with her. He nodded in agreement and she disappeared down the bowed corridor. Liam stared out the window once more. 
 
    “I’m no expert in these things,” Ju-Long began, “But that cannot end well.” 
 
    Nix smiled and said, “He has a point.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Saturn stood outside Liam’s quarters gripping an energy weapon in her sweaty palm. She half wanted to shoot the Ansaran and be done with it. She could say Astrid was reaching for her weapon and so she didn’t have a choice. Liam would have to believe her. Right? 
 
    She didn’t know what she was feeling inside. A fire burned in her chest whenever she saw the Ansaran, as though simply being near her was painful. Saturn wondered if a bolt of energy to Astrid’s heart would squelch the flames inside her own chest. Maybe it was too quick an end. It would be far worse to set Ju-Long on her and watch her wish she were dead. 
 
    Saturn placed a hand over the sensor pad and watched it click to green. The door slid aside and she stood there in the entryway wearing her most menacing glare. It was a glare that transcended species. Astrid stood and faced her calmly. 
 
    “So, from the crashes I take it we’ve made it to Taleris?” 
 
    Saturn stepped through the door and let it close behind her, locking firmly in place. Astrid’s expression changed to understanding and she started backing away, quickly hitting the wall of the tiny room. 
 
    “I see I’ve overstayed my welcome,” Astrid said. 
 
    Saturn took another step closer and leveled her energy weapon at the Ansaran’s chest, building up a ball of lightning at its crescent tips. 
 
    Astrid put her hands up in front of her defensively. She asked nervously, “What do you want?” 
 
    “You might have the others fooled, but I know better,” Saturn growled. 
 
    “Our deal is firm, no tricks.” 
 
    Saturn smiled. Astrid didn’t know who she was dealing with. Saturn placed her other hand on the crescent weapon so both hands were gripping the pulsing firearm. She said brazenly, “Oh, we’re going to deliver you to the surface, but before we do, you’re going to tell me everything, starting with your real name. If I think you’re lying, you’ll be delivered in pieces.” 
 
    Astrid’s swirling blue and green eyes began to glow a deep blue. It seemed to be some kind of defense mechanism, but it wouldn’t make much sense if it were. Glowing eyes hardly seemed like a superpower. 
 
    The Ansaran sputtered, “My name is Astrid, I swear.” 
 
    “Of what House?” 
 
    Astrid’s eyes shifted. 
 
    “What House?” Saturn bellowed, the ball of energy pulsating furiously at the tip of her weapon now inches from her chest. 
 
    “House Ansara,” Astrid mumbled under her breath. 
 
    Saturn squinted her eyes and said with disgust, “I knew it.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Astrid asked, visibly frightened. 
 
    “What I should have done from the start.” 
 
    Saturn was interrupted by the sound of the hallway door opening and Liam stepping inside. His jaw was clamped together, making his jaw seem even more broad and masculine. The rough blond stubble on his face accentuated his coarse glare. He approached her furiously and demanded, “What’s going on?”
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    Liam put a hand on Saturn’s forearms and lowered her weapon, pressing a release button on the side of the crescent-shaped weapon with his other hand. The ball of lightning dissipated into the air and the room was blanketed in silence. Astrid continued holding her breath for a moment before letting it out and collapsing to the floor, shaking feverishly. 
 
    “Care to explain?” Liam asked. 
 
    “She’s not who she says she is. Someone had to end this charade before we all wound up dead.” 
 
    Liam let out a huff of air and knelt down beside Astrid. Her eyes, which glowed a furious blue when he entered the room, had now returned to their vivid mix of blue and green, slightly larger than human but just as beautiful. Liam put a hand up to her face and wiped away a single tear drifting down the side. Her face was smooth, with hardly any semblance of scales, and cool to the touch. He asked her, “Are you alright?” 
 
    Astrid wrapped her arms around him and pulled him in close, catching him off guard. He could hear Saturn scoff and he gently pushed away. When he did, he saw Astrid’s gaze firmly planted on Saturn. Her eyes quickly returned to his and she said, “Thank you for coming when you did.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Saturn said before storming out of his quarters. 
 
    Watching her go, Liam shook his head and looked back to Astrid. “What were you two talking about anyway?” 
 
    “She was right to be angry with me. I don’t belong here.” 
 
    Liam didn’t know what to say. It was true that having an Ansaran on board was off-putting to say the least, but she hadn’t caused any problems yet. He tried to think of something nice to say and eventually said, “I think she’s just wary of new people. She’s protective of what we have here.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Astrid asked, wiping a tear from her bony cheek. 
 
    “We’re an odd bunch, but deep down we’re like family, squabbles and all.” 
 
    “I never had a family. Not a real one anyway. I envy you.” 
 
    Liam knew how she felt but he wasn’t about to express such a sentiment to a stranger. He could hardly remember his childhood, as though he was blocking as much of it out as possible. Liam told her, “You’ll be with your people soon enough. Come with me, you’re needed in the cockpit.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Liam entered the cockpit with Astrid following close behind, one hand gripping the back of his tunic as though she were afraid of losing track of him. Saturn had kicked Ju-Long out of the co-pilot’s chair so he was spinning in the seat behind her. Sitting in the seat opposite Ju-Long was Nix, hardly acknowledging them as they entered. 
 
    “Saturn, bring up a map of Taleris and the surrounding region.” 
 
    She mashed a few buttons angrily and a slowly spinning holographic projection of Taleris and its moons appeared, its orange hue coloring the cockpit with its luminescence. Liam stood aside and let Astrid approach the hologram. After a few moments, she pointed at the northern hemisphere of Taleris and the image halted its spin, rippling at her touch. When she removed her finger, a yellow dot flashed where she’d pointed. Astrid stepped back to Liam, keeping within arm’s reach. 
 
    “There’s a landing pad outside a large structure there. It’s where the Caretaker of this world resides.” 
 
    Ju-Long commented, “That’s about where we saw a few dozen life signs.” 
 
    “A few dozen?” Astrid asked anxiously. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Liam asked. 
 
    “There were thousands only months ago. How can this be?” 
 
    “I have a few suggestions,” Nix chimed in. “None of them pretty.” 
 
    Liam waved a hand at Nix for him to keep quiet. “We can be there in under an hour. Saturn, set a course.” 
 
    “Wait,” Astrid said. “I should send a message ahead of us. The Caretaker isn’t fond of guests he does not expect.” 
 
    “What would happen if we didn’t?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “It’s better if we do.” 
 
    “So you can tell them to kill us upon landing?” 
 
    Astrid’s eyes glowed furiously and she said, “If Taleris was at peak strength this vessel would have been incapacitated by now.” 
 
    “Not this ship,” Nix said with a knowing smirk. 
 
    “Let me send the message or you’ll soon know what I mean.” 
 
    Liam regarded Astrid incredulously. It was like she’d flipped a switch and had transformed into a little firecracker. Liam knew this meant she’d expected them to have been ambushed by now, but her tone suggested she had other motives. Still, he had to be sure. 
 
    “Let her send it,” Liam said. 
 
    “Thank you, Liam.” 
 
    Saturn objected, “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “If she tries anything, I’ll kill her myself.” 
 
    Astrid regarded him with fear in her eyes. 
 
    Without breaking her gaze, Liam said, “We do what we have to for family. Nothing personal.” 
 
    Astrid nodded nervously and approached the center of the long front console. Saturn pointed to the communications link and Astrid input a frequency reflexively. When she pressed the button to talk the ship sputtered. She tried again and a deep groan emanated from deep within the vessel. The Garuda wasn’t pleased. 
 
    Nix laughed and said, “I always knew she had good taste.” 
 
    Liam walked up to the console and pressed the button, this time with better results. 
 
    Astrid spoke into the console, “Caretaker Ruen, this is Astrid. Some friends and I will be landing shortly. Please treat them with hospitality.” 
 
    Liam cut the transmission. 
 
    “It’s done,” Liam said. “One thing bugs me, though. Without communicating with Taleris since Narra, how would you know what would happen when we got here?” 
 
    “The Kurazon attacks started a few months ago. Since then any vessel carrying anyone but Ansarans has been incapacitated or destroyed. With me on board, it was likely they wouldn’t destroy the ship outright until they knew the reason for my presence here.” 
 
    “An awful big risk.” 
 
    “There was nowhere else to go. I couldn’t stay on Narra and my presence would not be heralded on Surya either. I was only trying to make the best of my lot.” 
 
    “It must be hard carrying around a burden such as yours,” Saturn chided. 
 
    Astrid looked like she was about to retort but thought better of it. She appeared dejected, truly hurt by Saturn’s words. She said gently, “You can’t know the pain a simple name can bring.” 
 
    “You’d rather be Dinari?” Nix asked glibly. 
 
    Astrid eyed the Dinari with her glowing eyes and said in a furious tone, “I’d rather be anything but a chip to be bargained.” 
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    The headwinds on Taleris were whipping past The Garuda as Liam maneuvered through a storm of lightning and ash. Taleris was a dead planet, or might as well have been. The sky was as gray as the ground which made telling up from down nearly impossible without instruments or the occasional bolt of lightning to illuminate the factories below. Where one ended and another began was beyond Liam’s imagination. As he steered the ship closer to the ground, he noticed smoke rising from the factories, and not just from the tall stacks projecting into the sky. Fires fizzled in some of the buildings, sending up thick black clouds of smoldering ash. 
 
    Astrid’s face displayed her horror. The glow faded from her eyes and tears welled up, finally trickling down her smooth blue face and collecting on her chin. 
 
    Liam tried to keep a detached demeanor and simply said, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Taleris was never beautiful, but this...it’s as though the whole world is burning.” 
 
    Liam tried to spread The Garuda’s wings to slow their descent but the ship protested. She must not have wanted to expose herself to the foul atmosphere. 
 
    Astrid noticed the ship’s objection and commented, “It’s a fickle thing, isn’t it?” 
 
    Nix said smugly, “She knows what she wants; a rare feat for a woman, even less so for a ship.” 
 
    Liam saw Saturn cringe at their Dinari friend’s statement, though she didn’t say anything. Nix was probably going to get an earful later when the Ansaran was no longer with them. Liam focused on the fast approaching ground. He fired the reverse thrusters, boosting the undercarriage jets. The Garuda slowed to a reasonable speed and Liam released the landing gear. 
 
    He aimed the ship toward a long bridge that stood hundreds or perhaps a thousand feet above the factories on the ground and was made from a solid gray material akin to cement but with a sheen that suggested stone. At the end of the sky bridge was an ovular platform with flashing red lights to illuminate the landing zone. Several figures were making their way down the bridge toward them in small hovering vehicles, the massive structure behind them standing a number of stories taller than the platform, a sort of metal palace jutting from the ground. Liam began the final landing procedures and set the ship down gently on the platform, a flawless landing despite the inclement circumstances. 
 
    Liam started powering down systems but Saturn put a hand on his arm to stop him. She said, “Let’s leave it running.” 
 
    Liam nodded and took his hand off the main power switch. The engines continued to hum along, nearly fading entirely into the background a moment later. He unstrapped himself from his seat and put a hand on Astrid’s triceps, without a word leading her to the cargo bay. The rest of the crew followed close, the dull hum of the engines still the only sound in the ship apart from their feet clanking along the grated metal flooring. 
 
    Liam passed Astrid off to Nix and began pulling out energy weapons from the storage cabinet. He handed one to Saturn and Ju-Long and strapped one to his own thigh. When he was done, he handed the final energy weapon to Nix and closed the cabinet, locking it with a heavy turn of a rusted handle. 
 
    He checked over the crew one last time before using his fist to hit the square red button that lowered the ramp. The metal creaked and lowered sluggishly on its old hydraulics. Liam led the way down the ramp and took several paces toward the approaching Ansarans. Several small vehicles drew near, each large enough for just one rider and hovering a couple feet off the ground with two glowing blue discs beneath the rider. 
 
    The six hover bikes came to a stop perhaps thirty feet from the crew. Astrid remained unbound but Nix had his hand firmly planted on her shoulder, his menacing claws daring her to attempt an escape. 
 
    Keeping his eyes on the Ansarans, Liam said to Astrid, “It’s time you paid up.” 
 
    Liam could feel Astrid’s gaze turn in his direction. 
 
    “Very well, a deal’s a deal. The trigger was taken back to the high council on Ansara until such time as a vessel is completed to use its power once again. I’m sorry, Liam. Remember what I told you. It is just one of many abominations produced by Vesta Corporation.” 
 
    “A fool’s errand,” Nix spat, gripping her shoulder tighter. “She could have told us it was useless days ago.” 
 
    “And I wouldn’t be on Taleris,” Astrid shot back with a wince. 
 
    Saturn kept her hand close to her weapon and said, “Enough, let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    The Ansarans had dismounted their vehicles and taken a few steps forward, each armed with laser pistols and wearing form-fitting gray body suits which terminated at the neck. The Ansaran in the center came to within twenty feet of them and held his empty hands out for Liam to see. 
 
    He was a thin man with bulging black eyes and long ears that extended well past his bald head. His features were almost a caricature of the Ansarans he’d met in the past, some of his features highly exaggerated. He opened his thin mouth, revealing long pointed teeth as thin as his waistline. He declared, “I am Caretaker Ruen of House Ansara. Welcome to Taleris.” 
 
    Caretaker Ruen cocked his head and examined Astrid. When he was satisfied, he asked, “What are your intentions?” 
 
    Liam waved to Nix and said, “We had an arrangement with Astrid. Returning her concludes our business here.” 
 
    “Is that so?” the Caretaker said with curiosity. “I’m sure Astrid has much to tell.” 
 
    Liam felt the Caretaker stare coldly at Astrid. Something told him he was about as kind-hearted as Ragnar. 
 
    “What happened here?” Ju-Long asked, looking around at the dilapidated scenery. 
 
    When Ju-Long mentioned it, Liam noticed what wasn’t clear from the sky. The bridge had been struck by laser blasts, chunks of the low walls lining the bridge had been destroyed. As it was, he wouldn’t want to get close to the edge. It was at least two thousand feet to the planet surface. 
 
    The Caretaker lowered his eyes as though in shame, and replied, “The Kurazon I’m afraid. Three ships evaded our planetary defenses and took out key components of our infrastructure. They knew where to hit us.” 
 
    There was a brief silence, after which the Caretaker said, “Now, as you can see, I have a lot to attend to, so if you’ll kindly return my niece to me, we can all go about our business.” 
 
    Liam’s eyes propped open wide. The Caretaker was from House Ansara, which meant Astrid had lied once again, this time about her lineage. Astrid made an uncomfortable sound, drawing Liam’s gaze. The expression on Nix’s face was unadulterated fury. His claws dug deep into Astrid’s shoulder, drawing blood through her light blue body suit. Astrid’s jaw was clenched tight as though determined not to show her pain. 
 
    “Astrid of House Ansara?” Nix mumbled through gritted teeth. 
 
    Nix was going to provoke the Ansarans if he didn’t let her go soon. Already a few of the Caretaker’s guards had their weapons pointed at his chest. They couldn’t afford to get into a shootout. 
 
    Ju-Long reached out toward Nix and said calmingly, “Let her go, Nix. Let’s chalk this one up to a loss and lick our wounds.” 
 
    Nix brushed Ju-Long’s arm away. 
 
    “She didn’t hold up her end of the deal. She played us every step of the way. She was never going to tell us how to get the Quantum Trigger. If it is on Ansara then we can’t hope to get it back now.” 
 
    Caretaker Ruen bowed his head. “My, Astrid. You have been busy. Even whispers of a matter such as this must be dealt with. You know this.” 
 
    Astrid nodded solemnly and said, “I know, Uncle.” 
 
    Liam looked back and forth between Astrid and Caretaker Ruen and asked, “Astrid, what’s he talking about?” 
 
    “I told you there are things that must not be spoken of. It is my fault and I must pay the price.” 
 
    Saturn asked the Caretaker skeptically, “You’re going to kill your own niece?” 
 
    “What we do is a matter for and between Ansarans. I need not explain myself to outsiders.” 
 
    Nix released Astrid’s shoulder and shoved her forward. “Good riddance.” 
 
    Astrid took one small step toward her uncle and then stopped. She looked back to Liam and said, “If you want to learn more about Vesta Corporation, you need only look where the twelfth planet once was. Do not give up on the trigger, but remember there are more pressing matters if you want to remain alive.” 
 
    Astrid broke Liam’s gaze and turned back toward the Caretaker. Liam wondered what she meant by the twelfth planet. There were only eleven in the Ansara System. She couldn’t really be giving up so easily. He’d seen the fight in her. Despite the lies he saw the person behind those glowing blue eyes. She was good-natured at her core, even if her actions didn’t always show it. Before he knew what he was doing, Liam’s energy weapon was in his hand, a swirling bolt of lightning at its tip, aimed at the Caretaker’s head. 
 
    “Not another move,” Liam said darkly. “She’s coming with us.” 
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    “You’ll never make it off this planet, rake,” Caretaker Ruen spat. “Now come along, Astrid. You need not associate with such filth. Remember your birth.” 
 
    At the mention of her birth, Astrid was furious. She looked to Liam, whose gaze was locked on the Caretaker in cold determination. She asked him, “You would take me with you?” 
 
    Liam nodded and replied, “I won’t have more innocent lives on my conscience. Come and live or go with your uncle and die. Either way, you’ve made the choice.” 
 
    Liam remembered Tiffany, that naïve redhead who’d shared his bed and was subsequently cut down by Takara. It was only right that he gave Astrid the choice Tiffany never had. Associating with Liam had become a deadly game, one which ate away at his insides every time he thought about it. 
 
    Saturn and Ju-Long raised their weapons, pointing them at two of the Ansaran guards. They were still outnumbered but at the very least they had a chance. Nix kept his weapon holstered, still taking in what was happening. 
 
    “You mean to take her with us?” Nix asked. “You don’t know what she is; what she’s capable of!” 
 
    “We’ll discuss this on the ship,” Liam told the Dinari before turning his gaze to Astrid. “What’s your decision?” 
 
    Tears fell down Astrid’s cheeks and she wiped them off with the back of her hand. She regarded the Caretaker with her blue-green eyes, her vertical black pupils growing wider. 
 
    “I’m sorry, uncle. There’s much I still must do. The old ways are blind to the necessities our future holds. I guess this is goodbye, then.” 
 
    “I am your blood and you will obey me,” the Caretaker roared. 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    The Caretaker’s face grew purple beneath his scales, his rushing blood visible beneath his pale skin. He pointed to Astrid and yelled to his guards, “Kill them all.” 
 
    Liam got his shot off first, taking out one of the guards with a ball of energy that left him convulsing on the ground. Saturn and Ju-Long fired on the remaining guards as Liam took Astrid by the arm and started moving with her back toward the ramp. One of the guards caught Nix in his left shoulder, grazing it and leaving a hole where the meat of his deltoid should have been. Nix cried out angrily and retrieved his weapon from its holster, returning fire and hitting his attacker in the face with an energy blast. The crew continued to back toward the ship, blue lasers flying past them and sparking off The Garuda with little effect on its hull. 
 
    Only one Ansaran guard remained along with the Caretaker, who hadn’t bothered drawing a weapon. Before the crew disappeared up the ramp Liam heard him say, “She’s no blood of mine.” 
 
    At the top of the ramp, Liam hit the button and the lift began to close. Liam took off toward the cockpit at a run. They had to get off Taleris, and quick. In the cockpit, Liam put his arm through the metal ring and gripped the control handle. 
 
    “A little help here?” he asked the ship, not really expecting a response. 
 
    Several of the switches flipped on their own and the engines whirred louder than before. Liam pulled up on the controls and the thrusters fired. They were airborne and gaining speed in seconds. Out the side window Liam saw thick blue lasers shooting past them. It must have been the planetary defenses the Caretaker had mentioned, only they were clearly functioning. Liam cut hard to the left, maneuvering around in an unpredictable pattern to throw them off. 
 
    The Garuda fired a pair of extra boosters on its own and the ship shot forward at a blistering speed, leaving a trail of fire in its wake as the engines combusted the toxins in the air. Moments later they were crossing the threshold into space, a few stray lasers still firing upward but were refracted slightly off-kilter by the atmosphere. The Ansarans wouldn’t be able to adjust in time to make a difference. Liam punched in a quick course heading for one of the outer moons. They needed to get their bearings. 
 
    Saturn appeared in the cockpit’s entrance and said urgently, “You better get back here, it’s Nix.” 
 
    Liam set the autopilot and removed his hands from the controls. He stood and followed Saturn down the curving corridor to the cargo bay. Nix lay propped up against a yellow crate, hand bracing his left shoulder. 
 
    “Move your hand,” Ju-Long said. “We need to see.” 
 
    Nix dropped his hand and Ju-Long ripped the hole in the Dinari’s shirt to get a look at the wound. It wasn’t bleeding much, likely because the laser cauterized most of the wound. Still, it looked painful and the burn was at risk of infection. 
 
    Liam dropped to one knee in front of Nix and asked, “Do we have any medical supplies on board?” 
 
    Nix pointed to an adjacent crate. 
 
    While Saturn popped it open and began searching for something useful, Liam assured Nix, “We’re going to get you fixed up.” 
 
    Astrid paced around the cargo bay nervously. She was mumbling, “It’s all my fault. I’ve denounced my family and now I’ve killed one of the people helping me.” 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up, Your Grace,” Nix said in a daze. “I’m not dead yet.” 
 
    Saturn handed Liam a syringe filled with a yellow fluid. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked. 
 
    “Judging by the label I’d say an antibiotic, but their medicine is a lot different than ours.” 
 
    Astrid took the syringe from Liam’s hands and said, “If you inject him with this, he’ll have a pretty good resistance to the Dinari phage sickness but that’s about it.” 
 
    Astrid searched through the crate and found another package, ripping it open with her teeth. She held the glass syringe in her hand, squeezing the plunger to remove any air bubbles inside. She approached Nix, who quickly tried to move away. 
 
    “I’m not trusting her with that. She’s going to try to finish me off.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Astrid said. “You saved my life.” 
 
    “Besides,” Ju-Long remarked, “There probably isn’t anything in our medicine stash that could kill you anyway.” 
 
    Astrid tried to approach once more but was met with the same reaction. She looked to Liam and handed him the syringe. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll have better luck.” 
 
    Liam shook his head out of exasperation and moved in to administer the antibiotics. Nix tried to scoot away but was held firm by Ju-Long. 
 
    “I don’t like needles!” Nix cried. 
 
    Liam injected him near the site of the wound and between two scales, each the size of a human thumb nail. When he’d finished squeezing the plunger he said, “Tough.” 
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    Liam sat down at the dining table across from Nix, who was fidgeting with the bandage on his shoulder. The ship had been quiet since they left Taleris, but The Garuda was never truly quiet. The dull drone of the engines could be heard from any room on the ship. After a while he stopped noticing it. It was only after getting off the ship and coming back on that he remembered how many clinks and clanks there were around the old ship. 
 
    The kitchen smelled strongly of the curry-like substance, with distinctive notes of feet and mold to boot. Nix made the dish so often that the kitchen and the entire hallway outside it nearly always smelled of Leguma. It beat smelling like the grease they used on the gears in the engine room or Ju-Long after a hefty workout. He made a mental note not to visit the engine room any time soon. 
 
    Liam slid a bowl of Leguma across the metal table and said to Nix, “You shouldn’t mess with it. If you get an infection, Saturn’s going to be pissed that she spent all that time cleaning it.” 
 
    “It itches,” the Dinari complained. 
 
    “Eat your Leguma. You’ll feel better.” 
 
    Nix nodded and picked up the bowl with his good hand, slurping the hot liquid down loudly. A look of satisfaction came over him that can only be obtained from a good warm meal. Nix took the leftover Nerva plant at the bottom of the bowl and pressed it against the porous bandage. The orange liquid seeped in and colored the white field dressing. Nix sighed at the small comfort it gave. He said, “Nerva plant isn’t the best at healing laser burns, but it sure does feel good.” 
 
    “What does it feel like?” 
 
    “Like Endorphins running through your body. It’s hard to notice the pain.”  
 
    Liam smiled and pressed his elbows against the table, bringing his hands together and covering his mouth. His mind drifted to Saturn. She’d been talking to Astrid for nearly an hour, trying to get information out of her. This time it wasn’t an interrogation, but a civil conversation. At least that’s what Liam hoped was going on. Something in the back of his mind told him Saturn lobbied to talk to Astrid to keep him away from the Ansaran. Maybe she didn’t think he could remain objective. Whatever the reason, Liam wasn’t prepared to walk into his quarters and find Astrid’s dead body. An image filled his mind of Tiffany with a hole cut through her head by a laser. Once was enough. 
 
    Liam heard the clank of footsteps over the grated metal floors in the corridor and turned his head. Ju-Long hovered in the doorway with a confused look coming over him. He scratched his thick neck while he appeared to look for the right words. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It might be nothing, but you should probably check it out anyway.” 
 
    Nix started to get up but Liam waved him off. “Stay and finish, I’ll go.” 
 
    Nix nodded and picked up a long piece of Nerva plant with his fingers and dropped it into his waiting mouth, slurping the rest of it down noisily. 
 
    Liam stood and followed Ju-Long toward the front of the ship. On their way, Ju-Long explained, “I was just monitoring our sensors and considering our next play, when I saw something strange. It was just a blip but it got me thinking.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Ju-Long approached the center console and brought up a holographic image of the surrounding space. He pointed at a region near a few of the outer moons of Taleris. For a moment there was nothing, and then Liam saw it. A long, thin sliver appeared and then disappeared. Whatever it was, The Garuda’s sensors weren’t having a very good time of identifying it. 
 
    “I’ve seen three of those glitches around different moons.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a glitch,” Liam said, taking the pilot’s chair. “I think it’s time we made a course correction.” 
 
    Liam slipped his arm through the copper ring and gripped the control handle, jerking the ship out of autopilot. With his free hand he punched in the only coordinates he knew by heart. 
 
    “I’m setting course for Surya. Grab the others.” 
 
    Ju-Long moved to obey Liam’s order but stopped when the blips on the holographic image began to change. All three slivers broke their lunar orbits and were on course to intercept. 
 
    “Do you see that?” 
 
    “It’s them. Reapers.” 
 
    Liam flipped the emergency warning switch and red lights began to flash throughout the cockpit and the rest of the ship along with an annoying but unmistakable sound. 
 
    “They’re fast,” Ju-Long observed. 
 
    Liam watched the hologram for a moment and replied, “Too fast. Even at our top rate of acceleration they might catch us. We need a new plan.” 
 
    Nix arrived at the cockpit, followed closely by Saturn and Astrid. Nix asked, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Reapers,” Ju-Long said, “And closing fast.” 
 
    “Battle stations,” Nix ordered. “How long until intercept?” 
 
    Liam replied, “About ten minutes. But there might be another way.” 
 
    “What other way?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Well, you said it yourself, these things are powerful and fast. We’d never stand a chance against three in an open space battle.” 
 
    “What are you implying?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “Look here,” Liam said, pointing at the holographic projection. “This looks like it used to be a moon, but it must have been destroyed by some kind of asteroid. Taleris’ gravity field is still holding the fragments close to one another.” 
 
    Astrid remarked, “You’re going to fly us into that mess? Are you crazy?” 
 
    “We just need to get one of them alone. Nix, you said this thing has taken a Reaper out before. Do you know how?” 
 
    “The records are vague, but it’s said that normal laser blasts are ineffective against them. We’d have to use something else.” 
 
    Nix put extra emphasis on the last few words, and Liam had a feeling why. Astrid still didn’t know the history of The Garuda. Nix was surely reluctant to share that information with an Ansaran, even one that’s on the same side. If the Ansarans knew one of the legendary Corsair-class vessels was still in existence, they would do everything in their power to destroy it, even if it was helping their cause. Maybe they didn’t have to tell Astrid. Maybe she’d never even heard of the Corsairs. 
 
    “Ju-Long, get on that gun. You know the one.” 
 
    Ju-Long nodded and moved past Saturn to take the seat behind the co-pilot’s chair, bringing up a targeting display once he was settled. 
 
    Liam turned to the crew and said, “I’m changing course for the split moon, you guys might want to strap in.” 
 
    Saturn and Nix took their seats and Astrid was left standing awkwardly in the center aisle, gripping two of the cracked leather seats. When Liam noticed her standing there he said, “Oh, right. Maybe just hold on tight.” 
 
    Astrid replied, “That’s reassuring.” 
 
    Ju-Long smiled and said, “There’s a spot open on my lap.” 
 
    Astrid shot him a repulsed look that Ju-Long must have gotten frequently from women because he only shrugged and returned his attention to his console. 
 
    “Sure you made the right choice coming along?” Saturn asked Astrid. 
 
    “Time will tell.” 
 
    Liam could see the fragmented moon ahead of them. Nearly half of the moon was still intact while the other half was broken into thousands of smaller pieces, each drifting along in a drawn-out path following its orbit around Taleris. The surface of the large remaining chunk of moon was pockmarked from countless impacts with meteors and debris, its chestnut brown coloring an afterthought among the deep shadows cast across it. 
 
    Liam maneuvered The Garuda closer to the large landmass where the biggest chunks of debris spun in their elliptical path. 
 
    “They’ll be in firing range in two minutes,” Saturn said. 
 
    “They won’t have a shot.” 
 
    Liam jerked the controls and moved the ship around a large piece of spinning rock and then wove between two more, turning the ship on its axis to fit through the colliding chunks. Once through, a small piece of rock bounced off the cockpit window, not large enough to make a dent. A small part of Liam began to think he’d made an error in judgment. The debris was more closely packed than he realized. It was going to take precision to come out unscathed. 
 
    “Saturn, Nix, get on the guns and clear a path.” 
 
    Nix used his good arm to manipulate the controls and dual lasers fired from the front of the ship, cutting through the rock with ease. The remaining slices edged away from one another with less urgency than Liam had expected. They were only creating more debris to avoid. A devious thought came to him. 
 
    “Hold your fire,” Liam ordered. “Can we turn those lasers around and fire to the rear?” 
 
    “The lasers won’t penetrate their armor,” Nix remarked. 
 
    “They won’t have to. Break up as many of the bigger rocks as you can. Following us is going to be like stepping into a minefield.” 
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    A laser blast struck The Garuda and Liam was forced against his straps, the material cutting into his shoulders from the violent shock. He heard a cry to his left and saw Astrid thrust to the ground where she fumbled for a handhold. She bore a bright purple cut on her forehead where it’d struck the metal flooring. 
 
    “What are you waiting for? Fire!” Liam demanded. 
 
    Liam maneuvered the ship around several small pieces of debris, showing off the unparalleled agility of their vessel. He pulled up an image of the pursuing ships on his console, making sure to keep one eye on the path ahead. The Reapers were long and sleek, black as space with a slight sheen to them that reflected the glow of their lasers as they fired. The green spark illuminated their ship on his screen just before he saw the lasers pass by them out of the cockpit’s windows. 
 
    Saturn and Nix turned their lasers and began firing at the debris to their rear. A couple of the broken pieces collided with one of the Reapers, denting its smooth metallic hull. All three of the Reapers were in close pursuit now and were managing to move around the rocks, though it was affecting the accuracy of their blasts. Every time they made a quick course adjustment a laser went astray, slicing an asteroid in two and adding to the glut of space rocks. 
 
    Astrid held a palm to her head, bearing down on her wound to quell the bleeding. She had a firm grip on Liam’s cracked leather seat and brought herself up to one knee. She said, “Can you please try to keep this thing in one piece?” 
 
    Liam moved The Garuda through the canyon of a large piece of moon, twisting along its many curves before shooting back up into the debris field. 
 
    “As long as we have the gravity generator, up will remain up. Just don’t look out the window.” 
 
    The Garuda’s innards churned. It seemed aware of the situation and was preparing itself for its closing number. The lines of purple energy flowed overhead and the turbines beneath Liam’s feet growled up through the grates from the engine room below. She was ready. 
 
    Liam said, “Ju-Long, I’m going to bring her about. Get ready to fire.” 
 
    Liam pulled up and the ship responded forcefully, picking up speed and turning to avoid a large spinning boulder nearly the size of the vessel itself. He moved toward the half moon and hugged the rugged surface. The Reapers had fallen behind to avoid the spinning debris. The backside of the moon had almost no rocky fragments. Whatever had struck it must have only blasted through the other side. Liam used the small amount of gravity from the moon to slingshot around to the other side, increasing their speed dramatically. 
 
    He bore headlong back into the debris field, weaving in and out of many smaller rocks, many of which were surely of their own making. Up ahead he saw a blue circle, glowing bright like the base of a flame. Liam made a few more adjustments until they had a clear path to the other ship. 
 
    “Now,” Liam yelled. 
 
    Ju-Long pressed down on the trigger and a jet of blue fired from the nose of The Garuda. It didn’t look like the fire and lightning mixture he’d seen in their last encounter with the Kurazon. Instead, it looked like a beam of pure energy, less precise than a laser but far larger in girth. Before it could reach the other ship a piece of debris floated between them. The massive boulder exploded into dust, shooting out particles in every direction. The cockpit’s window was cascaded with the tiny grains, which bounced off and found a new trajectory out into space. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Astrid asked. 
 
    Liam regarded her and said, “It’s better if you don’t know.” 
 
    “Get me another shot,” Ju-Long pleaded. 
 
    Liam nodded and attempted to follow the Reaper. Something was wrong. He’d lost track of the other two. As if on cue, they were rocked by another laser blast, this time too close to penetrating their hull. Red warning lights flashed and his console buzzed in protest. Liam made a defensive maneuver and broke off from his pursuit of the bait ship. 
 
    Saturn said over the noises in the cabin, “The longer this goes on the worse it’s going to get.” 
 
    She’d said what Liam already knew. They needed to draw them into a trap of their own. If they could take out one of them it could buy his crew some time and even the odds. Liam drew up a quick plan in his head. It wasn’t much, but with any luck it could work. Liam would rather be lucky than good any day of the week. 
 
    “Hold on, things might get a little bit bumpy.” 
 
    Liam jolted his controls to his right, moving once again toward the remaining half of the moon. He said to Ju-Long, “Get ready to fire on my mark.” 
 
    “Ready,” Ju-Long replied. 
 
    Liam waited until they were uncomfortably close to the surface of the broken moon before yelling, “Fire!” 
 
    Ju-Long pulled the trigger and a thick jet of blue came rushing out of The Garuda. It hit the half moon and continued to streak along until a long line of sapphire lit up the darkened surface. 
 
    When it hit the moon, Liam noticed that the substance was wet like acid but had cut like a laser. Chunks of debris shot up from the surface in multiple trajectories. Liam avoided them and checked his monitor to see how the Reapers had fared behind them. The monstrous boulders that shot into space were slowed by the half-moon’s weak gravity field. Instead of rocketing off into space, they hung there directly in the path of their pursuers. 
 
    One of the Reapers pulled up and avoided the rocks, moving out of the debris field entirely. Another was not so lucky. It tried to maneuver out of the way but caught the left side of its sleek folded-back wings. The ship was turned right into a much larger asteroid, where it struck the surface hard against the jagged rock. Explosions engulfed the interior of the vessel but were squelched almost immediately by the vacuum of space. It lay there in crumpled ruin, hugging the asteroid’s weak gravitational pull, only a few scrap pieces firing off away from the ship. 
 
    Ju-Long pumped his fist in celebration and shouted in Chinese, “Qù sĭ!” 
 
    “Nice shot,” Nix said, “But there’s still two more.” 
 
    Saturn spoke up, “One of them just faded from sensor range.” 
 
    “And the other?” Liam asked. 
 
    A crash shook the ship and the cockpit came alive with flashing lights. Out the cockpit window Liam saw the remaining Reaper shoot past overhead and leave the debris field, firing all of its thrusters and increasing its acceleration as it shot past the fragmented moon. 
 
    Liam felt his insides become weightless and his long blond hair begin to rise up into the air. That last blast had taken out their gravity generator. Astrid was holding onto Liam’s seat cushion with one hand, floating in the center aisle. 
 
    “Where are they going?” Liam demanded. 
 
    “They’re moving to where the other ship disappeared from sensor range, out by the outer moons of Taleris.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re just regrouping?” Nix asked. 
 
    Liam shook his head and said, “I don’t know, but we need to make what repairs we can before they come back.” 
 
    Liam guided The Garuda toward the largest piece of debris he could find. It was easily ten times the size of the ship with topology that would hide the ship reasonably well among its large craters. Liam fired the reverse thrusters and slowed the ship down to a crawl. He’d grown so accustomed to The Garuda, that it only took him a few minutes to maneuver into position and set the ship down on the massive rock. The landing gear crunched down, pulverizing many smaller pieces of rock. 
 
    Liam unstrapped himself from his seat and pushed off, floating up above his console. He regarded Saturn and ordered, “Shut down any system that’s nonessential. Try to make us blend into this rock as much as possible. If we’re lucky, it might buy us some time. Nix, take Ju-Long to the gravity generator and see what you can do.” 
 
    Nix nodded and he and Ju-Long left for the engine room. Saturn began fiddling with her controls, shutting down the exterior lights and reducing the interior lights to minimum. When she was finished, Liam added, “Keep an eye on the sensors and let me know if anything changes. These things are fast, so we won’t have much time to react before they’re on top of us.” 
 
    Astrid let go of Liam’s seat and pushed off, trying to remain upright in relation to the floor and failing. She asked Liam, “What about me?” 
 
    “We’re going to the cargo bay to get your head looked at.” 
 
    Astrid felt her forehead and stared at her blood-stained blue hand, globs of it floating out as she pulled her hand away. Liam took her wrist in his hand and pushed off from the console, dragging her weightless body toward the corridor. 
 
    Liam heard Saturn say harshly, “I guess I’ll just stay here then.” 
 
    Liam was tired of their petty tiffs. If Saturn had something to say she should come out and say it. He continued on with Astrid, ignoring Saturn’s comment, and curved around the corridor to the cargo bay. 
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    The cargo bay held several yellow crates that were strapped to the floor. Liam led Astrid to one of them and had her sit on top, having her take hold of one of the straps to keep her in place. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she said. “You don’t have to worry yourself over a small scratch.” 
 
    Liam could see that it was a little more than a scratch. Astrid’s eyes were a little loopy. She hadn’t lost enough blood to be woozy from that. He was no expert on alien anatomy, but he had a nagging suspicion that she could have a concussion. 
 
    “Don’t be silly. This will just take a minute.” 
 
    Liam pushed off from the crate and found the medical supplies in the box where Saturn had found the antibiotics. When he opened the top and rustled through it, he had to fight with syringes and bandages that tried to float away. He grabbed a piece of cloth that felt like gauze and some alcohol and closed the bin. 
 
    He kicked off the ground and found his way up to Astrid, who held out a hand and guided him toward her. Liam held the gauze over the bottle of alcohol and shook it to get it wet. He started cleaning the wound, holding her chin steady with one hand and dabbing at the cut with the gauze in his other hand. Astrid’s face was cool to the touch, but her gaze conveyed far more warmth. 
 
    “Back on Taleris, why did you help me?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “I told you, I’m not going to let an innocent girl die.” 
 
    “I’m not innocent. My House has brought a lot of pain to this system. I deserve the hatred Nix has shown me.” 
 
    Liam stopped his cleaning and looked into her big eyes, swirling with blues and greens as they gazed back up at him. He refocused on her wound and said, “Nix will come around. He’s had a lot of trouble with Ansarans before. It’s not a reflection on you.” 
 
    Astrid’s eyes appeared to have trouble focusing despite her best efforts. She blinked several times and finally squinted at him. She wore a relaxed smile as Liam continued to work. Astrid asked him casually, “And what does Captain Liam Kidd think of my race?” 
 
    Liam shook his head and responded, “Well, I’ve had my own problems with Ansarans, but I think I can say I like the females a little better.” 
 
    Astrid smiled and then winced as Liam continued to clean out her wound with a fresh dab of alcohol. She looked at him with calculating eyes, as though trying to find an answer to a question before asking it. Finally, she relented and asked, “You and Saturn, are you two—?” 
 
    “No,” Liam said quickly. “Actually, it’s complicated.” 
 
    “Complicated how?” 
 
    Astrid moved to curl her legs around Liam’s floating legs, drawing him in closer. With one hand she maintained contact with the crate, but with the other she started drawing circles with her index finger over the deep cut in his shirt, tracing the drawstrings holding the shirt together over his chest. 
 
    Liam wasn’t sure how to respond, so he spilled his guts. “She doesn’t know what she wants. Years ago, we used to have something, but now it’s like I don’t even know her anymore. She’s changed and I don’t know that I like what she’s become.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Saturn pressed herself against the curved wall at the entrance to the cargo bay. She hadn’t meant to overhear but now she found her mind reeling with Liam’s words, echoing ominously within her brain. Was that what he really thought of her? She couldn’t have been that bad, could she? 
 
    Her stomach bubbled with a mixture of feelings. She wasn’t sure whether to be hurt, angry, or betrayed, but found herself feeling little bits of each. Saturn’s blood ran hot within her and she instinctively flexed her toned muscles with rage. Her knuckles turned white, visible even in the half-light of the corridor. 
 
    If Liam knew everything that had happened, he would think differently, but that was the problem. He would think differently of her. She couldn’t fathom that he would sympathize with a broken woman, especially not with Astrid hanging off him like a lost puppy. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Saturn heard the tramp say. “I wish I could do something to help.” 
 
    The Ansaran whore continued moving her hands over Liam’s chest sensually. His rocky chin shifted down so he could watch her pale blue hands toy with the leather strings on his shirt. Saturn felt something in her eye and quickly wiped it away with the back of her hand. She pulled herself along the wall, floating back toward the cockpit, careful not to make a sound. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Liam put his hand over Astrid’s and removed it from his chest. He considered her for a moment. Maybe it was the light, but she was sexier than he’d ever seen. Still, something inside him was off. His stomach felt as though it was turned upside down and it wasn’t from the lack of gravity. 
 
    “I’m positive I’m going to regret this later, but I can’t.” 
 
    “It’s Saturn then,” Astrid said, nodding her head and releasing him from her embrace. “If you change your mind, you know what room I’ll be sleeping in.” 
 
    Astrid needn’t have said that much, because her eyes had said it all. She had the look of an animal in heat. It was a look Liam was accustomed to seeing on Earth, but it had been more than a year since his last time and he felt out of practice. He wasn’t sure he knew how to respond anymore. Every time he thought of a woman, he remembered death. Sound escaped his lips, but the words that came out were half-formed and mumbled. He felt a heat grow in his loins and the slow creep of blood leaving his brain. Astrid was going to make life in close quarters difficult. 
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    Nix handed Ju-Long a laser cutter with his good hand and quickly grabbed an overhead pipe to turn his floating body away to avoid the cutter’s bright light. He heard Ju-Long turn on the cutter and make the incision in one of the metal offshoots of the gravity generator. The device was small for what it did. It sat near the back of the engine room, centered against the back wall, and was the dead middle of the populated areas of the ship. 
 
    He hated seeing her like this. The Garuda had been good to him since he was old enough for Zega to let him pilot her. She’d seen many battles and had come through relatively well for such an old vessel. Every ship has its quirks, and he thought he’d seen them all. This was the first time the gravity generator had gone out, though. He’d never had to mess with it before. It just worked. In this case, Ju-Long’s technical knowledge, even if the technology was different from what he was used to, would be of great use. 
 
    Ju-Long ceased his cutting and removed the generator’s outer plate, looking around inside under the low light of the engine room. The muscular human had begun to sweat in the hot chamber and Nix began to feel himself salivate to reduce his core body temperature. After a moment Ju-Long asked, “Is this square box the power module?” 
 
    Nix bent to look where Ju-Long was pointing and winced from the pain in his shoulder, nodding with his jaw clenched tight. He said, “That’s it. If I remember correctly, Zega said we can’t connect it to the ship’s main supply.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Nix smiled and replied, “You’ve seen the main gun. If we connect the generator to the main power, far too much Aether will be drawn in and our bodies would be crushed under the gravitational pull.” 
 
    Ju-Long looked at the grated metal floor and remarked, “Ju-Long waffles. Yuck. Now what were you saying about Aether?” 
 
    Nix cocked his head. Even children knew about Aether. It was at the very core of their system’s knowledge of the universe. Ju-Long bore a truly puzzled look that couldn’t have been faked for the sake of a joke. He really didn’t know. 
 
    “You’ve seen the purple energy on Planet Surya, as well as running along the conduits in this ship. That is Aether. It powers most technologies in this system.” 
 
    “But what is it?” 
 
    Nix didn’t entirely understand the question, so he repeated, “It is Aether. It is derived from the planets and every creature on them.” 
 
    “Like Qi.” 
 
    “I do not know this word. We view it as the life force of the departed. Do you see now why The Garuda runs on Aether?” 
 
    Ju-Long furrowed his brow and thought hard. Finally, he replied, “So, this ship really is just a ship, but it’s powered by the life force of the Garuda of legend? The souls of the dead?” 
 
    “Elegant, isn’t it?” 
 
    “But she acts like a living thing sometimes.” 
 
    Nix shook his head and motioned for Ju-Long to be quiet. He said, “Careful what you say, she’s sensitive. I would argue she’s more alive than any number of creatures I’m aware of. The Aether has reanimated the creature’s consciousness. She is completely aware of her surroundings, even this conversation.” 
 
    Ju-Long looked around the room, a little agitated, and said softly, “Ghosts in the machine.” 
 
    Ju-Long’s small brown eyes darted back and forth as though expecting an apparition to appear. The human’s small curved nose had a single bead of sweat dripping down it, which made him snap out of it and wipe the perspiration from his face. Nix never could get over how small and unpronounced their features were. Humans were a funny species. Nix confirmed, “An odd phrase, but not inaccurate.” 
 
    Ju-Long continued to examine the insides of the generator, feeling around the different modules. While he worked, he asked, “So, every one of the Corsairs had this Aether running through them?” 
 
    “Every one. While the average ship in the Ansaran fleet may also run off Aether, not every life force is equal. It is why only the most feared creatures’ power was harnessed for the purpose of creating the Corsair fleet.” 
 
    Ju-Long stopped fiddling with the modules and looked up at Nix, who floated above him and slightly off-kilter. He asked the question Nix was rather not fond of answering. 
 
    “How is the Aether harnessed?” 
 
    “In time, friend,” Nix hedged. “I can give you a history lesson after we repair the gravity field. Topics such as this require a good meal, and I can’t eat Leguma in a weightless environment.” 
 
    Ju-Long frowned and looked back to the generator. He let go of the laser cutter and it floated next to him. He pointed at the machine and said, “This technology is foreign to me, but I’ll do my best. Hand me that power meter and we’ll see if the module is totally drained.” 
 
    Nix handed Ju-Long an ergonomic rounded device with probes that extended out from the bottom. Ju-Long began attaching the leads while Nix drifted off in his mind to another place. He was thinking of Astrid. No, not Astrid, but someone who looked remarkably like her. In the spire they called her “The Heiress.” She was the daughter of the Caretaker on Ansara and next in line to lead their House. The Heiress put on a fantastic show, but she was far worse than Ragnar or Toras ever were. 
 
    One day, Nix was cleaning the Caretaker’s office with several other Dinari, when The Heiress showed up on a diplomatic mission. He’d seen her a few times before, but only ever briefly during her limited stays in the spire. She’d had a way with Ragnar that left him speechless. No, it was more than that. He was physically incapable of speech. A few of the Dinari heard her exchange with Ragnar and watched as The Heiress made him sign some documents, seemingly against his will. Nix hid behind one of the many columns in the Caretaker’s office, more out of instinct than anything else. If Zega had taught him one thing, it’s to never get involved in matters of diplomacy if he intended to remain alive. 
 
    He waited for several minutes without hearing a sound, until finally several thuds echoed throughout the chamber. The sound of three Dinari bodies hitting the cold stone floor. Nix waited for The Heiress to leave and then came out from behind the pillar. There was no blood on the ground, but the three Dinari lay dead, expressions of lust and contentment burned into their scaled faces. 
 
    Ragnar sat back in his chair in a daze, but very much alive. Nix examined him more closely, making direct eye contact with the drooling man. He had this feeling that behind those eyes he was aware of everything that had happened. Nix backed away slowly, and then turned and broke into a run, exiting the chamber. He was absent from the spire a week before Zega convinced him to go back and continue his mission. Nix had been flogged once for every day he’d been gone, and Ragnar never looked at him the same way. It had occurred to Nix that Ragnar might have remembered everything, including him. 
 
    The Heiress was the first Ansaran female he’d ever seen. From the rumors, most never left Ansara. Whatever strange power they held was enough for Nix to distrust Astrid. When he’d heard Astrid was from House Ansara, the connection was clear. That would make Astrid at least a cousin to The Heiress, and certainly capable of the same evils. Blood never lied. 
 
    Ju-Long broke him out of his reverie. “Looks like there’s a bit of juice left in the module, but if it’s anything like an engine on Earth, we’re going to have to give it a jump so it can recharge itself. Do these power modules need to be replaced like dead batteries?” 
 
    Nix shook his head and responded, “What? Oh, any replacement parts would have to be fabricated by us back on Surya at Zega’s shop. A jump should work until we can replace it.” 
 
    “If the main supply is too much, maybe we can use one of our energy weapons?” 
 
    Nix nodded absentmindedly and said, “It could work.” 
 
    Astrid was inside his head again, smiling jovially and laughing at his incompetence. He’d had his chance to kill her. With Liam and Ju-Long swept away with her ruse it would be increasingly difficult to carry out his tasks and remain a part of the crew. Nix breathed out a big gust of air. Everyone had their burdens to bear. 
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    “They’ve got our scent and they’re not going to stop until we’re dead.” 
 
    Liam held on to a metal crossbeam while floating on the ceiling of the cockpit, considering Saturn. She’d been trying unsuccessfully to convince him to go after the remaining Reapers and his patience was fading. The Garuda was still being patched up and they couldn’t risk an open space battle with the Kurazon. It was like she had a death wish. 
 
    “It’s decided, Saturn. When repairs are complete, we’re headed back to Surya. We can stop by Narra on the way if need be.” 
 
    “Oh, good, we can drop off some baggage on the way.” 
 
    “That’s enough. Think what you want about her, but she’s willing to help us. We don’t have so many friends on this side of the galaxy that we get to be choosy.” 
 
    Saturn stifled a laugh and broke his gaze. After a moment, she said viciously, “No, apparently that honor is left for the Captain.” 
 
    Saturn pushed off from her chair and floated away down the bent passageway, leaving Liam wondering what had just happened. His wonder spiraled down into scorn. 
 
    Liam’s grip tightened on the support beam until his knuckles were white. She infuriated him to no end with each of her colorful statements and her incessantly contemptuous tone. Liam’s thoughts were dashed by a sinking feeling in his stomach. Soon his arms had to flex to keep him in place and he became aware of his weight hanging from the beam. Liam let go and fell to the grated floor below. He stood and brushed himself off, still steaming inside as he looked down the empty hallway. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Ju-Long and Nix to appear in the cockpit, giddy with their successful repair of the artificial gravity generator. Ju-Long knelt down and kissed the metal grates below. He exclaimed, “It worked! God I missed this.” 
 
    “Good work,” Liam said with a level voice, hiding his residual anger. “Let’s get our bearings and get the hell out of here.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    “There’s no sign of them,” Ju-Long said, examining the co-pilot’s console. “Their last energy signature was seen near the farthest moon, on the other side of Taleris.” 
 
    Liam nodded and took hold of the control handle, simultaneously releasing the hooks holding them down. He gave a short burst from the thrusters and The Garuda rose up several feet from the asteroid. Liam folded back the landing gear and began a slow departure from the debris field. Without the Reapers chasing them, navigating the spinning rocks at low speed hardly posed a challenge. 
 
    At the edge of the debris field, Nix asked him, “Are you sure about this, Liam?” 
 
    “As sure as I can be. The Reapers would have waited us out until our supplies were gone. It’s what I would have done. This way we have an advantage.” 
 
    Nix eyed him suspiciously and asked, “You expect them to follow us?” 
 
    “I expect them to try. We both know we haven’t pushed this ship to its limit.” 
 
    Nix made a noise like he was about to object, but instead he simply said, “Even if we can outrun them, they’ll still be out there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Nix. I always have a plan.” 
 
    Liam gripped the control handle tighter and moved the ship through the center of two pock-marked rocks. Nix worried too much. Despite his faith in The Garuda, when it came to the Kurazon he was always gun-shy. Maybe it was his upbringing or the multitude of stories about these particular ships that was making him wary. Either way, they were going to make it through, no matter what. 
 
    Nix looked to his bandaged arm and said sardonically, “Your plans usually end with one of us getting hurt.” 
 
    “This time will be different. If we time it right, we’ll have the element of surprise. Besides, Nix, usually Ju-Long’s the one getting hurt.” 
 
    Nix chuckled while Ju-Long made an offended face and defended, “Keep laughing, but someone needs to get things done around here.” 
 
    Through the reflection in the cockpit window, Liam saw Nix shake his head and gaze out at the stars with a faint smile still burned on his face. It might not seem like it to his crew, but Liam had actually done some planning this time. That didn’t mean it was going to be easy, but The Garuda did have something the Reapers didn’t, and it had nothing to do with firepower. 
 
    Astrid entered the cockpit and took the seat behind Ju-Long, strapping in, perhaps out of caution after the last time she’d been in the cockpit. She said, “I see we’re on our way. Where exactly are we going?” 
 
    “Narra,” Ju-Long said. 
 
    Astrid appeared discouraged. “I was hoping you wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    “If you like, we can drop you off and it will be like none of this ever happened,” Nix seethed. 
 
    Astrid regarded Nix and frowned. She held a hand over her shoulder as though protecting her body and turned away from the Dinari. Liam could tell keeping her on the ship was going to be a Herculean task. He announced to the cabin, “Narra is a strategic play, nothing more. No one’s kicking anyone off this ship. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Perfectly,” Nix said, darkness creeping into his voice. 
 
    Ju-Long made a groan and brought up a holographic image of the moons surrounding Taleris. Two long figures appeared briefly, their courses matching their own. Ju-Long stated, “We’ve got company.” 
 
    “As expected,” Liam remarked. 
 
    Liam moved the throttle forward with his left hand, pushing the ship toward its top rate of acceleration. He could hear the engines groan below them as though they were shaking off a century of rust and grime. The cockpit began to shake and the holographic image of Taleris flickered and started to show new images of empty space. Taleris had passed the edge of their scanner range. 
 
    Ju-Long commented, “The Reapers are pursuing, but they either can’t match our velocity or they’re not trying to.” 
 
    Liam continued to push the accelerator forward and replied, “They’ll try to see if we can keep it up. If we can’t we’ll be dead in space and they’ll have their golden opportunity.” 
 
    “Isn’t that risky?” Astrid asked. 
 
    Liam turned and saw an anxious Astrid out of the corner of his eye. Her hands were clenched together and her toe tapping rapidly on the ground. She was frightened. Finally, something her and Nix had in common, though Liam doubted they’d see the humor in it. 
 
    “This ship can take it,” Liam told her. “If I were the Kurazon, I would keep my distance until I knew exactly what I was dealing with. We already took out one of their ships. They’re likely to be wary of another encounter but can’t risk letting us go.” 
 
    “And here I thought the Kurazon valued a fair fight,” Ju-Long mused. 
 
    Liam shook his head. The Kurazon Nix had heard about in his stories didn’t match up to the ones he’d met. Honor appeared to be a show for them, a game of sorts. If they started to lose that game, they’d flip the board or do what it took to win. These Reapers, however, were notorious for shirking whatever code of honor the Kurazon claimed to live by. He told Ju-Long, “These ones are different. Their new leader, the blue-faced Kurazon, his tactics are cruel. He only cares about honor when others are watching.” 
 
    “Which makes the Reapers a perfect tool for unsavory jobs,” Nix said. 
 
    Liam nodded. The blue-faced Kurazon was quick to kill Crius for a dishonorable fight, but in turn he quite literally stabbed him in the back. The irony was not lost on Liam. The new Kurazon leader had bided his time until an opportunity arose to seize power. He knew the blue-faced warrior’s rise was partly Liam’s own doing, but did that make him responsible for every person the Reapers murdered? Before his fight with Crius, the Reapers were only a legend, a remnant from another time, spoken of only in whispers. 
 
    He tried to remember what Astrid had told him. The Reapers were only one of their problems. Still, they wouldn’t be able to search for the Quantum Trigger or even think about undermining Vesta Corporation until this imminent threat was resolved. They couldn’t go traipsing around the Ansara System with these Kurazon hounds on their tail. It had to end now. 
 
    Liam locked in a course for Narra and released the control handle, removing his arm from the copper circle. The throttle was pushed to full but it would take more time for the engines to reach peak acceleration. He examined the holographic projection of the surrounding space. It continued to update and showed the two Reapers matching their course and rate of acceleration, hanging back more than a million miles. 
 
    “At our present rate, we’ll get there in about two days,” Ju-Long said, amazed. “Why weren’t we traveling this fast the whole time?” 
 
    “Because we’re not meant to,” Nix replied. “The ship is powerful but the engines can’t sustain this rate of acceleration. We’ll be lucky to make it to Narra in one piece.” 
 
    The cockpit’s shaking had begun to subside as The Garuda became more accustomed to the engine’s power output. The engines beneath them whirred and hummed up through the gridded metal floor. It became a low drone that was ever-present in the background but became less noticeable with time. 
 
    Nix unstrapped himself and stood. He said to Ju-Long, “I’m going to keep an eye on the engines to make sure we don’t become space dust. Care to join me?” 
 
    Ju-Long got up from the co-pilot’s seat and rested a hand against the cracked leather headrest. He leaned down to Astrid and said, “If you need anything, you know where to find me. Maybe a tour of the ship? I hear my quarters is quite nice.” 
 
    Astrid held her hand over her mouth and suppressed a giggle. Ju-Long smiled and continued to the back of the cockpit, following Nix toward the engine room. It hadn’t taken long, but Astrid had gone from repulsion to laughing at Ju-Long’s advances. It wouldn’t be long before she found his words endearing. He had that effect on people. 
 
    Liam didn’t care. He couldn’t care. Then why did he feel a tug at his heart? It was something he hadn’t felt in a long time. Astrid watched Ju-Long go and then turned her gaze to Liam, smiling softly in the low light of the cockpit. She asked him, “Do those words ever work for him?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Liam responded casually. “He was pretty popular with the Dinari girls on Surya.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Astrid asked with a flat voice. 
 
    What was he doing? Ju-Long was his friend. He needed to say something to make it right. 
 
    “Then again, it was probably because he beat the hell out of a Dinari fighter in the ring.” 
 
    “He fought in the tournament?” Astrid beamed. “I used to watch the fights on Taleris as a girl. Surya is one of the last planets that still allows them. How did a human gain entrance?” 
 
    Liam shrugged and said, “We know a guy.” 
 
    The smile on Astrid’s face was deeply ingrained. Her slightly pointed teeth came together perfectly so there was hardly a gap between them. Liam looked back to his control console, pretending to fiddle with some minor adjustments. One day, Ju-Long better thank him for that. The pain in Liam’s chest began to subside. Perhaps knowing that he’d helped a friend alleviated some of the nagging feelings inside him. Liam looked out at the slowly moving stars. He hoped that’s what it was. 
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    Liam moved his face as close as he dared to the glowing turbine, the heat from the engine cascading over his skin and caused his long hair to become wet with steam. He backed up and examined the purple light pouring out of the vents, its monosyllabic hum droning deeply and reverberating through his chest. It had been more than a day since they left the debris field and there were still no major problems with the ship. 
 
    “How’s she holding up?” he asked Ju-Long. 
 
    “Considering what she’s been through, about as well as one could hope.” 
 
    The dual engines’ many copper gears churned silently under the noise of the turbines within its metal casing. The room was hot and sticky with the increased strain on the engine. It was beginning to seep out into the other chambers of the ship and the crew was miserable. Their sole shower was working overtime, using sound waves to reverberate the grime off their bodies at regular intervals. Ju-Long seemed to be the only one not having a problem with the humidity. He’d already grown quite accustomed to the steam put off by the engines. 
 
    “Keep an eye on it but take shifts with Nix. I can’t afford either of you to be out of commission. I shouldn’t have to remind you to eat and drink, should I?” 
 
    “Not as long as someone keeps the Leguma coming.” 
 
    Liam clapped him on the shoulder and nodded before taking his leave. He climbed the steep staircase to the cargo bay, taking note of the rushing purple energy overhead, and closed the hatch behind him. The metal latch was hot to the touch as he clicked it shut. They were halfway there, only one more day of hell to endure. 
 
    Liam hadn’t slept the night before. Perhaps it was a combination of Astrid inhabiting his quarters and Saturn’s attitude, but he didn’t feel much like sleeping. Instead, he wandered the ship fixing what he could. A loose coupling here or a blown fuse there. Some of the ship’s components were similar to technology on Earth, a fact that was surprising to Liam until he considered that some advances in technology must be similar regardless of where you are in the galaxy. Eventually, intelligent humanoids were going to invent heavier-than-air flight, even if the result looked far different. 
 
    Liam turned the corner to the cockpit’s corridor and bumped into Saturn. She wore a loose-fitting cloth top whose white fibers clung to her soaked body. Her hair was frazzled with long strands breaking free of her ponytail and sticking to her cheeks. Liam couldn’t help himself and he tried to suppress a laugh. She avoided eye contact and skirted around him, taking off toward the living quarters. It seemed the humidity didn’t agree with her either. 
 
    It wasn’t just Saturn who was acting distant. Nix had spent most of his time in the kitchen splayed out in a chair, trying to keep cool. He didn’t have sweat glands but his scaled skin still looked wet and drool dripped from his mouth like a dog. When Liam asked him how he was sweating, he said he’d poured a pitcher of water over himself. 
 
    Astrid was another story. She’d been in the engine room with Ju-Long for hours before she finally couldn’t take the heat and retreated to Liam’s living quarters. Liam didn’t want to know what they were doing down there so he steered clear. 
 
    Liam continued on to the cockpit. As he passed the kitchen, he saw Nix taking a sip of a clear liquid and by the Dinari’s wince, Liam guessed it wasn’t water. He continued on and took the pilot’s seat. He began examining the readings from the Reapers. This was probably the closest anyone had ever been to one while still being able to talk about it. Liam felt like they had an obligation to store as much information in their memory banks as possible. 
 
    The Reapers had maintained their distance of one million miles. It was impressive that the Kurazon ships could keep up with them for so long. It made Liam wonder if their ships were having the same kind of trouble as The Garuda. Liam brought up a hologram of the Kurazon ships and The Garuda, the stars passing by in the image. He put his hand up to the hologram and zoomed in on the two Kurazon vessels. They were sleek and shaped like long arrowheads, bearing almost no resemblance to the patchwork ships Liam had seen before. When Liam zoomed in further on one of them, he noticed a deep dent in the shiny hull from where it had been struck by debris. Liam took note. It was a weak spot in an otherwise immaculate ship. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Nix asked. 
 
    Liam turned his head and saw the dazed Nix staring at the orange hologram. He looked like he could hardly stay on his feet. 
 
    “One of the Reapers took some damage from the moon fragments.” 
 
    Nix collapsed into the co-pilot’s seat and slurred, “It won’t matter. Destroying two Reapers is a fool’s errand. It can’t be done.” 
 
    Liam frowned. It was clear Nix had been drinking, but he wasn’t entirely wrong either. The only ship to defeat a Reaper was The Garuda, but in the same token, that was one ship. They’d barely managed to escape before and now the circumstances wouldn’t be as favorable for them. In an open battle they’d be toast. 
 
    “How much have you had to drink?” 
 
    “I don’t know what happened,” Nix mumbled. “There I was having one glass of Thecla and then boom. I can’t feel my lips.” 
 
    “You don’t have lips.” 
 
    “Well I’m glad I can’t feel them, then!” 
 
    Liam stood up from the pilot’s seat and helped Nix to his feet. He said, “Come on big guy, let’s get you some water and put you to bed. You’re too dehydrated to be drinking liquor and I need you in pristine condition tomorrow. That means no more booze.” 
 
    “No more?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “No more,” Nix said with a sigh before poking Liam’s scar with a clawed finger. “How’d you get this, anyway?” 
 
    Liam batted the Dinari’s hand away and replied, “It was a long time ago. It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Have I told you you’re my best friend?” Nix garbled. “No, more than that. You’re my brother. And brothers, we stick together.” 
 
    Liam had seen Nix drunk on several occasions since they first met, but he usually kept to himself, brooding uselessly in a corner. This was a different side of him to say the least. It pained him to admit that Nix the funny drunk wasn’t so bad.  
 
    “That’s right, we do,” Liam said, leading Nix into the kitchen and drawing him a glass of water from a small nozzle on the wall. 
 
    Liam put the glass up to the Dinari’s mouth and started pouring slowly onto his tongue. Nix took several gulps before being unable to swallow any more. He spat up, liquid trickling down the sides of his mouth. Nix wiped his chin, his expression changing from drunken bliss to depression in an instant. Liam sighed. Just when he thought drunk Nix wouldn’t be so bad. 
 
    “Why is she here, Liam? She can’t be here. The Heiress is dangerous.” 
 
    Liam regarded his Dinari friend with a look of confusion and asked, “The Heiress? Who are you talking about?” 
 
    His golden eyes grew, nearly popping from his head, and he exclaimed, “The Ansaran. The Heiress will inherit the Alliance. She has terrible powers. Frightening. She can’t be allowed to lead them!” 
 
    Liam started trying to push Nix out of the kitchen and into the hall, but the Dinari wouldn’t have it. He grabbed Liam with his good hand and regarded him with a look he almost mistook as sober. He was serious. Something about this woman had him spooked. Liam said, “You can’t be talking about Astrid. You’ve seen her. She’s anything but frightening.” 
 
    “I saw The Heiress manipulate Ragnar. I saw her kill three Dinari in an instant with nothing more than her charm. The Ansaran will kill us all!” 
 
    “Let’s get you to bed,” Liam said. “We’ll talk about this in the morning.” 
 
    Liam half dragged Nix back to his quarters, with the Dinari yelling obscenities about The Heiress the whole way. He couldn’t possibly be talking about Astrid. Killing someone with charm? The notion was ridiculous. Astrid didn’t hold that kind of power over— 
 
    Liam stopped outside Nix’s quarters. Astrid had gotten close to Liam and now she was getting close to Ju-Long. If Astrid was anything, she certainly was charming. Liam placed his hand on the square pad and opened Nix’s chambers, plopping him down on the thin mat on the floor. He rolled the Dinari on his side and left him there to sleep it off. 
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    Liam stood in the hallway outside Nix’s quarters, running through his prior interactions with Astrid. She’d had plenty of opportunities to kill him if she really did have the kind of power to which Nix was referring. Still, something didn’t sit right with him. Liam started toward the cargo bay, his footsteps resounding off the curved metal walls. 
 
    When he arrived, the door to the engine room was still firmly shut. Liam put a hand on the handle and immediately removed it, the sear of scorching heat sending white-hot pain through his nerves. It was far too hot. When he’d left before it was a fraction of the temperature. 
 
    Liam removed his cloth shirt and began wrapping his hand until it was thick and bulbous. He quickly pressed down on the handle, bracing his forearm with his free hand, until finally the lever gave way. When the door opened, a burst of steam came rushing past him. Liam released his grip and moved to the side to avoid the brunt of it. 
 
    He descended the stairs quickly, the heat from the engine room fire against his skin. Liam called Ju-Long’s name through the dense mist. There was no reply. He moved faster now, blocking the steam from his eyes as best as he could but failing to keep his eyeballs from heating far beyond the level of comfort. 
 
    Liam tripped over something solid and fell to the floor. Ju-Long’s body lay lifeless on the metal grates, sweat covering his skin which was burned from the hot steam. Liam came up to one knee and lightly slapped his crewmate’s face. He yelled, “Ju-Long, wake up buddy. Don’t do this.” 
 
    There was no response. Liam cursed and flipped the muscular man onto his back so he was lying face up. He lifted Ju-Long up by his armpits and began to drag his heavy body toward the staircase. If they made it through this, Liam was going to have to get on him about slimming down. 
 
    “Ju-Long?” A voice cried from the top of the stairs. “Is anyone down there?” 
 
    “Here,” Liam shouted. “I need some help down here.” 
 
    Feet clanked down the steep staircase and a disheveled Saturn appeared. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” she shrieked. 
 
    “Just help me get him upstairs!” 
 
    Saturn nodded and picked up Ju-Long’s legs. The steam made keeping a grip on his sweaty body a challenge. After several minutes, they were able to finagle Ju-Long’s dead weight up the stairs and drag him away from the entryway. Liam hovered over his body, pressing two fingers on his neck and trying to find a pulse. 
 
    “It’s there but it’s weak,” Liam said. “Get some water, we need to get him cooled down.” 
 
    “Right,” Saturn said before disappearing down the corridor toward the kitchen. 
 
    Liam examined the burns on Ju-Long’s face and chest. They could have been a lot worse. In time they should heal without issue, but that’s not what worried him. Nix was supposed to have traded out with Ju-Long, so there’s no telling how long he was down there. He would have lost a lot more than water. He would need to replace the salts he’d sweated out. 
 
    Saturn returned with a large bucket of cool water and handed it to Liam. 
 
    “Do we have any Leguma left?” 
 
    Saturn said, “I think so, why?” 
 
    “Just grab some, even if it’s cold. I need something salty.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find.” 
 
    Saturn moved once again toward the kitchen while Liam turned his attention back to Ju-Long. Liam propped up his head and first poured a little water down his forehead before getting some in his mouth. Ju-Long wasn’t swallowing any so Liam turned his head to the side so it could spill out. He was going to have to go intravenously. 
 
    Liam set the bucket down and went to find the medical kit. He opened the top and found a glass bottle with a tube hanging from it. It looked like something he would have found on Earth before plastics were invented, but it would have to do. Liam returned to the bucket and poured a small amount of water into the glass container. 
 
    Saturn arrived with a bowl of Nix’s special orange soup he affectionately called Leguma. Liam gestured for her to set it down. He handed her the glass bottle and ordered, “Take this and keep it elevated.” 
 
    Liam removed the bundled shirt from his hand and tossed it to the floor next to him. He quickly found a vein near the crook of Ju-Long’s elbow and did his best to hit it. A spurt of blood shot out of his arm and Liam cursed, holding pressure over it with his thumb and retracting the needle. Ju-Long’s arm was too red with blood to make out his veins. Liam let go and decided to make another attempt on the other arm. 
 
    “Take a deep breath,” Saturn said. “You’ve got this.” 
 
    Liam nodded and breathed out, carefully inserting the needle into Ju-Long’s arm. He took a strip of cloth from his shirt and lightly tied it around Ju-Long’s arm to keep the IV in place, and then wrapped up his other arm where he’d missed the vein, tightening it over the wound and soaking up the dripping blood. 
 
    Liam picked up the bowl of Leguma and picked out one of the Nerva plants. The long seaweed-like plant acted as a good spoon when folded in half. He scooped up a small amount of the orange broth and dripped it into Ju-Long’s mouth, several drops missing and trickling down his square chin. 
 
    “He’s not responding,” Saturn said, half to herself. 
 
    Liam checked Ju-Long’s pulse again. It was still weak, but getting stronger. Liam continued to drip the broth into Ju-Long’s mouth slowly until his mouth closed. The muscular Asian man shot bolt upright and gripped his neck, fingernails scratching at it. He breathed out a puff of air, unable to form words. 
 
    Liam smiled and turned to Saturn. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess it was on Nix’s shelf.” 
 
    “You know he waters it down for us, right?” 
 
    Small tears formed around Ju-Long’s eyes and then poured down his face. He tried to speak several times before being able to breathe out, “Trying to kill me?” 
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    Liam taped the glass IV to the wall next to Ju-Long’s bedroll and helped him into a comfortable position. Ju-Long winced as his back hit the mat. 
 
    “Do you remember what happened?” Liam asked. “Was anyone else down there with you?” 
 
    Ju-Long looked to the ceiling and closed his eyes. He replied, “There was you, and Saturn, and Astrid.” 
 
    “What happened with Astrid?” 
 
    “A gentleman never tells.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing you’re not a gentleman.” 
 
    Ju-Long looked disappointed and said, “Nothing happened. It was too hot in the engine room and I couldn’t leave, so she left.” 
 
    “This is important, I need you to remember. Did she say or do anything to you that seemed weird or off in some way?” 
 
    “She was just being her old charming self. You know her.” 
 
    Liam did know her, despite only meeting her days ago. That was the problem. He left Ju-Long to rest and moved to the door. He told his crewmate, “I’m going to lock you in, but if you need anything, use this intercom to communicate.” 
 
    Liam tossed Ju-Long a small earpiece. He caught it and inserted it carefully into his ear, grimacing and clutching his side when he finished. Liam exited the room and put his hand up to the square pad. The white pad turned red and he heard a distinct click from somewhere inside the door. 
 
    Ju-Long might not have been able to articulate it, but there was definitely something to Nix’s suspicions. For that matter, whatever vibe Saturn had gotten off her might have been accurate as well. All Liam knew for sure was that he had a number of questions to ask their Ansaran guest. 
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    Liam and Saturn stood in the living quarters, hovering over a sleeping alien body. Liam raised up a bucket of cold water and splashed it over the top of the bed’s occupant, eliciting frightened screams. Saturn gripped her energy weapon tighter in her hand while Liam said, “You’ve got some explaining to do.” 
 
    The alien’s head shook, sending flecks of water all around. They gazed up at Liam bearing a look of confusion. 
 
    “I was sleeping,” Nix yelled. 
 
    “So is Ju-Long. It was all we could do to put him to bed after what happened.” 
 
    Water continued to drip from Nix’s face, his brown cloak soaked through to his scales. His eyes were marked with confusion, darting around the room, calculating. 
 
    “Ju-Long is hurt?” 
 
    Liam nodded and confirmed, “Almost died, possibly, thanks to you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Saturn chimed in, “Tell us everything about The Heiress.” 
 
    The Dinari’s golden eyes stretched wide and his mouth froze, slightly ajar. He said to himself, “Gods, what have I said?” 
 
    Liam picked Nix up by his soggy cloak and pressed him against the wall. 
 
    “I don’t have time for this. Is Astrid this Heiress person, or does she hold the same power?” 
 
    “The Caretaker of Taleris is Astrid’s uncle, meaning her father would be someone high ranking on Ansara. If not her, then maybe she’s The Heiress’ sister or cousin. I’ve only met the two Ansaran females, they keep them guarded.” 
 
    “Why?” Saturn asked. “Are they afraid of them?” 
 
    “Only a small percentage of Ansarans born are female. They prize them. The disparate ratio of men to women is a result of tampering with their genetic structure. You saw Xara on Surya’s moon. He was a monster.” 
 
    Liam released Nix’s shirt and eyed him coldly. He seethed, “This is exactly the kind of thing we need to know about before it escalates. When we get out of this, you’re going to tell me everything you know.” 
 
    Nix nodded meekly. He appeared genuinely ashamed to have withheld knowledge. Even if he had his reasons, they were part of the same crew. If they couldn’t trust one another, who could they trust? It was like working for Vesta Corporation all over again. 
 
    “We’re going to pay our Ansaran friend a visit.” 
 
    Nix’s face turned grave and nodded. He said, “Let me help. What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “I need you to be your normal, Ansaran-hating self. The gloves are coming off.” 
 
    Saturn shot him a surprised look that quickly turned into a smile. Liam had seen that look before, but not since their last protection job. She was turned on. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Saturn held her palm over the square scanner and the door to Liam’s quarters opened. She raised her energy weapon, a ball of energy pulsing between the crescent tips, Liam and Nix following suit. The room was empty. 
 
    “Shit,” Liam said. “Where is she?” 
 
    Saturn pressed a button on the side of her weapon and the energy dissipated harmlessly into the air. She turned to Liam and felt a rush of blood to her face. His cold blue eyes softened when they met hers and he brushed a long strand of blond hair away from his stony face. 
 
    “Should we split up?” Nix asked. 
 
    “No, that’s what she’d want,” Liam said. “It’s a small ship, we’ll take it room by room.” 
 
    Liam took off down the corridor with Nix, Saturn following him closely. When they reached the cargo bay they searched around each large yellow crate, careful to keep one another in eyesight. The place was empty. 
 
    The heat was unbearable now. The temperature in the cargo bay was rising. She tightened her sweaty grasp on her crescent-shaped weapon, fingers slipping until she added a second hand to maintain her grip. 
 
    Saturn heard the clanking she sometimes heard in the pipes which ran overhead along the corridor to the cockpit. She and Liam made eye contact and nodded to one another. Liam led the way down the curving passageway. Sweat poured down Saturn’s face and she tried to brush her hair behind her ears to keep it out of the way. The unruly mess wasn’t cooperating and she didn’t have time to fix it. 
 
    At the entrance to the kitchen Liam and Nix shot around the corner. Saturn, however, was looking straight ahead to the cockpit. There she saw Astrid in the pilot’s seat, messing with the controls. Saturn let out a low whistle, just loud enough to get the attention of the other two. Liam and Nix popped back into the hallway and followed Saturn’s pointing finger to the cockpit.  
 
    Liam charged his energy weapon and stepped quietly toward the front of the ship. Saturn followed within a meter of Liam, catching a glimpse of the V formed by his back through his drenched shirt. She shook her head. She had to focus. But the heat. Her brain felt cooked through. 
 
    When Liam was within a few feet of the cockpit, Astrid turned her head to the side and said flatly, “We’re approaching Narra.” 
 
    Saturn and the others pointed their energy weapons at Astrid, who turned around, awestruck. 
 
    “What is this?” she demanded. 
 
    “Step away from the console.” 
 
    Astrid raised her hands out in front of her and got up and out of the pilot’s seat. She looked ragged, with sweat pouring down her lightly scaled face and tired bags forming under her eyes. Astrid gazed between her and Liam, notably avoiding eye contact with Nix. She asked, “Here I thought we were past this.” 
 
    Liam spoke in a harsh voice, “Tell me about The Heiress.” 
 
    “The Heiress to what?” 
 
    “To the Alliance.” 
 
    Recognition flooded Astrid’s features. Her eyes took on a slight glow that was even more pronounced in the low cockpit light. She nodded and said, “My eldest sister.” 
 
    Astrid took a step forward and looked at Nix, the glow in her eyes growing in intensity. Nix readjusted his grip on his weapon. Saturn eyed him cautiously. Something about him seemed ready to snap. 
 
    Astrid continued, “It’s exceedingly rare for a family to birth an Ansaran female, let alone two. It’s expected that the females keep having children until they have a girl to replace them. When I was young, they called us miracles.” 
 
    “And now?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Dead weight,” Astrid spat. “My father could only choose one of us to inherit the alliance. My sister, being the eldest, earned that right. I was sent to Taleris to live with my uncle, in case anything should happen to my sister.” 
 
    “Isn’t that nice,” Nix seethed. “Let’s skip ahead to the part where you and your freak sister were engineered to kill.” 
 
    Astrid’s eyes widened, their glow squelched with her surprise. She said with a shaky voice, “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Nix moved quicker than Saturn had ever seen, even faster than when a fresh pot of Leguma was ready for consumption. He took hold of Astrid and grappled her to the grated metal floor, his energy weapon pulsing near her head and his other arm bearing down on her windpipe. He yelled, “Try to use your power against me, I dare you.” 
 
    Saturn looked between Nix and Liam. Normally Liam might have stopped it, remembering his misguided noble core. Now, he simply stood there, listening intently with his weapon pointed down at the Ansaran. Something had changed about him. 
 
    Astrid choked out sounds but was unable to form them into words. Nix loosened his grip just enough for her to say, “Whatever power you think I have, you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Why do your eyes glow?” Saturn asked. 
 
    Astrid’s eyes rolled back so that Saturn was in her sight. The glow pulsed angrily now. Astrid replied, “It happens when I feel strong emotions. I don’t know why.” 
 
    “Why did you try to kill Ju-Long?” Liam asked. 
 
    Astrid bore a look of confusion. “Ju-Long is hurt? Is he okay?” 
 
    Nix hit her face with the underside of his crescent-shaped weapon and repeated Liam’s question. A trickle of blood fell down her high cheekbones. Astrid began to weep softly. Saturn noticed Liam’s weapon lower slightly. She knew he wouldn’t have the stomach for this sort of thing. Astrid was clearly lying, but seeing a woman in distress went against everything Liam stood for. 
 
    The Ansaran didn’t say anything now, she only stared out the cockpit’s window, watching the stars go by. Something tugged at Saturn’s stomach. She knew that look well. Saturn had drifted off just like that once before. Sights and sounds retreated to the back of her mind and she focused on a single point, waiting for an end that wouldn’t come. 
 
    Nix wound up for another swing but Liam and Saturn both stopped him, pulling him off of Astrid’s chest despite his violent protests. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Nix asked. “She’s playing you both. Her and her sister are freaks, designed for nothing more than to kill.” 
 
    “This isn’t the way,” Liam said. “Not like this.” 
 
    Nix was irate now, and screamed at the Ansaran, “I watched your sister kill three of my friends with a word. In the same breath she manipulated the Caretaker and gods know what else.” 
 
    Astrid began to sit up and, still clutching her bruised throat, said, “I haven’t seen my sister since I was six years old. Any power she has certainly skipped over me.” 
 
    Liam put a hand under Astrid’s arm and helped her up, his weapon still out and ready if needed. He asked her in a stern but gentler voice, “Have you ever heard of something like this before?” 
 
    Astrid avoided eye contact and rubbed at the geometric patterns along her graceful neck. She said, “I’d say they’d kill me if I told you, but we both know they aim to kill me anyway. The research facility on Narra once studied Ansaran genetics. We were having too few female children, a side effect, I suppose. They thought to fix it by tampering with our genome even further.” 
 
    “What kind of tampering?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “It started with screening for defects and known disorders. Soon, it escalated into engineering strength and other desired features. At the end of the War of a Thousand Years, my grandfather decided that our race should not be vulnerable to another prolonged conflict. They began to experiment, free of any safeguards. I don’t know what they created.” 
 
    Liam maintained his grip on her arm and asked, “Why were you really on Narra?” 
 
    “My uncle sent me. Ever since I was a child, he treated me coldly, as detached a surrogate parent as any there ever was. He wanted me to see with my own eyes what an abomination I am.” 
 
    Nix growled, “As I said, engineered to kill. Can we kill her now?” 
 
    Liam held a hand up to quiet Nix and said, “Let her speak.” 
 
    Astrid hugged her body. Saturn could see this wasn’t easy for her. She’d just been attacked, she’d have no obligation to tell them anything. Still, the Ansaran continued with a shaky voice, “I found the facility deserted, but I was able to piece together what they were working on. I saw the cylindrical chambers, the laboratories, everything. And then I saw the records and I knew it was true. I was born out of one of those cold chambers, incubated until I could survive outside of it. Elayna, the so-called Heiress, was born of a similar chamber just days before me.” 
 
    “Is that why you have this death wish?” Liam asked. 
 
    Astrid avoided the question and said, “I don’t know why we were created, but I’ve never seen this power you’ve spoken of. If they’d altered us in some way, it wasn’t in their records.” 
 
    “We can take you back there when this is over, maybe you’ll find something useful.” 
 
    “No,” Astrid said quickly. “It wouldn’t do any good anyway. I burned the labs. There won’t be any more abominations.” 
 
    “Convenient,” Nix said with his arms crossed. “All evidence to back up your story is burned to a crisp.” 
 
    Astrid said calmly, “If I did have powers, you would be the only one I’d punish.” 
 
    Before Nix could form a retort, the cockpit was abuzz with warning sounds. Saturn crossed the room to the main console and rested her energy weapon on top, bringing up the scans of the surrounding region. Narra was close, one of its moons within half a million miles. The Reapers still trailed but they were slowly closing the distance. They meant to intercept them before they lost the advantage. 
 
    Saturn announced, “We’re less than fifteen minutes out from Narra’s closest moon. They’re gaining on us.” 
 
    Liam cursed and spat, “We’ll settle this later. Battle stations.” 
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    Liam gripped Astrid’s shoulder and stared into her blue and green eyes, their vertical slits growing wide as the glow faded. She didn’t fight his grasp, rather, she seemed too fascinated to notice. Liam told her, “If you want to live, get on a gun.” 
 
    Astrid hesitated a moment, and then nodded silently, brushing past Liam to the open chair behind the pilot’s seat. Liam noticed that Nix had immediately taken Ju-Long’s seat, where the controls for the main gun were located. He didn’t blame the Dinari. Astrid had a long way to go if she wanted to prove herself, and knowing the truth about their ship was a long way off. 
 
    Liam took his seat at the front of The Garuda and slipped his arm through the familiar copper circle, gripping the handle on the other side. The copper ring tightened snugly around his arm and he felt control of the ship at his fingertips. He altered course so they were pointed slightly off from Narra’s moon, but still well within its gravitational pull. Liam ran the calculations in his head several times, but numbers were never his strongest suit. Still, his plan was just crazy enough to work. If the Reapers wanted a fair fight, they were going to have to look someplace else. 
 
    “Saturn, what’s the temperature in the engine room?” 
 
    “Over one thirty, why?” 
 
    “It might get a little hotter.” 
 
    Nix chimed in, “There’s sensitive equipment in there. It’s hot enough as it is.” 
 
    “It’ll be temporary.” 
 
    “It’s not like we can vent the excess heat out here, this ship wasn’t designed that way.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t the engineers come up with a solution for the heat?” Saturn asked. “It seems like a big oversight.” 
 
    “It’s never been a problem before he started driving. The coldness of space has done enough in the past to cool down the ship. This place is usually a meat locker.” 
 
    Liam said, “When we make it back to Surya, remind me to make some alterations.” 
 
    “You mean if we make it back,” Saturn jeered. 
 
    “If we’re dead we won’t care about the heat,” Liam reasoned. 
 
    “Comforting.” 
 
    Liam ignored her and focused his attention on the glowing holographic projection in the center of the console. The Reapers flew side by side, the leader’s nose sticking out slightly ahead of the other. They were within 750,000 miles now. Liam cursed. The Kurazon were almost within targeting range. Out of the corner of his eye, a third dot flashed briefly on the outside of the scanner’s range, disappearing almost as quickly as it appeared. Liam hit the console trying to make the dot show up again. 
 
    “What was that?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, it could be nothing. But we’ve got bigger problems to deal with.” 
 
    Liam’s left hand found its way to the throttle. Saturn eyed him with a dangerous look. He wrapped his hand around the handle and pushed it forward as far as it could go, which was hardly any farther than it was already pressed. The cockpit was bathed in flashing red light and groans emanated up through the floor, shaking the consoles violently. The Garuda wasn’t amused. 
 
    Saturn yelled over the din, “Nix, are you sure there’s no way to cool us down?” 
 
    “Not without sucking us all into space. I told you, the ship wasn’t meant to accelerate this fast.” 
 
    “We just need to hold out a little longer,” Liam shouted. 
 
    They were approaching the moon now and Liam turned the ship into orbit. He felt his hand shift ever so slightly, surely the work of The Garuda adjusting his aim. It wasn’t the first time the ship had made adjustments on its own, but every time he saw it Liam found himself surprised. It was good to know The Garuda practiced the art of self-preservation. 
 
    Narra’s rockiest moon grew before them and its massive canyons came into view. Liam kept an eye on their speed, which continued to climb as the moon exerted its pull upon them. They were traveling along the dark side, coming up on the bright horizon. Liam got ready to make his move, but when he went to move the controls, he found the control handle moving on its own once again, breaking the moon’s orbit and shooting toward Narra. When he checked the readout on his screen, Liam noticed that they’d broken orbit at precisely the right angle to maximize their acceleration. It made him wonder why he even bothered driving. 
 
    “We’re headed for the surface?” Saturn asked. 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    They were traveling far faster than Liam had ever gone before. The Reapers were matching their course, beginning to come around Narra’s closest moon and closing on The Garuda. Liam’s heart beat faster, swiftly pumping blood to his extremities. He’d thought about using the moon’s canyons to force a chase, but it was too risky. With two ships they could split up or attack from a higher orbit, negating the risky maneuvers he was taking near the surface. He had a better idea. It was the only thing that made sense to him and the only way he could think to have the advantage over two Kurazon Reapers. 
 
    “They’re closing,” Saturn said. “I don’t know how but they’re moving even faster than we are.” 
 
    Liam directed the ship to the steepest angle of descent he could. The Garuda tried to shift the controls away but Liam held firm. The stream of purple energy overhead grew enflamed, angered by Liam’s denial. The roar of the engines became louder in protest. 
 
    “Easy,” Liam said to the ship. “I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Astrid asked, confusion coloring her voice. 
 
    “All captains talk to their ships,” Liam hedged. 
 
    Astrid said skeptically, “Is that right?” 
 
    Nix pointed to Astrid’s console and told her, “Drop it. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep your eyes on your screen.” 
 
    Astrid was silent. Liam caught her face in the reflection of the cockpit’s window and saw her close her eyes and clench her jaw. Astrid’s demeanor could very well have been a ruse. He had to be ready to act. It had crossed his mind that she was hiding whatever power she held until after they dealt with the Reapers. Revealing herself before would be suicide. It had also occurred to him, but seemed far less likely, that perhaps she was telling the truth. Maybe she didn’t have the same alterations as her sister and she was innocent in all of this. It seemed far-fetched, but stranger things had happened. 
 
    Liam heard Ju-Long’s woozy voice over the speakers in the console, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Just sit tight Ju-Long, things are going to get a little bumpy from here on out.” 
 
    “You didn’t even buy me dinner first.” 
 
    Liam laughed and replied, “Just hold on to something.” 
 
    Saturn pointed at the hologram and stated, “We’re approaching the outer atmosphere but we’re coming in too fast, we need to change our angle of descent.” 
 
    A green laser shot past the cockpit, breaching the atmosphere and causing an explosion on the surface of the planet below. Liam held their course. It was hard to see out the cockpit’s window now, with a glowing orange trail of rushing air flowing over The Garuda’s curves. The effect only lasted a moment and they were free of the upper atmosphere. Liam fired the reverse thrusters in an attempt to slow their descent. 
 
    The Garuda’s angle changed from nearly ninety degrees to sixty, still steep but much more manageable. Liam was able to fire the remaining thrusters underneath the curved belly of the ship and slow their descent further. More green lasers found their way past them, one of them grazing the hull behind the cockpit and jolting the vessel. 
 
    “Open the vents, get rid of the excess heat,” Liam ordered. 
 
    Saturn hesitated before finding the right controls on her console. The heat levels began to drop and several of the warning lights stopped flashing. Saturn checked the holographic image of the surrounding area and said, “They’re breaching the atmosphere. They’ll be on top of us in seconds.” 
 
    Liam flipped a hard switch and released The Garuda’s long wings. He felt his insides jump as the wings slowed their descent to a crawl. Liam punched the accelerator and used their new maneuverability to turn the ship around. The plummeting Reapers were in their view and firing on them. Liam spun The Garuda around in a spiral, minimizing the hits to the wings. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Nix asked incredulously. 
 
    “Fire everything!” Liam commanded. 
 
    The crew complied and Narra’s tinted green sky was colored with blue lasers. The Garuda sputtered and then released a volley of its electric napalm substance from deep within the ship. The lasers were ineffective against their armor, but a portion of their main weapon found its way to the hull of the rear ship, corroding the top of the ship and forcing fragments of metal to break off into the sky. 
 
    Liam turned hard to the right and accelerated out of the Kurazon ships’ flight path. The Reapers were desperately firing every thruster trying to slow their descent, but they were less effective than The Garuda had been. Their angles began to level out but they were falling too fast. Liam brought the ship about and watched them drop beneath the jungle’s high canopy. He waited for an explosion but one never came. 
 
    “Is that it?” Saturn asked. “Did we get them?” 
 
    Before Liam could answer her, the Reapers shot up from the thick jungle and rose into the sky. Liam cursed and broke hard to his left, avoiding the incoming Kurazon vessels. They were still fast in Narra’s skies, but their maneuverability was compromised. In space the shape of their ships wouldn’t have mattered, but over a planet, with gravity and wind and all the rest, their ships were at a disadvantage. 
 
    “Hold on,” Liam said before pulling up on the controls and taking them upside down. 
 
     Liam looked up and saw the green jungle canopy below him. Soon they’d gained on the rear Reaper and could see the damage the main gun’s corrosive substance caused. The hull was down to its struts on top and bits of blue still ate at the sides. The ship was limping along. 
 
    “Saturn, Astrid, get ready to fire on my mark.” 
 
    Liam flipped the ship right-side up and said, “Now!” 
 
    Blue lasers fired straight down into the open cavity of the Reapers hull. Saturn’s gun fired pellet after blue pellet of bright light at the other ship. On Liam’s console he saw explosions below them and the Reaper losing altitude. Moments later it crashed into the jungle below, setting fire to the lush green landscape. 
 
    Liam adjusted course and brought them down behind the last Reaper. The ship moved left to right, avoiding making itself an easy target. Liam said, “Aim for the thrusters, they shouldn’t be as armored as the rest of the ship.” 
 
    The crew fired their weapons, Astrid’s laser and Saturn’s deadly gun concentrating on a single thruster. The main gun never fired. Nix hit his console with a clawed fist and The Garuda sputtered in protest. Still, the Reaper’s thruster began to fizzle out and the Kurazon ship rocked back and forth. 
 
    “Get ready for another blast,” Liam said. 
 
    Saturn and Astrid fired their weapons again but hit only air. The Reaper shot toward the ground, firing its remaining thrusters. Liam turned the ship and followed them as they clung to the forest canopy. The Reaper was flying erratically now, soaring far too low over the top of the jungle. 
 
    Liam asked anxiously, “Where’s my main gun, Nix?” 
 
    “She’s not responding. I don’t know what’s wrong.” 
 
    “Keep working on it. Saturn, Astrid, focus all fire on their engines. Fire at will.” 
 
    Blue lasers and countless blue pellets of light lit up the Reaper’s rear. Several shots went astray and started fires in the dense green rainforest. The sun had begun to set over Narra and the sky was turning from green to the same orange as the fires below. They had to finish this quickly because they would lose their advantage after dark. The Reaper’s dark coloring would make them a challenge to track. 
 
    Astrid’s precise laser caught another one of the Reaper’s thrusters and it quickly faded to black. Liam heard Astrid give a muted victory squeal. 
 
    The Reaper veered off to their left. Liam turned in pursuit, but lost sight of them in the dimming light. He cursed and ordered, “Check the scanners, find them.” 
 
    Saturn pointed at the holographic projection of the planet’s surface. Their two dots were overlapped, flashing a brilliant yellow against the orange backdrop. Liam looked up and saw nothing. The realization struck him too late. 
 
    A bright green laser cut through one of their wings, nearly tearing it off its thick metal foundation. Bits of flayed metal flapped in the wind. The Garuda made a terrible noise from within and warning lights flashed in protest. Liam cut hard to the right. Without Liam’s command, The Garuda retracted its wings as best as it could and fired extra thrusters to keep them aloft. 
 
    “We can’t take another hit like that,” Liam said. “This needs to end. Now.” 
 
    “Get me in position, I think I’ve got it working,” Nix said. 
 
    Liam steered the vessel erratically, trying to throw off the Reaper. Without their wings it was increasingly difficult to evade their pursuer. Green lasers flew past them at every turn. 
 
    Liam had an idea but enacting it wasn’t going to be pretty. He pulled up on the controls and led the Reaper up a few thousand feet, leveling out and flying fast over the trees and vines. He told the crew, “Get ready to fire. If for some reason this doesn’t work, it’s been nice knowing all of you.” 
 
    Liam cut power to all of the thrusters and they dropped from the sky, traveling forward in a long descending arc. The Reaper flew right past, unable to make an adjustment in time. Liam turned on the power once more and nothing happened. 
 
    “No, no, no,” he said before hitting the console with his fist. 
 
    The thrusters jumped to life and, overcoming his surprise, Liam forced the accelerator to full. They were coming up underneath the Reaper when Liam roared, “Now.” 
 
    Each of the crew fired their weapons at the Reaper’s engines. The main gun crackled and then spit out a small amount of the electric napalm substance. The fiery lightning struck one of the Reaper’s thrusters and corroded it instantaneously. The Kurazon ship broke off and accelerated up into the sky putting every ounce of power into their thrusters and making for outer space. 
 
    “They’re retreating,” Saturn said in a surprised tone. 
 
    “Pursue them,” Nix said. 
 
    Liam turned and told the Dinari, “We can’t. We need to set down and assess the damage. If we’re not space-worthy it would be a real short trip.” 
 
    Liam moved The Garuda over the jungle looking for a clearing big enough for their vessel. After a minute of searching, several of their systems went haywire. The Holographic image fizzled in and out, replacing it with another image. The cockpit lights dimmed, and they were face to face with the blue-faced Kurazon. 
 
    The projection before them was shrunk to fit inside the cockpit, but from experience Liam knew he was far larger, standing at more than twelve feet tall. His thick neck supported a massive bald head, rife with scars and patterned with a deep shade of blue. Compared to the Dinari and the Ansarans, his eyes were small, but they clearly resembled the golden orbs so similar to the Dinari. The image only showed him from the waist up but was intimidating nonetheless. He wore a hard leather wrap from his waist up to mid-belly, where several straps came over his shoulders at various angles to create the appearance of a large ‘X.’ 
 
    In a deep voice indicative of the Kurazon’s massive frame, he said, “I commend you, Liam of House Kidd. Few could have stood against my Reapers and lived.” 
 
    Liam turned on the autopilot and sat back in his chair with his arms crossed. He replied, “It seems I’ve been seeing a lot of you lately. I like what you did with Ragnar by the way. So, what do I call you?” 
 
    “I am Garrick, Lord of the Kurazon Throng. I have no quarrel with you, Outsider, but your ship is another matter. If you knew its evils you might not fly her so freely.” 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” Saturn asked. 
 
    Liam put up a hand to silence her and replied to the Kurazon lord, “Don’t be ashamed to fear our ship.” 
 
    “I am not as vapid as Crius, Outsider. Your guile will get you nowhere with me.” 
 
    Liam smirked. 
 
    “I expect I’ll be seeing more of you, then?” 
 
    “Count on it,” Garrick said before terminating the transmission. 
 
    Normal light levels returned to the cockpit and the hologram of Narra’s surface reappeared. 
 
    “This ship,” Astrid began. “What was Garrick talking about? It’s clearly not like the other Dinari ships I’ve seen.” 
 
    “What did you tell me once?” Liam asked. “Some secrets are not meant to see the light of day.” 
 
    Astrid lowered her gaze and asked, “Now that it’s over, are you going to kill me?” 
 
    Nix got out of his chair and approached her. Liam stood up, watching the Dinari closely to see what he would do. 
 
    Nix bent in close to her and breathed out, “You’re lucky. You have too much information I need to kill you just yet.” 
 
    The Dinari took off down the bowed corridor without looking back. 
 
    Liam rested his arm on his seat’s headrest and said, “If you had the power Nix spoke of, we might all be dead right now. You’ve helped us against the Kurazon, and if you continue to help us, I’ll let you stay.” 
 
    Saturn jumped to her feet and objected, “What do you mean? I thought we were dropping her off on the surface.” 
 
    “The plan’s changed. I think she deserves time to prove herself. I didn’t say it was going to be easy. Eventually, you and Nix are going to have to come around or we’re going to have trouble.” 
 
    Saturn gazed into Astrid’s eyes and her cold gaze softened. Liam felt a tension in the air release. Whatever Saturn thought of the Ansaran, something about her reaction was different. She’d given up her protests so easily. Perhaps some part of her wanted the Ansaran to stay. 
 
    Liam observed Astrid’s expression and asked, “Do you still want to come with us?” 
 
    Astrid looked to her lap for a moment and then back to Liam. She nodded. 
 
    “It’s settled then. Anyone who lays a hand on our guest will have me to contend with. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Saturn crossed her arms and averted her eyes. She nodded and said in a soft voice, “Perfectly.” 
 
    “Then take your seat, I’m going to set us down and we can start on repairs. We’re going to have a long trip back to Surya.” 
 
    Ju-Long’s queasy voice filled the cockpit once again, “Is it over?” 
 
    “Yeah, buddy,” Liam responded. “It’s over. We’ll be back to check on you in a minute.” 
 
    “Super. Hey, just out of curiosity, did you happen to put a catheter in when you were playing the hero?” 
 
    Liam said questioningly, “No, why?” 
 
    “Oh, no reason, no reason. But, when you come by, you might want to bring a rag or two.” 
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    One Month Later – Akaru Colony, Planet Surya 
 
    Ju-Long Ma dabbed his fingers over his puffy lip, wiping the blood away to keep it from running down his chin. Sweat burned his eyes and the glare of the sun forced him to squint to see the outline of his opponent in front of Surya’s near permanent sunset. He tightened his fists and the barbs over his knuckles sizzled with electricity. 
 
    The crowd of Dinari onlookers were rabid after waiting so long for the final bout. Riken was a popular fighter, but Ju-Long was beginning to grow his own fan base. Cheers for both contenders fought each other for prominence in the mass of spectators. Zega sat atop the raised platform with the leaders of the other sectors of Akaru Colony, overwhelmingly pleased that both of his fighters had made it to the final round. His fat neck jiggled as he fed himself strips of raw meat. The rest of the Dinari emissaries appeared bored and were chatting amongst themselves. 
 
    Riken spat upon the packed dirt and circled Ju-Long, hands held loosely at his sides. The large Dinari fighter was bloodied, red dripping down his broad scaled chest in a sickening sluice leading all the way to his legs. Bits of his skin were scorched black by the electric barbs, but he didn’t seem to notice. His focus was singular in nature. It must have been embarrassing for a fight with an outsider to go on for so long. 
 
    Ju-Long saw Riken’s legs tighten, ready for a charge, and he took advantage of the opening. When Riken rushed, he slid out of the way, catching the Dinari in the side with a well-placed punch. Riken staggered and Ju-Long went to work, using the Dinari’s open posture to land blow after blow. Finally, Ju-Long stopped and Riken took several steps back, swaying with the slight breeze. 
 
    The crowd was louder than ever now, chanting Ju-Long’s name so that he could hear nothing else except the beat of his own heart, popping through his chest. His fingers tingled with excitement and he tightened his fists once more, the barbs glowing with the blue arcs connecting the points. Ju-Long edged closer, wary of a feint by his opponent. 
 
    Riken’s eyes squinted and then grew as though trying to maintain focus. His fists fell to his sides and the electricity in the barbs dissipated. A strong gust of wind blew past, bringing with it specs of Surya’s fine sand. Riken tried to plant his feet to keep his balance but instead toppled to one knee. He clutched his side with one clawed hand and slowly brought it up to his eye line. His claws were stained red and speckled with dust from the coming dust storm. Riken’s eyes closed and then opened slightly, focusing on Ju-Long before he fell over onto his side. 
 
    The crowd erupted in a chorus of screams and chants for Ju-Long, not only the first outsider to fight in the tournament, but the first to win. The announcer, Kiln, joined Ju-Long at the center of the ring and raised Ju-Long’s hand up into the air. 
 
    The announcer took a sip of strong-smelling alcohol from his flask and declared, “It gives me, Kiln, legendary fighter of the ring—” 
 
    The rabid masses threw strangely shaped vegetables at the washed-up fighter, one star-shaped tuber hit Kiln square in the face. Finally, the Dinari announcer relented and declared, “Our winner, Ju-Long Ma of Earth!” 
 
    Kiln took another swig of alcohol and offered some to Ju-Long, who was too enraptured with the crowd to respond. Here on Surya, he was somebody. He wasn’t an engineer to be used by Vesta Corporation or anyone else. He was admired for something he could do. Ju-Long approached the edge of the crowd and raised his arms up high, soaking in the attention. Out of the corner of his eye he saw a figure in a long cloak that obscured their face. He saw the wearer’s blue hands move the hood back to reveal a toothy smile. Astrid had come to watch despite the risk. She blew him a sensual kiss. He could get used to that. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Liam stood at the edge of the glass, looking down hundreds of stories to the mass of people below. He couldn’t tell who had won, but it was clear the fight was over. It wasn’t ideal, but there wouldn’t be a better time to have this difficult conversation. Liam turned to his left and regarded Toras, Caretaker of Akaru Colony. His sand-colored cape covered his right shoulder and came off at an angle from the center of his back, still frayed and patchy despite his elevated position. 
 
    “My eyes around the system tell me you’ve done us a great service,” Toras said. “The Reapers won’t pose a threat to us anytime soon.” 
 
    “You know that’s not why I’m here.” 
 
    Toras nodded and looked back out the window to the masses below and the approaching dust storm. He said, “Yes. What you’re asking is not easily accomplished. Do you know the implications of such a thing?” 
 
    Liam smiled and replied, “Believe me, I’m aware.” 
 
    “With this information and the routing of the Reapers, you’ve given me two favors today. An Ansaran does not forget.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled?” 
 
    Toras extended his hand and Liam took it firmly in his own. The Ansaran said, “It will be done, Liam Kidd.” 
 
    Liam nodded and released the Ansaran’s hand. Making deals, whether underground or atop the highest tower, wasn’t Liam’s preferred mode of operation. In fact, it felt like something Zega should be doing. Still, he had to look out for his crew any way he knew how. 
 
    Toras held a finger to a device in his ear and nodded. He said, “It appears your friend has won the tournament. A feat indeed for an outsider.” 
 
    Liam smirked and said, “I’d expect nothing less.” 
 
    He held the Ansaran’s gaze for a moment before turning and making off across the cold marble toward the large entryway. 
 
    Toras called after him, “Do not fear the night, Liam Kidd. What’s coming will come regardless of our feelings toward it. Best to face it straight on.” 
 
    Liam turned his head while he continued to walk and said, “It’s Captain, and don’t you forget it.” He felt the Caretaker’s stare upon his back as he left the room. Liam found the stone platform and knelt down in the center. The rock glowed purple along its edges before descending speedily down the spire, curving along the outside like a screw. Liam pressed a button on his earpiece and said, “It’s done.” 
 
    “Good,” Zega’s voice replied in his ear. “Good.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    “He’s gone,” Toras said, staring out the window at the rioting masses below. 
 
    The small mercenary came around the side of a thick stone pillar, the sun gleaming off his blue scaled outfit. He joined Toras at the window and handed him a flat circular object that took up half of his palm. The mercenary pressed the center button and the orange glow of a hologram projected up in front of the Caretaker’s face. 
 
    “What’s this?” Toras asked. 
 
    The mercenary looked up to Toras from behind his black visor and replied with his distorted voice, “A message.” 
 
    The orange glow turned into the visage of Caretaker Ruen of Taleris. His hands were clasped together and he appeared distraught, with deep blue circles under his bulging eyes. Caretaker Ruen’s voice sounded metallic through the little device, but the message was clear enough. He said, “Caretaker Ragnar, dear cousin, I apologize that we’ve fallen out of touch but I’m contacting you with a most urgent matter. Astrid has been taken by a misfit group of outsiders. I don’t know what they intend to do with her, but if they find out her true purpose, they could expose us all. I have my best scouts looking for her and I would urge you to do the same. Until we meet again, cousin.” 
 
    The orange hologram dissipated and the circular disc went silent. Toras handed the device back to the small mercenary and turned back to the wall of windows. He asked the man, “You’re sure Ragnar is dead?” 
 
    He nodded his oblong helmet, remaining silent. 
 
    “And you didn’t have the heart to tell Ruen?” 
 
    The mercenary cocked his head and placed his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Good work. I’ll see that a bonus makes its way to you.” 
 
    The small man nodded and made for the exit without another word. Toras called after him, “Don’t go far. I’ll be requiring your services again soon.” 
 
    The mercenary continued toward the elevator without acknowledging the Caretaker’s words, sunlight glinting briefly off the partially obscured blade that hung along the curve of his back. Anger bubbled up inside Toras. He might have been from a lesser House, but he should still command respect from his employs. If that small man were anyone else, an example would have been made of him. Something about the man put Toras ill-at-ease. If the stories he’d heard were true, the small mercenary was the one person in the system he didn’t want to risk crossing. The person who’d recommended the mercenary had said that anyone who intentionally crossed him had a death wish. 
 
    Toras took one last look out the window at the dispersing crowd and stepped back to his desk, his footsteps clacking against the hard stone. In his chair, he clasped his fingers together and collected his thoughts. He recalled back to Ragnar’s reign and the strange visitors he’d received. One in particular stuck out to him. She was known as The Heiress, but for all Toras knew it could have been a fiat title. He’d heard Astrid’s name mentioned before but he couldn’t place it. Toras didn’t believe in coincidence. He unlocked his fingers and laid his hands flat on the chilly stone desk. Liam Kidd was making a habit of causing trouble. Unfortunately for his human friend, Toras of House Zumora also specialized in causing trouble. 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
1 ] w
AMAZON BESTSELLING AUTHOR

e

/ andﬁn\iﬁhﬁ idt

- AR

Reapet
e HIT TS

o
Galactic Space Opera Thriller #2






