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This is the second edition of Lily Starling and the Voyage of the Salamander. It has been carefully revised and re-released under Outpost Books, with extensive editorial work to bring it fully in line with the standard of the series. This edition is tighter, with errors and continuity issues corrected, and the formatting refined for a smoother reading experience.

If you’ve read the original, you’ll find the same story—now sharpened and polished. If this is your first time joining Lily and the crew, welcome aboard; you’re experiencing the best version of the journey from the very beginning. 

Thank you for exploring Lily’s universe. I hope it carries you somewhere unexpected.
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Content Advisory:

This book explores themes of memory loss, homelessness, trauma, violence, and death. Identity and intimacy are explored through emotional and romantic relationships, with closed-door depictions only.
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Computer, this is Lily Starling... begin recording.

Well, here I am. On a spaceship. Probably. I mean, it looks like a spaceship. I’ve got stars whizzing past at what I can only describe as “completely bonkers speeds” and this whole thing smells like metal and ozone, so... yeah. I’m about 75% sure this is really happening. The other 25%? That’s reserved for the possibility that I’ve completely lost my mind. Honestly, not ruling it out.

What really gets me, though, is the view. The cosmos—and yeah, I know how pretentious that sounds, but there’s no other word for it—it’s stunning. Like every science documentary you’ve ever seen but bigger. Realer. It makes you feel small in the kind of way that’s supposed to be humbling but mostly just makes you wonder if the universe is secretly laughing at you. Or maybe that’s just me.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me back up.

The short version is, I don’t remember much. No family, no childhood, no “happy place” to escape to when things get rough. The slate is wiped clean, except for a metal tag with the name “Lily Starling” engraved on it and a date that makes me think I just turned 17. So yeah, happy birthday to me. Or not. I’m still not entirely convinced that’s even my real name.

Here’s what I do know: I’m good at math. Stupid good. Like, “give me a second and I’ll tell you how many nanoseconds it’ll take to get to Alpha Centauri” good. I also know how to ride a bike, pick a lock, and spot a bad idea from about 50 paces. And yet, none of that has helped me figure out who I am or why I feel like I’m constantly juggling two different versions of myself. There’s the worn-out old woman who’s seen too much and the impulsive kid who’d rather eat expired peanut butter than ask for help. Balancing those two? It’s exhausting.

But that’s the thing about being 17—if that’s even what I am. You’re not a kid anymore, but you’re not really an adult either. You’re stuck in this weird in-between place where everyone expects you to have answers, and all you’ve got is a head full of questions. Questions like, “Why does everything feel like it’s teetering on the edge of disaster?” and “Why am I the one who’s supposed to fix it?”

Loneliness is a funny thing. Not “ha-ha” funny, more like “what even is this” funny. It sneaks up on you, settles in your chest, and makes itself at home like it’s paying rent. You start out thinking, “Okay, I’ve got this,” but then a few weeks, months, whatever go by, and suddenly you’re in full-on survival mode. It’s like a super weakness—the opposite of an origin story. There’s no radioactive spider or alien ring. Just you, alone, and the constant hum of everything you’re not.

But here’s the twist. You don’t stay alone forever. Connection happens. Sometimes it’s fast, like lightning. Sometimes it’s slow, like watching a tree grow. Either way, when it happens, it changes you. It’s not magic—it’s better. It’s someone handing you a piece of their belief in you and saying, “Here. Take this. You’ll need it.” And just like that, the super weakness loses its grip. You start to see the edges of the cage, and if you’re lucky, you figure out how to break it open.

But again, I’m getting ahead of myself. Let’s rewind to before all that. Back to when loneliness was still winning. Back to when I couldn’t see a way out, and the stars were just dots in the sky instead of the map to everything I’d ever wanted to believe in.

Because that’s the real gift, isn’t it? Not knowing all the answers. Not being invincible. Just being able to look up at the stars and finally understand: I’m not alone.
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IT WAS AN UNSEASONABLY warm October in San Francisco, the kind of weather that clung to your skin and made the sidewalks feel sticky underfoot. In the Mission District, the changes were creeping in like a slow tide—inevitable and indifferent. Once the heart of the working-class backbone of the city, the Mission was now in flux, caught between what it had been and what it was becoming. The first signs of gentrification arrived years ago, but now they were impossible to ignore. A certain chain coffee shop—the kind that liked to decorate with reclaimed wood and mason jars—had popped up near the homeless shelter, which had promptly been rebranded as “artist housing.” The irony wasn’t lost on anyone who cared to look. But most people didn’t.

Those who moved into the neighborhood came with their eyes half-shut. They walked fast, earbuds in, and clutched their oat milk lattes as if they were shields. To them, the street’s worn faces and cracked sidewalks weren’t stories; they were blurs, something to be ignored. But if you did choose to look—if you let your gaze linger—you’d see the people. Old men wrapped in blankets, young women clutching tattered backpacks, children too tired to cry. Their crime? Having less. Being without. Their existence had become a violation of the city’s unwritten rules. The ones who needed the most help were the ones the city pretended not to see.

Lily shoved her hands deep into her hoodie pockets as she walked, even though the heat was almost stifling. The fabric was worn thin and had holes at the cuffs, but it was hers, and it kept her hands from shaking. She kept her head down, her pace brisk, ignoring the pangs in her stomach. Hunger wasn’t new; it was just part of the rhythm of her days now. Still, it made her feel slow, like her body was dragging her spirit behind it.

She passed a row of half-demolished houses, their skeletal frames still clinging to bits of siding and broken windows. The city had sold the land to make room for luxury apartments, and apparently someone had thought it would be a good idea to dress up the ruins for Halloween. Fake cobwebs stretched across crumbling doorways, and plastic skeletons dangled from the beams. Lily’s lips twisted into a bitter smile. Even she could see how tacky that was, and she was just a kid. Worse, it was counterproductive; they’d had to put up extra “KEEP OUT” and “NO TRESPASSING” signs because people kept sneaking in to explore. What did they expect? Make something look like a haunted house, and of course, people would want to go inside.

She brushed her fingers against the metal tag in her pocket, the familiar weight of it grounding her. It was cool against her palm, smooth except for the faint ridges of the engraving. Lily Starling. That’s what it said. Her name. Her birthday. She didn’t remember who had given it to her, but it was the only thing she had that felt real.

One time, she’d gone to the library and used one of the computers to look it up. She’d typed her name into the search bar, heart pounding as she waited for the results. But the closest thing she’d found was a brand of Japanese bubble tea. She’d laughed out loud in the quiet room, earning a sharp glare from the librarian. She really hoped her name meant more than that. It had to, didn’t it?

She squeezed the tag once before letting it slip back into her pocket and kept walking. There wasn’t time to think about things like that. Not when she had to figure out where she was going to sleep tonight.

A sharp voice cut through her thoughts. “What are you doing here, kid?”

Lily turned her head slightly, just enough to catch the scene unfolding by the corner. A little boy, probably no older than ten, stood rooted to the spot, his big brown eyes wide with fear. Looming over him was a cop, one hand resting on his belt as he rattled off questions. The boy clutched a backpack that was practically bigger than him, and his shoulders were drawn up like he was trying to make himself disappear.

Lily’s gut twisted. She recognized the look on the boy’s face—that mix of fear and hopelessness, like he already knew nothing he said would make a difference. She knew better than to get involved, but her feet were already moving.

A taco cart sat a few yards away, the vendor deep in conversation with a customer. Nearby, a lanky teen hovered, balancing on one foot like he had nowhere to be. Lily’s sharp eyes pegged him instantly—another street kid, like her. And street kids knew how to handle themselves.

“Hey,” she whispered, sidling up to him. “Do me a favor?”

He raised an eyebrow. “What kind of favor?”

“Make a commotion,” she said, jerking her head toward the taco cart. “Knock something over, start yelling. Whatever you gotta do to get that cop’s attention.”

The kid eyed her warily. “Why?”

Lily pulled out her last five-dollar bill, crumpled but real. “Because I’m asking. And because I’ll give you this.”

The kid shrugged, took the bill, and pocketed it. “Sure. Why not?”

Lily didn’t wait to see what he’d do. She straightened her hoodie, smoothed her face into an expression of exasperation, and marched straight up to the cop and the boy.

“There you are!” she said, her voice pitched just right to sound like an annoyed big sister. She grabbed the boy’s arm gently but firmly. “What did I tell you about wandering off?”

The cop frowned. “This your brother?”

“Uh, yeah,” Lily said, rolling her eyes. “He’s always doing this. Drives me nuts. You know how kids are.” She gave the boy’s arm a small squeeze, willing him to play along.

The boy nodded quickly. “Sorry,” he mumbled.

Before the cop could press further, a loud crash rang out. Lily turned just in time to see the teen by the taco cart knock over a bin of soda cans, sending them clattering across the pavement. The vendor started yelling, and the cop’s head snapped toward the commotion.

“Keep a better eye on him,” the cop said gruffly, already moving toward the chaos.

“Will do,” Lily called after him, her heart pounding. She hustled the boy into a small corner shop, glancing over her shoulder to make sure they weren’t being followed.

Inside, the air was cooler, the smell of fresh bread mixing with something faintly antiseptic. The shopkeeper, a tired-looking woman with gray streaks in her hair, raised an eyebrow but said nothing as Lily pushed the boy toward the counter.

“Can you call his mom?” Lily asked, keeping her voice low. “Or aunt, or... someone?” She glanced at the boy. “You do have someone, right?”

The boy nodded, clutching his backpack. “Yeah. My mom.”

Lily relaxed a fraction. The shopkeeper sighed, motioning for the boy to follow her toward the back.

Lily’s eyes flicked to the bins of apples near the counter. Her stomach growled. She hesitated for just a second before her hand darted out. An apple and a bag of chips disappeared into her hoodie pocket. Lily didn’t wait for guilt to catch up with her. She was out the door before anyone noticed, running down the block like her life depended on it.

The world blurred as Lily tore through the streets, her sneakers pounding the cracked pavement in a rhythm that felt all too familiar. The sound of air rushing past her ears mingled with the thudding of her heartbeat, loud and insistent, like a drumline pushing her forward. She darted around corners and slipped between crowds, the city racing by in flashes of color and motion: neon signs buzzing faintly, puddles catching the glint of streetlights, shadows shifting with every step. Her mind raced just as fast, tumbling through a mix of relief, guilt, and the nagging fear of being caught.

For a moment, she wasn’t sure if she was running from the shopkeeper, the cop, or something deeper she couldn’t name. The streets twisted and folded around her like a labyrinth, but her feet seemed to know the way. She didn’t stop until her legs burned and her chest ached, her breath coming in sharp, uneven gasps. She slowed to a stumble and leaned against a graffiti-splashed wall, blinking hard as her vision blurred. For a second, the streetlights and stars above seemed to merge, swirling into a dizzying constellation that made her head spin.

She closed her eyes and pressed her palms against the cool brick, waiting for the world to steady. When she opened them again, the stars were just stars, distant and indifferent, and the city had gone quiet around her.

The night was thick and cold, wrapping around the empty street like a threadbare blanket. The houses on either side were shells of their former selves: boarded windows, crumbling steps, doorframes that hung crooked as if yawning from exhaustion. Lily moved cautiously, clutching the bruised apple and now half-smashed bag of chips she’d pilfered. Her stomach growled loud enough to rival the distant rumble of traffic.

The block wasn’t exactly quiet. Somewhere nearby, someone was arguing about a mattress, and an old transistor radio played tinny music in a doorway. Lily stepped lightly, scanning for a spot she could tuck into for the night—someplace safer than last time, when a couple of men had decided her stash was better off as theirs. She shivered at the memory and adjusted her hoodie.

Ahead, a woman sat on the stoop of a peeling Victorian house. She looked as worn as the wood beneath her: hunched shoulders, wiry hair tucked into a knit cap, and eyes that glinted like streetlights catching broken glass. She watched Lily approach with the kind of gaze that seemed to know too much.

“You new here?” the woman rasped, voice smoky and dry.

Lily hesitated. “Just passing through,” she lied.

The woman snorted, as if to say, Sure, kid. She didn’t press, just waved a bony hand toward the house behind her. “Number nine’s empty. Don’t leave no trace.”

“Thanks,” Lily murmured, already heading up the steps. She didn’t look back, but she could feel the woman’s gaze burning a hole between her shoulder blades.

Inside, the air was stale, thick with mildew and something metallic. The kind of smell that clung to places forgotten by everyone except time. Lily found a corner in what might have once been a dining room and sat cross-legged, pulling her hoodie tighter. She bit into the apple, its sourness making her eyes sting, and tried to tune out the creaks and groans of the house settling around her.

And then it came: a sound. Low and rumbling, like distant thunder, except it came from below, not above. The floor shuddered beneath her, just enough to make the empty cans on the counter clink together. Lily froze mid-bite.

“Earthquake?” she whispered to no one.

She peeked out a broken window. Across the street, the old woman was still on the stoop, looking calm as ever. She raised an eyebrow, tilting her head toward the horizon. Lily followed her gaze and squinted.

A bright light flared in the distance, blindingly bright for a moment, then vanished. Lily’s breath caught. “You’re right,” she muttered. “Definitely not an earthquake.”

Later that night, Lily woke to a sound unlike anything she’d heard before. A low beeping, faint at first but growing louder, rhythmic and insistent. She sat up sharply, heart hammering. The sound seemed to be moving, getting closer. Panic prickled under her skin. She’d heard stories about weird tech and weirder people. Cops. Squatters. Worse.

She slipped into the kitchen, finding a cabinet big enough to crawl into. It smelled like rot and rust, but it was tight and dark. She drew her knees to her chest, trying to make herself small. Through the slats of the broken door, she saw them.

Four pairs of legs, casually dressed but too clean, too crisp, like the mannequins in a department store. Their movements were deliberate but oddly stiff, their shoes spotless. Lily’s pulse quickened.

“The signal’s localized,” said one voice, crisp and commanding. “Am I warm?”

“Your body temperature readings are normal,” answered another voice, androgynous and unsettlingly calm.

“Very funny,” the first voice snapped, with a sigh.

The second replied, deadpan, “I was not attempting humor, however I now see that I have inadvertently become the butt of the joke.”

The beeping grew louder, sharper. Lily’s hands clenched into fists. The panel in front of her shifted slightly as if someone had brushed against it. The commanding voice said, “Right about... here.”

The panel swung open, and Lily reacted instantly, kicking out hard. Her foot connected with a shin, and there was a sharp yelp. She scrambled out of the cabinet, darting past the startled figure and toward the door. Her breath came in quick, panicked bursts.

Before she made it, something cold and strong locked around her wrist. She twisted to see a bald figure with unnervingly smooth, almost shiny skin. Their face was blank and unlined, like a mannequin brought to life. Their grip didn’t hurt, but it was unyielding.

“Let go of me!” she shouted, yanking with all her strength.

The commanding voice spoke again, softer now. “Lily, please. Don’t be afraid. My name is Caris. We’re here to help you.”

Lily froze just long enough to feel the grip on her wrist loosen slightly. It was all the opening she needed. She wrenched free, bolting out the door and into the night, her feet pounding against the pavement. She didn’t look back.

Behind her, Caris sighed heavily. “That went well.”

“If it is any consolation,” the androgynous voice offered, “I calculate only a 23% probability of catastrophic failure in this mission.”

“That’s... not as comforting as you think it is,” Caris muttered, gesturing for the others to follow. “Let’s go. She won’t get far.”
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Lily’s chest heaved as she rounded the corner, her feet pounding the pavement hard enough to send little jolts up her legs. She darted down an alley, the air close and smelling of wet concrete and garbage. Her fingers gripped the wall as she turned sharply, pressing herself flat against the bricks.

She clenched her jaw, forcing her breathing to slow. Her heart thudded in her ears, so loud she was sure it would give her away. Slowly, she strained to listen, her muscles coiled tight. There was nothing but the faint hum of the city—a car in the distance, the drip of water somewhere nearby. She exhaled softly, her shoulders loosening just a little. Maybe they’re gone.

And then, faint but distinct, the beep came again. It started soft, a low, rhythmic pulse, but it was growing louder with each passing second. Lily’s blood ran cold. She blinked hard, willing it to stop, but there it was, echoing down the alley like some terrible homing signal. Her disbelief turned to panic.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” she muttered under her breath. “They should really add a silent mode to that thing.”

She launched herself forward again, her legs screaming in protest. Up ahead, the alley opened into a construction site, dimly lit by a single flickering bulb. Tall scaffolding rose against the night sky like a skeleton, and an old ladder leaned against a half-built wall. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was something. She bolted toward it, the beeping still haunting her steps.

Her hands gripped the ladder, splinters biting into her palms as she climbed. The rungs wobbled, but she didn’t stop. She climbed higher, her breath coming in ragged bursts. The city stretched below her in a patchwork of light and shadow, but she couldn’t afford to look down.

The beep grew louder still, joined now by the sound of footsteps. She was out of time. She reached the top of the scaffolding and swung herself onto the wooden platform, which creaked ominously beneath her weight. For a moment, she froze, realizing too late that there was nowhere else to go.

A figure stepped into view below, looking up at her with unflinching precision. The faint glow of the city lights reflected off their smooth, featureless skin. Lily’s stomach twisted. They weren’t winded. They weren’t even sweating.

“Lily,” the voice called, calm but unyielding. “There’s no need for this. Please, come down.”

“Yeah, sure,” she muttered, backing away until her heels touched the edge of the platform. “I’ll get right on that.”

The platform groaned under her, and suddenly, the wood gave way. Her stomach lurched as she fell, the air rushing past her in a blur of sound and motion. She barely had time to scream before something caught her—a grip strong, unyielding, and cold.

She blinked, her heart hammering as she realized she wasn’t on the ground. She was hanging, suspended in mid-air, cradled in the arms of the smooth-skinned figure from before.

“Got you,” they said, their voice calm, almost detached.

Her vision blurred at the edges, stars dancing in the periphery. “Great,” she muttered faintly before the world tilted sideways, and everything went dark.
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Glass exploded all around her, glittering shards spinning in slow motion, catching flashes of light like jagged stars. The world tilted violently, the crunch of metal twisting and collapsing around her ears. Her body jerked against the seatbelt, her breath punched out of her lungs, and then came the silence—thick and oppressive, like cotton stuffed in her ears.

Something warm and wet trickled down the side of her face. She reached up instinctively and her fingers came back slick with blood. The coppery tang filled her mouth, her head swimming in disjointed flashes of light and sound. There was yelling—someone screaming her name, but it was drowned out by the wail of sirens, distant but getting closer.

Her ears rang as the scene shifted suddenly, jarringly, like a film reel torn and spliced with something else entirely. She was no longer in the car. She was standing in the middle of the rundown neighborhood from earlier. The street was eerily still, frozen in time. Cracks in the pavement seemed to glow faintly, pulsing in a rhythm she couldn’t quite place.

Ahead of her, the old woman sat on the stoop as before, her wiry hair tucked into her knit cap. Only now, the woman was bathed in light, impossibly bright, as if the sun had decided to take up residence in that exact spot. Lily shielded her eyes, squinting, but the light grew brighter, swallowing the street in its glow.

The old woman stood, her face unchanging yet vivid, as if carved from memory and something more ephemeral. Her lips moved, the voice distant and echoing. “Lily?”

Lily’s chest tightened, her breath catching in her throat. Her eyes welled with tears she didn’t understand, a sharp ache blooming in her chest—a raw, overwhelming sense of loss that threatened to knock her to her knees.

“Lily?” the woman repeated, stepping closer. The light framed her like a halo now, shimmering and alive.

“Lily?” The voice was softer this time, warmer. It broke through the dream, tugging her upward, away from the strange, glowing street. The old woman’s face dissolved into white-hot brightness, and—

She opened her eyes.

The light was still there, but now it was different, morning light from high up. Above her was a face—disturbingly symmetrical, with eyes so crystalline and steady they didn’t look real. A voice, soft yet precise, spoke again.

“Lily? Are you alright?”

She blinked, her mind struggling to piece together where she was. The face belonged to a young woman—or someone who looked like one. She was noticeably clean, dressed in crisp lines, her skin so flawless it almost shone under the light.

Lily's lips moved before her brain could catch up. “Where the hell am I?”

The tears from the dream were still there, hot and wet against her cheeks. She swiped at them angrily with the back of her hand, not wanting to show weakness to the stranger in front of her. Her legs wobbled as she pushed herself upright, her head spinning slightly, but she refused to stay down. “I’m fine,” she lied, her voice sharper than she intended. “I just—where am I?”

The world came into focus slowly, a hazy blend of morning light and muted shadows. The air smelled faintly of dust and old wood, the kind of stale scent that lingered in abandoned places. Golden beams of sunlight filtered through the high, broken windows, cutting through the gloom in perfect slants that caught motes of dust mid-air. It was almost beautiful—if Lily weren’t busy grappling with panic.

Her gaze darted around the room. Exposed beams stretched above her like the ribs of a giant, and stacks of forgotten crates loomed in the corners. But it wasn’t the warehouse that made her heart race. It was them.

Four figures stood a few feet away, speaking in hushed voices. They looked strangely out of place, their casual clothes just a little too crisp, their postures just a little too rigid. Lily’s eyes landed first on the one closest to her—the young woman with unnervingly symmetrical features. Her dark eyes seemed to catch the sunlight, giving her an almost radiant quality.

“Lily?” the woman said again, her tone kind but firm. “Do you remember what happened?”

Lily squinted, forcing her sluggish brain to catch up. She looked between the woman and the other figures: a tall, bald individual with a smooth, almost metallic sheen to their skin that shimmered faintly in the sunlight. Standing beside them was a man with strange purple markings snaking up the sides of his neck, so faint she thought they might be shadows at first. Tattoos? No, they were too organic, like beauty marks patterned by nature itself. He caught her staring and raised an eyebrow, a stern look on his face.

And then there was the last one—a stocky figure with a blunt, no-nonsense face and the kind of broad shoulders that said he probably bench-pressed cars for fun. He stood with his arms crossed, radiating disapproval like an overzealous bouncer.

Lily crossed her own arms, more out of defiance than comfort. “You’re not cops? ’Cause I’m getting some serious cop vibes off this one.” She nodded toward the stocky man.

The man raised an eyebrow but said nothing, his stony expression unchanging.

The young woman’s lips twitched into a faint smile. “Correct,” she said calmly, her voice carrying an authority that felt practiced but not overbearing. “My name is Ensign Leena Caris.” She gestured to the smooth-skinned figure beside her. “This is Datch.”

Datch gave a small, precise nod. “It is a pleasure to meet you,” he said in a voice that was both neutral and strangely melodic. Lily couldn’t decide if it was comforting or unnerving.

Caris continued, nodding toward the others. “That’s Ensign Malik,” she said, indicating the man with the markings, “and Mr. Garrow.” Her tone shifted slightly as she said his name, making it clear that whatever authority he had was purely practical. Garrow offered nothing in return, his arms still crossed.

Lily’s eyebrows shot up. “Great. So what are you, then? Special ops for runaway teens? Fight club?”

Caris took a slow step forward, her hands raised slightly in what Lily could only assume was supposed to look non-threatening. “We’re here to help you, Lily. That’s all. But we need to ask you some questions.”

Lily took a step back, her shoulder blades pressing into the cold concrete wall. “Is that why you chased me through half the city like I stole something? Which, for the record, I didn’t—at least, not from you.”

There was a brief, uncomfortable silence. Caris opened her mouth to respond, but Datch spoke first. “We were not chasing you in the conventional sense,” they said matter-of-factly. “Our efforts were to secure your safety while limiting external disruption. I estimate—”

Caris shot them a quick look. “Datch. not now.”

Datch tilted his head slightly. “Yes, Ensign.”

Caris adjusted her posture slightly, her hands at her sides, radiating calm. “Lily, do you remember anything? Anything at all about us?”

Lily crossed her arms tightly, her eyes narrowing. “Lady, I don’t even know who I am. You think I’d remember you? 

Caris tilted her head, her expression neutral but patient. “Do we seem familiar at all? Even a little?”

Lily hesitated, the sharp retort dying on her lips. She hated how cornered she felt, like a rat with nowhere to run. “No,” she admitted quietly. “Nothing. Believe me, I wish I remembered anything.”

Datch stepped forward, his movement unnervingly smooth. “We tracked you using your com tag,” they said in their usual flat tone.

Lily frowned. “Com tag?”

Datch gestured toward her pocket. “The object you carry.”

Her hand instinctively went to the smooth metal tag in her pocket. She pulled it out, holding it up and glaring at it as if daring it to explain itself. It had always been plain—just her name and a date etched into the surface. But now, the letters glowed brightly, like they were lit from within.

“What the...?” she whispered, her stomach twisting. The tag felt alive in her palm, a sensation she didn’t like. “It’s never done that before.”

“Your com tag,” Datch continued, unfazed by her reaction, “is linked to your identification in our system. It confirms who you are.”

Lily stared at the glowing tag, her throat tightening. “And who’s that supposed to be?”

Caris’s gaze softened slightly, and she took a cautious step closer. “You’re Lieutenant Lily Starling. A member of the United Space Fleet.”

“United...” Lily barked a laugh, shaking her head. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

“It should,” Malik chimed in, his voice calm but firm. “You followed the Krythar to Earth and into the past.”

Lily blinked, her brain tripping over the words. “Wait. Hold up. The past? Did you just say...?” Her words trailed off, her voice hitching.

Caris nodded slowly, her tone careful. “We’re from the 26th century. We... followed your signal back through time.”

Lily stared at them, her face blank for a beat before she laughed again, this time short and sharp. “Right. Okay. Sure. Time travelers. Makes sense.”

Lily’s head spun as she tried to process what they were saying. Her fingers tightened around the tag, the weight of it grounding her. “So you’re not aliens?”

Caris shook her head. “Not all of us. I’m human, from Earth. Centuries ago, humans began exploring the galaxy and discovered... we weren’t alone.”

Datch added, “Countless species exist, spanning thousands of worlds.”

Lily’s mind reeled, the weight of their words settling heavily in her chest. She wanted to dismiss it all as ridiculous, but deep down, something about it clicked—like a piece of a puzzle she didn’t know she’d been trying to solve.

Her voice softened slightly. “So... who am I? Really?”

Caris met her gaze, her voice steady and sure. “You’re Lieutenant Lily Starling of the United Space Fleet. You were on a mission to stop the Krythar from deploying a weapon of unimaginable power.”

Datch added, “They must have wiped your memory as a contingency.”

Lily swallowed hard, her throat dry. The words hung in the air, heavy and unreal. A part of her wanted to call them crazy. But another part—the part that had always wondered who she really was—wanted to believe them.

She took a shaky breath. “So... what are you asking me to do?”

“To come with us,” Caris said. “To our ship. It’s in orbit.”

Lily blinked. “In orbit?”

Datch stepped forward, holding up a small device. “Our shuttle is already here.”

They pressed a button, and the air in the warehouse shimmered. A sleek, silver craft materialized in the middle of the room, its clean lines glowing faintly in the dim light.

Lily’s jaw dropped despite herself. “Okay,” she murmured. “That’s... actually impressive.”

Caris gestured toward the shuttle, her expression softening. “Will you trust us?”

Lily hesitated, the tag in her pocket suddenly feeling heavier. Every instinct told her to run, to find somewhere safe and familiar. But there was nothing familiar left. Only questions. And maybe, just maybe, these people had answers.

She snorted, a faint smirk tugging at her lips. “What’s the worst that could happen? You turn me into a breeding sac for some alien experiment?”

Everyone froze, staring at her in wide-eyed horror.

“20th-century movies not part of your cultural studies?” she added dryly.

Caris blinked, then sighed, a hint of a smile tugging at her lips. “No. Definitely not.”

Datch tilted his head slightly. “I assure you, no such threat exists.”

Caris smiled faintly. “We’ll keep you safe, Lily. I promise.”

Caris gestured toward the shuttle, her tone calm but insistent. “Shall we?”

Lily stared at the craft, the glowing tag still tight in her hand. Against all odds, she took a step forward. 

Lily glanced back at the warehouse full of morning light one last time, steeling herself. “Alright,” she said, her voice steadier now. “Let’s do this.”
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​Species Profile: Cyranthians
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Native to the lush world of Cyrantha Prime, the Cyranthians are a long-lived, deeply social people known for their grace and cultural refinement. Slightly taller than humans, they bear distinctive violet markings unique to each individual, with luminous grey eyes that seem to hold both curiosity and memory. They reach maturity at fifty, when some are granted the honorary title of Dryst—an acknowledgment of wisdom and communal trust that carries lifelong respect.

Cyranthian society prizes connection above conquest. Masters of diplomacy and artistic innovation, they have long favored alliances over aggression, blending beauty and function in their bio-organic technologies. Though not a warrior species, they helped found the Space Fleet alongside humanity and other allies, shaping a coalition devoted to exploration and peace. The devastation of the Krythar centuries ago tempered their idealism but strengthened their resolve: they would never again stand alone.
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​Chapter 2: The Salamander
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THE SILENCE IS DEEP—NOT a vacuum of absence, but a fullness of being, a silence filled with the memory of creation. This is not loneliness, though it would be easy to mistake it for such. It is something richer, a stillness that cradles possibility, like a darkened theater before the lights rise, where every dream of what could be waits just out of reach.

The blackness is not lifeless. It holds multitudes. Invisible winds of solar particles whip through the void, a fiery breath from the sun scattering energy to the farthest corners. Gravity bends and pulls like an unseen sculptor, shaping orbits and destinies. The remnants of ancient collisions drift endlessly, a symphony of dust and ice which have witnessed the birth and death of stars. And somewhere out here, a speck of cosmic dust tumbles, infinitesimal against the backdrop of eternity, yet wholly a part of it.

To the dust, the universe is a kaleidoscope of extremes. It feels the sharp kiss of starlight, a fleeting warmth that fades as quickly as it arrives. It passes through the chill of endless shadow, the kind of cold that freezes not just life but time itself. It hurtles through this silence, surrounded by vast fields of nothingness so deep they feel like a whispered promise—this is the framework for all things. Every love, every loss, every war, every moment of joy and heartbreak—all of it begins and ends here.

And then—there. In the distance, a light. A pinprick of blue nestled among the black, so faint it seems unreal at first. But as the speck draws closer, the blue deepens, sharpening into focus.

At first, it is just a single point of light—a faint, flickering blue against the infinite black. It seems barely distinguishable from the distant stars. But as the dust draws nearer, that light sharpens and expands, revealing a thin, hazy ring encircling the blue. The atmosphere catches the sun’s rays, scattering them into a halo of soft whites and golds that shimmer like silk spun in the dark.

Closer still, the reflections of oceans emerge, vast fields of liquid sapphire catching and refracting light in brilliant flashes that dance like signals to the cosmos. The haze resolves into ribbons of clouds, swirling in slow, mesmerizing patterns that trace the movement of winds over the planet's surface. The blue of the oceans deepens, crisscrossed by faint shadows of waves and currents, and just at their edges, hints of green and brown begin to appear—the contours of continents taking shape.

Then, the details multiply. The greens become forests and fields, the browns reveal rugged mountains and sprawling deserts, and here and there, tiny clusters of light begin to dot the surface. Civilization—bright pinpricks against the darker patches of land, glowing softly as if the Earth itself were breathing. The planet stretches out now, filling the view entirely, a living mosaic of motion and color, vibrant and alive.

Earth.

A sapphire suspended in a sea of ink, its light veiled by a thin blue haze. The dust drifts closer—past spiraled clouds, bright ice caps, and the greens and browns of living continents—drawn into the waiting atmosphere. Air gathers around it, friction sparking brief flares of light. Chaos and beauty in a single descent.

The curve of Earth opens wide beneath it, oceans tugging, forests breathing, lives humming in quiet rhythm. The dust is no longer alone; it becomes part of the whole. And beneath it all, the quiet remains—not emptiness, but the space where everything begins.

And the dust tumbles on, unnoticed. But in the distance, something else stirs—a faint ripple against the silence. A shuttle, its engines burning faint trails of blue, breaks free from the grip of Earth’s orbit. And beyond it, invisible and waiting, lies a shadow. Something vast and hidden, watching from the void.

-
[image: ]


Lily sat rigid in her seat, knuckles white against the armrests. The deck’s constant vibration seemed to sync with the hammering of her heart. She wanted to take it all in, to absorb every detail, but the movement, the noise, the sheer strangeness of it all pressed in from every side.

She thought briefly about pinching herself, but the shaking deck and occasional flicker of lights on the console ahead left no doubt. This wasn’t a dream—it was far too visceral, too alive.

Her eyes darted around the cabin, searching for reassurance in the others’ faces. They were calm, focused—people who had done this a thousand times. Garrow stood beside the pilot’s seat, hand resting lightly for balance, steady despite the turbulence. Caris, at the controls, moved her hands fluidly across a panel that seemed alive, forming and erasing symbols at her touch.

The shuttle’s walls caught Lily’s attention. They weren’t pieced together like human vehicles, with bolts, seams, and rivets. They looked organic, almost grown—a smooth, unbroken surface curving like an eggshell. Only where walls met control panels and seats did a more utilitarian design appear—practical, worn, like the handle of a trusted hammer.

“Pressure stability holding at ninety-eight percent,” Garrow said, steady and clipped.
“Primary systems green,” Caris replied, not looking up.
“Engines steady, but keep an eye on the tertiary core,” Garrow added, scanning a shifting data display.
The voices calmed Lily somewhat, though her chest stayed tight. She turned to the viewport—
—and her breath caught. Earth filled her view, a sphere of blue, green, and white swirls against the black. The sight hit her like a punch, stealing her breath. She hadn’t even realized they’d left the atmosphere.
“How are we not... floating?” she asked, gesturing at Garrow, steady on his feet.
“Artificial gravity,” Caris said with a smirk. “One of the better inventions for space travelers.”
“Better?” Lily echoed.
“You’d be amazed what we’ve perfected out here,” Caris said, eyes back on the console.
“We’re taking a slow approach,” Caris added. “So we won’t attract attention. Dock in about five minutes.”
“Dock with what?” Lily asked.
“The cloaking device is engaged,” Caris said. “Bends light around the ship, makes it invisible—to the eye and most sensors.”
Lily pressed a hand to the cold glass. “So I don’t even get to see it?”
Caris chuckled. “Plenty of time later. And plenty to see once you’re aboard.”
The moment the tractor beam engaged, the shuttle shifted. The smooth, steady hum of their journey gave way to a gentle tug, then a subtle rocking, as though they were no longer flying through space but floating on water. The vibrations felt less like the controlled thrum of machinery and more like the uneven bob of a small boat coming into dock.

“Here we go,” Caris murmured, her hands steady over the console. The shuttle jolted, a firm bump that made Lily’s teeth click together.

Ahead, a shimmering barrier came into view, flickering faintly like heat waves on a desert road. The shuttle aligned with it, and Lily’s stomach flipped as the craft seemed to pause mid-space. For a moment, it felt as though the universe itself had taken a deep breath. The barrier rippled, a delicate distortion like sunlight on water.

“We’re transitioning through the mag-field,” Caris said, her voice steady. “The bay’s pressurized, but you’ll feel the shift. Hold tight.”

The shuttle passed through, and a soft hiss filled the cabin. Frost bloomed on the viewport, tiny crystalline webs that vanished as quickly as they formed. Lily’s ears popped, and the hum of the engines shifted to a quieter, steadier tone.

The lights flickered—bright, then dim, then bright again—casting the interior in strange, shifting hues. Outside, Lily caught glimpses of dark, swirling colors, like oil slicks on water, before they faded into the more uniform glow of the shuttlebay beyond.

The craft jolted again, settling with a final, satisfying bump. A moment later, the rear hatch hissed and lowered with a mechanical whine, revealing the massive expanse of the shuttlebay.

Lily stepped out hesitantly, the soles of her sneakers squeaking on the smooth surface. The air carried an odd blend of scents: warm metal, the crisp edge of static, and the tang of machinery. It felt fitting for a space so vast and bustling.

The shuttlebay stretched around her, alive with motion. Dozens of crafts were docked in neat rows while crews in sleek uniforms moved purposefully between them. The sound of machinery clanked in rhythm beneath the murmur of voices.

“Decontamination first,” Malik said, gesturing toward a nearby door.

“What’s that mean?” Lily asked warily, but before she got an answer, they stepped into a small chamber lit with deep magenta light.

The moment the door sealed behind them, a burst of air hit her, strong enough to make her stagger. It roared around her like a wind tunnel, accompanied by flashes of light that danced over her skin in eerie, shifting patterns. She squinted against the brightness, feeling the warmth of the air, the prickling in her eyes, and the faint hum of energy beneath her feet.

When the door ahead opened, the shuttlebay was already a memory. They stepped into a surprisingly cozy hallway, the walls a soft brushed metal, sleek lighting casting a warm glow. A vase of delicate flowers sat on a small shelf, and a framed painting hung nearby—abstract swirls of deep blue and silver that reminded her of a stormy sea. It felt more like the lobby of a boutique hotel than the inside of a spaceship.

“This way,” Caris said, her voice snapping Lily out of her daze. She fell into step, but her thoughts lingered on the shuttlebay. There had been so much to take in—an endless array of details, layered with a scale she hadn’t imagined.

Caris stopped outside a pair of doors and turned back to the group. “Datch, escort Lily to her quarters. She could use a guide.”

Datch inclined his head. “Of course. Follow me, Lily.”

As they walked, the hallway curved gently, the brushed metal walls catching the light. The faint hum of the ship’s systems provided a steady rhythm beneath their footsteps.

“You’re... an android?” Lily asked after a moment.
“That is correct,” Datch replied, his tone neutral but not unkind. “The term is far more accurate than ‘robot.’”
“Right. Got it,” Lily said quickly. Then, “Sorry if that was rude.”
“There is no need to apologize,” Datch assured her. “It is not easy to offend me.”
“Not easy, but not impossible?” she asked.
Datch considered this. “My feelings are... different from yours. Less immediate. More deliberate.”
“Were you built by humans?” she asked.
“While I was technically built, I prefer the term born. It more accurately reflects my experience.”
“Born?”
“Yes.” He offered a faint smile, both practiced and sincere. “My history is complicated. Perhaps I will share it with you sometime.”
Before she could respond, he added, “For now, it is enough to say that you and I were good friends before your memory loss. I trust we will be again.”

They reached her quarters, and the door slid open with a soft hiss. The room beyond was compact but inviting: brushed metal walls, soft lighting, a vase with a single white flower, and a small abstract painting. The bed looked plush, the kind she could sink into for hours.

Earth was visible through the window. Her chest tightened at the sight.

“The computer panel has been configured for you,” Datch said, gesturing to a sleek display in the far wall. “It provides access to your personal file, as well as general information about the Space Fleet and the Union of Allied Systems. You may find it helpful as you acclimate.”

“Thanks,” Lily said.
“I recommend you rest. In about five hours, Dr. Thesari will meet with you, and the captain will want to see you as well.” He paused. “Do not fear. He is a kind man.”
With that, Datch inclined his head again and stepped back into the hallway. The door slid shut, leaving her alone.

The shower caught her eye, tucked into a corner behind frosted glass. She hesitated, half expecting it to spray her with fluorescent goo, but when she turned the handle, warm water poured out—clean and steady. It was simple, wonderfully ordinary, and exactly what she needed. She stayed in just long enough to feel clean for the first time in far too long.

When she emerged, she found a set of clothes laid out on the bed: a silver-white tracksuit with a faint sheen. She smirked as she slipped it on. “Why do people from the future always dress like this?” she muttered.

Clean and dressed, she approached the computer panel. The screen lit up at her touch, its surface smooth and responsive. She began scrolling through menus, but something about it felt different. As her thoughts drifted, so did the interface. Thumbnails bubbled up, each one reflecting a topic she’d just been considering. She flicked one upward, and it expanded into an array of subtopics.

“Man,” she muttered, “you could go down quite a rabbit hole with this thing.”

Her file caught her attention. She opened it—and froze. She was listed as the youngest human ever admitted to the Space Fleet, joining at sixteen and promoted to lieutenant by seventeen.

Her parents’ names appeared next: Dr. Elaine Starling and Dr. Marcus Starling, Lead Researchers, Psionic Advancement Project. She swallowed hard. There would be time to cry later.

They had been famous scientists, controversial among humans but supported by many other worlds in the UAS. Their work had been instrumental in combating something called the Krythar.

“I guess there are politics in every time period,” Lily muttered, leaning back.

She stared at the screen, questions swirling, but exhaustion tugged at her again. There would be time to learn more. At least, she hoped there would be.
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The door to the medical bay slid open with a soft hiss, and Lily hesitated on the threshold. The room was brightly lit, its walls curved and seamless like the rest of the ship. Sleek medical instruments lined the walls, their purpose unclear but intimidating. A faint, clean scent hung in the air, sharp and slightly sweet, like freshly peeled citrus.

“Come in, come in!” A melodic voice filled the room, warm and welcoming. Dr. Thesari turned toward Lily, her expression lighting with delight. The Cyranthian elder was tall and elegant, her pale lavender skin glowing faintly under the lights. Silver hair flowed in intricate braids down her back, and her wide, expressive eyes sparkled with genuine curiosity. “You must be Lily Starling! Oh, this is wonderful—please, sit, sit.”

Lily stepped inside, glancing at Datch, who gave her an almost imperceptible nod of reassurance. She perched on the edge of the examination chair, trying to relax as Dr. Thesari bustled around her with the energy of a party host rather than a doctor.

“I must say, I’ve been looking forward to meeting you,” Dr. Thesari said, placing a small device near Lily’s wrist. It emitted a faint hum as it scanned her. “Human physiology is fascinating. Did you know your mitochondrial DNA shares similarities with a plant species we encountered on Verath-7? Remarkable. Oh, and your neural pathways—”

“Doctor...” Datch interjected, calm but firm. “Perhaps we should focus on the examination.”

“Ah, yes, of course.” Dr. Thesari smiled sheepishly, waving a hand. “Forgive me. I do get carried away.” She placed a hand over her heart before continuing the scan. “Your vitals look excellent, Lily. No injuries, no significant anomalies—though your serotonin levels are a touch low. Understandable, given everything you’ve been through. We’ll address that.”

Lily blinked. “That’s it? No needles or anything?”

Dr. Thesari laughed, warm and musical. “Needles? Goodness, no. We’ve moved well past those. I promise, this is painless. You might even find it relaxing.”

As the scanner hummed, Dr. Thesari leaned closer, her eyes narrowing slightly in concentration, almost as if she could see right through Lily’s skull—which, for all Lily knew, she could. “I’ve always wondered about the adaptability of human sensory systems in zero gravity. If you don’t mind, I’d love to hear your thoughts once you’ve had more time aboard.”

“She’s barely been aboard for five hours,” Datch pointed out, faintly exasperated. “Perhaps that conversation can wait.”

Dr. Thesari chuckled. “Ah, Datch, always the voice of reason. You’re right.” She turned back to Lily, her expression softening. “You’re in excellent health, my dear. And if you ever have questions—about your physiology, the ship, or anything at all—please don’t hesitate to ask. We Cyranthians do love a good chat.”

Lily smiled faintly, relaxing a little. Dr. Thesari’s warmth was infectious, and though the examination was unlike anything she’d experienced, it was far less intimidating than she’d feared. “Thanks, Doctor.”

“Call me Tess,” Dr. Thesari said with a grin. “Everyone does.”

“I’ll try to remember that,” Lily said, standing as Tess waved her off.

“Oh, and Lily?” Tess added, a mischievous glint in her eye. “When you meet the captain, don’t mention his hat collection. Just... trust me.”
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The door to the Captain’s Stateroom opened with the softest hiss of any she’d encountered on the ship. Lily was immediately struck by the contrast between the tranquil corridor behind her and the sheer presence of the room beyond. Dim lighting revealed a space cluttered like a cross between a cramped museum and a man cave, the kind of room belonging to someone who curated their life around stories. Artifacts and trinkets covered nearly every surface—ancient tools, faded photographs, holograms of distant worlds, and a sword mounted awkwardly on the wall beside a collection of old Earth medals.

What truly caught her eye, though, was the ceiling. Lining its edges was the sprawling collection of hats Dr. Thesari had mentioned—top hats, military caps, wide-brimmed sun hats, and headpieces so strange they barely resembled hats at all. Each seemed to carry its own history, the variety dizzying.

Her gaze swept the room but was abruptly pulled to the blaring opera. The deep, booming voice of a singer filled the air, dramatic and unrelenting.

At the far end, the captain stood with his back to her, silhouetted by the glow of a muted holographic display. Hands clasped behind him, posture radiating theatrical gravitas, he might have been carved from stone.

Lily’s first thought: Is he for real?

“I have often thought,” the captain began, his voice rising above the music, “that no creature is more noble than the salamander. Born of fire and dwelling in its embrace, it represents resilience, transformation, and an unyielding spirit. On ancient Earth, it was seen as a symbol of power and mystery. The choice to name our ship after such a creature was no accident—”

He paused for effect, lifting one hand as though delivering an oration to a crowd.

Lily glanced behind her, half expecting someone to interrupt. But the door had slid shut—she was alone in the room with this... performance.

The captain paced a step, voice warming to a sudden tangent. “You know, the salamander is remarkable. Amphibian. Lives both in water and on land, though some species are entirely aquatic. And their regenerative abilities? Extraordinary. They can regrow entire limbs—legs, tails, even parts of their heart or brain. Parts of their brain!” His movements were deliberate, measured.

“Think about that. A creature so unassuming, so often overlooked, yet carrying the potential for profound renewal. Nature’s own little miracle workers—living proof that even the smallest beings can hold the key to survival.”

He paused, seemed to reconsider, then waved a hand. “No, no, that’s not quite it. Let me rephrase.”

Straightening, his tone turned deliberate again. “The salamander is not just a symbol of adaptability or regeneration. It’s a testament to resilience. To survival against odds. To thriving in places where others might falter. And it is that spirit that we carry forward—”

Lily blinked, unsure whether to interrupt.

“And so,” the captain continued, voice dipping into a near whisper, “the Salamander represents not only our ship but our mission—our journey through the flames of adversity, emerging stronger, more united, and ever victorious.”

He stepped to his desk, tapped a control, and the opera cut off abruptly, leaving a startling silence. Adjusting the lighting, he transformed the room: the dim, den-like ambiance gave way to stark brightness, the collector’s sanctuary now a functional office.

Finally, he pressed the comm button. “Send her in,” he said with finality.

A pause. The voice over the comm hesitated. “Sir...”

Lily cleared her throat, loud and deliberate.

The captain froze mid-turn, then wheeled around, his face a mask of surprise and embarrassment. His tall frame loomed over the desk as he quickly collected himself, straightening his jacket and smoothing back graying hair. Sharp blue eyes softened as they met hers, and he stepped forward with a hand extended.

“Well,” he said, voice steady but touched with self-awareness. “You must be Lily Starling.”

“That’s what they tell me,” Lily replied, stepping forward and clasping his hand.

His grip was strong but not crushing, a perfect balance of authority and approachability. Up close, she saw the details: broad shoulders, a chiseled face lined with years of experience, and the faintest hint of a smile at the edge of his lips. Silver streaked his hair, and his posture was impeccable—confidence and discipline embodied. He reminded her of a classic hero from an old painting: part charm, part determination, part unshakable certainty.

“Captain Griff Calan,” he said, releasing her hand. “Welcome aboard.”

Lily shifted in her seat, trying to stay composed, but the captain’s piercing gaze made it impossible to relax. He leaned forward slightly, resting his hands on the desk. The brightness of the room no longer felt clinical—it felt like a spotlight, and she was center stage.

“So,” she began, her voice faltering slightly, “it really is called the Salamander?”

The captain’s face softened, just enough for a faint smirk to touch his lips. “The SFS Salamander,” he said with measured pride. “Pride of the Space Fleet.”

Lily blinked, brow furrowing. “But... Salamander?”

He raised an eyebrow, holding her gaze as if daring her to continue.

She straightened a little, her mouth twitching into a nervous smile. “Never mind.”

His demeanor shifted. The faint glint of amusement in his eyes was replaced by something heavier, a shadow of the burden he carried. He leaned back, expression firm but not unkind.

“There are things you need to know,” he said, voice steady but serious. “And I won’t sugarcoat them. That’s not how I operate.”

Lily straightened, her stomach tightening.

“The doctor confirmed your identity,” he continued, blue eyes searching hers. “But there’s no treatment plan for your memory loss. Psionic trauma like yours is... complicated.”

She nodded slowly, not trusting herself to speak.

The captain hesitated before continuing. “Your parents, Dr. Elaine and Dr. Marcus Starling, were murdered by the Krythar.”

The words landed like a blow. Lily’s breath hitched, and she stared at him, throat tightening as she fought the wave of emotion rising inside her.

“I won’t lie to you,” he added, voice softening. “Command didn’t want me to tell you—not all of it, at least. But I believe in honesty. Transparency. So here it is.” He leaned forward again, hands clasped on the desk.

“Your parents didn’t serve in the Space Fleet,” he said, each word deliberate. “They worked... separately.”

Lily frowned, caught off guard. “What do you mean?”

“They answered only to themselves. Their work was...” He paused, searching for the word. “Independent. They pushed boundaries others wouldn’t. And in their work, they created you.”

Her breath hitched. “Created me?”

“They genetically engineered you,” the captain said evenly. “Manipulated your DNA to enhance your psionic abilities. You were designed to be a weapon against the Krythar.”

Her mind reeled. “A... weapon?” The word felt sharp, foreign, like it didn’t belong to her—or anyone.

“Yes,” he said, tone unflinching but not without sympathy. “And not everyone agreed with it. Many humans found it unethical—myself included. But other worlds in the Union of Allied Systems strongly supported your creation. The Krythar are a threat unlike any we’ve faced, and humanity’s psionic potential was seen as a solution.”

Lily shook her head, trying to make sense of it. “What makes the... Krythar such a threat?”

The captain leaned back, exhaling slowly, as if bracing for the question. “About two hundred fifty years ago, the Cyntharians—Dr. Thesari’s people—made contact with Earth. Humanity’s first introduction to an alien species. They’re incredibly diplomatic, as you’ve probably noticed. But a century before they met humans, they encountered the Krythar.”

His jaw tightened, his gaze flickering toward a hologram on the wall. “The Krythar nearly conquered them. They’re a psionically powerful species—telepaths, empaths, manipulators on a scale most can’t compete with. The Cyntharians barely survived and learned a harsh lesson: sometimes, friendliness isn’t enough. Since then, they’ve relied on alliances like the Union for protection.”

Lily leaned forward slightly, drawn in despite herself.

“For a long time, the Krythar Alliance kept to themselves,” the captain went on, his voice heavy with history. “But something changed. They’ve grown hungry for conquest again, and they’ve focused their efforts on defeating the Union. For decades, we were evenly matched—until the Psion Core.”

“The what?” Lily asked, her voice sharp with unease.

“A weapon,” the captain said grimly. “A massive psionic amplifier. With it, they can focus their abilities on a scale that affects entire ships—or worse. It uses organic crystals as its core, crystals that take centuries to grow. The Krythar couldn’t grow it fast enough to matter in the war, so they launched a desperate, terrifying plot. They sent it into the past, where it could grow and mature over hundreds of years.”

Lily’s eyes widened.

“In my time, it seemed to appear out of nowhere, fully operational,” he continued. “It’s turned the tide in their favor. The losses are devastating.”

Her throat was dry. “So... how does that involve me?”

The captain’s gaze locked on hers, steady and unflinching. “Before your memory loss, you tracked the Psion Core here. You found it and signaled us. And now that we know where it is—”

“You’re going to go after it?” she interrupted.

“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “We’re planning an away mission to secure the Core before it can reach full development. And I was hoping you would consider going on the mission.”

She stared in disbelief. “You’re asking me to go after this thing?”

Calan nodded. “Back in my time, we’re losing this war. You may be our best hope for turning the tide.”

Her heart pounded, the enormity of it pressing down like a physical weight. “Holy crap,” she muttered under her breath.

The captain allowed himself a faint smile.

Her head spun with everything she’d just learned, puzzle pieces falling into a terrifying, inevitable shape. Without thinking, she blurted, “It sounds like you’re saying I was born for this.”
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The mess hall wasn’t quite what Lily expected. It had the cafeteria-like feel of a high school lunchroom, with rows of tables and chairs in neat, utilitarian order. The air hit her first—not unpleasant, but thick with the accumulated aromas of countless meals, like the ghosts of dinners past had settled into the very fibers of the furniture.

Along one side of the room stood a line of sleek machines, their surfaces blank until someone approached, at which point the panels flickered to life.

Lily’s stomach growled as she took a hesitant step forward. Datch had walked her here but left without ceremony, explaining that eating was “unnecessary” for him. Now she stood alone, staring at what looked like a cross between an old ship’s galley and a futuristic vending station. Sleek consoles hummed softly, ready to respond to a single touch, while further down, uniformed crew members moved through open chef’s stations, plating dishes with the practiced ease of a high-end hotel kitchen. The contrast was striking—machines delivering meals with clinical precision while, just steps away, human hands added the personal touch of artistry.

Lily approached one of the consoles. “Okay,” she muttered as the screen flared to life. “Food.”

Nothing happened.

She leaned closer. “Uh... sandwich?”

A list of options appeared, overwhelming in her current state. “Sure, make it complicated,” she grumbled, jabbing at the screen with mild frustration. After a few wrong selections and muttered curses, she cobbled together a tray: something resembling a sandwich, a steaming bowl of soup, and a glowing blue drink that looked questionable but smelled amazing.

Tray in hand, she slid into a seat by the window and dug in. The sandwich surprised her—warm, soft bread with a spiced vegetable filling that was oddly satisfying—and the soup tasted like actual cream and herbs. She barely came up for air between bites.

“You eat like a rescue dog,” a voice said from behind her, dry but not unkind.

Lily jerked upright, nearly choking. Caris stood there, arms crossed, her expression neutral but with a flicker of amusement in her eyes.

“I didn’t even see you come in,” Lily said, swallowing quickly.

“I noticed.” Caris slid into the seat across from her, movements casual but deliberate. “The captain didn’t scare you off, then?”

Lily shrugged, still chewing. “He’s... a lot. But I survived.”

Caris smirked faintly, her gaze drifting to the window. For a moment, neither of them spoke, the hum of the ship filling the space. Then, without preamble, Caris said, “I lost my parents when I was your age.”

The statement hung in the air, heavy and abrupt. Lily froze, her sandwich halfway to her mouth.

“I get it,” Caris continued, her voice steady. “Not in the same way you do, but... enough to know it’s going to mess with you. Maybe for a while. Just... don’t let it stop you.”

Lily swallowed hard, her throat tight. “Thanks,” she said after a beat, her voice quieter than she intended.

Caris leaned back slightly, her expression softening. “The captain asked me to lead the away mission.”

Relief hit Lily like a wave. Before she could stop herself, she leaned forward and hugged Caris, quick and tight.

Caris stiffened for a moment, unprepared, but said nothing. Lily pulled back almost immediately, face hot, and busied herself with her tray. Neither of them acknowledged the moment.

“You’ll be ready,” Caris said finally, standing and adjusting her jacket.

Lily glanced out the window, her gaze lingering on Earth as Australia rolled into view, its edges kissed by the soft glow of sunlight.

Caris followed her gaze. “Eight hours. Then we get to work.” She turned toward the door, pausing just long enough to add, “And try not to get lost on your way to the briefing.”

Lily smiled faintly, her
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