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The Legend of the Levi

Agent Serafina Derwynde of the Acquisitions Guild stumbles upon an ancient generation ship. Lured by the prospect of early retirement thanks to the commission such a find would bring her, she boards the old vessel. But she discovers a thriving community, and soon comes to realise that in order to save humanity, she must sacrifice herself.
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Empress Amiqus Vossen of the Provincial Systems finds herself facing execution. Her failure to murder her husband prevented genocide, but ensured her own death. As she embarks on her final journey, she is forced to perform one last task, one born of desperation by someone who chose to face the ultimate act of evil.

Bengaria’s War: Maryn’s Oath (A prequel to Bengaria’s War)

Deep in space, Ensign Sul Bengaria encounters a young woman, near death, in an escape pod. The woman is from the feared Nezu Colony, notorious for their ruthless pursuit of death and destruction. Disgraced and branded a traitor, her punishment is to live dirtside as an Outsider. Her oath is to protect the Nezu, by any means, until her death.

Raq
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THE LEGEND OF THE LEVI
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(Originally written in 2016,

I had planned on making this a full-length novel,

but it just wasn’t working out that way.

After deleting many parts, then changing it by

adding humour, it worked much better as a short story.)

The legend of the Levi will live on for all eternity.

Lost for three thousand years in the black abyss of the uncharted realms, tales are told of the missing ship, from speculations of its abduction, the mutiny within, and of the many theories of why it fell behind. And especially of the ghosts of those doomed on board.

—Excerpt from Folklores and Whimsical Tales from the Intergalactic Acquisition Guild’s historical archives referencing missing generation ships from the Great Migration—

* * *
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“Come again?” Ranger Serafina Derwynde scratched her head and leaned back in the pilot seat. She twisted one of her dreads and frowned.

“Shida Class, Generation Model, DS-057,” Bertram, the onboard AI, repeated, pitching its masculine tone to sound irritated.

To the best of Serafina’s knowledge and remembered history lessons, Shida Class generation ships no longer existed—at least, not since the Great Migration, two thousand nine hundred and eighty-six solar years ago. A find like this would set her up for life, not to mention the fame it would bring.

“Are you sure, Bertram?” A quiver of excitement raced through Serafina. She envisioned early retirement and a brand-new ship with a new artificial intelligence interface. One without attitude. Maybe a small outpost station to call her own. Or that private moon she’d always wanted. “Run it again.”

A holographic display popped up before Serafina, showing a schematic of an ancient generation ship. Next to it, a smaller display showed the blurry real-time image of a shadowy, hulking shape. A distance counter flickered underneath, stating the mystery ship was a thousand solams away, picked up by her Number 2 probe.

“Satisfied?” Bertram muttered.

Ignoring the interface, Serafina squinted at both images, tapping the corner of the schematics display with a raggedy-nailed finger so it rotated a full 360º. She stared hard at the image Number 2 broadcasted. They looked the same.

“Scan it for life signs,” she instructed the AI.

“I tried.”

Serafina groaned, expelling a breath. “And?”

“My signal bounced back. It’s blocking me.”

“What?”

“I said, I tri—”

“I heard you the first time.” Straightening in the seat, Serafina drummed the navigational console with her fingers. “Interesting. Cue up the exploration pod and get us to twenty solams. I’m going in.”

“Excuse me? I would advise against this. You don’t know what lies in wait for you.” Bertram’s tone was pitched so the bridge of the Mercurius resonated with a haughty bite. “For all we know, pirates may have commandeered that old vessel and be lying in wait to trap unsuspecting travellers. We will be boarded by those marauders, subjected to unimaginable horrors, violated and—”

“That’s the whole point of being an official treasure hunter slash explorer, now isn’t it?” With a wide grin, Serafina stood and stretched her joints. “Excitement and adventure.”

“We should alert the authorities. Or at the very least, the Acquisition Guild.”

“They’ll just get in the way and horde all the good stuff for themselves. And as a licensed member of the AG, I’m allowed to use a little initiative,” Serafina grumbled, thinking she needed to reboot her interface with a disruptor cannon. “Now, quit your nagging and get us in range.”

“Very well. Please note that I have logged my protest in case evidence is needed for the Committee.”

Serafina rolled her eyes. “Of course you have.”

* * *
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“Holy Tonguru!” Serafina gaped as her tiny exploration pod, the Mercurius 2, approached the ancient generation ship. “Will you look at the size of that thing?”

The ship filled the cockpit window until the sides disappeared from the edges of the frame. Approaching with caution, she was still a solam away, but the sheer size of the ship gave her the impression she could reach out and touch it. Miniscule lights flickered along the old ship’s hull, giving further evidence of its monstrous size. Serafina had never seen a real generation ship, only archived images from the old history files.

In her ten years at the Guild, four of which were spent in intense and gruelling training at the Academy, boarding and acquisitioning a generation ship had never been covered. Not even in theory. Because they didn’t exist anymore. She’d be the first to do so.

Bertram piped up through the onboard interface. “Shida Class ships span roughly eight hundred by one thousand pre-Migration kilometres, which to our current measurements are point eight by one solam. Shida Class has the capacity to sustain three to five million souls for several generations before gene pools run stale. They were built with a complete—”

“Yes, I know.”

“You asked for a brief history of them.” Bertram affected a sigh. It came out sounding like static, designed to irritate Serafina’s senses.

“I meant a record of the original fleet.”

“Fine. Markings indicate it as the Levi.”

Pay dirt. “Thank you. Now was that so hard? Next time, keep it simple.” The bounty on a find this big would ensure her retirement ten times over. Serafina grinned, making her face hurt. She’d be the youngest Guild member to retire. “Hail it.”

“I tried.”

Closing her eyes, she waited. Four years was far too long to put up with Bertram’s sour disposition, but the AM929 system was deemed the most sophisticated and reliable AI interface. However, no one had seen fit to inform her of its testy attitude. Knowing Bertram could outwait her for centuries, she cleared her throat. “Ping it.”

“Against my better judgment, I have. It has chosen to ignore us. But it appears my prod has arisen the beast. We have eyes on us now.”

Serafina pushed up an eyebrow.

Three thousand years ago, these behemoth, brick-like generation ships were constructed to transport humanity from its dying homeworld of Earth. It had taken many generations to build a hundred of these revered Shida Class ships, but the citizens of Earth had united, setting aside conflict and differences for their construction. The future of humanity had depended on them. Once completed, they had set out en masse to seek out new worlds to colonise. For the first fifty years, the ships had remained in contact, but one by one they had lost touch. It was during this initial stage of the Great Migration that the legendary Levi had disappeared, the first to do so, and its circumstances a mystery.

Some historians claimed the inhabitants of the Levi had gone rogue, that there had been a mutiny. Others speculated it had fallen behind and become lost. Still more insisted the Levi had been sucked into a black hole. In the end, out of the one hundred ships that had ventured into the great realm of space, nine were lost. One was destroyed after colliding with a massive meteor shower, another consumed by fire from internal conflict, while the rest merged their passengers onto other ships due to various mechanical failures. Of the nine, all but one could account for their misfortune.

The Levi had simply vanished.

Serafina’s ancestors had been aboard the Tonguru. Twelve generations of Derwyndes had lived within until, nine hundred years after they had set out from Earth; they found a suitable planet to call home. Historical archives stated that several others had also settled on the new planet, Tonguru Prime, bringing with them a wealth of new cultures and ideas. Centuries later, exploration probes had returned with information that those who had survived the Great Migration had found new planets to terraform and colonise. The New Universe Colonization Program had been a success. All surviving ships had been accounted for.

Except the Levi.

“Bertram. Could the inhabitants of this ship still be alive?”

“Well, obviously not the original inhabitants, but their descendants, yes. It is, after all, a generation ship, built to sustain life in a fully functional habitat that will organically adapt to its inhabitants needs and—”

“Yes, yes, I got that.”

“And providing no major internal conflict had erupted during the time it was missing, and providing the political infrastructure within was stable, and their gene pool was monitored and managed appropriately, then its inhabitants could well live in a functioning society with—”

“Yeah yeah. I got it.” Serafina studied the ship in her window. The Levi. It now hulked before her tiny pod like a mammoth boulder before a grain of sand. How did you survive? And how are you here right now? She considered the notoriety, the commission she’d receive, for bringing home the Levi at long last. The Great Migration’s first lost ship, back from wherever it had vanished to.

She pursed her lips. Being spotted by the other ship hadn’t been the plan, but no matter. Despite her AI’s sour attitude, she knew Bertram was programmed to obey protocols and would have already logged her position and be keeping a running record of all her actions. Damn Bertram. But at least the Guild would know her last coordinates in case of emergency.

Out of habit, she touched her holstered weapon. If the inhabitants of this generation ship were hostile, she could handle herself long enough for the distress beacons to be sent out. Having been in a few scrapes with pirates and other unfriendly sorts before, she was confident of her abilities.

Unless the inhabitants were phantoms, like legend suggested.

“There are no such things as ghosts,” Serafina mumbled.

“That is debatable. Unless ghosts know how to use a track—”

A sharp jerk sent Serafina sideways in her seat, and her head banged hard against the cockpit bulkhead. “Mudda!” Clutching her forehead, she rubbed it vigorously. “Thanks for the heads up, Bertram. Quit with the witty remarks and get us out of range.”

The small exploration pod let out a strained groan, vibrating as the reverse thrusters engaged. Serafina gritted her teeth and stared out the cockpit window. The Levi appeared to be drawing closer at an alarming—alarming—rate. The massive dark grey hull drew even nearer; she squeezed an eye shut, tensing, waiting for impact.

“My attempts at retreat are failing,” Bertram announced. “Our vessel is too small to resist. We’ll be on board in seconds.”

“Shut us down, then. No point stressing our engine.”

The pod’s engine shut down and silence filled Serafina’s ears. She touched the weapon at her hip again, then, reaching into the first aid locker under the cockpit dashboard, pulled out another compressor gun. She stashed the backup gun into her many-pocketed pant leg. Tapping the back of her right ear in the five-beat staccato rhythm unique to her, she activated her relay implant. Bertram sound-checked in her ear, reciting a confirmation code, and a flurry of visual noise scrolled past her retina to indicate her computer display was operational.

The pod slowed in an instant, making Serafina teeter. Darting her attention to the window, she watched as a well-lit docking bay approached. The Mercurius 2 rotated, offering Serafina a quick pan of her surroundings. The bay was enormous, as tall as it was wide. She spotted a small fleet of odd-looking craft clustered at one end before her view changed to a grid of elevated platforms. From her quick scan, the vessels didn’t look like something pirates would possess, unless they were into collecting antiques.

Mechanical arms latched onto the pod’s hull with a muffled thump. Movement told Serafina they were being pulled upwards. Sure enough, the docking bay floor fell farther and farther away.

“How high are they taking us?” she asked, more to herself.

“It appears we are being taken to Docking Level 16,” Bertram offered with the usual lack of enthusiasm. Having the AI’s voice right in her ear always made Serafina flinch with mild disgust. “Archival schematics show it to be a secure containment hold for unidentified vessels. It is time to slap on your happy-face, Ranger Derwynde.”

* * *
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The man standing before her did not look like a pirate. Granted, in her time as an Acquisitions Ranger for the Guild, she’d learned that pirates came in all shapes, sizes, and demeanours. He was dressed in white overalls, like a physician, but appeared more like a scientist judging by his inquisitive manner. He touched the right side of his face and dragged a brown-eyed gaze up and down her body.

Optical implant, she determined, watching him frown. He scanned her again.

Serafina offered her best endearing grin.

Bertram spoke in her ear. “He doesn’t appear hostile. In fact, he looks like a scientist.”

“I gathered as much. His lack of weapons was my first clue. How about you?” Serafina replied through her cerebral implant, with as much sarcasm as her thoughts could muster.

“I read your mind, dummy. Ohh...perhaps he has mind-controlling abilities. Species evolving in a closed environment have had tendencies to manifest latent telekinetic...”

The man spoke, and Serafina matched his frown. It was no language she’d ever heard before, despite a few familiar inflections. He repeated himself, responding to her knitted brow.

“Bertram, what language is this?” Serafina asked.

“It appears to be a derivative of pre-Migration English with an unknown dialect. Judging by his facial features, he shows traces of Latino, possibly the southern regions of the Old Americas. Though, I could be wrong. But his speech patterns are similar to the Portuguese language from that region.”

“I have no idea what you mean. Can you translate?”

“Fine, I’ll try...pay attention. He’s talking again.”

“Excuse me?” Serafina blurted. She inched her fingers closer to her weapon, trying to be discreet.

The man nodded as if everything was explained. He cleared his throat and spoke again, this time in a clipped tone, as if the words were foreign to him. “Probe...you no list on...manifest. Date what...was time dispatched?”

“He thinks you’re a probe. This is hilarious, Ranger Derwynde. My records determine that generation ships sent out probes quite regularly to investigate possible habitable planets, and or seek out other generation ships. Various records indicate that some probes used took the form of androids.”

“I’m not a probe...sir.” Serafina cocked her head to watch the man’s reaction. He seemed put out by that comment. “My name is Ranger Serafina Derwynde, 5200826, Intergalactic Acquisition Guild, from the planet Tonguru Prime, Hikialani Star System, Peregrine Galaxy.”

“What manufacture is day?” the man insisted, tapping the side of his face. A flicker of light flitted across his retina as he consulted his files.

“I repeat. I am not a probe or an android. I am human. Biological.”

“Ranger Derwynde, he has located your cerebral implant and is attempting to hack in.”

“Block him.”

The man tilted his head, then pressed his lips together into a line. He gave her a measured look. “Here, please wait.” Before turning away, he glanced at her exploration pod.

Serafina wasn’t left alone for long. She didn’t even have a chance to give her surroundings a proper inspection. The small landing platform she stood on was in a rectangular room devoid of furnishings, reminding her of a customs inspection room.

Two people filed into the room. One, a woman with short, mousey hair, was armed and dressed in brown, like a security detail. The other, also in brown overalls, was taller and bulkier in build, and offered only a bland, vacant stare. Most likely an android or just inclined that way. Behind them, the first man lurked, craning his neck to stare at her. Fear paled his skin further.

“You are not probe.” The woman carrying the weapon accosted Serafina. “State name, rank, affiliation.”

Serafina repeated her earlier statement, noting how the woman angled her body so the weapon arm hovered over her holstered gun.

“Which sector are you from?”

Serafina let out a small breath. “I’m not from this ship. Allow me to speak to your superior.”

That was all the prompt the woman needed. She un-holstered her weapon and aimed it at Serafina, who calmly raised her arms in submission. “Well, it took them long enough to figure out I’m not one of them.”

* * *
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After a sort of decontamination blast in a small chamber, she was led through a series of corridors and levels before being shown into a sort of interrogation room; narrow, with a single table and two chairs. She hadn’t been restrained, which she took as a good sign. Nor had her weapons been removed. Strange. She sat in silence, now and then conversing with Bertram while trying to maintain a calm exterior. She sensed eyes on her; no doubt the room was laden with surveillance.

Since it was pretty clear these people were not pirates, it meant one thing. They were the descendants of the original passengers of the Levi. Serafina squashed that overwhelming fact down; she couldn’t let it sidetrack her. For now, she’d treat this as any other acquisition mission, so wondered if the occupants of the Levi had ever encountered a hostile. They didn’t behave as if they had, but one could never be too sure. Should she risk venturing out, feigning ignorance, and do a bit of exploring? Only a single guard stood outside the door. She had to do something. The discovery was huge—beyond the scope of reason. She needed evidence to prove that this was indeed the Levi.

Before thoughts of going for a walk had consolidated into action, the door slid open and a man entered. He wore a plain blue shirt under a grey jumpsuit. His posture was a little hunched, as if he was always the tallest in a group and self-conscious of it. A smudge of tiredness bruised under his eyes, and his expression was apologetic. Silver peppered his dark hair, which was cropped close to his head. His eyes, curious and laden with keen knowledge, were a pale shade of blue-green. His face was soft, delicate and youthful despite his greying hair.

“Hello,” he offered, and twisted his full lips into a small grin. “I’m sorry to keep you. I was a little busy with...never mind. I’m here now. My name is Vega. I’m the only one fluent enough in the old language.”

“The old language? You mean pre-Migration. I don’t speak that. So how is it I understand you. We speak—”

Vega raised a hand and huffed out a soft laugh. “No no. What I meant was the Standard Language and its dialects. Levans, over the years, discarded the Standard and fell back to our indigenous language, which has since evolved into a unique dialect. I studied linguistics. Sometimes I teach it to those who are interested.”

Serafina nodded, then cocked her head. “Why do I get the feeling that you’ve never encountered anyone? As in, travellers.”

Vega grinned, and clasped his hands together. It was the first hint he was trying to contain his excitement. It made him look like a young boy, fascinated by something wondrous. His eyes twinkled and he blinked several times, as if to control his emotions. “It’s because we haven’t. For centuries we thought we were the only ones left—that we were the last of humanity. But you’re here. Proof that the others survived.”

“This is the Levi, am I correct?” Serafina cocked a brow. “You are recording this all, right Bertram?”

“Mmm.” Bertram sniffed. “Very dull conversation, if you ask me.”

Vega nodded. His eyes widened as his lips trembled. “And...and you? Which ship are you from?”

Serafina straightened. “I’m Ranger Serafina Derwynde, Intergalactic Acquisition Guild. Originally, my ancestors were from the Tonguru—”

“I’ve heard of this one. I’m sorry,” Vega shifted in his seat, “please, go on.”

“I’m from the planet Tonguru Prime. Hikialani Star System, in the Peregrine Galaxy.”

Vega jerked, shocked. “You mean. You’ve found a planet?” He clamped his hand over his mouth. For a moment, Serafina thought he was about to cry, as his eyes shimmered with wetness.

“We did, yes. Tonguru Prime is my home, and the home of the descendants from the Muir, Gavin, Zephyr, Vossen, Nieves, Vatim and Retton.”

“Incredible,” Vega whispered. “What of the others?”

“The others colonised suitable star systems. Some, like us, merged with others. How is it that the Levi became lost? How is it you’re still...intact.” Serafina glanced about the room, expecting to see stress cracks in the walls. “All the other ships have either deteriorated so much only pieces remain, or are no longer. The Tonguru and Nieves are virtual museums.”

“Where is this, this Peregrine Galaxy? It’s not listed in any of our charts.”

“You’re in it. It was named so, by our founders. According to our history, we entered uncharted space.” Serafina jerked a shoulder. “The known galaxies we approached proved fruitless. For generations there had been talk of simply living as we had, aboard the ships. But one day the navigators came upon a star system so brilliant and magnificent, it reminded them of the heavens. And so, Hikialani Star System was named. An ancient Polynesian name meaning ‘looking at heaven.’ The rest is history.”

“Ranger Derwynde, it’s pointless to use that expression, considering Vega has no concept of our history.”

“Shut up.”

Vega tapped the side of his face and his eyes unfocused. “I see the Tonguru had many Polynesian ancestors. I understand now the choice of name for your home, and your tattoos.”

“We also had many from the Islands and parts of the southern African and Asiatic continents that merged with us during the Great Migration.”

“Did you have to terraform the planet? Or was it already habitable?”

“Already habitable. We did tweak it some here and there.”

“Tweak? Oh,” Vega made a series of blinks, understanding. “Change to suit.”

Serafina nodded. “But the Levi. How did you come to, well...vanish? You know, there’s mountains and mountains of stories and speculations about you. Many think the Levi became a phantom ship. Fell in a black hole, or was destroyed.”

Vega chuckled. “Well, according to our history, our navigation system failed. We became lost. Then our communications failed, some sort of viral infection in the system. It took about a century or so to get it back, longer for our navigation system to correct itself. It’s recorded that there was conflict between the captain and his crew. It’s all hearsay, but there are numerous accounts of turmoil from within. Sabotage, even, which is why it took so long to repair our systems. We’ll never know for certain, but by this time, our ancestors had acclimated to life on this ship. The Levans were happy to call this home.”

“But where did you go? All this time, and you didn’t even find a single planet?”

“A few were recorded, but they were uninhabitable, and terraforming would either take too long or was not suitable.” Vega shrugged. “We made our own charts of space, piecing together where we had come and where we had been. It became a motto, or a mission statement for us, that we were doomed to be explorers of the universes, to chart all the unknown territories for future generations. That one day we would find a place to call home and grow roots, but until then—” He spread his arms. “—this is our home.”

Serafina blew out a breath. “You know, they searched for the Levi. I’ve read countless history accounts of probes being sent out. I need to report this in. You have to understand, people will want to know that you are alive. That the Levi is...intact.” She pulled at one of her knotted dreads, trying to align her thoughts. Forget an acquisition fee. Was there even a reward or a finder’s fee? She dealt in acquiring old junk, stolen junk, not living junk.

“Ah,” Vega cleared his throat. “I’m not sure if you can leave yet.”

“Excuse me?”

“Well. That is why I’m here. To find out your purpose for being here.” Vega rubbed his forehead. “Your scans showed a sophisticated implant, and weapons. Are you...a pirate?”

Laughter snorted out of Serafina. “Me? A pirate?”

In her ear, Bertram guffawed. He sounded like a braying donkey.

“You are weaponized,” Vega continued.

“Because I’m an acquisitions agent for the Guild. A ranger. My job takes me to hostile places. I collect antiquities, valuables, treasures, even junk. Sometimes I take them from pirates. I have to be...weaponized. But no, I’m not a pirate.”

“Just an authorised and Guild-approved pirate. But who’s splitting hairs, right?”

“Bertram. Shush.”

Nodding, Vega processed this information. He also seemed to be relaying it to whoever watched. He straightened his posture. “Would you care for a meal? There are several people who wish to meet you.”

“Uhh. Sure.”

“You’ll be poisoned, then dissected and analyzed. Then my implanted self will be stripped from your cerebral cortex and my consciousness will be violated and abused and mined for intel. I hope you’re happy.”

“Bertram. You’ve been downloading far too much sensational fiction literature.” Serafina smiled at Vega. “And you don’t have a consciousness.”

“That’s what you think.”

* * *
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“She said that you must understand,” Vega translated, “we have lived secluded from the rest of known humanity for generations, so your presence here is not only questionable, but incredible. We do apologise for the security posted outside, as well as around your vessel. We have never encountered anyone before. Not once.”

“Not even pirates? I thought you had, as you mistook me for one.” Serafina frowned. She found it impossible they had not encountered anyone before her.

“Only fictional stories.” Vega dipped his eyes downwards and shrugged. “Very adventurous stories, purely for entertainment, and the pirates are always portrayed as fiendish and ruthless.”

Serafina nodded. “Understood. My interface has informed me that you searched my vessel. I assure you, whatever you find is all licensed and legal, and I am authorised to have and use it in accordance to my job.”

“Regarding your interface...” Vega flicked his attention to the woman who had been introduced as Principal Alecrim. The woman’s face, set beneath a tumble of curly grey hair, was long, and she wore a military-style suit, with three silver lines across her collar. She inclined her head a fraction, making Serafina wonder if she understood more than she let on. “We have tried to sync with it, but it appears to use different coding.”

“Keep them away! Keep them away!”

“Standard coding for us,” Serafina cleared her throat. “My interface has informed me that your systems and mine are not compatible. I also tried to sync.”

“Then we must communicate the conventional way.” Vega grinned and turned to Principal Alecrim.

“Don’t let them scan me again. It tickles!”

“Bertram, please shut up. You’re being annoying. The grown-ups are talking now.”

“Party pooper. But they each had a go at me. Uh! Gang-banged. Horrible. So not fair. I should send out an EMP burst and burn their optical implants, I should. Oh! They tried again. The other one this time, the one with the gappy teeth. Oh, wait no...he’s just looking at your breasts.”

“Bertram...”

As Vega relayed their earlier conversation, she glanced around the room. Altogether, five Levans, as they called themselves, were sitting around the oval table. An assortment of food and beverages were spread before them, some dishes familiar, while others she considered tasteless and questionable. She was certain one pale, bulbous item resembling a small onion had moved, so had made a point of not trying the delicacy the others seemed to enjoy.

“I will try speak Standard,” Principal Alecrim said. Her accent was harsh and clipped, as if speaking the language was tedious and uncomfortable.

Serafina feigned surprise and grinned. So. She did know more than she let on.

“Of course, we welcome you. You stay for as long as you like,” Alecrim said. “Tomorrow, we meet with Councillor. We will have big festival in your honour.”

“Uhh, sure,” Serafina nodded. “But, I should get back to my pod and check in with my command.”

“How many you with?” Alecrim asked, her eyes owlish. She looked like she was holding her breath.

“For now, just me. But I must get back to my pod and check—”

“Ah. No hurry, you stay.” Alecrim smiled, her sharp brown eyes scanning her, as she had done throughout dinner. “We have relax room for you.”

Serafina studied the woman. Despite Alecrim’s good-natured composure, the ramrod posture and tense jawline made her hackles rise.

“Thank you, but I must check in. I must inform my superiors of...well, you.” Serafina tried again. “This is an incredible discovery. For generations we have thought you lost. Gone. At one point in our past, we held a memorial service to honour you. There are countless stories and theories written about you. You must return with me, everyone will be...well...astounded.”

“Ah, yes. You’re not wrong, Ranger Derwynde. That food globule did move.”

“Not now, Bertram.”

“It appears to be some sort of marine life form. A hybrid of sorts. A cross between an oyster, an anemone and—”

“Quiet!”

“You can do...in morning,” Alecrim suggested, glancing at her companions as if seeking their agreement. It was obvious they were not as well versed in Standard, but each one nodded in delayed response. It was also clear that the woman was in charge and they feared her displeasure.

“Sure,” Serafina nodded. “However, I should warn you that my course is always relayed back to Command. They will soon know where I am. If I do not report back, search parties will be launched. More will come, and before you know it, everyone will want to come and see for themselves.” And I really want my finder’s fee before someone else snatches you.

Vega nodded, with a polite smile that was starting to get on her nerves, and said something to Alecrim, who sagged as though defeated. Vega returned his attention to Serafina. “Very well. You will be escorted to your vessel. But please, be very brief. There are people who wish to meet you.”

“So you can be dissected and inspected and analyzed and stored in jars of—”

“Shut up!”

“But first, we must indulge in some dessert.” Vega spread his arms out as if the dessert was about to materialise. “I’m told it’s a very special sweet that the councillor’s personal chef has created. I feel very privileged to be able to try it. Tomorrow the chef will prepare something unique and special for the occasion of the first meeting.”

“Wow, this really is a big deal. I somehow get the feeling that these people don’t know how to behave towards strangers, they have this odd xenophobic—”

“You mean homogeneous.”

“Homogeneous, then. But in a xenophobic way, as they also seem quite disconcerted by you. You must look quite hostile or odd, what with your facial tats and dreads...perhaps it’s the nose ring.”

“I’m honoured. Thank you,” Serafina grinned. “I suppose there’s always time for a little dessert.”

* * *
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Serafina was stuffed. She had done nothing in the last twelve hours but eat, drink and eat some more. After her rushed transmission to Command, their snorting disbelief, and her finally convincing them that her tale was true, she’d been ushered into a small sleeping cubicle and instructed to sleep until woken. Sleep, according to Bertram, was less than two hours, and she was immediately presented with more food and beverages, then escorted to yet another room, decorated like a lavish dining hall. There she’d been introduced to countless people who stared or fawned at her. Some had even pointed at her strapped weapon.

The people on board the Levi had an odd way of dressing, to her mind. All their clothing was in solid pastels, with one colour dominating in the form of an overall, almost like a uniform or a variation of one. And none wore weapons, unless they were security. Vega had explained they did not want to offend her by removing her weapons, something she found odd, since the first thing she would’ve done was to disarm any stranger she encountered. She considered removing her weapon, but decided she really didn’t want to. She felt naked without it, and also, as a Guild ranger, she was never to be without her weapon. Hidden or otherwise.

The meal that followed was decadent, with countless dishes and delicacies that Serafina found quite tasty. It made all the speeches and introductions tolerable. Once the lengthy meal and celebrations had come to an end, a stout man, dressed in a shimmering gown and sandals, waddled in, took the head of the table and uttered a few words. Everyone applauded and made some sort of genuflection, then stood and filed out of the room. With a vague hand motion, the stout man stared at Serafina.

Vega and Principal Alecrim got to their feet. “Come with us, Ranger Derwynde,” Vega said, tipping his head to the exit. “The councillor wishes to meet with you.”

The small party moved into another room—the councillor’s private quarters, according to Vega. It was decorated in decadent plush furnishings, and knick-knacks lined every available surface. The room reminded her of a spoilt child’s bedroom, stuffed to the gills with toys and items of comfort that were never played with or used.

Councillor Cadu bowed to Serafina, revealing a balding patch on the top of his brown scalp. He seemed delicate, his skin puffy and smooth with no muscle tone, like he’d never done anything strenuous in his life.

Serafina offered a restrained nod in return. A thin man hovered near the councillor, over-zealous in his attention of the man, she felt. Serafina tagged him as either the councillor’s partner or someone dear, but not dear enough to have been introduced.

After the formal greetings, the small party—including Principal Alecrim, another man and Vega—sat around a glass table. Councillor Cadu went straight into a long and fluttery speech, Vega translating when Cadu paused for breath. Cadu’s partner gazed on lovingly, while Bertram affected a snore in her ear.

“And the councillor also says,” Vega continued, “that while it is momentous that we have found the rest of humanity, the Levans are quite comfortable here. You see, if we do follow you, the natural assumption afterwards will be for us to live on the surface. We are not acclimatised to living this way.”

Serafina raised her brow. “Ah. Well, hmm.” She scratched her head, trying to come up with a diplomatic way of discussing her orders from the Guild.

“What’s the matter, Ranger? At a loss for words? Your brain waves are going haywire right about now. It’s giving me a headache.”

“Thing is—” Serafina cleared her throat. Being a diplomat was not her style. “—the Guild has requested that you rendezvous at the coordinates I provided you with. There’s a massive welcoming party assembling as we speak. To welcome you home. You’ve been lost to us for thousands of years. You must understand the magnitude of the situation. We all want to meet you. They’ve already relayed a sub-space message to the other systems, to inform them you have been found.”

“Very good, Ranger. A little scrappy, but better than nothing. I see your time spent in those public relations seminars has helped. Amazing what one incident with the ambassador’s cousin will do to—”

Vega translated Serafina’s message. The councillor nodded as he listened, but a scowl formed and his bottom lip pushed out. He put up his fleshy hand to halt Vega’s words, then resumed his long-winded speech, with much stopping to clasp his hands as if in divining prayer.

“What Councillor Cadu means is,” Vega picked up as the councillor stopped talking, “formal introductions and greetings aside, we have no wish to integrate with, well, the colonists.”

A small slump in Vega’s posture and the tiniest of frowns caught Serafina’s attention. Perhaps not everyone wanted this. It was clear to Serafina that Vega wanted to visit dirtside. From across the table, Councillor Cadu spoke again.

“You know, that skinny man looks more like a servant than a lover. I don’t know the dynamics of this culture, not enough to determine the right pecking order, but it’s like he doesn’t exist.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Serafina shifted in her seat, trying to focus, but her eyes flitted to the skinny man, who still fawned over the councillor. “You think maybe he has an implant and they’re communi—”

“No. He has none. Another surprise.”

“So definitely a servant type.” Serafina gave the thin man another glance. It was true that, in some of the cultures, they hired human servants who curried the employer’s favours and whims, but were fairly treated and shown off with pride, like status symbols. Some behaved more like concubines and spoke with a cultured eloquence, thus improving their desirability and salary. But this man, it was like he was nothing more than a slave. Serafina resisted the urge to sneer. What she’d seen of Levan society, she didn’t quite care for.

“Councillor Cadu understands,” Vega said, “and we would also have wanted the same, if it was the other way around. But I’m afraid the decision has been made. If your people wish to meet us, they will have to come to us.”

Mudda. Serafina nodded. “I will relay your message. Perhaps it will be easier this way. After all, you have come a long way to get here; it’s only fair we come to you now.”

“Councillor Cadu thanks you for your understanding.” Vega smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “The population first needs to be re-educated, as we have lived so long thinking we were the only ones left. The majority believes the rest of civilization was all a myth. And we are not equipped or ready for any surface visits. For all we know, we may not be acclimatised for such an event. You must understand, we have lived within this ship for generations, and any contact with the outside may not agree with us. As it stands, you have already been thoroughly decontaminated and been deemed safe to be around.”

“Well, that went well.” Bertram snorted. “Why couldn’t they just say no. But I suspect that wasn’t all the man said. I’ve been recording their speech to compile a reference for proper translations.”

“Any luck?”

“Soon.”

“Let me know the moment you have a proper language stream to follow.”

Bertram groaned. “So demanding.”

The councillor stood and directed his attention to Principal Alecrim, muttering a few words. He then turned to Serafina and bowed again, offering her a wet-lipped smile that appeared comical at best. Taking it to mean the meeting was over; she smiled and tipped her head in return.

“We will now give you a brief tour of our home,” Vega said with a forced smile. He stood and, with his hand, motioned for Serafina to do the same.

“Thank you,” Serafina replied. The small group filed out of the councillor’s quarters and made their way back to the entrance foyer. “I’ve been dying to see what it’s like. What I’ve seen so far was very limited. Understandable. And you did say he was the main guy, correct? If it’s all right, I would love to access your history. I have much to learn about you and your customs. And when the others get here, I’m sure they would too. Perhaps it would be good if you allowed us access to your language database, so we can better communicate.”

“Of course,” Vega nodded. “And yes, that was Cadu Le Alu, the councillor of Levi. Appointed by the prophets to lead us. He is divine in all that he does, a direct descendant from the first prophet who led us through the dark times. He is a visionary. Pure. Untouched.”

“Untouched?” Serafina blurted, and slid her eyes back to the councillor’s quarters.

“That is his guardian.” Vega seemed to read her mind. “His protector.”

Bertram laughed. “That scrawny man?”

“Oh.” Serafina tried to imagine it, then flushed. “Oh. Sorry. I thought...”

“Don’t you have dedicated guardians? How are your leaders able to function?”

“They have security details, a team of them, and personal aides to help them with their day-to-day needs.”

Vega nodded, as if consulting something in his memory. “Like in the fiction books and videos. Archaic customs from the old world.”

“Archaic? I beg your par—”

“Yeah,” Serafina frowned. “Sort of.”

“We do not have need for such,” Vega continued. “We live in relative peace. Our constabulary—what you would call police—are merely for guidance and to ensure the councillor’s decrees are met.”

Principal Alecrim cleared her throat from beside them. “And I am head...constabulary. We have a small military force, in the occasion we are boarded by pirates or unsavoury elements. For own protection.”

“Of course,” Serafina nodded. She remembered the security detail, armed quite sufficiently when she’d first arrived. “A wise move. There are many...unsavoury elements out there. I can attest to that first-hand.”

“You’re a fine example.”

“Hush.”

“But you should know, their weapons array is fashioned with a multitude of heavy artillery. I checked.” Bertram sniffed. “I wonder if they expect to encounter an armada of homicidal robots. Their torpedoes alone are designed to penetrate reinforced hulls. A hit from one of those will obliterate the Mercurius. Whoever designed these weapons must’ve had a violent imagination.”

“Thanks for the heads-up.”

“And you’ll be pleased to know that they’re persisting in their attempts to hack into my system. It’s quite ticklish. They’re being very discreet, but I’m very sensitive.”

“Can you maintain your firewalls?”

“I suppose I can, if I must. But it’s quite exhausting. Should I hit them with a mild static burst?”

“If you hit them, I get hit...so no. Hold off for a bit. I’ll try to find a way to stop them.”

Bertram sighed. “Oh, very well. You’re no fun.”

The small party boarded a platform glide. Safety rails ringed the edges, but no seating was available. Once they were all on, it hummed alive and coasted away from the dock. Principal Alecrim stood over the console pad for a moment, staring at it as light flashed past her retina. She seemed to have a relay link with the glide, as she input the destination through her cortical implant. They left what Serafina could only guess was the residential sector, or the palatial residences of its leaders, and glided towards a sort of main promenade.

The Levi, like all the generation ships, had a massive central promenade, or community centre, fashioned in a wide oval expanse. The space was several stories high—in fact, the full height of the ship—offering a dazzling vista of space through the domed glass ceiling. Ringing the promenade was a hive of activity, ranging from businesses and offices and entertainment establishments. Potted plants and trees erupted everywhere imaginable, lush and green, with some shrubs bursting with flowers. The place heaved with people, some going about their daily routines while others strolling around, laughing, talking, living. The scent of food, fragrances, flowers and people flooded Serafina’s senses.

Serafina grinned. It was like a small city, no different to where she had come from—only, it was on a ship.

“Incredible,” she muttered.

Vega smiled. “We have a population of two million. Our standard of living is high. We are proud of our home and we work hard to maintain and keep it thriving. We have a stable economy and divine leadership. What you see here is just the surface, but the very hub of our community.” He spread his arms out. “Beyond here are residences, arboretums, schools, hydroponic farms as well as small-scale soil farming, livestock and manufacturing facilities...” He shook his head, grinning with pride. “The list goes on. This is our home. This is who we are. Honest, good people. You see why we have no wish to leave.”

“Impressive.” Serafina blew out a breath. “I’ve never been on an actual, functioning generation ship. Only seen records or displays. I just can’t imagine all of this is in an actual ship.”

“And I can’t imagine living on the surface. Aren’t you afraid things will come falling from the skies? Nothing to protect you?”

Serafina chuckled. “I think you’ve read far too many sensational fiction novels.”

The glide carried them around the promenade, rising to the different elevations to enable Serafina to view the many storefronts. A few curious onlookers, wearing simple tunics and trousers, or skirts, in oddly contrasting pastel shades, stared up at her. Some even whispered to each other behind cupped hands. Serafina offered them a roguish grin and winked. Some gasped.

The tour completed the full circuit of the promenade, rising higher and higher until they reached the domed ceiling. Leaning over the railing, Serafina took in the vista. The people below were nothing but tiny dots. Vega was saying something, but she wasn’t paying attention, her mind focused instead on the sheer enormity of the civilization she had uncovered. Historians and researchers, scientists and politicians would go berserk over life on the Levi. And she had discovered them. Her name would forever be associated with this find.

Her communications with the Guild had been specific. She was not to let the Levi out of her sight. The ship must be secured at all costs. To lose the vessel would not only be a loss of humanity, but an enormous embarrassment for the Acquisition Guild. The shame would last for centuries, and she could consider herself fired. That was not an option as far as Serafina was concerned. If she had to be ingratiating and eat more food in order to secure her find, then that was what she would do. Being a diplomat was hard work, but she was not about to lose her fee.

* * *
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“Don’t you guys ever get tired of eating?” Serafina struggled with the last morsel of the herb-crusted poultry casserole. “And what meal is this? Dinner? Breakfast? I’ve lost track.”

“Post dinner,” Vega grinned, and wiped his mouth on a napkin. “What you would call a late-night snack.”

“That usually means something small and snack-like. Not a full course meal.” She suppressed a burp. At a guess, she’d probably gained the weight of a newborn baby and would have to increase her workout regime to five solams. She clutched her stomach with discomfort. “I don’t mean to be rude, but thank you, enough now.”

“We thought food was a gesture of friendliness. We were trying to be hospitable.”

“With this much food, I’d say it might be considered a passive hostile attack. Mudda. I really cannot eat another bite. Please, stop feeding me.”

“What does ‘mudda’ mean? You’ve said it before. I have no historical record of that word.”

“Uhh,” Serafina winced. “It’s kind of a, well, expression. It goes back a few generations. The most I can gather, it used to be a derogatory reference to one’s mother. Now, we just use it like an all-purpose...umm, sentence enhancer.”

“Very clever, Ranger.” Bertram chuckled.

“How very fascinating.” Vega took a sip of his beverage, something that smelled like coffee but tasted a lot like wine. “Languages have always fascinated me. How they are created, formed, changed. Absolutely fascinating.”

“Do Levans have a phrase or word like that?”

“Not really. We don’t curse or use derogatory words. For one, it’s forbidden and unholy. And to be honest, it’s quite distasteful.”

“My apologies, then.” Serafina raised her brows. She didn’t believe that at all. Who didn’t curse?

“Shall I transfer all the saved swear words you’ve uttered to his interface? It will be quite educational.”

“Shh.” Serafina leaned closer to Vega, propping her elbows on the table. They were in a private dining cubicle in a small restaurant on the third level of the promenade. “So, tell me. Do Levans really not want to live dirtside? Or, well, visit, at least...once you’ve acclimatised and been immunised, of course. Your experts and our experts can talk to each other and determine the best choice before any of that happens.”

Vega smiled, blinking a few times before speaking. “I can only speak for myself. Yes. I do. And maybe, one day, even live on the surface. It’s an overwhelming thought, but I have a curious mind. I want to see, for myself, what it’s like to live as humans once did. On land, breathing real air. But this is also my home. The only home I know. Living on the surface was only ever a dream. But that dream is here now. You brought that dream here. And it is terrifying. It will take time to get used to the idea.”

“Why not come with me. Once the welcoming party arrive and all that formal greeting nonsense is done with, hop onto the Mercurius and come back to Tonguru Prime with me.”

“I...don’t think so.” Vega shrugged, his hands twitched, pulling at the napkin. “I have much to do here, commitments...work. I can’t just leave.”

“Take some time off. I’m sure your employers will understand.”

“I...can’t. It’s not as easy as that.”

“Why not?” It was Serafina’s turn to shrug. “Say you’re sick, take a sick leave. Or vacation leave. You do have those, right?”

“That would be a lie.” Vega scowled, his jaw tensing with the first real sign of indignation. “Levans do not lie.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to push you.” Serafina eased back a bit, nodded. “But, if you don’t lie, tell me the real reason why you have so many weapons arming this ship. And why you have repeatedly tried to hack into my interface. You could just ask, and my AI would allow you access.”

Vega blinked; his attention wavered, as if consulting with his own interface. He chewed the inside of his cheek. “I’m afraid I cannot tell you.”

Serafina pursed her lips. “What exactly is your job?”

“I work as a gamekeeper.”

Serafina nodded. “I see. And who’s talking to you? Alecrim?”

“No.” He nodded once, and Serafina widened her eyes.

“Mudda! He just lied. The two-faced weasel. What the fu—”

“And I’m guessing you won’t tell me who, either.” Serafina played along. “Well, put yourself in my position. I can understand the weapons. Space is not always friendly, and it’s good to be prepared. But your understanding of the, hmm, social behaviours and protocols of dealing with other cultures is, honestly, a little lacking. And the constant attempts to link with my interface are growing tiresome. And a little painful. Please stop. I will give you access if you just ask.”

“Ranger, that is unwise. I hold countless secret—”

“Limited access, of course.”

Vega’s shoulders sagged a fraction. “Thank you. And I’m sorry for the trouble. We are quite desperate to learn more about you and your people, but do no wish to offend you in any way. We thought that, by discreetly trying to gain access to your system, we could learn more without appearing rude or forceful. We had not realised how sophisticated your system is.”

“The AM929 systems are extremely advanced.”

“I apologise for the...” Vega waved his hand as if trying to find the right words. “Underhanded approach.”

“So, was this the real reason I was fed so much? Make me relax, let my guard down while you bombarded my interface with hack codes?”

“Of course not,” Vega replied, but kept his eyes downcast. The way he blinked again let Serafina know he was being barraged by instructions from whoever he was in communication with. “Please. We are trying our best be hospitable. We have no idea how to welcome an outsider. We were only trying to gain some sort of idea...” His words trailed away in defeat and he shook his head again. “My apologies, Ranger Derwynde. I have informed them to cease all attempts. If we are to have any formal relationship with you and your people, this is not the way to start.”

“I quite agree. Thank you.” Serafina smiled. “I feel relief already. And next time, just ask. We outsiders are not all evil monsters, and I’d be happy to share.”

Vega clasped his hands together, his apologetic blush flooding his face a shiny pink. “May we please interface with your system?”

To make a show out of it, Serafina straightened and tapped the back of her right ear, which wasn’t necessary, since Bertram was already active. “Please pair with Vega. Transfer historical records of Tonguru, dating back to the Great Migration.”

“But I really don’t feel like.”

“Bertram,” Serafina warned.

“Must I?” Bertram groaned. “Oh, very well. I’ve allowed them a Level 3 access. If they dig any deeper, I’ll blast them with a nasty germ.”

“Now, have you been given access?”

“No. Those ungrateful bast—”

“Play nice. Their firewalls must be lowered a bit in order to receive your files. Then you know what you need to do.”

“Please. I’m no virgin, remember.”

That was true enough. Serafina was confident Bertram would worm his way into their systems without leaving a trace.

Vega’s attention glazed over while receiving Bertram’s data. A tiny smile tweaked the corners of his full lips, and his face brightened with new knowledge as he muttered something in his own language. Serafina pursed her lips as she watched him. It was as though he was near orgasmic. She didn’t think Tonguru’s history that interesting. But then, what did she know about history buffs and what got them off.

“Well, while he’s getting his rocks off, his handlers have copied everything I transferred. And I’m also snuggled in nicely, thanks for asking.”

“Excellent. You’re such a good boy when you want to be.”

“I’m always a good boy, if you remember.”

Serafina sighed aloud, but covered it by rubbing her full belly. Vega was too busy absorbing the new data to notice much else.

“And, yes. I’ve left no evidence of my arrival.” Bertram said. “Also, I don’t think they like you much. From the language pattern I’ve been able to translate so far, it seems they want to keep you here indefinitely. Whether as a guest or prisoner, I’m uncertain. Their interface communications that I’ve managed to source are very brief and limiting.”

“Is it Alecrim Vega is talking to?”

“Correct. He has been protesting, not that they care. He wishes them to be more civil and friendly. I need more time to translate and better understand.”

* * *
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Serafina paced the microscopic confines of her sleeping cubicle. What was taking so long? It was more than a few hours since she and Vega parted ways, he still on some kind of history cloud and distracted. Bertram had also been suspiciously quiet, but she reasoned her interface was burrowing into the Levi’s systems and didn’t want to disturb him. Despite the snarky attitude, Bertram was very good at subterfuge. After all, the AM929s were designed to be hack-resistant and covert. The Acquisition Guild took no chances when it came to boarding and infiltrating potential targets to acquire their property. And some of their targets were crafty. Most were criminals, but quite a few wealthy individuals liked to hoard items of interest without the proper licenses.

She sat on the narrow cot, then stood again, agitated and still a bit full from all the eating. She resumed pacing. Three steps one way, three steps the next. She twisted a dreadlock, scratched her head and continued pacing.

“Ah-hem,” Bertram interrupted her.

“Finally,” she said aloud. “So what’s the deal? What did you find out?”

“Well. Are you sitting? Oh, wait, of course not. You’re making me nauseous with all that pacing.”

“Dish it out, Bertram.”

“Well. I first dug into their historical records. Did you know they’re a murderous bunch of folks here? We need to leave this unholy place first chance we get.”

“What? Explain.”

“The ancient records, what’s left of them...most are corrupted from a viral infection. But, from what I’ve managed to piece together, it seems the initial cause of the viral infection was sabotage. A mutiny among the senior crew led to the murder of the captain and navigator.”

Serafina slumped onto the cot, mouth open. “Okay. That’s reasonable. A few other ships mutinied...though they didn’t resort to murder.”

“Exactly. Nothing too scandalous there. Except the mutiny flourished. This lot loved it and turned to piracy—amongst themselves. Things seemed to be going well while they brutally hacked each other to pieces. There are notations that the new pirate crew was ready to seek out the rest of the vessels from the Great Migration and commandeer the fleet by force. But, after a couple of decades, another uprising was led by a religious sect. More murders and violence and civil unrest and all out willy-nilly assassinations. Priests and churches became the new leaders and their rule, according to the logs, was a little more severe than the pirate crew’s. Anyone found not conforming was vented to space. I see evidence of major changes and alterations in the historical records. Chunks deleted and rewritten.”

“Nothing odd there. It happens.”

“True. Except their doctrines have modified over the centuries to what you see now. On the surface, they are benevolent and gracious and ever-so-polite. But underneath, they are nothing but a bunch of murderers. That Councillor Cadu? Well, he’s issued countless decrees to have a multitude of people executed or stripped of everything, to be converted into slaves. Why? Because they didn’t do as he pleased, or broke some minor law. Some are vented into space, some converted to fertiliser for the recycling vats, and some just vanish—their only crimes that they had too much property, did too little work, had too many children or were infertile. The list of minor offences is endless.”

“No way.” Serafina gawked, staring at the wall before her.

“And they’ve lied to you. They have come across many vessels. It’s in their logs. Pirates and private charters, freighters and cruise liners...even Guild ships. What happened to them? They were destroyed. All of them. Not one of their crew or passengers are ever rescued or integrated into this vessel. Just boom, blasted out of space.”

“You can’t be serious! You’re sure it’s not some fiction tale you’ve been shown?”

“I’m quite sure it’s not. I can tell the difference between fact and fiction.”

“So how is it that I’m still alive?”

“Because they thought you were one of their probes. The initial log reports you as ‘retrieval of unchartered probe.’ Apparently they send out probes all the time, to seek out vessels they can destroy. By the time they dragged in your sorry ass, it was too late. You’d seen them and were already inside. And,” Bertram sounded smug, “they couldn’t interface with me, so they panicked. They couldn’t be certain you’d already sent a message out to alert others.”

“But why are they destroying other vessels? Other people. Their own kind?” Serafina shook her head. It made no sense.

“Because their doctrines state that they are the only race. The only one left. Anyone else is considered evil and against them. That the ships lost during the Great Migration had all turned to piracy. The Levans are the only pure race of mankind—chosen by the gods or prophets to live on and prosper, or some such drivel. It goes on a bit and I lost interest by the twenty-sixth doctrine.”

Serafina snorted. “That’s a bunch of mudda!”

“It’s all true. I’ve copied it for your perusal.”

“But then why did Vega know so much about the Great Migration? The history? And why did he learn our language? And why has he put it across that he wants to learn more, meet us, come and see our homeworlds?”

“Because it’s taught in the schools. That part hasn’t been doctored. Except for the villains we end up being, which is why they’re warned not to trust us, and why any vessel met is to be reported immediately and destroyed, lest our wicked ways infiltrate into their society.”

“That’s so much crap!” Serafina got to her feet and stomped around the cubicle. She had to warn the Guild.

“I’ve sent a coded sub-space message to warn the Guild,” Bertram said. He could read her thoughts while interfaced. “And my guess is that the general population have no clue what’s really going on. Just the top brass, so to speak. Like a secret club that rules the minions by fear, layers of mystical prophet-speak and all that nonsense. You saw how Vega reacted about not being able to go dirtside. I’m certain he is being forced to comply.”

“I need to get out of here.”

“Well, good luck. It appears you’re locked in your quarters. The lock was in place minutes after you entered the room.”

“You could’ve said that from the beginning.”

“And I could’ve also said that they’ve deployed a few drones armed with torpedoes and missiles.”

“Bertram, are you being serious?” Serafina went to the door and tapped the console. It issued an angry ding and the console turned red for a few seconds. She tried again. The same thing happened.

“I would not lie about something like that.”

“Mudda!” She slammed the heel of her palm on the door. “I have to get out of here. I have to stop them from destroying our vessels.”

“I suppose you could fit into the air vents,” Bertram offered. “Though your backside has grown these last few hours from all that eating.”

Serafina’s attention darted to the small square grill at the base of the wall. She squinted one eye. It would be a tight fit, but she imagined she could get through.

“Do you have the schematics for this floor?” she asked.

Bertram sighed. “Hang on. Honestly. I do so much for you, and no reward. I feel used.”

* * *
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Her fingers ached from pulling herself through the ducts. Even her hips felt rubbed raw. But Bertram’s directions were accurate, and soon she found the grill that opened out onto the main corridor she’d passed through hours earlier with Vega.

She wriggled out of the duct and tumbled onto the floor. It was deserted, and Serafina gauged that it was still early in the morning hours.

“Which way?” she asked.

“Go right until you reach the elevators. Then proceed to Level 12. But careful of the surveillance at the end of the next corridor.”

“Y’mudda-raass—”

“There’s no need for such coarse language. Hasn’t your time here with these benevolent souls taught you anything?”

“Can you scramble it?”

“Well I’m trying now, aren’t I?”

Walking as fast as she could, but staying close to the walls, Serafina made her way down the carpeted corridor. The décor here reminded her of any apartment building in the city. Potted plants sat at intervals, and framed pictures lined the walls between doorways. With a little imagination, she could muster up the aromas of food cooking as it permeated from the rooms, intermittent blasts of horns from the air traffic outside. But all she smelled right now was industrial cleaners and the prickly bite of new-laid carpeting. She was beginning to suspect this area wasn’t used much, considering they killed off unsuspecting strangers.

“You have three seconds to get past surveillance. That’s all I can manage. It’ll be like a slight power surge of static.”

“More than enough time.”

“And you may have to crawl down the side chute next to the lifts. There’s surveillance in the elevators, and it would take roughly fifteen seconds to descend to the docking level. I’m not sure I can maintain interference for that long.”

“Mudda.” Serafina gritted her teeth. Going down a narrow side chute would take too long. The idea of climbing down a ladder for however many levels was daunting enough. “If I’m spotted, how long do you reckon before security tags me?”

“There are security hubs on each level. I’d say the moment the lift doors opened at your destination, you’d be apprehended.”

“Not an option.” She had to get to her exploration pod and jettison as soon as possible. The farther she got from the Levi, the better.

Darting down the corridor, she spotted the surveillance orb mounted at the corner of the ceiling. She sprinted past and headed for the elevator, then skidded to a halt at the levered hatch next to it. Tugging on the handle, she jerked it up, scrambled inside and reached for the rungs on the ladder.

“Did I make it?” she asked.

“Just.”

“How far down?”

“You’re on Level 20. Do the maths.”

Serafina grumbled, but wasted no time and started her descent. The air was chilly, but cloying, like stale machine oil and rust. In the dim lighting, she noticed some of the rungs were old and corroded, and she wondered if they could hold her weight. After a few moments, she spotted “19” painted on the sides, and an opening. With a groan, she set her jaw and kept going. Seven more levels to go. At this rate, her arms would give out and she’d fall to her death. The demise of countless Tongurans would be her fault. She didn’t dare look down, and what she could see past her feet, as she picked her way down each rung, was nothing more than a black dot of emptiness.

“Bertram,” Serafina said after she passed Level 15.

“I know. I can read your thoughts.” His tone sounded subdued. “But aren’t you being a bit dramatic?”

“I’m accounting for a last case scenario.”

“Now is not the time for being by the book. It’s time to focus and then scramble your ass out of this madhouse.”

“You know the routine.” Serafina took a moment to stop and flex each of her arms. Immediate relief made her sigh, but she carried on with her descent. “I don’t like it either, but you know the drill.”

“I log a formal protest.”

“Do what you like, but you must comply. I order you to.”

Bertram grumbled. “All this new data is making me full. I’ll have to delete some irrelevant data from a few days ago to make it all fit.”

“Good. Save it well. And the moment I reach the pod, disengage from me. Understood?”

“Very well.”

Serafina took a breath, steeling herself. “Take everything. Do you understand?”

“Understood.”

She spotted Level 12 and hastened her descent. When she came level with the hatch door, she hooked an arm around a rung. With her free arm, she eased the lever down to release the hatch. Opening it a crack, she peered out.

“What’s the layout once I get out?” she asked her AI.

“This hatch opens next to three sets of elevators. It faces the docking levels full-on. Surveillance is everywhere. Your pod has been moved and is now on the third tier. The controls to lower the tiers are on the right. I can access them and have it lowered. The moment you exit, you must head straight to your pod.”

“What about the docking doors?”

“I’m trying to disengage them. It should open a smidge...enough for you to squeeze out. But you’ll have to be fast. And once in flight, you have to be evasive. Remember how powerful their tracking beam was.”

“Any guards posted nearby?”

“Three. One just beyond this opening, and two patrolling on a deck below. There’s also a dockhand of sorts roaming about doing checks.”

Serafina sucked in a breath. She opened the hatch door; it creaked, and she winced. Once the door was fully open, she stepped out, just in time to see a brown-clad security guard poke his head around the opening leading to the docking levels. He widened his eyes and his mouth parted. Serafina smiled and gave him a wink. In three quick strides, she reached him. Pivoting on one heel, she twisted and kicked him square in his face with her other leg. He fell and she grabbed him by the collar and dragged him aside, tucking him by the control panel.

She eased out to the opening again, scanned the area and located her pod. Bertram had already performed his magic and the docking ramp was lowering. Looking first left, then right, she bolted out. Someone shouted from her left; the dockhand. He flapped his hand as if questioning her presence there, then shouted something else to alert the guards.

“Stop!” another voice.

Serafina turned. Vega.

“I’m leaving. Don’t try to stop me!” she warned, resting her hand on her holstered compressor gun.

“It’s too late. More security is coming.” Vega drew closer. His expression was apologetic, mixed with something like worry. “Please stop. They’ll kill you if you don’t.”

“I’m willing to take that chance. I’ve discovered everything about you. You’re nothing but a pack of murderers.”

“No. That’s not true. We’re just defending our home.”

“Knock it off, Vega. I know your history. Your logs. The moment the welcoming party arrive, you’re going to destroy them. You’ve deployed drones already.”

Vega shook his head. “No. You’re mistaken. We wouldn’t do that. Why would we destroy your ships?”

Serafina scrunched her face and stared at the man. “You really don’t know, do you?”

“I was told we had to be cautious, to defend our home in case you were hostile—or your people were. We’ve never encountered anyone before—”

“That’s a bunch of lies. Check your history logs. It’s all written, plain as day.”

“No, you’re mistaken. I don’t believe you. We are good, spiritual people. We would never harm or kill another.”

“Lies!” Serafina hissed. “Ask Alecrim yourself. Ask her for the truth.”

“Ranger. Please hurry. Guards are en route and I’ve intercepted kill orders if you don’t comply.”

“Bertram. Send him the files. Show him the truth.”

Several guards made their way up a staircase, their booted feet drumming on the metal grating. Three more tumbled out of the elevators, guns ready, shouting orders. Vega stepped closer and shouted to them, spreading his arms wide. With a swift strike, one of the guards swung the butt of his weapon across Vega’s head.

“Oh, my!” Bertram exclaimed.

Serafina didn’t stop to see what the guards would do to her. She turned on her heel and scrambled, scaling a narrow staircase and racing to her pod. A numbing pain hit her side just as she slapped her hand onto the pod’s hatch control. It opened as her knees buckled.

“Mudda!” Realization that she’d been shot seared her with anger. She hoisted herself up despite the pain, and dove into her pod. With another slap to the control panel, she closed the hatch door as more shots smacked the hull. A little static jolted her hand. They’d increased the stun power on their weapons.

“Bertram,” she seethed, holding her side as she slid into the cockpit, “upload and disengage from me. Do it now!”

“But you’re still alive.” His voice came out through the cockpit’s comms now. “We should remain linked until—”

“Just get those hangar doors open.”

A few more shots hit the tiny pod, making it vibrate. Someone was attempting to manually pry the door open.

“Hurry, Bertram.”

“I’m trying, but they’ve added another layer onto the locks. It may take a little while.”

Serafina glanced at the hatch door. Someone was using a pointy tool and hammer; a thin stream of light was coming through. “Holy mudda Tonguru! We don’t have time.”

Bertram didn’t reply, no doubt busy trying to hack into the locking codes. Serafina drew her holstered weapon, checked and primed the compressor. It was set at high stun. She didn’t relish the idea of killing someone. She had never killed before, and she wasn’t about to start now...unless she had to. She sucked in another breath and stared hard at the door. It now had three punctures. Something new was being used, a laser scalpel by the sounds of it; the distinct hissing was unmistakable. She gripped her weapon harder.

“Bertram.”

“Not now, Ranger. I’m nearly there.”

“I’m going out. If they breach the hatch, this pod is useless.”

“Are you insane? You’ll surely be killed. Your fighting skills are not that fantastic.”

“Did you upload all the Levan files to Vega?”

“What? Of course I did. I’m no slacker, like you think I am.”

“Right. It’s either me or you now. One of us has to leave. And you have a better chance than I do. You know that.”

“But how will you survive this, not that I care much.” Bertram affected a snort.

“I’m not sure. And I’m not sure about surviving, either. But I have to stop these people.”

“You would give up your finder’s fee to save humanity? I don’t believe what I’m hearing.”

“Knock it off, Bertram. This is bigger than a finder’s fee.”

“Well,” Bertram huffed. “Who am I to argue with a human? You’ve got a trillion different emotions to deal with; nothing’s ever black and white with you lot. Fine, go ahead. Sacrifice yourself, then. Be a martyr and live on forever—that’s your dream come true, isn’t it?”

“I’d rather be alive to enjoy it, thanks.” Serafina shrugged. “But, you know, I won’t miss you. At all.”

“I have no concept of that emotion. But I will have nothing to do with my time once you’re gone and I’m uploaded into another. I do hope they are as entertaining as you were.”

“Were? I’m not dead yet.”

“Well, you will be. Soon. As soon as you hit that release button and meet your imminent death. What’s taking so long, by the way? This lengthy goodbye is growing quite dull.”

“Goodbye, Bertram. Make sure the Guild gets my data logs.”

“Oh, very well then. I will see that they receive it all, including your perverse fantasies about a private moon with sex slaves and—”

“Goodbye, Bertram!”

There was a brief pause as Bertram sighed. “Goodbye, Ranger Derwynde 5200826. It has been a displeasure. I do hope you survive, but if not, it has been fun to say the least. What will you do now? I need to know for my final log entry, of course. In case a rescue party is needed.”

“Me.” Serafina grinned as she took a deep breath. “I’m going to start a mutiny.”

“Clever girl. Uploading the history archive to Vega to plant the seeds of doubt. Not bad.” Bertram let out a chuckle. “Oh, there’s just one more thing before you go.”

“What now—Ahh!” A small shock, followed by a twinge of pain, assaulted Serafina’s brain.

“Surprise,” Bertram warbled in her ear. “I cloned myself. My clone will bust out of here in the pod and warn the others. I’ll stay with you and make sure you survive this ghastly mess you’ve created.”

“Bertram,” Serafina grinned. “You’re the best, you know that?”

THE END
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TIME FRACTURE
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(Originally written in 2012, spawned from a conversation with my brother.)

* * *
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“Time waits for no man.”

— Old English saying —

Original version: “And te tide and te Time þat tu iboren were, schal beon iblescet.”

— Earliest known record from St. Marher, 1225 —

Later version: “The tide abides for, tarrieth for no man, stays no man, tide nor Time tarrieth no man.”

* * *
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— LOST TIME —

Have you ever wondered why Time seems to slip by faster as you age?

I have.

Constantly.

Perhaps it’s just my perception, as I grow older and my mortality dwindles. But if this is the case, it being my own perspective, why then do others say this very same thing?

I questioned this prospect and began to wonder. Perhaps it’s something else...

Bear with me as I outline the steps that have led me to this conclusion.

Each day I’ve noticed I have less and less Time, and it’s not to say I’m doing more. Like so many others, I’ve been fed the line that by multitasking, much can be accomplished, as well as utilizing Time efficiently. But this no longer appears to be the case. Time only slips by that much quicker, and in the end, nothing gets done.

I can recall a Time, of days long gone, when people did many tasks and accomplished far greater achievements. They built homes, brought food to their tables as they tilled their land and reared their livestock—from sunrise to sunset they worked each hour, each minute, each second. They lived hard, they lived well, they lived happy.

And still they had Time to spend with their loved ones, their families, their friends. Watching them grow, sharing moments, participating in the many splendours life has to offer.

I’m forty-seven and haven’t accomplished any of these.

All I’ve done is watch Time slip by, as if held with unclenched fists. I was born, schooled, married, had children, and worked hard to sustain a life deemed acceptable to a person in my standing and education. Yet, I cannot recall with any clarity when I savoured each moment to make it profound and memorable. It remains a frenzied blur, a race against Time to achieve goals, complete tasks and mundane chores, to simply exist in order to keep up.

I’ve noticed this wastage of Time. But I’m not the only one. Others have noticed.

My own children complain. “Daddy, why did it end so quickly?”

Why indeed?

Why?

But this hasn’t always been the case. Looking back, I’ve pinpointed that the wastage of Time began when I turned eight. Until then, Time stood endless before me. Each moment enchanting, slow, profound, forever.

Memorable.

What happened when I turned eight? What Grim Reaper slashed their wicked sickle through my perpetual bliss? I’ve narrowed it down to only one thing.

I received my first watch.

A watch is such a remarkable device. Crafted by enlightened artisans allowing mortals to follow the progress of Time. To capture it. Harness it.

This watch marked my Time.

It fascinated me. I was drawn in by its hypnotic charm. I was caught! Like a specimen insect impaled by a pin, I was trapped. Watching the seconds tick, the minutes, the hours—enthralled me—and I had no idea that from that moment, Time would mark me. Zero in on me like a big bullseye.

It marked me.

I was stolen without ever realizing it...

Until now.

But how could this innocuous device hold such dangerous powers? This marvel of science, of ingenuity, of craftsmanship—what could be so sinister about it?

I’ll tell you why. I’ve learned the truth.

In the days of my youth, our house held only two Time Markers. An electronic wall clock in the kitchen, and my father’s wristwatch. Unless Time called you, the need to mark Time’s progress went unnoticed. You were safe. It hadn’t yet seen you clearly.

You.

Were.

Safe.

I look around my house now. It’s an old post-colonial, semi-brownstone townhouse that has stood for over a hundred years. It has seen many summers, withstood many bitter winters, rejoiced in the birth of spring and wept with the falling of autumn’s leaves. It has seen Time progress into the 21st century. It has held Time Markers within its walls—it has held many secrets.

My house is filled with obscenities.

Time lives rampant within my own walls. It steals every last second of my life.

“Daddy, why did it end so quickly?”

I understand now.

If I listen close, I can hear the chaos spewing out of its abysmal mouth. In every conceivable place, Time marks itself—

The kitchen clock, the microwave, the oven, telephone, radio, television, PC, smartphones, tablets, stereo, DVD/Bluray, on my bedside table, my car—

A screaming cacophony of Time!

Even at work, Time lurks, enough to shatter the entire world!

And on my wrist, Time keeps me chained.

So many Time Markers.

Their grinning faces and glowing digital eyes, benignly reporting the seconds, minutes, and hours that pass, blinding us from their true malevolent intent.

This abundance of Time Markers has caused an unbalance. I see it clearly on everyone; their faces wear the stain of capture, their souls feel the burden of a shortened existence. Their only purpose, it would seem, is to race as fast as they can in order to finish.

To make it end.

In order to die.

I’ve come to realise, the more Time Markers we have to mark our progress, the more we lose of Time.

But how can this be? Surely, if Time keeps slipping by at this alarming rate, it would run out? Is that even possible?

Can Time run out?

And then I realised. It wasn’t the overflow of Time Markers making Time shoot forwards at frightening speed. It was the combination of so many Time Markers trying to work together, creating disharmony, and causing that cacophonous disarray of unbalance.

Artisans who respected the laws of Time made the Markers. They were revered, spiritual, gifted. They created these Markers of Time with respect and love.

Now, powerful machines—electronic demons—made by the faceless, nameless, and uninitiated mark Time.

New Time is murdering Old Time.

I had to escape before I was lost forever. Before humanity was lost forever.

— THE PENDULUM SWINGS —

Having made this startling revelation, I couldn’t let it go. Time Markers were intent on stealing our Time. This thought consumed me, rendering me listless and unmotivated. Moody. Suspicious. Like an unsettling pitch in my stomach, a sense of foreboding plagued me. Making me ill at ease.

It wasn’t long before my wife took notice of my slump into preoccupation. Eventually, my children noticed as well. Whatever obligatory social gatherings we had to attend sent me plummeting even further into irritability. Soon, others noticed my change.

At work, my superiors suggested I speak to the company therapist-on-call. As a research scientist in pharmaceutical engineering, I was in a fairly stressful job investigating the optimization of drug designs. We were all on a tight schedule and budget to get results. Good results. So it wasn’t uncommon to have cases of mental breakdown occur. People in my line of work have a tendency to think too much, knowing the dangers, the endless possible outcomes of bad designs and its liabilities—of impending disaster. We deal with the welfare of human lives. And it is a job tailor-made for alarmists. This was a stressful, sensitive occupation, but it had never affected me before. I’m an optimist. I used to laugh, like a few of my colleagues, at the unfortunate few who’d had to sit with the company head-shrinker.

But that had all been before I knew.

The therapist gave me a week home to rest. I knew this wouldn’t cure me of anything. When I returned, it was obvious my mood had not changed. My colleagues distanced themselves from me. I no longer cared. They couldn’t see what I saw, and the more I tried to explain myself, the more they shunned me. Talked about me behind my back.

Drugs, the very same ones I helped design, were prescribed in order to uplift and modify my moods. The irony wasn’t lost on me, and it did make me smile for a moment before it turned to anger. I threw them down the drain. They simply didn’t understand. Even at a glance, I could see the therapists had the stains of captivity written all over them. They reeked of it. It was best if I affected compliance.

I would save myself first.

I had to.

So I shut my mouth, acted like I was high on mood enhancers, and did my job with a pleasant smile.

I clocked in. I clocked out.

When I wasn’t pretending to work, I used my Time elsewhere.

Putting my scientific mind to use, I researched why one would perceive Time to go faster as one aged. In a sense, I wasted precious hours researching, digging online. It was the usual medical and psychological spiel on how our brains process experiences, and how it changes relative to when we’re younger and have fewer responsibilities to deal with. When we’re younger, and we have our first experiences, it’s like walking and leaving footprints on virgin soil. It leaves a bigger, more memorable impression on us. Every minute of that experience is absorbed and retained, so it’s perceived as lasting longer compared to when we’re older and more jaded. When things are glossed over and labelled “simple”, and we tend to focus on the “more important” events.

These plausible answers didn’t shake the sense that there was something else more fundamental at work. That it wasn’t merely our minds processing things differently, prioritizing things and experiences, and essentially doing some housekeeping for us so we could function better.

My next bit of research was on the physics and mathematics of Time. I trolled the Internet for scholarly scientific literature and, through connections at work, accessed peer-reviewed publications on the topic. I also picked up popular books, like A Brief History of Time by Stephen Hawkins. I delved deep into quantum field theory and general relativity theory, and explored the current thinking on the links between these two and how they affected space-time. Through my readings, it occurred to me that certain elements were missing from these researchers’ works. My own theories began to ferment in my mind. Was it because they were rooted in conventional thinking, while I allowed myself the freedom to think outside of the proverbial box?

My theory, like others, had been based on the First and Second Laws of Thermodynamics. The First Law essentially states that energy is conserved, and the Second Law states that in an isolated system, natural processes are spontaneous and can lead to an increase in entropy or disorder and hence move towards thermodynamic equilibrium.

Time, space, gravity and energy are interlinked and we could argue that they are essentially the same “entity.” So more Time means more space, energy, and gravity. Considering the Second Law, more energy means more chaos.

Observing my surrounding, I began to see evidence of this increasing chaos and disorder in my life and in the world we live in. In my own brief life, the world around me has become more chaotic, more stressful, more disordered, and indeed more...broken. Conflicts have grown bigger and more violent, there’s an abundance of machines zooming around and active, there are more people doing things and the world is rapidly changing from how it was a mere fifty years ago. Through this classic example physics professors use to explain this concept to first year students—where the tea cup is pushed off the table, breaking into many pieces resulting in chaos compared to the initial whole cup—somehow energy was added to the system, or at the very least, transferred from one place to another.

But the First Law states that energy, and hence Time, gravity and space, is conserved. So, I wondered, where was this energy coming from? Was it being made spontaneously, violating the First Law? Was Time then being created out of nothing, too? And yet space around us doesn’t seem to be growing any larger. Our gravity doesn’t seem to change. I was at a loss for answers. It made no sense and I had many questions that needed answers. So I delved even further. And then I hit on a thought...the first of two that formed my overall theory.

Assuming that Time, space, gravity and energy must obey the First Law, meaning more energy is injected into our world from somewhere else—somewhere else in the universe—into our bubble of space, there must be more Time in our space. But we perceive Time as being less and less. Why?

What if Time was like the wind, or more precisely, the air? When it’s windy or we’re moving quickly, we pass through more air than if all is still, like if it was a calm day and we perceive the air blowing by us in the form of a breezy day. But we still breathe the same amount of air. What if Time were perceived like this? What if we, as creatures, can only “consume” a certain amount of Time? If, suddenly, a lot of Time were available, we might only be able to understand this excess as the perception that Time is rushing by and hence we have less Time available.

We cannot measure Time except by indirect means, like a clock or Time Marker. So we have no idea exactly how much Time there is, only a perception of it. And would this also be the reason we perceive, yes perceive, that the universe is expanding, that space is expanding? If this was true, how would more energy, and therefore Time, be injected into our world? I thought I was getting somewhere with this, so I embarked on further research.

And then came my second thought, which helped answer the “How was Time being injected into our space?” question. Some phenomenon was adding more Time into our world or universe by taking Time from elsewhere and injecting it into our sphere of existence. I began research into how clocks were made, how we accurately “measure” or mark, Time. This took some time to research, and I hoped fervently that I’d stumbled on something interesting. I also felt I was wasting precious Time, which made me sick in the pit of my stomach.

My quest began with a general search on Wikipedia. I discovered that digital clocks use the fifty-sixty hertz oscillation of AC power to keep Time. That’s sixty times a second. Worse, quartz clocks use a thirty-two thousand plus hertz crystal oscillator—meaning more than thirty-two thousand times a second! This information might not be of any interest to anyone, but it grabbed me in an instant. By contrast, a mechanical clock uses a balance wheel, a weighted wheel that oscillates back and forth at a mere five to ten beats per second.

Was I onto something?

From my understanding, mechanical timepieces use gravity—a pendulum to mark Time. Quartz timepieces use electrical energy to make the crystal oscillate in order to mark Time, but they oscillate at a significantly higher frequency than mechanical timepieces. Somehow, these methods of Marking had caused Time itself to change, and hence speed up within the immediate space these Time Markers operate in. They appear to modify the Time within their micro-universe. This influences the space in contact with them and, in turn, the beings who inhabit this space.

Were these Time Markers injecting more Time into the space surrounding them? Were they somehow, by the very act of marking, or keeping, Time, creating a phenomenon that caused a tear or hole, a singularity, in space-time, resulting in Time being injected from elsewhere in the universe into the micro-space the Time Marker operated in?

I realised that the increase in proliferation of these Time Markers coincided with the increasing incidence of the complaints about Time slipping by, how fast Time was progressing and how little Time we have. We’re now bathed in the presence of these Time Markers, so it isn’t surprising.

Searches showed me how people in the pioneer days kept time. They used the march of shadows cast by the sun, hourglasses, and the burn rate of candles. Those who were affluent enough acquired mechanical clocks. These were less “accurate” timepieces, so perhaps Time couldn’t be injected into our space, and we couldn’t be marked as easily. Like a primitive scope on a rifle, the targets were not easily seen. Yet these people seemed to have had remarkable lives, accomplishing many things to survive, things that required their sweat and blood to grow and to make in order to live fulfilling lives. How is it that the majority of us complain we lack fulfilment, and accomplish very little in the Time we have?

My head spun. Yes, these Time Markers were injecting Time, and with it energy, gravity, and space, into our space from elsewhere. And perhaps at our peril! The more modern Time Markers, using fast-cycling quartz, were injecting more Time into our space compared to other less rapid cycling systems. And it had to do with quantum field theory. I couldn’t describe this in terms of proofs, equations or solid scientific reasoning, but I had a deep-seated hunch I was onto something.

You’d think that the more time there is, the more things we can do. But this didn’t seem to be always the case. Yes, some things have advanced at a phenomenal rate, like technology. However, other more important things, like relationships, our spiritual beliefs and faith, our existence with other creatures on the Earth, and the universe, nature, have been neglected or ceased. Our connections to these things seem to have broken down or been severed altogether. And surely they count more than technology? So the more Time there is, the more it ends up being wasted. As with a windy day, you can only breathe in so much air and the rest just rushes by. But sometimes, like on windy days, you get caught up in the rush and get blown along, so sometimes you get caught up in the rush of Time and your Time advances much faster than the Time outside of your bubble of space. Is that why we have the perception that some things have advanced so rapidly, unnaturally, while others haven’t?

Then I came across something called an event horizon. The gist of the concept is that, as long as you are outside of that horizon, you’ll never experience the event. So if, in a given region of space, there form two areas between which the “amount” of Time begins to differ due to Time Markers injecting more Time in one area, eventually there would be two discrete bubbles of space with two different “amounts” of Time. Would they then separate so that each is outside of the other’s event horizon? Would they each disappear from the other until they both eventually “contain” the same amount of Time, whereby when they reconnect? I pondered this. Was it the cause of “getting caught up in the Rush of Time”? Was it the reason why some things appear to have advanced very rapidly, to our perception? Was this why some people, not due to foul play, literally vanish from the face of the Earth without a trace? Had these people got caught up in a different Space-Time bubble and been disconnected from our event horizon?

This seemed counter-intuitive, but the more Time there is, the faster it seems to advance because Time and Space are linked. If I understand correctly, this means one cannot have more Time in the same space, since the Space is not increasing with the increasing Time. Therefore, the end result is that Time in the same Space goes faster.

I delved further into this with intense interest.

As with my job, research must be supplemented with concrete facts and evidence. My investigating took me to observing people during their daily routines. I noticed their harried faces. Anxious. Tense. I could almost hear their thoughts: No Time. No Time!

Did this mean that the faster-oscillating digital Time Markers increase the passage of Time if one is in their vicinity?

What sort of emanations do the Time Markers emit?

I had too many questions. And not enough Time to solve them all.

I heard Time striking out each second, each minute and hour, and it sounded like an irregular heartbeat. I wasn’t insane—my discoveries were correct. The disharmony I’d been witnessing so plainly was proof.

I needed to talk to someone—someone who would understand and not think I was some lunatic. I had no idea who, let alone where to start looking. But surely, if I’d noticed, then others must have too.

A decision had to be made. I had to convince my wife, show her what I learned. My plan was to take my family and break free from this madness. The only way I knew how was to move away from the city—far, far away—and from the glaring eyes of Time Markers everywhere. We would leave everything behind, start over, cut ourselves off from the excess of Time, and anything connected with it.

We needed a clean break.

And fast.

— RESET —

I told my wife.

She resisted at first, threatened to have me committed to a mental ward—then she would divorce me and take the children away. Despite my insistence that Time marked us, stole our lives, understanding slowly dawned on her. She saw what I saw. But it took her three wasteful months to notice—to finally become aware.

She’s a logical person; the most logical person I know. Despite my irrational behaviour, she knew me—this was the main reason she allowed herself to open her eyes. My wife knew me, the person she fell in love with, the one she chose to spend the rest of her life with. She trusted me, cared for me and knew I would never do anything to destroy that. When I told her to open her eyes, just open them and see for herself, she did.

What she saw—at last—brought her to tears. I thought she might scream. Her face was distorted with horror. How could she have been so blind, she wanted to know? I had no answer, and that was all the answer she needed. She admitted to resisting at first, certain I was mad. But slowly she noticed things, and my words sank in.

She realised it had been the same for her, how she only remembered her childhood with any clarity, and any real emotion. Things had changed for her the moment she received her first watch. Moments and memories passed by after that, with no real sense of depth or meaning. They had just been that, moments passing. Only key events stood out, like snapshots. With mounting horror, she couldn’t even recall the previous day and what she had done, only that it was the same as the day before, and the day before that. A blur of daily life, anxious to meet everyday deadlines: get up, feed kids, get dressed, get to work, get home, feed kids, tidy house, do laundry, put kids to bed.

A constant race with Time.

“It has to stop,” she said with rising panic in her voice. My wife never panics.

We had to stop it.

Time, left unchecked, was destroying humanity. Soon we’d be left with no memories of living, only existing. Eventually we’d become petrified fossils in a barren world.

We had to stop it.

But we had to be careful. We couldn’t rush it, so we proceeded with our lives and gradually released ourselves from our chains. Slowly, ever so slowly—so as not to draw attention to ourselves—we sold off our possessions. During this time, we noticed more things—glaring anomalies—that others seemed blind to. People we knew suddenly looked old. They suffered from constant exhaustion and complained incessantly about mundane things. They grew repetitive in their speaking, in their doing.

I questioned my wife how this could be. How, in a short space of time, could a person age so much. Her only answer, the logical one, was that it was because we got rid of most of our Time Markers. For us, Time had slowed down, if only by a fraction. As unbelievable as it sounds, it was the only possible reason.

Before another month passed, and we’d removed more Time Markers from our vicinity, we’d learned of the births of three babies and the deaths of two friends. We’d not even realised that our friends were pregnant. Had it even been nine months? And the ones who died, one fell sick and no treatment seemed to help. His progression to death accelerated at blinding speed. The other was struck by a car, too engrossed with his phone—possibly looking at Time.

But for us, we’d never felt better. For the first time in many years, I didn’t feel the burden of life weighing down on me. My shoulders felt light, my chest filled more with each intake of breath, and my anxiety levels dropped. By removing just a few Time Markers, unhooking the deep latch they had on me—I felt liberated.

Could it be that simple?

When we stripped our lives of excess, it felt as if we stood on the edge of a very tall building. We could hear our hearts thudding in our chests; they deafened us, beating as if rejoicing. They kept Our Time now. The moment was so profound, the memory of it is vivid. It was the right decision. We could finally hear ourselves—because Time couldn’t see us as clearly.

In the course of five months, we sold everything we didn’t need. The children cried in agony as their precious video games were sold, their music devices, their little tablets. But when the last device that had held their attention was taken away and they adjusted to life without the distraction of games and noise, they too began to see things. They noticed their friends’ behaviour, how they lacked Time to do all they needed to do. And how, for such young people, they appeared older. My children finally began to understand.

Then the moment came. We took all our remaining Time Markers and, like a sacrifice, stood around my worktable in the basement and witnessed their destruction. Each using the hammer, we bashed our watches to dust. It was liberating. With nothing to hold us, to track our Time, we didn’t feel its sharp claws digging into us—chaining us. We were ready to embark on our journey.

It was time for a reset.

— NEW HOUR —

I purchased an old pocket watch from an antique shop. It amazed me that it still worked, considering the manufacturing date of 1897 stamped on its back. At first I was afraid to wind it up, to activate it, fearing Time would find me and make me pay for destroying its Markers. My hands trembled as my fingers hovered over the winding mechanism.

Despite our resolve to be free of Time, we still needed a Marker. I couldn’t tell the passing of the day by looking out at the sun since, having depended on a Time Marker all my life it had rendered me ignorant and blind to the workings of nature. Nor could I accurately read a sundial. By keeping one Time Marker, we wouldn’t draw attention to ourselves. Time wouldn’t notice that we’d disappeared from its watchful eyes. If I were to wind up the old pocket watch twice a day, at the same hour each time, Time would still catch a small glimpse of us. Then, gradually, we’d abandon this device as well and learn, like the pioneers, to read the passage of the sun and shadows to determine the time of day. It wasn’t just resetting Time itself, but our lives.

Until then, we tried as best we could to not draw unnecessary attention.

With the money we made from selling our various possessions, including the house, we purchased an RV. It came fully equipped with all the basic amenities for extended travelling, but we stripped it bare of Time Markers. We removed the television and digital stereo system, and, in its place, installed an old-fashioned knob-tuning radio. It kept no time, only picked up radio stations, and reported Time second-hand through the announcer.

My wife and I quit our jobs. We told our respective superiors we were moving to a different city to start over, but first taking a holiday.

We departed as quietly as a ship in the early morning hours, unnoticed. With a final, yet not wistful, look, we gazed back at our lives—at the house we had called home for so long. Was it my imagination or did it look sinister, glowering at us in accusation for leaving? For breaking the rules? Perhaps it was paranoia, but I feared the house would report us to Time, so I pressed the accelerator on the RV and made for the city limits with a prickle of anxiety at my neck.

Like the pioneers before us, we headed west.

We passed countless cities and towns. Each cluster of humanity offered us the same view of Time-deprived citizens, scurrying like panicked rats on a sinking ship. They didn’t even notice our passage through their space.

Had we become invisible?

Our friends and immediate families didn’t register we’d left. We informed them of our extended holiday plans, just to keep Time from noticing our intentions. No one uttered any comments of dismay that we’d be gone for so long. Instead, distracted, they had mumbled their farewells and bon voyages, and carried on with their lives as if we were nothing but an annoying blimp on their radar.

Our travels through the land brought us closer together. We talked and listened, exposing our lives to one another. Never before had I known such awareness for another human being. Never before had I understood the inner workings of my children’s minds. The accumulation of Time had made us senseless to others. We’d lived only to exist. But, during this trip, I realised that we were four remarkably different people with unique wants and needs, and with one sure purpose that drove us persistently forwards to our goal: destroy New Time and reset it.

My wife had never spent more than thirty minutes planning and making meals, but now took long, thoughtful moments pondering our feasts to come on the open road. My children, who had never set foot in the kitchen other than to gobble whatever they could, joined in, offering suggestions and ideas for different ways to make food exciting. And I had the bizarre motivation to do laundry.

As we relearned how to live, we relearned skills that had either been dormant or hadn’t been taught to us. Instead of using the public laundering services found at the numerous stops we made to refuel or restock our kitchen stores, I used the sinks offered and washed by hand. The only reason I was noticed was because of the method I used to wash our clothes. Each time I explained I’d no coins on my person. But their attention never lasted longer than a curious moment. I became invisible again once the novelty wore off. And the timer in the washing machines never noticed my presence.

Washing clothes gave me the chance to think. There’s something soothing about the repetitive motion of rubbing cloth between your hands. Feeling the texture of the fabric, the suds of the soap, the smell of cleanliness. It felt like I was washing away our past, scrubbing it off our bodies, wringing out the old rot and infusing it with fresh, clean water.

My daughter took to fishing. She’d never fished a day in her life, nor had she ever expressed a desire to do so. In fact, she hated the smell of fish, even if it were cooked, disguised with herbs and spices. I learned she loved the water and had always been fascinated with water. The reason she didn’t like eating fish was because she liked them too much to eat. But with our new quest, it seemed she’d sloughed off her old self and become a hunter. Her angling skills were exceptional. I imagined that soon she’d fashion a spear and stand poised over a stream, waiting for an unsuspecting fish to appear.

My son had been an ardent gamer. Numerous video games and electronic gadgets had consumed his life—but it seemed that this was a learning experience for him. On our journey to escape the clutches of Time, he was the last to shed his old skin. He had resisted the most, only half believing. When at last he arrived at his rebirth, his skills at strategy and planning outmatched my wife’s and mine. He scheduled rosters for us, informing us that Time still saw us, so we needed to act as normally as possible—and this meant keeping a tight schedule. He showed foresight in planning our descents into civilised areas. We needed to arrive when the world slept, where no eyes would catch us and therefore report us to Time. Our departure must be the same. Soon, as we ventured farther and farther away from civilization, he became our navigator, plotting our next moves across the open land. He became a stargazer and carried with him a beat-up book on astronomy. I never knew he owned such a book.

We travelled for six months, through random towns and cities, across lush fields and barren lands. We had no notion of where we’d eventually call home, only that we were still not far enough away from the clutches of Time.

Each day, twice a day, I wound up the old pocket watch, allowing it to stare up into my face. Time would see me, but not as often. Had it begun to notice that the rest of my family hadn’t visited? I feared for their lives and so, at my son’s suggestion, we took turns winding up the old watch.

We were safe for now.

— THE SECOND HOUR —

We’d travelled long, hard, and never felt better. I hadn’t even realised that we’d been gone for almost a year. It felt like forever. But soon we showed the signs of our travels. The RV developed engine problems, malfunctions, and leaked oil. Our toilet facilities stopped working so we had to resort to using the vast spread of nature for our latrine rituals. By now we avoided populated areas like the plague, and took to spending long moments in the woods, camping and living rough. Our clothes soon grew thin and worn, but we had a stockpile of extra clothing in the storage hold of the RV.

When the RV stopped working altogether, we puttered to a stop somewhere deep in the middle of nowhere, shrouded by a protective body of trees and hills. As we looked around us, there was nothing but blissful silence and calmness. For the first time in a long while, we felt safe.

That day, we destroyed the old pocket watch.

That day we met another fellow traveller. Another escapee from the Time prison.

His name was Sam. He was sixty, or thereabouts. He wasn’t certain, since he’d stopped tracking his existence many years before, when he first noticed Time stealing his life. He looked about forty, had an easy smile, and laughed loud and unencumbered. He said he’d learned to read nature by touch, by smell, by sight and sound.

Sam taught my children how to survive, and my wife how to gut and skin a rabbit in ten seconds. He taught me how to stay invisible. When I asked him how this was possible, he said we needed to create our own space/time energy gravity bubble. Within, only we would exist and control what happens. Time would slow down to match our lifestyle. Our space would soon detach from the rest of the space/time and we’d become only a distant memory to others. Soon, we’d be invisible.

He said this was why you would hear of some people disappearing; vanishing from civilization. Like he’d done.

I asked him how it was we could see him. His answer was simple: because we travelled in the same space/time. And he’d allowed us to see him.

I didn’t understand. What had he done to enable us to see him?

He’d reactivated his wind-up watch. Just once, enough so he could slip into our world. He declared he never destroyed his last Time Marker, like we had, because he wanted to help others cross over. Sam had learned long ago that his mission in life was to help others. But when he saw us, a blurry shadow like light passing through a canopy of leaves, already far advanced in our quest to create new Time, he knew his mission was complete. He could move on.

Sam appointed me to take over and gave me his wind-up watch. I resisted; the thought of being latched once more to Time terrified me. But the purpose it gave me, like a direction, intrigued me. What would I really have done with so much Time at my disposal? I needed something to occupy myself with. I couldn’t wash clothes for all eternity, even though I enjoyed it immensely.

Helping others cross over was the ideal job.

I accepted.

Sam instructed me on what to look for. If I entered a populated space, no one would see me now. Not even a shadow would cross their awareness. But I’d see them, moving at a frenetic pace as if on constant fast forward. It was the ones who didn’t move as quickly that I needed to look out for. To keep an eye on. They were the ones that were ready to take the first step.

I wasn’t allowed to contact them until they slowed down further. Until they themselves realised the culprit was Time and had made their own decision to discard it. Sam said we’d slowed down so much, like he had, that even he had trouble finding us.

It was then he knew; we were ready to take over.

— NEW TIME —

I have helped one hundred and sixty-two people cross over. There are still many more that have become aware of their need to reset. Those I have helped led similar lives to mine. But, with each new person I help, I find that the Time Fracture has increased. Like a metronome needle that has sped up, Time has become a super allegro, and the resulting fissure is noticeable.

Time is now irrelevant to me. I no longer worry about accuracy and the need to keep a constant recording of events. Nor has it disturbed me that my family and I have lived within our own space/time bubble for almost fifty actual years. We still look young and healthy; though my children have grown, they do not look older than I do.

We work our small space like the old pioneers once did, tilling the land to grow our food, rearing livestock and living from the earth. We are happy. We live full lives and remember every single detail as if it happened moments ago. I have grandchildren too; my kids married other Time travellers and have their own space/time bubbles. But we can see each other clear as day because we live in the same Time.

And the rest of the world?

They do not even know we exist.

THE END
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THE GARONEU TRIAL
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(Originally written in 2015)

“What did you do?”

“I chose to say ‘I love you.’”

“You...lied?”

Smoothing the front of her ceremonial robe, Empress Amiqus Vossen took a small breath. “If I had not, I knew what would happen. A love scorned, a man jilted and hurt. The repercussions, the consequences, were too much.”

“He never knew you didn’t love him?”

Amiqus shook her head. “And if he ever suspected, he never said.”

“You looked so happy together.”

“An act that became a small truth. Fondness can sometimes mimic love.”

Tano made a noise. “But you...lost so much. Sacrificed so much. All to live a lie?”

“Did I?” She turned and stared at her nephew. “Tell me. Hasn’t your life been idyllic? Privileged?”

“Well...yes, but—”

“So what are you complaining about?” Walking away from the window, Amiqus squared her shoulders. “I did what had to be done. Like what needs to be done now.”

“There are other ways, surely?” Tano, a breath away from his twenty-first year, stepped closer. His face had paled at learning the truth, which was no improvement to his already sallow complexion. “A way to make amends? To show contrition? Death seems...so dramatic.”

“Irreversible, you mean?” Amiqus tipped up a brow and peered at him from over her nose. “True. But think of the consequences, should I be allowed to live. The act is over now. This three-decade peace my choice brought is ending. War will come. War that shall last many years, unless I die. In the end, I couldn’t stop it.” She laid a hand on Tano’s shoulder and felt his thin frame beneath his clothing. Always a sweet boy. Caring, honest...naïve. His troubled breaths vibrated his body. Tano was an academic, not a warrior. He would not survive a war. “It’s all right. I knew this day would come. I welcome my fate. It’s time for me to die.”

“No.” Tano’s face contorted as he gritted his teeth. It didn’t suit his gentle features. “There must be some other way, Aunt! I mean, surely they will see all you’ve done? That should work in your favor. You can be exiled, life imprisonment, not... An execution is so archaic. Why is there no trial?”

“Tano.” Amiqus expelled a tired breath. “I am archaic. I’ve lived too long. And most of it a terrible lie.”

“You are my aunt. Family. I cannot let you die. We have to try everything to save you.”

“I’m not your aunt.” Amiqus shook her head. Tiredness pressed down on her. Thirty years of waiting for the other shoe to drop had finally taken its toll. It was time. Her husband was dead now. Though she hadn’t loved him, she had grown to admire him, care for him. It would be nice to chat with Theron again in the Afterlife. He was still her friend, despite the elaborate lie she’d spun to not only save his life, but hers. It had been selfish. Perhaps he would forgive her.

“You are my uncle’s wife, despite what you’ve just told me. You were legally married to him, and so we are bound. You are a Vossen.” Tano’s demeanour changed. He stood straighter, raised his chin and fisted his hands. “I will not let you die.”

Amiqus cradled the young man’s face with her hands, hands that suddenly seemed knotty and riddled with veins and spots, a sure sign she was too old to fight battles. “Tano, it warms my heart that you would stand up for me. But my mind is made.”

“You said you were a soldier for the Collective Syndicate. A Garoneu. Are they not a collective, as their name suggests? Can they not help a comrade?”

“They report straight to the Directorate. As you recall, it is she who has ordered my death. I broke an oath. I failed my assignment.” Amiqus pulled Tano in for a brief embrace. “It’s fine. I’m not going to fight this.”

“Aunt.”

“Enough.” Amiqus released him and gave him a firm shake. “Have you not heard? I am an assassin. A Garoneu never fails. I have. My punishment is death.”

After a moment, Tano pushed away. He ground a fist to his forehead as silent words tumbled from his lips. Ever since he was a toddler, this was his habit when troubled. The thought that the impending war might end this endearing boy’s life made Amiqus’ chest constrict. When did she ever have such tender feelings? When did she start to care? The Vossen had infected her with too many soft emotions. She was a Garoneu. She had no soul; it had been given away a long time ago, when she made her Oath.

“There must be another way.” Tano dropped a fisted hand to his side, his stance rigid. “We can appeal.”

“No.”

“I will not let them kill you.” Tano jerked away and paced, his brocade day coat flapped, a mesmerizing kaleidoscope of gold, auburn and rich emeralds.

Amiqus stared at the design; it comforted her. The Vossen colours. She wore them herself; they were inlaid into the gown she wore now. But seeing them on Tano reminded her so much of her dear Theron. He even paced like Theron once did. Genetics. Yet another reminder she had no one. And no memory of who she’d been before her Oath. Did someone else rub their index finger and thumb together in a rhythmic massage to find calmness before making tough decisions? Was there another, out there in the vast universe, who shared similar features with her? Her family was the Garoneu, a mélange of sisters, each with no memory of who they were or where they had once come from. Some had been stolen, some sold, some given, some even volunteered, but all who came to the Collective pledged an oath to become a Garoneu: sisters to the end, death before dishonour.

Tano ground to a halt and faced her. “Lie to them.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Tell them Uncle died from your hand. Your mission is complete.”

A chuckle erupted from Amiqus. “Theron was ill for some time. Many knew of his condition and how he refused treatments. I cannot claim to be the cause of it. No one can catch diabetes.”

“He died from complications caused by his condition. Everyone knows he was self-treating, changing his diet and lifestyle. It just wasn’t enough. His heart failed him. But...what if, you say you accelerated the speed of his illness, therefore causing his death.”

“The Directorate will know it to be a lie.” Poor Tano was grasping at straws. The boy just could not let fate run its course. “Enough, Tano. Let it go. I’m not afraid to die.”

“I don’t want you to die!” Tano trembled with emotion.

Her nephew’s sudden outburst shattered the quiet of her apartments; it made Amiqus flinch. She inhaled, a quick, sharp pull. She’d only once seen this boy show heated emotion before. When his mother died. Instead of crying or showing grief, eleven-year-old Tano had thrown a tantrum. Raging in silence, he had refused to speak. The tears came afterwards, but since then he’d never shown anything but his usual cheeriness. Amiqus doubted it was an act, like the elaborate one she’d led with Theron. At his core, Tano was a happy boy. A forgiving soul, who had, despite his initial horror at losing his beloved mother, accepted it as the course of life.

But his anger had returned, knowing he’d lose another he cared for. The thought burned a spot in Amiqus’ chest. Running a palm over her chest, she tried to compose herself.

“I will not let them take you from me. You are my aunt. My family.” Tano took three long, determined steps towards her. “I love you as if you were...” He made a fist and ground it at his forehead. With a jerk, he straightened, his face stony. “I will hire an assassin to kill the Directorate.”

Amiqus almost laughed. Of all the absurd and preposterous things she’d seen and heard, this topped the list. Tano was a pacifist, a gentle soul who’d never had an evil thought in his life. But he was never one to joke or make light of a dire situation either. He always stood by what he said, a trait she had always admired. Such determination from someone so young. For him to make such a stance meant he was serious, and nothing would sway him. In this, he was like his uncle in every respect. Like his mother had been. A true Vossen.

“Do not make such proclamations without knowing the full extent of doing so,” Amiqus said, keeping her tone hard. He had to know it was foolish.

“How hard is it to hire an assassin? I have funds; more than enough. Just put me in touch with someone from the Garoneu.”

“They are loyal to the Directorate. She is their protector, their leader. And it is not as easy as exchanging payment. That is not how it’s done.” Amiqus shook her head and gasped out a quick laugh. “Sweet boy, you have no idea.”

“Then tell me, Aunt. The only one that has to die is the Directorate. She’s ordered your death. I will not stand for it. House Vossen will not stand for it. She must die.”

With a sharp turn, Amiqus faced Tano. “To hire a Garoneu assassin, you must first kill to prove your worth. A blood oath to show your intent is true. After all, to hire a killer is no better than performing the act of murder yourself.” She clutched his cheek. How soft and delicate beneath her palm. “Can you do that? Can you kill so another can kill for you?”

Tano’s eyes rounded, his sallow complexion paled further. Silent words fought behind his lips as his mouth worked around them.

“Can you kill?” Amiqus repeated. Even to her, she sounded cold and bitter. Cruel.

Tano reached up and held her wrist, squeezing tight. “Yes. If it means you live, yes.”

* * *
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Amiqus stood before the hologram of the older woman, keeping her shoulders squared, her stance in the ready. As it had been many times before, they stared at each other in silence. Amiqus kept her gaze on the other woman’s sharp, hawk-like stare. Time had not weakened the steeliness in them, nor had it made them rheumy or cloudy. The hazel orbs still glowered with the full intensity of power and authority Directorate Mabuse Devries carried. The Directorate had not changed in thirty years. She was forever ancient, wrinkled and dry, abrasive like sand on a windy day. Her long dreadlocks fell to the floor, even draped over her lap. Amiqus knew the Directorate kept a myriad weapons and agents of death secreted away in her hair. Some she even wore like hair ornaments.

And, like many times before, long moments passed before Directorate Mabuse Devries deigned to speak. The woman took her time inspecting Amiqus minutely. Small glitches of static made the hologram shimmer, but otherwise, the signal was strong and clear.

“Garoneu Amiqus.” It sounded like the Directorate was performing a roll call.

“Directorate Devries.” Amiqus dipped into a restrained bow. She straightened, awaiting judgment.

“You have failed your assignment. Failure is your death.”

“Death before dishonour.” An automatic response, drilled into each Garoneu like a mantra.

“Why did you choose to fail?”

Amiqus chose not to answer. For the last thirty years, she had claimed “inappropriate circumstances” as the reason she could not carry out her directive to kill Theron Vossen. To repeat that now was pointless.

“Why did you marry him?” The Directorate was known to ask random questions.

“I explained in my communications.”

“Mmm. To ensure you had him in your sights. To make sure your stake in the claim was intact.” Mabuse ran her fingertips over a single dreadlock. “So why didn’t you kill him? Why marry him?”

“He is dead now.”

“Was it by your hand?”

“He is dead.”

“Mmm.” Mabuse nodded once, half closing her eyes. She’d had her lids surgically dyed black, pitting those sunken eyes more so she resembled a macabre skull. “And so, in a small way, war comes. I wonder if you had not planned this all from the very beginning.”

Amiqus remained silent. It was a partial truth. Allowing Theron to live, and marrying him, ensured her claim as empress. Now she ruled the three small moons of the Provincial Systems, Gaji, Kori and Ihor, in the Aucaman Galaxy. The moons ringed the large planet of Jira, which was dominated by the Commonwealth Territories but controlled by the Collective Syndicate. It had always been Jira’s intent to take the neutral, clan-based Provincial Systems away from the Vossen Empire. Only the eradication of every single Vossen would ensure this. But, through the generations, the Vossen had been strong, maintaining a good and long-standing affiliation with the Commonwealth. But Amiqus had foreseen what would happen if the Collective controlled the moons. Not only would they be ruled by underhanded tyranny and corporate greed; it would mean the complete annihilation of five billion people if they decided to stand in the Collective’s way.

Keeping Theron alive ensured the war was kept at bay. But, looking back now, it had been a myopic decision. Her attempts, over the years, at raising a defending army had had a miserly effect. The Provincial Systems were too romantic. They preferred to tend to their gardens and create art rather than wage war. She had failed in every respect.

“I did not plan this, Directorate.” Amiqus took a breath. “Not at first. But the mission would’ve meant the destruction of an entire society. It would not have been just one life but billions. I could not do that.”

“That was not your decision. It was your job. You are not required to question the decisions made. Just perform the act.”

“But it was wrong.”

“A Garoneu has no conscience.”

“Mass genocide is wrong.”

Mabuse snorted. “And you even set about installing defences. Did you think we wouldn’t notice?”

“I had to prepare them.”

“Foolishness,” Directorate Devries sneered. “You were well past youthful ignorance to have acted so impetuously. This is why you were chosen to deal with the matter. What a fool I was to choose you. Thirty years wasted and nothing to show for it. To think you showed such promise, such dedication to your craft. Wasted. It was all a lie.”

Amiqus straightened. “I am ready to receive my punishment.” What else was there to do now? She had failed. The Provincial Systems would fall. It didn’t matter if it happened now or thirty years ago. Some things could not be stopped. Change was inevitable. The Collective would rule, and rule all.

Keeping Theron alive hadn’t helped. Once she was executed, the Collective would swoop in and take over the leaderless province. War would be averted, true. The Provincials would not instigate a protest; not without her. If there was anything Amiqus had learned in the last thirty years, it was that the Provincials loathed conflict. Had she killed Theron, his sister would’ve become empress and insisted on defending her brother, as a Vossen would, to uphold their honour. War would have ensued and the Provincials would have been annihilated. But dear, strong Daupha was dead. Murdered. The Vossen were weak now, despite Amiqus leading them. If she lived, she would be honour-bound to defend the Provincials. But with her dead, as the Directorate wanted, the Provincials wouldn’t stand a chance. Whether she was an assassin or an empress, it didn’t matter. Her fate had been sealed the moment she decided to let Theron live.

The Directorate smoothed the folds of her robe around her lap, murmuring. Amiqus knew this was the woman’s way of stalling, of making whoever waited for her squirm with anxiety.

“You will make ready to travel here.” Mabuse had not even bothered to look up, and continued to smooth her robes. “I have escorts en route to retrieve you. Once you arrive, you will be executed within the hour.” The old woman finally looked up. “These escorts come with a contingent of governors who will oversee the acquisition of the Provincial Systems’ by the Collective. Anyone who resists will also be executed. Please inform your precious in-laws if you wish to avoid any bloodshed.”

Amiqus assented with a nod. “I will let them know. We do not wish for any conflict. And they are prepared. I have coached them over the last few weeks.”

“We?” Mabuse scoffed. “You have gone native.” The woman shook her head, distaste twisting her wrinkled features.

“I have grown fond of the Vossen. They have shown me much in the way of humility and compassion. They may not know my true identity, but I was accepted as one of them. They are...” Amiqus was surprised to find a lump in her throat. She forced herself to stand straighter. “They are family.”

Directorate Devries shook her head, disgust and hate etched in her features. Without another word, the holographic link was terminated. Amiqus was left, standing alone in the small alcove of her private rooms. A light breeze from an open window brushed against her nape, reviving her somewhat. Every time she spoke with Devries, she felt a little sickened. Dirtied. To think she had once considered that old woman an ally? A mother figure? How young and foolish she had been. Gullible. But then, all the sisters had been, at one point. Nameless, selfless, forgotten children, raised to kill for the Collective. To follow orders like mindless robots. Fanatics. But she had been happy. Content. She knew now it was because she had known no other way. She had been conditioned. But the Vossen had opened her eyes. They had saved her.

A soft noise broke Amiqus’ reverie. Turning, she found Tano standing in her sitting room, hands clasped before him, his face troubled.

“You’ve been standing there for how long?” Amiqus asked.

Tano tipped his chin up. “I heard everything.” He managed to smile. “And you have always been family. We would never have misled you. And this is why I say again, Aunt: I will do everything I can to stop your execution.”

“Tano.” Amiqus shook her head. She felt old. She may not know her exact age, but she knew that, at the very least, she was approaching six decades. Tiredness shrouded her like a cloak. “We’ve been through this already. I accept my—”

“I want the Directorate assassinated,” he blurted. He fisted his hands and brought them to his sides. “I formally hire you to kill her.”

She needed to sit. This boy had no idea what he was requesting. “Tano—”

“I’m serious, Aunt. I know what you said. I must first take a life.”

Amiqus moved towards her nephew. “You have never killed. You are speaking recklessly.” Reaching for his hands, she gripped them. “This is not a game.”

“I know that. And I know I must make a stand. You will die if I don’t.” He squared his shoulders. “We need you. Alive. To help us fight the Collective.”

* * *
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Tano had lost his mind. He had no idea what he was getting himself into. Amiqus stared at the young man, at the blood dripping from the knife he held, at the smudge of red on his richly embroidered sleeve. Her mind went blank. The dear, sweet boy had killed a human being.

“Tano,” Amiqus said, her voice hoarse. She drew in a sharp breath. “What have you done?”

“She is dead.” He glanced down at the fallen escort. The young woman, not much older than him, had a blossoming stain of blood at her side. “I stake my official claim now,” he announced, mostly for the benefit of the other escort, who had adopted a defense posture and was holding a dagger poised at Amiqus’ neck. “I have taken a life so I may hire Garoneu Amiqus Vossen, a member of the Garoneu Sisterhood, to do my bidding. She is bound to me now.”

Tano had been surprisingly quick, delivering a sure, precise jab to the woman’s heart. He had come to wish his aunt farewell, enveloping her in an embrace, but in a turn so swift, he’d lashed out sideways and struck the escort. It had been so fast, even Amiqus had needed a moment to process what had just happened.

The other escort’s eyes darted between Tano and Amiqus. She moved the dagger closer to Amiqus’ jugular. “What is the meaning of this?”

Tano repeated himself then, addressing the young woman. “With you as my witness, I stake my claim. Release my charge. Now.” He offered his bloodied knife. “With the blood of another to bind the contract, she is now bound to me.”

Anger brewed inside Amiqus. She swallowed it down. It seemed Tano had been doing a little research. He knew exactly what to do and say. Foolish boy! Now she had no other choice but to do as he asked.

“Release her now!” Tano’s voice held a commanding tone; even Amiqus flinched.

With a hiss, the woman lowered the dagger and took a step backwards. She nodded once, a sharp jerk, a set of disgust to her jaw. “I have witnessed the blood, and the act. The contract is binding.” The escort stared at the floor, clearly frustrated at the turn of events. But she could do nothing more. She was bound by her oath, by her loyalty to the Sisterhood.

“Have you lost your mind?” Amiqus snapped. “I told you to let it be.”

Tano faced her, his expression hard, his manner imposing. “And you have a job to perform, in any way you deem necessary, and by any means. Do so.”

* * *
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“There was an incident,” the young escort explained to her superior.

“Explain.” The prefect glanced at Amiqus, who had remained compliant throughout the journey to Jira.

“The condemned attempted to resist, and Sister Ina was caught unawares.”

The prefect scowled, giving Amiqus a considering stare. “Sister Ina has failed. She will be recorded as an inadequate acolyte. See what you have caused? Your attempts at escape have branded a promising sister as a failure. Shame.”

Amiqus lowered her eyes, impressed that the escort had not divulged the truth. But then she could also be a spy, reporting straight to the Directorate.

The prefect pressed her lips together. “Take the condemned to the waiting cell. Have her stripped and prepared—”

“I wish an audience with Directorate Devries.” Amiqus spoke for the first time.

“Excuse me?” The prefect almost gawked. “The condemned are not granted any favours.”

“I wish to explain my reason...” Amiqus glanced at the young escort, “for killing a sister.”

“You will have no such luxuries. Sister Ina was collateral damage in the pursuit of a condemned’s final trial. No audience will be granted to favor a condemned.”

Amiqus kept her head down. “Very well.” She cut her eyes towards the young escort, who stood stony-faced, glowering at the wall beyond the prefect.

With an easy flex, Amiqus whipped her arm out and slashed the throat of the prefect with Tano’s knife, which she’d hidden in her robes. The prefect gagged, clutching her throat, but not before her final act of retaliation. She flexed her other hand and, with a rapid jerk, her nails flew. The razor-sharp projectiles buried into Amiqus’ robes, while one lacerated her neck on one side. Burning set in, and Amiqus realised the other woman had laced her false nails with contact acid. Amiqus rubbed at the spot with her sleeve. The sleeve itself smouldered, but that soon abated. It was an acid designed for skin contact only, and would leave a nice, shiny scar at her neck once healed. If she survived the next few moments.

* * *
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Directorate Devries slumped her stooped body into an armchair and released a long breath. It sounded coarse and irritated, like surf breaking against jagged rocks. There was a rheumy sputter to it, something Amiqus had never heard before. Nor had she ever seen her this...shrunken and feeble. So, the old woman was finally showing her age. It had all been an act. Everything had been an act.

The sitting room had a stale pallor, a mustiness that the dimmed lighting and cloying air did nothing to improve. The drapes were drawn shut, and a thin layer of dust had settled on the surfaces that ringed the room, all the neglected places. The smells of camphor oils, talcum powder, and dead skin permeated the room, as though death stalked, impatient and agitated.

“Get on with it then,” the Directorate said as she straightened in her chair.

The old woman was still a keen warrior. No doubt she’d smelled Amiqus the moment she’d secreted into the woman’s private chambers. Blood did leave a peculiar odour amid familiar smells. The arterial spray that covered her front had a fresh, coppery bite to it.

As Amiqus stepped out of the shadows, the Directorate turned her head, a shaky movement accompanied by a small tremor. The old woman narrowed her eyes and sneered. “Yesss,” she hissed. “See how I’ve aged. Surprised?”

Amiqus only raised a brow. She calculated the distance, and decided that throwing the knife at the woman was not an option. It had been some time since she’d hefted a blade with the intent to kill. No. The Directorate’s death had to come at closer quarters to ensure it was done right. She gave the woman’s dreadlocks a quick scan. She would have to be quick.

“You used a generated image all these years,” Amiqus said.

Devries hacked a dry cough that rattled wet near the end of it. “What have you done with my guards?”

“They tried their best.”

Devries shook her head, her dreadlocks swaying. “I have a successor, a clone. She is ready the moment I am gone.”

“She will die as well.”

“Why?” the old woman sneered. “Why could you not have just carried out your orders?”

Amiqus took a step closer. “You know my reasons. But I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

Devries pulled a dreadlock over her lap, playing with the strand as she twisted it over her index finger. Amiqus watched her, well aware of how fast the woman...used to move. But with Mabuse Devries, one couldn’t be too careful. Despite her age, there was no telling what tricks she had at her disposal. Or if she really was as feeble as she appeared.

“So now you would rather murder me?” Devries clicked her tongue. “Impetuous. You’re nothing but a silly, irrational girl—”

“I was hired.”

Devries jerked, clutching her dreadlock. “By whom? Was it binding?”

“Sister Ina’s death was the bind. Sister Pai was the witness.”

“Who?” Devries leaned forwards. “Who sent you?”

“You called for me, remember? I am here for my execution. However,” Amiqus eased her weight onto her left leg, the long robes hiding her movements, “it is not me that will die today. You will.”

“Who dares to order my assassination?” The Directorate lurched forwards to stand.

Amiqus lunged, drawing her right arm to strike. Devries stretched out her dreadlock, twisted as if to catch Amiqus’ arm with it. But it was a feint; the dagger was in Amiqus’ left hand, which she whipped out just as the strand of hair wrapped around her right wrist. Amiqus thrust the dagger into Devries’ jugular. Warm blood drenched her hand, and the old woman gagged. Amiqus twisted the blade to ensure maximum damage. Devries let out a hoarse shout and pulled her in, tightening the hold on her wrist. They faced each other, the old woman’s eyes wide, bloodshot.

“You have been ordered to die.” Amiqus whispered, glaring at the woman who now trembled with the last of her strength. “By order of Tano Vossen of House Vossen, heir to the Vossen Empire. And by my hand, as a Garoneu sister following her orders,” she let herself smile, “you die. And as Empress to the Vossen Empire, I declare your death as mine, and your Collective as a spoil of war. The Collective Syndicate is no longer. The Vossen rule.”

Directorate Mabuse Devries shook with rage and let out a strangled shriek. Arching her body, she died, still standing, with the knife held at her neck. Grabbing the woman’s hair, Amiqus pulled the knife out, then slashed the woman’s throat to ensure death was final. She pushed the body back into the armchair where it slumped to one side. The crimson blood, which had sprayed everywhere, now fell freely onto her lap and the carpeted floor. The room stank.

Amiqus sucked in a breath. She had done it. The Directorate was dead. The contract completed. Glancing around the room, she smiled. She should’ve done this a long time ago. But she had been too loyal then, too afraid to go against the Directorate. As it was, she had been just an old woman, grasping onto her perch, afraid to let go. Her successor, the clone, could be dealt with. And anyone that stood against her would die.

She stalked to the drapes and slashed at the heavy cloth with the dagger. A stream of light pierced the dim room. Amiqus squinted as she peered through the smudged window, clouded from layers of dust and grime. High up in the Directorate’s tower, the vista of Jira’s central city spread out below her. She would be the new Directorate, and the Garoneu sisterhood would be under her command now. The Vossen Empire would be safe.

THE END
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BENGARIA’S WAR:––––––––MARYN’S OATH
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— A prequel to BENGARIA’S WAR —

(Written in 2012 for an anthology collection. However, the story was never used.)

* * *
[image: image]


Battlecruiser Raven, along the borders of Wheta System.

“I’m grateful you saved me.” Maryn Rothlere shifted in the medi-cot. Her chest drummed with a rhythmic pain, and the pressure bandage wound tight around it constricted her breathing.

Maryn meant every word. Death had spared her this time. It was her fate to live. The mutinous intent of the Risar Clan must be reported, and as soon as possible.

Her eyes slid to the young ensign sitting on the stool next to her. She was well aware of how he stared back, waiting, watching. He was terribly young. And nervous. He perched on a piece of furniture too small and narrow for his tall, lanky frame. He had the appearance of someone who had grown far too quickly before the settling flesh of adulthood had a chance to take effect.

Could she trust this Outsider, this common settler race, with such information? The Nezu instinct in her rebelled at sharing anything about the Colony. It was not the Nezu way.

But he had called to her. While she lay in delirium, drifting through the cold depths of space in the tiny escape pod, she’d dreamed of him. Honest grey eyes had stared at her with an expression of such calm amid a tempest. In her dream, she had reached for him, but something like glass had stood in the way. She had cried out in anguish, called to him, desperate to touch him. To connect. She remembered his hand pressed against the glass, and it was as if the mere act had sent a calming tide through the barrier between them. He had kept watch over her, anchoring her with his presence.

And then, as she woke between breaks in her fever, he was always there, sitting beside her. It was as if the dream had never ended.

She brushed the disruptive thought aside. “What did you say your name was?”

The ensign blinked and pushed up his neat brows, making his narrow face longer. “Ensign Bengaria. Sul Bengaria.” The way he said it, he didn’t sound convinced it was his own name. He had a low voice, quiet and reserved. And awkward. She liked that. It calmed her.

He continued to stare. Maryn found his expression laden with curiosity and disbelief, as if he’d seen a miracle.

“Bengaria.” Maryn offered an anaemic smile. “A strong name, as is Sul. Befitting of someone destined to rescue lost souls.”

Sul blinked again, and his small mouth parted as if to form an O. Instead, he broke into a crooked half-smile as a warm flush of pink washed over his face.

If Maryn didn’t know better, he was scared. His gangly frame seemed to tremble, and she suppressed the urge to laugh. If she yelled, he’d likely die on the spot.

“You know who I am?” she ventured, watching him through her lashes.

He nodded. “Nezu. Warrior.” His eyes wandered over her body, as if searching for secreted weapons. The myth that that Nezu were a marauding horde of trained assassins had obviously been a part of this young man’s upbringing.

“That’s right.” Maryn kept her face blank lest her grin betray her. “Sá. Don’t worry, I don’t kill my rescuers.”

Sul stared back, paling.

“In any case, Sul, I am grateful.” Maryn let out a small sigh. “I’m an outcast now. The Rothlere Clan is disgraced. I’ve been consorting with Outsiders, you see—have even saved by them. And worse yet, I’m aboard one of their ships. Absolutely scandalous. I cannot return home without dire punishment, sá.”

“Punishment? What sort—?”

“Death.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Why should you be?” Maryn frowned. “You have captured a Nezu. Quite a prize.”

Sul almost gasped. “You’re not a prisoner. I swear to—”

“Then why are you guarding me?”

“To protect you from the others.”

Maryn raised a brow. “You think I cannot protect myself? You forget who I am.”

“No—yes. Yes, of course you can...but...” His face twisted as he tried to find the right words. “I mean to say...we’ve all heard about... Well, you’re...a Nezu.” He winced. “And a woman. A very attractive woman.”

Maryn shook her head and chuckled, then gripped her side to stave off the pain. “You mean, fresh meat. I forgot. You Outsiders don’t condone fraternization between the crew. How very archaic. Everyone must be terribly frustrated.”

She placed her hand on his. He flinched, but did not pull away. The room had grown quite humid. His hand was warm, and in that moment, his skin almost electric to the touch. It made her insides warm and fuzzy, and she couldn’t stop the stupid smile from breaking out on her face. At last, the barrier between them, the one in her vision, had vanished.

Maryn cleared her throat. “I am doubly grateful. You are, indeed, truly worthy of your name.”

Sul’s fingers curled around hers, strong and reassuring. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep you from harm. My captain will not allow you to be harmed by your clan. Nor will I.”

“Sá. You warm me with your words. But I must return to my Colony, if only to live long enough to tell my High Commander of the danger to come.”

“I don’t understand. Why would they kill you?” The young ensign pulled her hand possessively to his chest.

Maryn swallowed back a gasp. The steady beat of his heart thrummed against her knuckles. “It’s the Nezu way, Sul. We protect what is ours. Our Colony, the clans, and especially our coveted tech.”

“I won’t let them kill you. You don’t have to go back...stay here, with us. What is so important to you need to go back to them?”

Indeed, Maryn thought. To return was to face certain death. But she was Nezu. It was her duty. And death had spared her so she could perform this last act of honour.

She stared at Sul, and her heart thudded with emotion. Such words from this Outsider, they shook her to her core. “I must protect our Colony. The ship I escaped from, Commander Risar’s ship, was one I was attached to as part of my final training. Risar plans mutiny against the Colony. He means to kidnap our High Commander’s son and force the ruling clan to step down. This is not how we Nezu do things. Risar has gone feral. He must be stopped.” Maryn pulled her hand away, then made a fist. “Risar was a fool to divulge his plans. I think he meant to impress me with his bravado in order to lure me to his bed. Perhaps he thought me a prize, sá. After all, I am from the Rothlere Clan and we are very close with the ruling clan of Thrater. But I have betrayed them all, foolishly. Now, I must warn them, even if it kills me.”

“Let me speak to my captain.” Sul leaned forwards, his hand twitching as if wanting to seek out hers. “He is a brilliant strategist. He’ll find a way to save you and—”

“I’m not worth saving. My life is already forfeit. I have been spared long enough to report Risar’s intentions. That is all. You will allow this Nezu her pride.” A shot of anger spiked through Maryn and she turned away. Common Outsider. He knew nothing of the Nezu but what he’d heard growing up. It was pointless talking to him.

“Don’t say that Miss Rothlere—”

“I am a Nezu. I do not cower from my fate.”

“Miss Rothlere, I—”

“Maryn.” She glowered, but regretted her harsh tone in an instant. The young man appeared frozen, his eyes widening. “Please,” she tried again, softening her tone. “Call me Maryn.”

“You don’t understand. I won’t let you go back.”

“You can’t stop—”

“I heard you,” Sul blurted. “You called for me.”

Maryn narrowed her eyes, angling her head. “Speak plainly.”

“Two nights ago. When we found you. It was you—you called to me. You were drifting, your pod, dead in space. But you called to me. And I found you.”

“You have space fever,” Maryn looked away, scowling. Impossible. How could this man, this Outsider, have had the same potent dream I had?

“I am not some newbie grunt who stands at every window, gazing out into space. Never. I do my work. I follow orders. I assure you, Miss...Maryn. I am the most sane, if not dullest, man on this ship. Ask anyone. I don’t fantasise about things I cannot see. So how is it I just knew to look out the observation window? At first, I thought it was space junk, a piece of metal. But then, the feeling of wanting to go to that window made me look more closely. You...you reached out to me. I saw you in my mind. I heard you call out for help. And I won’t let you go back only to get yourself killed.”

“Sul Bengaria.” Maryn fought to keep her voice even, trying hard to hide her conflicted emotions. But it was too much. This could not be. Only the gifted saw visions, glimpses of the future. Surely, what she’d seen was only a dream and nothing more.

But this Outsider had had the same vision.

She could not ignore such a powerful omen. “Sul.” Maryn reached for his hand again. “It seems you and I were destined to meet.”

* * *
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Sul Bengaria looked on as Captain Greycer stalked the confines of his office. He was all too aware of the woman wedged in beside him on the narrow couch; she had shoved aside a stack of antique books to make room. The office, which connected to the captain’s personal cabin through a door, overflowed with knickknacks and junk unbecoming a Strium System Fleet Captain. A few personal items were strewn about, and the door to his personal room lay ajar because the tip of a discarded boot prevented it from closing.

It didn’t matter; his captain was well liked and entertaining, and his cabin reflected his personality. Carefree, gregarious, generous to a fault, and always ready for the next adventure, Greycer also had a nose for leadership; he was a natural. If his captain asked Sul to open the emergency hatch and jump into open space, he probably would. The captain never issued an order unless he had good, sound reasons to do so. Plus, being the son of Queen Syra, no one dared make mention of his untidy habits.

“So,” Captain Greycer pinched at his stubbly chin, “if I understand this correctly, the Nezu protect their own—no matter what. And you need to warn your High Commander of his son’s kidnapping. But the Nezu are loath to share anything with us—Outsiders—and will go to great lengths to keep their culture, their location, everything, a secret?”

Maryn nodded with a little bit of annoyance. “We’ve been through this before, Captain.”

Sul was mesmerised with the way Maryn spoke. She had an odd accent, sometimes clipped and sharp as she enunciated certain words and used odd inflections like “sá.” Either it was an odd habit, or part of their unique mélange of languages. He had heard many things about the Nezu, but none that said they were beautiful.

Maryn rose to her feet, tall and proud, before the captain. She stared at him closely with amber eyes that resembled liquid gold. Her dark hair was scraped back into a long ponytail with an assortment of bronze and yellow beads that clattered together like wind chimes in a gentle breeze. A few loose strands fell against her oval face, her skin sallow but for a few bruises on her high cheekbones. She pursed her mouth into an insolent pout and regarded the captain with a sort of haughty mistrust.

Sul thought she looked magnificent and wild, a true warrior like their legends suggested. She wore a long tan jacket over an off-white and somewhat bloodstained tunic, black leggings and knee-high boots. Wrapped around her hips was a wide belt with a single tadra blade clipped to it. Her other weapon, the energy gun, had been confiscated.

Swallowing again—Sul’s mouth seemed dry when in her company—his mind flitted back to an hour earlier, when she had dressed herself. With an uncaring manner, she had discarding her medical gown to stand stark naked before him, save for the bandage across her chest, which did not hide much. Gritting her teeth in pain, she had tugged on her clothes as he watched her taut muscles flex and bunch. From her physique alone, he knew what a skilled and powerful warrior she was. The image of her glaring nudity had also scorched itself into his brain. How he hadn’t died right there was beyond reasoning. But, from the moment she had declared they were meant to meet, it seemed as if all modesty had vented into space. These Nezu were, indeed, wild and brazen!

Once fully dressed, she had leaned close to him, snaked a hand to his neck and cradled it as she stared up at him. Then she announced it was time to meet the captain.

“But,” Greycer continued, scratching at his auburn hair, “what I don’t understand is why they’ll kill you. We just saved you, and are providing them with vital information that could prevent an uprising. Surely the Nezu can appreciate that?”

“You are not one of us. How can you possibly understand? A Nezu would rather die than be rescued by an Outsider, or allow an Outsider to set foot on their ship,” Maryn replied with a flat tone. “Unless you give me a ship so I can meet with the Kaladona on my own.”

“You know I can’t allow that. This lull in the Trade War will not last forever. We need every vessel accounted for and at the ready.”

“Then it means you must escort me back, which means my death. And yours. Is that preferable to you?”

Sul clenched his stomach. He could not allow that to happen. “Will they not at least hear you out before they...they...”

“They might, but the sight of a foreign vessel is enough to arm their weapons and for us to be fired upon.” She glanced at Sul with a touch of concern. “I may be given preference, but not by much. As a Rothlere, High Commander Thrater will at least grant me an audience. We are not as brutal as you think.”

Greycer snorted out a laugh, which Sul thought bordered on derisive.

Maryn jerked her attention back to the captain, the beads rattling in her hair, her scowl back in place. “Our ways may sound barbaric to you, but this is the way it’s been for centuries. Our traditions have done us well, and we do everything in our power to honour them. Which is what I must do now and return home, so I can warn them.”

“We must leave immediately then,” Greycer announced, clapping his hands together. Sul thought he looked ready for an adventure. “We’ll take the transport shuttle, just the three of us. We’ll tell the crew we’re taking Miss Rothlere to Wheta System so she can seek refuge there on one of its outposts.”

“Why are you doing this?” Maryn’s tone sharpened. “Sá! I know who you are. Your life is of value, being the prince of your Strium System. You risk it—for what? So I can report back to my High Commander? Can you not understand? No Outsider is allowed into a Nezu warship, or to even know the location of one.” She blew out a breath, shaking her head. “I appreciate your offer. I am truly grateful you rescued me. I am indebted to you. But you can’t do this. Let me pay my debt by sparing you your lives. I stand a better chance alone. Just get me close. I’ll take a skiff and be on my way.”

“Out of the question. You are my responsibility and I will not allow it. Being on this ship gives you the protection of all Strium has to offer. As prince of this System, as captain of this ship, and as a voice for my mother, the queen—you are my responsibility. We will see you back home safely. And if your Nezu Colony do not accept you, you’ll return with us and I can offer you sanctuary.” Greycer was already strapping on his belt and holstering his weapons, which he retrieved from their scattered locations about the room.

“Your offer for sanctuary is generous. But I am a Nezu, and I will face my fate with pride, not run away to hide. We are warriors, not cowards. We do not fear death.”

“The very fact that you’re willing to risk your life proves you’re no coward. But you’re young and headstrong, and there’s no excuse for stubbornness.” Greycer’s tone suggested there was no mistaking the finality of his words.

Maryn hissed and her hand went to rest on her tadra blade. “You will not insult me. Your position means nothing to a Nezu. And you, barely older than myself, dare speak to me about being headstrong and stubborn?”

Captain Greycer ignored her. “Bengaria, ready the comms so Miss Rothlere can contact her Colony.”

“I don’t need your comms,” Maryn sneered. “I have my own way of contacting them. Sul...” She turned her back smartly on the captain and met Sul’s eyes. “You say you heard me call to you.” Her tone had softened. “I also dreamed of you calling me. That is no accident—you and I are connected. When I look at you, I see someone I’ve met before. In here—” She tapped her chest. “—but I’ll not have your death on my hands. Save yourself, and your captain’s. Don’t do this.” Her eyes shimmered as she attempted a shaky smile. “Perhaps we’ll meet again in another life.”

Sul glanced at his captain. Greycer stared at them, frozen midway through putting on a jacket, his expression glittering with amusement. Sul’s face heated and he stared down at Maryn. Her smooth features were taut with sadness, but it didn’t quite mask the underlying hardness of a seasoned soldier. The woman of his dreams—literally—and he was about to let her go.

Not on his watch!

“Maryn.” Sul cleared his throat. Now that he’d met the voice that had called him to that window, he seemed unable to part with her. As he’d watched over her as she lay sleeping, he foolishly imagined a life with her, settling down, having a family.

He wanted that.

He remembered her touch at his neck. It had felt right. And it was wrong to simply push that away, to disregard it. If they were destined to meet, then surely there was more than just this one moment.

“Maryn.” Sul touched her shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I won’t let you face your death alone.”

Maryn sucked in a sharp breath and pressed her lips together.

Desperate, Sul turned to Captain Greycer, who stared back with an unreadable expression. “Perhaps the captain can convince your High Commander to be lenient with you. As he says, you can be exiled into Strium System instead. You can have a new life—start over.”

“Sul.” Maryn looked away. “I can...try. But a Nezu does not beg, not even to save her own life.”

Sul leaned in and lowered his voice. “Then will she at least beg for the man in her dream?”

* * *
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The Kaladona greeted them, blaring, her formidable war colours of turquoise and red dashing across the hull in angry streaks. The hulking black warship, angled like a wicked slash to accommodate the large thrusters at the rear, glittered as the transport shuttle’s light reflected off its surface.

On any other occasion, the sight would have filled Maryn with exhilarating joy. To see the ruling clan flying their colours meant home. But now the sight filled her with dread. Her own death she could face, but the deaths of Captain Greycer and Sul—especially Sul—filled her with despair. Her chest ached at the thought of it.

She’d known Sul for mere hours, yet the connection she had to him was powerful. This unassuming man, overly polite and not much older than her, had become a grounding force simply by standing next to her. He didn’t need to speak. His solid presence was enough to calm her. She couldn’t bring herself to think that, in a few minutes, his light would be extinguished.

Why would she be given such a powerful dream only to have it taken away from her? Perhaps it was punishment for her betrayal. That was the only reason she could think of.

Everything had been her fault. Every stupid, impetuous act had led her to this moment. Her father had warned her that her impudent nature would get her into trouble. And that was why she’d chosen Risar’s clan to finish her reconnaissance training. That, and the fact she knew how much her choice would irritate her father.

How much she had grown these past few days. It shamed her to think of her foolish ways. And now this one redeeming act, which should have filled her with pride, only brought despair. She did not want to die. Not anymore.

She wanted to be with Sul.

She would tell the High Commander everything, and then bring more shame to herself by begging. She would beg for Sul, even for the insolent captain. It was illogical, irrational, but she would give her soul to protect him. She would do anything the High Commander asked of her.

Unable to resist touching Sul, she curled a hand into his as they approached the Nezu warship. He gripped her hand; the fear on his face was evident, but his smile belied it. At that moment, she wanted nothing more than to see that smile for the rest of her life. She didn’t think it possible that this one small thing, this little expression, would mean so much to her.

The transmission she’d sent via her embedded communicator to the Kaladona had not been received well. High Commander Thrater, as a courtesy to her father, had made a special allowance. She could board with her Outsiders, but whether they left alive was at Thrater’s discretion. He cared not who Greycer was. The concerns and affairs of Outsiders were of no consequence.

Nezu warriors clad in full armour greeted them at the docking bay. Weapons drawn, their pale faces sneered at the sight of the Outsiders. Maryn didn’t miss their scowls of disappointment as they turned their backs on her, as if she didn’t even exist. But then, as far as the Nezu were concerned, she did not. She was already dead to them.

Hoods were thrown over Sul and Captain Greycer’s heads.

Before the black hood covered his head, Sul gave her another bracing smile. Despite his obvious fear, his steady grey eyes filled her with calmness.

* * *
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A Nezu Warrior pulled the hood roughly over Sul’s head, plunging his world into darkness. His last sight was of Maryn’s defiant face. He steeled himself, even as his courage plummeted. The Nezu warriors, all with dark hair and pale skin, brought back haunting memories of his childhood. His parents would scare him with stories of these fearsome warriors. They were dangerous, cold-hearted murderers and cutthroats, with weapons and tech crafted by madmen. The Nezu were not to be trusted. They were to be feared and shunned because they brought death and ruin wherever their ships ventured.

Sul was led down a cold, echoing corridor. His Nezu escorts gripped both his arms. The soldier in him was ashamed at how scared he was. Several times, he imagined the cold, hard steel of a tadra blade running across his throat. Captain Greycer, on the other hand, had made loud objections to the indignity of being blindfolded and restrained. Sul wished his captain would remain silent. But Greycer’s boldness inspired him to straighten his back and walk without faltering.

I am a soldier, Sul reminded himself. I have faced formidable foes in the past and won many battles.

But never to a phantom race.

They were led into what must be a holding cell. Their hoods remained in place and their hands were bound with restraints. For hours they sat, while Greycer stewed and muttered, tapping his foot with impatience. Judging by the sounds, Greycer also butted his head against the walls in frustration.

Sul relinquished himself into his captain’s care. Greycer would know what to do. He always knew what to do. He thought of Maryn, and wondered if the Nezu High Commander would listen to her. Or would he just draw his tadra across her throat and execute her? Was she even still alive?

The urge to rescue her filled him. The vision that had become reality played back in his mind, as well as the thought of imminent death. He couldn’t allow that to happen. Beneath his mask, he gritted his teeth, helpless. He had never been one to fall for a woman at first glance, no matter their appeal. But this woman, this wild, beguiling Nezu Warrior, had somehow stolen his heart. He would do anything for her—even die.

When at last someone came to retrieve them, Sul could only think it was time for their execution. Their hoods were removed, as if to give them one last glimpse of their world. The first thing he saw was Greycer’s unkempt fiery hair and scowling face. His captain snarled an insult at the Nezu and jerked out of their grasp, insisting he could walk on his own. With some reluctance, the Nezu sneered, but allowed it.

They were escorted to a sort of audience hall, filled with the pale-faced, dark haired Nezu. Armed to the teeth, their strange armour shone like the highest quality silver. Towering windows slashed one side of the room, offering the black void of space beyond. The opposite wall was adorned with large plaques and shields of differing shapes and designs, each emblazoned with tribal-like motifs in vibrant colours.

One shield stood out from others. Splashed with bronze and yellow, Sul immediately thought of Maryn and the beads in her hair. He glanced around at the Nezu surrounding them, their hair tied back and decorated with the colourful beads. Some had bronze and yellow, like Maryn, but most wore turquoise and red, the colours he’d seen emblazoned across the Kaladona’s hull. Clan colours, Maryn had said.

And then he saw him. Seated on an elevated chair much like a hideous black throne, High Commander Thrater, white as death, eyes as black as space, stared down at them. Sul’s mouth fell open as he gazed in fear at the spectre.

Thrater wore a high-collared black uniform that seemed moulded to his skin. Beneath this material his sleek, muscled form sat as if relaxed. Comfortable. He wore black gloves, which reached the middle of his arm. At the sides, odd burr-like protrusions fanned out like small sharp fins. His boots had the same treatment.

The High Commander’s eyes followed their progress as they approached. Cold shivers ran the length of Sul’s back, and his breath caught in his throat. The Nezu stared at them with open hostility.

Greycer pushed his way forwards and announced himself. The captain sneered up at the High Commander and seemed ready to spit at the Nezu’s feet. Again, Sul expected his throat to be sliced from behind, and groaned to himself. He wished his captain would shut up. If he were to die this day, he would rather it be in silence so he could reflect on his meagre life.

“Do my words fall on deaf ears?” Captain Greycer demanded. “We have safely returned one of your own. One who has detailed information about a plot to kidnap your son. I am Greycer, the son of—”

“I heard you the first time,” High Commander Thrater replied. His tone was icy, flat, and oddly enunciated, just like Maryn’s. “Your position means nothing to me.”

“Then execute us. But you’ll have a war. Strium will not stand for this.”

“You will not win any war with us, Captain Greycer.” Thrater appeared uninterested, but he kept his dark eyes on the captain.

“Bold words from one who hides in the depths of space. But I’d expected no less from such narrow-minded cowards.”

A surge of angry murmurs buzzed through the gathered Nezu. One man stepped forwards, teeth bared, and glowered at Greycer. Greycer returned the glare without fear.

Sul lowered his head. Death was imminent. He took his final deep breath. He was ready.

“Silence!” Thrater stood. “Against my better judgment, I brought you here to thank you and offer you safe passage back to your ship.”

Sul jerked his attention to the frightful man. Had he heard him right?

Greycer barked out a derisive laugh. “What trickery is this? If you mean to free us, then unbind our hands and send us along. I’ll not stand for this humiliation another minute.”

“Bold words for one in your position,” Thrater said with a slight curl to his lips. “You show courage that borders on insolence. And stupidity. Rothlere was right about you.” He turned to a warrior on his left and whispered to him. The warrior nodded and walked away. “You are brazen because of your breeding. A distasteful trait. But your lack of fear shows there is more to you than meets the eye.”

Captain Greycer’s eyes narrowed on Thrater, but he remained silent, drawing in a slow breath, as if calculating his next move. A tiny flicker of hope ignited in Sul, and he knew, then, that his captain had some kind of plan to save them.

Thrater continued. “Rothlere Maryn has spoken about Risar’s intentions, and for that she is commended. But she is a traitor. She has brought shame to her clan and to the Nezu Colony by bringing you to us. She cannot be allowed to live.”

“You would kill one of your own?” Greycer spat.

“Rothlere Maryn knows this. She accepts it with pride, sá.” Thrater hissed. “I would not expect you to understand our ways.” He paused, as if daring Greycer to interrupt him again.

Instead, it was Sul who stepped closer. “Take my life instead, if it’s a life you need. I’m just a soldier. Strium needs Captain Greycer. But please, spare Maryn—I beg you. She’s done nothing wrong.”

Under his breath, Greycer spoke from the corner of his mouth. “Be quiet, Ensign Bengaria.”

“Sir,” Sul replied, matching the captain’s tone, “you’re a prince. We swore an oath to protect you, and if anything were to happen to you, your mother will have us executed anyway. Better now than later—”

“I got this, Bengaria. Now, as your captain, please. Shut. Up.”

Sul felt eyes on him. He turned and found Thrater staring him down. The man wore an odd expression, like a predator finding amusement in his prey.

“Captain Greycer.” Thrater’s voice was calm. “Your part in this is not over. Had Rothlere not begged like a common Outsider for your lives, sá, it is true, your queen would be heirless. But, for her father’s benefit, I have listened, and I see no reason in terminating your lives. I make a special exception in this case. You were predictably following your nature, and your actions were in earnest. In a sense, I owe you a debt. And you, Sul Bengaria. Your offer is gracious, but unnecessary. I’ve been told how you watched over Rothlere...and of her dream.”

Sul swallowed, unable to speak, and unsure what it all meant.

Captain Greycer straightened. Though scruffy, and with his hands still bound, he still managed to look regal. “Speak plainly, High Commander, as we seem to be having a language misunderstanding.”

Thrater sniffed and rolled something in his mouth. “By rescuing Rothlere, she was able to report back to the Colony. We are now prepared for Risar’s attack, and my son’s life is spared. Is that plain enough for you?” Thrater turned to another warrior at his side. “Bring my son.”

From behind Thrater, the crowd parted. A young boy, no older than six or seven, strode forwards. Sul’s belly clenched. The boy looked just like his father, deathly pale, with the dark eyes and raven hair. Never had Sul seen such frightful things. That it now took the shape of a child made it worse. Not even the goriness of war, of killing—everyday occurrences for a soldier—could erase the chilling appearance of this race. The Nezu were horrifying. To think Maryn was of this race astounded him.

“My eldest son, Thrater Deran.” The High Commander placed a hand over the boy’s shoulder. “Remember these people, Deran. We will speak an oath of remembrance before them. We owe them a debt; one we will see fulfilled. If I cannot, then the responsibility falls upon my son, and his child, and his child’s child, until the day it is repaid. Sá! And the debt will be fulfilled.” Thrater glanced down to face his son. “Do you understand?”

The phantom boy nodded once, his young face a mask of un-childlike hardness.

“Then speak it now to these Outsiders.”

The boy did as he was told, not faltering once. His dark eyes, glittering with keen interest, never once left Greycer and Sul, studying them all the while.

A shiver ran down Sul’s spine. He had to force himself not to look away from those unnerving, very un-childlike eyes.

“And what of Miss Rothlere?” Greycer asked when the boy finished speaking.

“It is our custom that traitors are executed.”

Sul gasped. “You can’t do this!”

The Nezu warriors around them murmured in agitation, giving Sul narrowed stares filled with menace. All hands rested on their tadra blades.

“Ensign,” Captain Greycer said. “Control yourself.”

“Captain.” Sul’s attention darted between Greycer to the High Commander. “Please, Captain. This is...not right.” These Nezu are barbarians!

The captain put a steadying hand on Sul’s shoulder, but it did nothing to allay his fears. Maryn was to die. Why had he been given such a powerful vision, only to have it stolen from him? The connection with Maryn was real. He could not ignore that.

“My offer stands,” Sul straightened his back. “I will take her place. Spare her life—she can be given sanctuary in our System. I beg you, High Commander.”

High Commander Thrater watched Sul, his face impassive before speaking. “Sá! You would condemn a Nezu to live as an outcast?”

Before Sul could reply, Captain Greycer spoke. “She can be exiled in Strium. You will be unburdened of her presence and I will take full responsibility of her sentence.”

The captain sounded calm enough that Sul stared at him. In the drawn-out silence after Greycer spoke, the Nezu around them murmured and shifted. Sul didn’t miss the bristled hatred emanating from them.

“Captain Greycer,” High Commander Thrater finally said. “Come with me. We must speak in private.”

* * *
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“What kept you, sir?” Sul blurted.

Maryn glanced across to Sul, who half-stood from the shuttle’s nav controls to greet the captain. The engines were engaged, idling, awaiting confirmation to break free from the Kaladona.

The captain had been gone for almost two hours, during which time Maryn had tried her best to answer Sul’s many questions as vaguely as she could.

Two Nezu warriors had escorted her to the shuttle where Sul had been sent. Joy had filled her, not because her life had been spared, but because she would see Sul again. In that instant, she knew she loved him. It was impossible to grasp why, but it was right.

When she entered the shuttle, Sul had almost suffocated her in an embrace. Too moved by her presence, he couldn’t speak. When he could manage words, he had wanted to know how it was she was spared. Maryn insisted they wait for the captain’s return.

Maryn sat in the co-pilot’s chair as Greycer shut the airlock door. A dull grunt and whine from outside indicated the docking clamps being released. Reality sank in. She stared at Sul, as she had the entire time, conflicted at the prospect of living but grateful nonetheless to be alive and able to see him again. A dull ache in her chest throbbed, a different sort of pain compared to her injury; it was from the new communicator that had been embedded into her chest. She ran a hand over it with care. The small wound over her heart was raw and puffy.

“What happened?” Sul persisted.

“Never you mind.” Greycer ran a hand through his hair and turned to face her. “I had some final words with the High Commander about our guest. He wanted to make sure we were all in sync with the roles we will play.”

“Roles?” Sul drew his brows together. “I don’t understand.”

“Sul,” Maryn spoke in a rush, “forgive me. I begged to ensure your release. When I met again with the High Commander, your captain was with him. We spoke at length, of the dream I—we—had. Something so significant cannot be disregarded. Your captain spoke on my behalf. It was through his efforts I am released—exiled, were the terms. This has never happened before. As punishment, I am allowed to live in shame. I can never go home. In return, I am to be a spy.”

“What are you saying?” Sul stood from the controls and looked between his captain and Maryn. “We’re free. They made us swear oaths never to disclose their location. You can start over and put this life behind you.”

Maryn rose and walked towards Sul. She turned her back to Greycer and then pulled down her tunic top to expose the top of her left breast. Sul’s eyes widened, taking in the angry red mark that looked like a coiled rat’s tail.

“Maryn! What did they do to you?” Sul clutched her shoulders, his face twisting in horror and concern. “Did they...brand you? Why? Why would they do that?”

Maryn looked away, unable to speak the truth. She nodded. “To remind me,” she said, her voice soft, “that I am still a Nezu, and I must do as they tell me.” Or you will die, Sul. And I will have to watch before they release me into death at their leisure.

Sul pulled her to his chest and folded his arms around her gently. Instant warmth and comfort shot through her, bringing tears to her eyes. Her breath caught and she gasped. She could never let him know the entire truth; it would kill him. She needed to protect him; she owed him that much.

“What is it they want you to do?” Sul asked, his mouth close to her ear.

“Only that I...” She searched for the right words. “That I report to them any attempts against them. That is all.” She swallowed hard and smiled, as much as she could.

She heard him chuckle. “Is that all?” He squeezed her closer. He smelled glorious, like machine oil and maleness. “Then we must make sure no one attempts such a thing.”

Captain Greycer cleared his throat from behind her. “And, Ensign Bengaria, as of now, you are Lieutenant Bengaria.”

“Sir?” Sul pushed her away but, instead of releasing her, swivelled her so that they both faced Greycer. His hand resting in the crook of her neck felt like it belonged there. “I’ve been promoted? But I did nothing to warrant such a promotion.”

Greycer nodded, feigning irritation. It didn’t mask his amusement. “For commendable acts in the face of extreme and life-threatening circumstances. Besides, Bengaria, you’ll need a lieutenant’s salary and pension to see you through your early retirement.”

“What...?” Sul’s face paled. “Am I being...?”

“Calm down, Bengaria.” Greycer raised both hands to placate Sul. “Maryn needs a spouse, a Strium native. It will accelerate her citizenship, and I will see to it. She will originate from the Wheta System, having relocated to Goden where you two met, since that is where we are going before we return to the Raven.” For emphasis, Greycer raised both eyebrows and made a quick, jerking nod.

Sul only stared back.

“I do not need a husband to champion my situation. How backward are you Outsiders? I am my own person. And I would have married him regardless, not because you say so.” Maryn straightened. “Do you not understand? We’re connected.” She sensed Sul gawking at her. She would’ve have leapt for joy were she not trying to maintain a soldier’s defiant stance. The High Commander had indicated something similar to her, though not as detailed and thought out as this. She wondered what, exactly, had been discussed while she and Sul waited for his return.

“I know, I know.” Greycer looked like he wanted to roll his eyes. “Your High Commander explained all this to me just now. But having a legal...binding contract like marriage helps a great deal. It would also eliminate suspicions.”

“What else did you discuss?” Sul barked, as if reading Maryn’s thoughts. “Sir.”

Maryn hoped the captain would not reveal everything. She watched as Sul fought to control his breathing and wanted to smile with pride at this passionate man fate had chosen for her. Nothing got past his honesty radar. She was certain deception was nothing short of an insult to him. With a sinking feeling, she hoped she could carry out her duties in secret. It was not a way to start a future together, but her punishment dictated it. The guilt to come would be her reminder that she had done wrong. She was a warrior, and she would be strong and face it.

“Your High Commander surprised me by his willingness to listen to reason. He is not blind. Nor am I,” Greycer said. “Any fool can see that you two are sweet on each other. I think Thrater thought it charming you’d offer to give your life for her, Sul. You know, he’s not a bad sort—clearly misunderstood. But think about it. How would Strium react to having an exiled Nezu among them? And if she stayed aboard the Raven, it’d be worse. This cover story will keep Maryn’s identity a secret—you might have to change your name, my lady—and the two of you can live safely out in the farming districts of Goden. Eventually you can relocate to Halantia and set up house there. I know of some prime farming counties that would be perfect for you to disappear into.”

“Disappear? Farming? But I know nothing about farming,” Sul protested. “I’m a soldier, sir.”

“Nor, I,” Maryn grumbled. She had not expected this. Perhaps she should have accepted death and kept her mouth shut. Farming was as foreign to her as homemaking. “How would we live? Rations will only last for so long. The Nezu are space dwellers. We know nothing of living dirtside.”

Greycer shook his head and laughed. “You’ll manage. Of that I have no doubt.”

“What if I wish to remain a soldier? Sir, this is my life—I know of nothing else.”

“Think of your future wife.” Greycer’s tone was stern. “Think of her safety—”

“I can take care of myself,” Maryn bristled. How dare this Outsider speak of a Nezu’s abilities with such ignorance! This was a bad idea. All of it. These Outsiders were...primitive!

“You will always be a soldier, retired or not,” Greycer responded. “It’s in your blood. Think of this as a covert mission—one only you are able to do. Do this for your captain, and your future king. Please, do not make me order you. One day, when the king needs you once more, do I have your promise you’ll rise to the occasion?”

Sul remained quiet for a long moment. His honest grey eyes seemed troubled as he worked his jaw, processing the information, and the future he had been asked to create. Maryn’s heart broke for him, but selfishness made it swell. She would be his, far away from the Nezu—forever. They would not dare hurt him now, especially now they were to marry. They would become a unit. Through her, he would become part Nezu.

And the Nezu protected their own, regardless of past transgressions.

“Sul.” She touched his arm. “I said this before. It was intended we meet. And now, it seems, we are meant to be together. It’ll be all right. We will survive this. We’re soldiers, remember.”

* * *
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Goden Outpost, Strium System—Farmstead Allotment #822-64 Small Produce Production/Single Season, Avenira County.

All dirt looked like dirt to Sul. Whether it appeared loose or compact meant nothing to him. It was blackish-brown, it stuck to his shoes and smelled like outside.

The prospect of farming was daunting. He’d been a soldier for most of his adult life, which wasn’t very long. His father, grandmother, and all his ancestors had been soldiers. Right from the beginning, from the first settlers who created Strium System, the Bengarias were soldiers. It was in his blood.

Farming was a foreign concept. An entire month had been spent getting the sub-leased land ready for planting. Working the hover-plough, learning how to grow cabbages with the interactive hologuide, had been the hardest work he’d ever done. But he had to admit, as he toiled each day, he was beginning to like it. He may not understand it, not like he did the inner workings of the hover-plough or the irrigation system synced to the farm’s networks, but he appreciated the daily functionality of farm life. It was routine, and he understood routine.

He also understood Maryn and her need to assimilate into normal life. A soldier herself, she faced the prospect of farm life with courage. At first she had grumbled and kicked things about, fretful and caged, unused to life dirtside. The Nezu in her had rebelled violently, and many a day, if she wasn’t hacking a random bush to pieces with her tadra blade, she would gaze skywards as if dreaming of tearing through space in a wild warship emblazoned with vibrant war colours. Perhaps she even wished she had accepted her fate and died.

It wasn’t easy, knowing he’d taken that from her. But she assured him he had not. She wanted this new life, wanted to be with him. Sul knew she loved him, as he had her from the moment they met. As if to prove her dedication to married life, she went about it as if it were an assigned mission. He found that amusing, but dared not laugh.

Maryn had changed her name to Mari Roth, partially shedding her Nezu background. Together, they did their best to assimilate into farm life, even spending time decorating their small pre-fab chattel house. It resembled a military bunker, and the new frilly curtain seemed out of place in their kitchen. Mari stated she had seen a neighbour’s home so fashioned, so had tried to copy it. After two weeks, Sul had watched as she ripped the curtain down and shot it repeatedly with her energy gun until it ignited and burst into flames. Afterwards, calmness washed over her and she stowed the gun away in strongbox. But he knew the tadra blade would never be parted from her.

While the finer arts of meal preparation and homemaking escaped her, Mari took to soil management and science, scouring every databank for anything related. She assured him they would have a bumper crop of cabbages because she would see to it that they did.

And she was happy. Sul could see it in her eyes, her face, every time she gazed at him. She laughed and became animated at the slightest thing. He would never forget the moment she squealed like a young girl when the first pale green shoots appeared in the potting trays in their makeshift shed. The cabbages had germinated! Two acres-worth of cabbages had sprouted.

That night, he and Mari celebrated by stretching out in the untilled field, gazing up at the black night peppered with myriad brilliant stars. It was as if they’d never left the skies. The love they made that night was near-spiritual; Sul had never before felt so completely abandoned. How had his simple life transcended to this magical, surreal moment? He had seen many things in his life, including the phantom race that dwelled deep in space, but he knew nothing compared to what he felt and had with this woman. Nothing else mattered, nothing but having Mari in his life.

She had spoken to him that day, and he was ever so glad to have answered!

Now she was expecting their first child, conceived that night under the stars on the untilled soil. A wild spark of life now grew inside his Mari. And he could never have imagined how happy he was.

* * *
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“It’ll just be for a few days.” Mari stuffed a spare shirt into her duffel bag. It filled out almost as big as her belly, and felt just as crammed. “Three days, tops. I’ll be back before you know it.”

“Mari.” Sul placed a hand gently over the bulge at her stomach. “You’re sure? There’s no hurry. There’s always next season—after the baby is born.”

“Next season we’ll be on the mainland, Sul.” Mari gave him a withering look. “Besides, I’m two months away. It’s just to the next county. I’ll have the heads-up on the latest soil fertilizing techniques. We’ll look like we know what we’re doing when we relocate.”

“Floren County is very far. It’s practically on the other side of Goden. I don’t like the idea of you shuttling it on a commercial...especially with these farmer types...and in your condition.”

“Sul!” Mari gawked. “You’re forgetting who we are.” She grasped him by the shoulder and gave him a light shake. “Eight months living as a farmer and you’ve become a civilian. Unbelievable. And as for my condition? A Nezu can fight off a horde minutes before she’s about to give birth, then get back up and finish them off, and still make it back for the first feeding.”

“You exaggerate.” Sul had the decency to look abashed, but smiled, drawing her closer.

Her protruding belly nudged his and she smiled back. “You worry too much. I’ll be stuck in a dull conference room crammed with farmers. Everything will be fine. Three days, my love.”

Mari hoped her smile was convincing. The message she’d received from her implant was urgent. One of their own was in need of help. She needed to procure a fake travel pass and assist them back to a ship and out of the system as soon as possible. What this Nezu was doing here was irrelevant, though the question burned inside her. Still, she knew better than to ask. Her job was straightforward: assist in any way possible and ask no questions.

Her story had not been a complete lie. The Nezu was stranded in Floren County, but there was no conference. Her job was to get him to the docking port in Goden City and smuggle him out as quietly as possible. During the trip across, she planned on logging into a virtual feed on soil management. She knew Sul would grill her on what she’d learned. He took this farming business too seriously at times. Their first crop of cabbages, while not a bumper crop, had been enough to ignite a fire in Sul. He couldn’t shut up about cabbages.

Sul drove her to the shuttle station in a neighbour’s ground vehicle. The thought of having neighbours was still strange to Mari. The oddity of it struck her as hilarious, and she laughed. A Nezu, living dirtside, among Outsiders. With neighbours!

“Bring her back safely.” Sul rubbed her belly with affection.

“Her?” Mari chuckled. “How do you know it’s a her?”

Sul shrugged. “Because anything from you is beautiful. And beautiful just doesn’t sound right for a boy.”

Mari rolled her eyes and snorted. “Sul. You’re hopeless. You’ll give me morning sickness all over again. Now kiss-kiss, I’ll be late for my ride.”

He pulled her in and kissed her slowly, making her body weak; she wanted nothing more than to stay rooted where she stood. Looping her arms around his neck, she hugged him tight.

“Oh, careful.” Sul pulled away with a jerk. “You’ll squash little Ryn.”

“You named her, too?” Mari laughed, liking the name. It sounded right.

“Of course I did. Haven’t you? Ryn, because she’s a part of you. And this way, we can still keep part your old name. And we’re not naming her Oma like your mother. That...just doesn’t sound right.”

“I was not thinking of Oma. Though it would be a great honour, as my mother is a fearsome warrior.” She touched his face. “We’ll discuss names again when I return. But I do like Ryn. In fact, I love it. Like I do you.”

“Ryn it is, then.” Sul kissed her again. “Call the moment you arrive so I know you’re safe. I’ll see you soon, my love.”

Grinning, Mari turned away, resisting the urge to skip. Such simple words, simple moments, yet they filled her with true happiness. She skirted a large group of farmers, their burdens of excess luggage spilling out with produce. Exhaust steam swirled about her as she hopped onto the platform. Turning, she sent her husband a quick wave and disappeared into the shuttle cabin.

The moment the shuttle doors closed, Mari shed her farmer persona and became a Nezu Warrior once more.

* * *
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The message had said she would find Jai at an inn on the outskirts of Floren’s small spaceport. Mari shifted her duffle and cast a quick glance towards the small cluster of buildings that made up the port. There were three separate structures. The largest of the buildings was the main terminal. The second looked to be an eating establishment of some sort. The last, and smallest, had to be the inn.

Floren was rural to the extreme. Large acreages were spread far and wide, with farmsteads scattered on the landscape. The county boasted a single village, along with the purported community centre where Mari’s fictitious seminar on soil science was being held. And as for people, it seemed they stayed close to their farms.

Why, in all of Nezu, had he chosen this location? Mari wondered for the hundredth time.

She was one of five people to disembark. All the other passengers had got off at the four stops before Floren. The return trip didn’t seem very fruitful, since only three people waited to board the shuttle.

Glancing at the departure display, she noted there was no shuttle heading to Goden’s central outbound ports until early the next morning. It would give her enough time to create the fake pass with the illegal software she’d spent a small fortune to obtain once she knew the details of her mission. With a quick scan, she also checked the schedule for transport departures out of the Strium System. Her Nezu charge would have two options; one, a passenger cruiser bound for the Olesi System, the other a cargo vessel with limited space for passengers, travelling to each of the nine Strium Outposts. Jai could choose any destination, then make his way back to the nearest Nezu warship.

Finally, Mari checked for shuttles heading back home to Avenira County. She could switch terminals and connect with one heading there. Providing everything went smoothly, she would be back well before dinner in two days—a day ahead of her planned return.

Rubbing her protruding belly out of habit, she made her way towards an archway that led to the inn. A thriving city Floren was not. She barely met anyone save for those who worked there. They were pleasant enough, in a laid back, cultured country-folk way. She’d heard that the residents of Floren were mostly descendants of the original colonists. Housed within its borders was the gene pool mothership of past scientists and intellects. Mari felt like a lumbering oaf with nothing but combat skills and warfare talk in her head.

It didn’t take her long to locate Jai. The other Nezu stood out as much as she did. Possibly more, since almost a year spent in the fields had tanned her skin to a mild bronze. Jai, on the other hand, kept his pale space-dweller complexion hidden under layers of clothes and a farmer’s crude floppy hat. He sat on his own on a wooden bench in the small garden area the inn boasted. Mari noted he’d unbound his long dark hair, further covering his paleness. She couldn’t tell which clan he came from without the beads.

“You will be Jai?” she greeted him, keeping her features blank.

He nodded once and stood with an easy grace. “Uthra Jai.” He held up a hand as if to greet her the Nezu way, but she shook her head discreetly. Jai lowered his hand and shoved it into his pocket, his shoulder taut, features frozen with a forced half-smile.

Mari understood how he felt. She had been the same way when she first settled among the Outsiders. It was as if she stood exposed, naked, stripped of everything Nezu. A fish out of water.

“Uthra Clan,” Mari nodded. She knew them to be a distant relation to the larger Koomara Clan, renowned for their knowledge in medicine. “You’re far from home.”

Mari spied the briefest of smirks as he nodded. He was about her father’s age; early signs of aging smeared around his dark eyes and the corners of his mouth.

“Our shuttle leaves first thing in the morning. Until then, you are my long-lost Uncle Jai.”

“Understood.” Jai nodded again. With an odd stiffness, he pretended to pat her shoulder with affection. “I have made mention that I’m from Cora Outpost, here to see how the locals grow crops.”

“First time dirtside?”

“Is it obvious?” he winced.

“A bit.” With a casual smile, she looped an arm through his and towed him towards the front desk. “What grounded you? Or am I not supposed to ask?”

“First time in covert?”

“Is it obvious.”

Jai chuckled. “A bit.”

* * *
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Goden Terminal thrummed with activity, which allowed Mari and Jai to blend in without drawing too much attention. People from different outposts, from all walks of life, bustled about the crowded outbound terminal, anxious to get to their destinations.

They had left Floren without incident, and Jai had never once divulged the reasons that had left him stranded there. While the not knowing irked Mari’s curious side, she knew that if she were to survive and fulfill her role as a covert agent, she would have to push it aside and get the job done. Resilience and stealth were the pride of the Rothlere Clan, and she would not shame the Colony further by being otherwise.

And with those traits came an uncanny awareness for danger.

For the last hour, Mari had sensed they were being followed. She knew Jai sensed it too. His features drew taut and, several times as they waited for his passenger cruiser to announce boarding, his eyes darted from under the cover of his floppy-rimmed hat. Mari rubbed her belly with a protective hand.

Turning as if to check the overhead schedule display, she spotted the pale green eyes of the Outsider. Tufts of blond curls adorned the man’s head, a square face and a thin mouth set like the slash of a tadra wound. She hissed in silence.

“We have company.” Mari leaned close to Jai. “To our left. The man built like a pillar.”

“I see him. He has a friend—your aft. Smaller, with a long black coat. He carries weapons. They look like brothers. This one also carries a pass in his hand—he’s mine.”

“Make ready. Check yourself in. I will take the big one.”

Jai jerked his head to her belly. “You are sure?”

Mari thinned her lips. “I am Nezu.” And I swore an oath to protect our own.

Pretending to exchange goodbyes, Mari embraced Jai with affection. Discreetly, he cupped the side of her neck in the Nezu tradition. “My thanks for your escort—it will be remembered and passed to my children. Be well.”

With a final nod, Jai turned away and headed towards the line assembling at the departure point. His fake name and pass—which Mari had spent the better part of the night downloading discreetly onto the terminal’s systems—would be waiting at the check-in point. All Jai needed to do as proof of his identity was to offer his thumbprint.

Hefting her duffel bag, Mari threaded her way towards the exit that would take her to the connecting terminals. She slid her eyes sideways, seeking out the large blond. He had shifted position and was on a path to intercept her. Taking a breath, she purposely looked for the public restrooms. It made no sense attacking the man in open.

She was confident she could bring him down. Years of training, honing her skills, would not be dampened by her pregnancy. She’d killed before. It had been necessary in making her escape from the traitorous Risar Clan. But that had been during a mutiny, amid confusion and panic. This was a careful, planned assassination.

I spoke an oath. Mari steeled her nerves. I do this to protect the Nezu.

People jostled past her as she walked down the narrow corridor. The unmistakable scent of heavily perfumed public convenience rooms wafted towards her. The back of her neck bristled as she sensed the man drawing closer. To her right, she spotted an opening that probably led to storage rooms for the cleaning staff. She ducked into it and was confronted with a dim corridor flanked by four doors.

Pivoting on her heel, she turned, flattened her back against the wall, and waited. The tadra blade, always at her hip, was in her hand. With a discreet flick of her wrist, she let the blade unfurl with a metallic hiss.

Overhead, a monotone voice announced the final boarding call for Jai’s vessel. After a pause, it announced the arrival of a domestic shuttle, the one destined to take her home. She had mere minutes to kill the man and get herself to the next terminal.

The man’s faint shadow preceded him along the floor.

Mari gripped the tadra.

The shadow slowed, as if wondering where she’d disappeared. With a quick grab, Mari grabbed the man’s collar and hauled him into the corridor. It seemed he expected it; he let her pull him, then used the momentum to slam his shoulder into her chest. She let out a surprised gasp, snapping her weapon arm behind her to keep from falling. They crashed against the wall and rolled along it, moving further into the corridor.

The man’s elbow rammed into her protruding belly. Horror and panic slammed into her before the pain made her cry out. Mari released him and tried to put distance between them. She brought up her tadra and slashed blindly at his legs. She heard him curse as he leapt back.

Spinning away, Mari snapped her leg out to stop from crashing into the opposite wall. She kicked out and slashed with a backhanded strike. It raked across his chest—to no effect.

He wore a shield!

“Nezu filth!” he sneered, and charged. In his hand was an energy gun. It whined, primed and ready.

She twisted low—not without some difficulty, as it strained her back further—and brought the blade up in a high arc. The tip clashed with the muzzle of the gun and forced it out of his hand. It didn’t stop him, though. He performed a tight spin and kicked. Mari jerked sideways, only just avoiding having her skull bashed in. Unbalanced, she fell to the floor. Sharp pain shot up her spine. Her unborn child rebelled inside her, angered from the chaos. Desperate, Mari kicked out, and missed. The man caught her foot and twisted, flipping her violently onto her stomach. She screamed out.

Pushing up to save her baby, she sent another backhanded slash his way as one arm held her weight. It caught his hand. He released her leg, hissing out more curses. Blood dripped from his hand. Mari scrambled to her feet.

Determined to save her child, she pushed forwards, snarling. She struck again, a forehand slash, aiming high. The man brought his arms up to defend himself and took a step back. Mari pressed him, swinging her arm again. The blade sliced the injured hand. He hollered in pain and tried to grab her with the other hand. She dipped a fraction, a feint. His body lowered, trying to reach her. She snapped out her free hand and grabbed his wrist, digging her fingers into his tendons. Unrelenting, she drove the tadra blade upwards, under his chin and straight up to his brain. He jerked, and his knees buckled.

Mari pulled the blade free. Her breath came in heaving gasps. Pain throbbed in her abdomen. Her back ached and her distended hips screamed. She glanced around to make certain none had seen, but to her relief, the other travellers continued on their way, oblivious. Without wasting time, she dragged the bloodied tadra across the man’s clothes, then retracted the blade before stashing it back to her belt clip.

A little unsteady, she leaned against to wall for a moment. The pounding of her heart sent deafening beats of blood rushing to her head. She took another breath and rubbed her stomach. Her baby inside thrashed in discomfort. She wanted to vomit.

“It’s all right now,” she mumbled, swallowing a retch. “Calm yourself. It’s all right.”

Mari wondered if living dirtside had softened her. Or was it the prospect of losing her child that made her panic?

The overhead announcement called her shuttle. She needed to make way and board.

Her heart rate steadied as she watched blood spreading across the smooth floor from her attacker’s dead body. She could not allow herself to become feeble. She had sworn an oath to protect her own. This encounter had been nothing short of disastrous. An embarrassment. Shame and disgust slammed into her.

I am Nezu!

“This will not happen again,” she promised, gritting her teeth. Pushing off from the wall, she walked away, her pace steady and even. “I am stronger than this. Next time, I will be ready.”

With a shrug, she reaffixed her duffel bag and straightened her posture. As she took a deep breath, the stabs of pain receded. She made a promise to her people, to Sul, to her unborn child, and to herself. She would be strong. She would be resilient and stealthy so none would suspect and catch her unawares. But most of all, she would do everything in her power to protect.

She had made an oath.

And she would keep it without fail.

THE END

(Maryn’s Oath is the prequel to BENGARIA’S WAR,

which will be released in 2020)
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(This short, originally titled We Come In Peace (We Are Not Alone),

is part of the 2014 anthology, Slayers.)

“Is the landing party ready to greet our guests?”

“Guests!” Lieutenant Raq spat. “Filthy creatures.”

“Watch your attitude.”

“Apologies, Captain.” The lieutenant remembered the question. “Yes, sir. The dignitaries are ready.” Not that those aliens had a clue about civility, let alone manners. Raq barely managed to cover his sneer. The Warrior in his blood rebelled. The thought of those creatures crash-landing on his planet, his homeworld, brought bile to his mouth. The thought that the stargazing experts were right, that the universe beyond did in fact have alien races, made him want to fall down sick. It was not possible. It went against his entire belief about his world and existence.

His world was being contaminated. He would protect it at all costs. It was his duty.

Raq, one of four authorised to witness the First Meeting between the two races, stood beside his captain. With his disruptor weapon at the ready, he kept his shoulders slack. He did not like the aliens’ behaviour. They pointed bony digits like weapons, whispered amongst themselves, and regarded the security team assigned to the dignitaries with their small, shifty eyes.

The aliens were hideous. Skinny, pasty-toned variants of pinky-white to brown, like they interbred among species. He’d seen livestock like them, producing oddities in their offspring, including the different coloured hair. Disgusting. Mammals were not meant to breed with amphibians—or whatever species these aliens mixed with. Raq especially did not like the look of their teeth: white, flat, and useless in appearance. How they ate went beyond his understanding. He deemed them to be herbivores. Their clothing was odd as well; a mass of colours, seemingly slapped together into one ensemble. There was no uniformity except for a symbol, like a geometric shape, they each wore on their small chests. It looked evil. They appeared primitive and disorganised, and clustered together like frightened animals. That they had technology advanced enough to travel the stars made the lieutenant narrow his eyes.

They were smarter than they appeared.

Raq noted his captain clenching his large mandible. “You seem anxious, sir.”

Mid-morning sunlight gleamed off the captain’s hard exoskeleton and onto his face, making it shine a lustrous green and blue. “This is a momentous occasion. A species from the Great Abyss, has landed on our world. What does this all mean? They have done what we can only dream of. It makes our attempts laughable. We are no longer the Great Race. The Hlad are now just one of many in the Abyss.”

One of many? Raq glanced back at the aliens. “You...fear these creatures? They look fragile and weak.” He remembered his captain was a half-breed from the Gentry class, schooled in diplomacy, hence his elevated rank. Gentries had no business commanding a unit. They were too melancholic.

The captain rounded on the lieutenant. “Yes, I fear them.” His large compound eyes glittered myriad azures and emeralds. “Do you not understand the implications? Our lives will never be the same again. Another species—like those ancient tales suggested—has descended from the stars. Look at them.” As the captain jerked his head at the clustered group, the dried regressed tailbones of his seven children rattled in the single earring. “They look just like them. All the old tales, the drawings, are true. They have been here before. They are an intelligent race, star travellers from another world, from the Abyss beyond the Abyss. The experts say they could be from a distant water world, where another Fire King lives to shine His glory; one not as angry as ours. All the drawings show them surrounded by water, strange creatures, lush vegetation and tall, magnificent structures. Raq, don’t you see? They hold answers to many questions. They can teach us many things.”

“Like make the water wells return?”

“Perhaps. And what if...what if we are their descendants?”

“Do not blaspheme, sir!” Horror punched Raq. Their blood ran pure; it could not possibly be layered with those of the aliens.

“They hold answers, Raq. To many questions.” Nodding, the captain blew out a breath and turned his attention back to the proceedings. He seemed beaten, disillusioned. “This changes everything, Lieutenant. Everything.”

The first of the dignitaries disembarked from the small airship perched on a landing pad a fair distance from the crash site. Raq’s two subordinates pulled up on a glider to greet the officials. As each of the five dignitaries, dressed immaculately in their military and political best left the ship, they hopped onto the glider. None seemed able to contain their excitement at the prospect of meeting aliens. The stargazing expert was also in the party; his face radiated a mix of pride and anticipation; even his crown of spikes bristled as if charged with energy.

Pomp and fuss. Raq heaved in a breath. Sweaty palms made his gloves unbearably hot, the delicate skin at his collar irritable. Trust these aliens to crash-land in the blistering desert. He liked them less and less with each passing moment, but a surprising trickle of unease slithered down his belly. His captain’s words resonated in his head. A sense of foreboding made him swallow.

What could all of this mean? Raq did not like where his thoughts took him. For generations there had been talk, speculation, rumours of alien sightings. But they were random, shrouded with mystery, hoaxes everyone scoffed at. Now this? Not one, but a shipload of aliens—at least fifteen he could see—and their broken vessel lying nose-first in the parched dusty bed of a once-magnificent lake.

Undeniable proof that they were not alone.

The captain was right. Their world would never be the same again. The government could not hide this, not when so many others had seen the vibrant streak of fire and smoke tearing through the skies, scraping close to the tallest buildings in the neighbouring cities, booming a horrific report as it broke the sound barrier and entered the atmosphere. This was not the dark ages, where things happened unnoticed. By now, even the farthest inhabitants living in the darkest pockets of the planet would know.

This changes everything. Raq let the thought permeate him.

The aliens shifted again, agitated, like upset spores of fungi. They watched the glide cart approach. One, taller and larger than the others, stepped forwards. The leader, Raq deduced. This one, with dark hair, carried what looked like weapons on his wide belt. This one had also been giving Raq the most hostile looks, even darting those shifty eyes along the ridge of the hills behind, to where the rest of the unit stood as a barricade to the curious public.

The Tall One whispered again to a smaller companion that appeared female, but Raq couldn’t be certain. They were all ugly, in his opinion. This female seemed upset, rocking her head and making hissing noises through those flat teeth. The Tall One continued to glower at the approaching dignitaries. The female held his upper arm, as if pulling him back.

Raq straightened and gripped his weapon tighter. He expelled a slow breath and angled the weapon towards the Tall One.

“Easy, Lieutenant.” His captain did not miss the movement. “They’re nervous, just as we would be if we crashed onto their planet. Let the talkers do the talking. Remember, only if they show aggression do we shoot.”

“They sent the medics away, screeching from their small mouths. That is not hostile?”

“They did not understand what was required.”

“They have injured. Our medics showed them the cutting tools, the sealing grapples. Was our intention not clear enough?”

“They are not from here, Lieutenant. Perhaps their medical requirements are different. We must open our minds to their needs. They are our guests. We must show them civility and understanding.”

Raq flicked his tongue in a dry mouth. His captain was far too lenient, his mind too open with wonder. These were uncertain creatures, otherworldly, and should be treated with the greatest caution, restrained and caged until their true origins and intentions were ascertained. For all they knew, they could carry contaminants that could wipe out Hlad’s entire civilization.

Lieutenant Raq snorted and continued to watch the Tall One. He did not like the look of him at all. The rest of the aliens shuffled. Some fell back a step or two, while others took positions behind smaller pieces of wreckage. But doubt made Raq bristle. Perhaps the captain was right. They were scared. However, fright prompts random actions, usually aggressive. The lieutenant ignored the other aliens. He would “open his mind”, as the captain wished. He would try to learn, to understand. But the Tall One? Raq focused on him. That remained to be seen.

The stargazer was sent first to greet the aliens. He offered the standard gesture of greeting, a series of side to side movements with his head, offering each side to indicate his face showed no false pretence or guile, while baring his brilliant canines so all could witness he held no lies or secreted weapons. He clapped his hands together at his chest, then thrust his arms away to show he had expelled all evil thoughts and had come to stand before these creatures with a clean spirit. As he spoke the customary greeting, he raised his arms and encompassed the space around him, lifting his head to the Abyss to offer his thanks for his birth, his life, his story. Finally, as with those who had offspring, the stargazer brought his hand to his ear and rattled his three children’s tailbones, his face spread with a grin in a manner only a proud father could offer.

It was a powerful greeting if ever there was one. Raq nodded with approval.

But the stargazer’s words seemed to agitate the aliens, and the sight of his earring made one stifle a high noise behind a hand. The Tall One extended an arm while his other arm pushed his small companion behind him.

He was definitely the leader, the protector, and spoke in harsh tones, clipped, like one used to giving orders.

Warrior Class, like me.

And Raq had not missed the Tall One’s aggressive stance, angling his body as if to attack. The stupid stargazer seemed blind to this and continued to advance. Now the head of military affairs approached, bedecked in his impressive armour, which gleamed magnificently in the Fire King’s light. The aliens grew more agitated. The Tall One spoke louder and brought both his arms forwards.

“Captain...”

The captain sucked in a breath.

Another of the dignitaries stepped out. She tried to placate them, speaking gibberish for words. The Linguist. Raq groaned. She was advancing too quickly...

The Tall One snapped his hand to his weapon. He didn’t draw it, but his intention was clear enough. Raq’s subordinate, a nervous young sergeant, barked out a command and raised his weapon.

“At ease, Sergeant!” The captain took two steps forwards. “They misunderstand our intent. We must appear hostile to them.”

The Tall One swivelled his attention to the captain and whipped out his weapon. But he pointed it at the ground. The captain froze, arms spread wide, and commanded the sergeant—everyone—to remain calm.

One of the dignitaries spoke, flustered. “We studied every ancient culture and language. How is it they misunderstand?”

“They are not from here,” Raq blurted, surprised at his outburst. “We must fall back. Our actions cause agitation—can you not see?”

The Tall One shouted a long spiel and, as if to emphasise his meaning, his weapon jerked with each punctuated inflection in his tone.

The sergeant yelled, ordering the Tall One to stand down. The alien’s squawking grew louder; one made a high-pitched squeal, another darted back into the broken vessel.

Raq kept his eyes trained on the Tall One, who seemed to be having a disagreement with the female. She continued to tug his arm, a rough jerk that did nothing to steer the Tall One’s intent. The female directed her shrill words at both the Tall One and the officials. The Tall One barked out a sharp noise and pulled his arm away, taking weapon with it.

The sergeant hollered and shouldered his rifle.

The Tall One’s tone changed. Sounds fell rapidly from his mouth. His small weapon was directly in line with the sergeant, but pointed skywards. All it would take was for him to lower his arm and fire. The sergeant sucked in a breath, the captain’s last orders no doubt still ruminating in his mind: “Only if they show aggression, we shoot.” He shut his mouth and took aim.

“No,” Raq muttered. A sense of horror flooded through him, surprising the Warrior in him. He saw nothing but disaster ahead.

The Tall One fired first. Whatever kind of projectile it was, it hit the sergeant and he jerked backwards. The impact caused his weapon to fire. The burst blazed over the aliens’ heads. Everyone shrieked and scattered. The sergeant’s pulse disruptor rifle continued to discharge. The other sergeant started shooting. Officials ducked for cover. The captain drew his weapon.

Raq let instinct take over. He sprinted forwards just as scorching hot projectiles peppered past him. One ripped past his arm. He felt the sting as his primary shell cracked. He hollered. More of the aliens had concealed weapons.

The lieutenant rolled across the dusty ground, stopping next to the fallen sergeant. His dead eyes rolled up, as if looking at the hole now bored into the middle of his forehead. The sandy ground was already sticky with the sergeant’s yellow blood, and it stuck to Raq’s arms. He took cover, firing at random aliens. They died quickly, their soft outer skin no match for the powerful disruptors. From the corner of his eye, the lieutenant saw the Tall One dive behind a broken piece of the vessel, his female companion close by. Shifting, Raq aligned his weapon. Before he could shoot, a wave of projectiles kicked up the dirt before him. He grunted as he snorted out dust and blinked away blinding grit.

Tricky aliens!

Raq could not help but admire their canny nature. It seemed they were all Warrior Class; this he could appreciate. He returned fire, straight into the cluster where they hid. His weapon tore through the thinner parts of the wrecked metal. More screamed and died, some shredded apart from multiple hits. Glancing to his side, he saw his captain crouched close to the glide cart, firing. The captain’s face was taut as it played out his thoughts: this monumental occasion, one deemed to mark the history records, had turned into disaster.

Guilt slammed into Raq, making him freeze. His captain had had high hopes. This was not the outcome everyone had expected. Raq spared a moment to stare down at his disruptor rifle. He glanced across at the carnage; strewn among the broken bits of fuselage were bodies.

What have we done?

“It’s getting away!” someone shouted from behind Raq.

Darting his attention to his right, the lieutenant saw the Tall One scramble behind the vessel, dragging the female. She appeared to be injured, hideous blood covering her upper body. Bile rose into the lieutenant’s mouth. Their blood looked vile, red and toxic.

He focused beyond the vessel. The terrain there was scattered with boulders and dry scrub brush. The land rose gently and offered many small crevices, large enough for the skinny aliens to hide in. Raq huffed a growl and took pursuit. Perhaps he could attempt to salvage the situation. They were dangerous and untrustworthy, drawing weapons when friendly talk was being sought, but they were still guests of the Hlad. They had approached in peace, were met with hostility, and while he desired to show them what hostility garnered, he would try to reason with them.

They are from another place. They do not understand. Raq swallowed the Warrior instinct. He would open his mind.

Behind him, more weapons discharged as the last straggling members of the alien crew were exterminated. It was too late to save them.

The ground rose evenly as the lieutenant jumped over the smaller boulders. The scent of aliens filled his nostrils, the reek overwhelming; especially from the injured female. He squinted and looked past a small puff of dust kicked up by the fleeing creatures. An outcropping of tall rocks and scrub loomed overhead. A perfect hiding spot. Raq pumped his legs faster, his muscles burning from the incline. When he reached the first of the large rocks, he slowed, letting his weapon lead before his steps. He would not shoot unless provoked. Raq tried to level his breathing. The last thing he needed was to be shot down by an alien because his weapon shook.

He heard a crunch, then something like a whimper. The female. Raq picked his way into a crevice. The scraggy bushes growing above offered mild shade, but the temperature drop was noticeable. A cool lick of breeze touched his sweaty neck, reviving him a little. Stench filled his nose. He glanced down and spotted a trail of alien blood, some smeared along the bleached rocks. He eased his way around it, reluctant to touch it.

A loud crack rang out. Bits of rock fragments burst across under his eyes and nose, where the hard shell did not cover. Raq gasped as stinging pain twisted his face. He fired back a warning pulse, heard the female squeal. The Tall One shouted something; it sounded hysterical, but did not mask the hatred in his tone.

“I will not harm you any further!” Raq called out. “Disengage your weapon.”

No response. The lieutenant crouched around another boulder, creeping forwards. How could he make these creatures understand him if his words and actions were foreign to them?

The light was dim, and the dank smell of moist dirt mixed with blood filled Raq’s senses. His pupils widened to accommodate the dark, and he saw movement before him as the Tall One skirted around a smaller rock formation. The fissure they had entered was narrow, but opened up around the corner.

The alien shouted something, an unintelligible noise.

“Your words I do not understand!” Raq thumped a fist against the rock. It was useless. The Tall One’s weapon flashed, and Raq ducked just as the shot cracked out, hitting more of the rock wall behind. A chorus of echoes ricocheted through his ears. He pushed off, rolling to an outcropping of rocks on his right, and fired another warning shot above the alien’s position. The damp rock face exploded, and a rain of heavy chippings and dust fell.

Raq regretted his action. The Tall One yelled—it sounded pained—followed by grunts and rasping pants.

Injured!

Raq sprang from his hiding place. He approached with care, weapon at the ready. The discharge from his pulse disrupter rifle had left deep gouges in the rock formation. From the side of the rock cluster they hid behind, Raq saw part of the female. He eased closer. Her body was prone, her head covered with bits of rock and dust. Farther in, the Tall One lay on his back, propped up against a boulder. Large rocks surrounded his body, which was powdered white with dust and flecked with dark wet spots that were spreading beneath his clothing. Bright blood dripped from his mouth, staining those flat white teeth red.

The Tall One made a rasping noise, his body spasming as death drew near. He made a shaky fist and extended a single digit. Raq shouldered his pulse rifle, uncertain what the action indicated. The finger looked sharp and deadly. Was it filled with deadly toxins? Instead, the alien jabbed the finger at himself, spoke again, then coughed up a bubble of blood that popped, sprinkling a mist of red over his pale face.

Raq lowered his rifle and crouched beside the Tall One. He realised how much smaller they were. Fragile. The creature’s face held defiance—if Raq interpreted the way he held his jaw tight and his lips drawn taut correctly.

Raq mimicked the alien’s manner and jabbed at himself. “I am Lieutenant Raq. We are the Hlad. I am Warrior Class, Shii Sect, and my two sons carry my name forwards.” He rattled his earring. “We came to you in a peaceful manner, yet you fired upon us. Is this your custom? To kill your hosts? Where are you from?”

The Tall One continued to poke himself, speaking the same words over and over until his eyes glazed over and his hand fell limp on his chest.

Raq shook his head as he parroted the words the alien had spoken. “Ai-am hew-man.” He sniffed and swiped sweat from his protruding mandible. “Ai-am hew-man.”

Alien words. Perhaps it was the creature’s name. He prodded the dead creature with the tip of his rifle to make certain, then turned away and walked towards the entrance to the crevice. Pulling out a flare, he fired it to alert the others. The lieutenant glanced back. A sense of regret washed over him. Whatever the alien had said, he was certain it held some valuable information. When the autopsy was performed, the experts would know what to do. He was Warrior Class. What did he know about such things?

He slung the rifle over his shoulder and walked away. His world was safe, but for how long, he didn’t know. The Warrior Class in him glowed with a sense of pride from a job well done. But his steps faltered as he remembered something.

His world had changed. The thought of seeing those hideous creatures again made his belly quiver, but their deaths stained him with guilt. Death, the irreversible change. The Hlad needed to learn the alien ways so that the horrific events of this day would not be repeated. They held answers. They could be...kin. He gazed up at the silvery sky; the unrelenting Fire King prompted one large eye to shut.

More would come.

They were not alone.

THE END

(The story of Raq will continue in a full-length novel)
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