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	Speaker Nivian of Olav: The final tally on the resolution Embargo on Member Vastire: seventeen in favor, twelve against, with one involuntarily abstained (Vastire).

Each planet is pledged to deliver one cruiser class ship and four fighter class ships from their fleet to Vastirian orbit within one quarter Amicrux Year. The purpose of these ships will be to block all goods and services, nay all ships other than P.A. negotiators, in transit to Vastire. A commander chosen by Senator Shuka of Yiptae will direct the fleet.

To lift the embargo, member Vastire must demonstrate drastically improved conditions of the Olan-Har caste. The Senate has noted Vastire’s grounds for complaint: the caste system is nearly 450 local years old, ordained by their gods. However, the Senate has ruled that the following must be remedied:


		Provide ample access to basic needs: nourishment, safe shelter, and health care.

		Allow freedom in housing, schooling, employment, travel, and other restrictions.



 

—From the transcript of Planetary Alliance session 614-6

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

 

“Think anyone would’ve noticed another dead orphan?” I asked as I dusted off the sooty stone residue.

I had nearly slipped off the edge of the crumbling roof, but Pavlar reeled me in with a sure hand. He gave me a motherly “be careful” look, then flashed a too-perfect smile for a guy like us.

He shrugged. “You might’ve lived. It’s an even match between your head and the stone.”

I peered over the edge of the building, down into the gloomy slums called Hargonla. The town withered away beneath our feet, even as the spectacular skyscrapers of downtown Ziphyr glittered to the south. This whole part of the city seemed like a relic of the past, with cobblestone roads, no motor vehicles, and people bartering what meager goods they had under tattered makeshift tents.

Pavlar yanked me away from the edge. “Darynn! You empty between the ears? They’re looking for us, you know. We don’t have enough plates, or chairs, for guests.”

I subconsciously touched the scar behind my ear as I thought about the raid we failed to pull off in the Diterian Sector, west of here. “Not enough food either. Thanks to you.”

“I get hungry. Can’t help it.” Pavlar was the most selfless person I’d met, maybe other than my mother, except for when it came to food. Not that there was enough for either of us—or anyone in the slums—even with us stealing and distributing from the quasi-weekly shipments.

I looked ahead. The sun, called Windoon’s Star, seemed lower than it should have been. “We need to kick it into gear.”

He nodded, and we continued our trek east from rooftop to rooftop, dodging crumbling smokestacks and rusted vents and sharp antennas. Any gaps too large to jump we’d bridged with a beam of metal or wood. This part of the city was like a graveyard, except the headstones were bunched too close together.

“It still hits me every time, just how bad it’s gotten,” Pavlar said as he stared despondently into the streets with his honey-brown eyes. The bazaar below used to be a flurry of activity, but now it hummed like a funeral service, and it smelled like neglected sewers and rotting flesh.

It was hard to see him this way—he was always so upbeat and resilient. Sometimes I wondered if my pessimistic attitude was wearing on him.

“In my humble opinion,” I said, mocking a local politician with my arms open wide, “the P.A. embargo isn’t working.” Reflexively, I looked up to the sky, as if I would be able to see the hundreds of spaceships that formed the blockade around our planet.

The P.A. wanted to help slum-rats like Pavlar and me, since we have about the same rights as sheep, but those bureaucratic idiots didn’t realize that an embargo would just mean things would get worse for the Olan-Har. If I looked hard enough, I was sure I would see someone letting out their dying breath right now in the alley below.

At least the Alliance had made some attempt to fix that problem: periodic relief shipments—like the one we were about to rob—for the Olan-Har. Unfortunately, we weren’t the only ones robbing them, and it wasn’t nearly enough for everyone.

After some time of hopping, tight-roping, and zig-zagging, with Pavlar stopping every few minutes to survey the roofs around us, we finally reached the docks sector. The change from the Hargonla slums to the affluent docks was near-instant. Muddy cobblestone roads morphed into smooth, crystal-laced concrete; immaculate steel, composite, and glass buildings replaced the crumbling stone and wire; sun-collecting panels covered the roofs instead of water-logged tiles. Even the people had changed—from the dirty Olan-Har to the lively, careless bourgeoisie. A little bit farther on, water diverted from the shining green ocean into beautiful waterfalls and fountains. The stink of death was washed away by the inviting scent of a fresh ocean, and low, crashing waves created a soothing backdrop of sound to the humming vehicles below.

We jumped to the last roof before the Coastway, a broad freeway with a central magnetic railway that ran the length of the eastern seaboard. Robotic vehicles in aerodynamic teardrop shapes zipped north and south. Just beyond the Coastway lay the shining jetties of the docks, shooting out into the mint-green ocean, while a few cargo ships sailed sluggishly across the horizon in the calm, sparkling sea.

It was easy to spot Pier 19, the longest dock in view. A perimeter of dock guards, wearing the ocean green and jet black of the Ziphyr lord, surrounded it. I pointed to a group of lightly armored soldiers already loading the shipment onto the cargo hovers. “It’s early.”

“Mostly RF Sabs. Must be expecting a crowd,” Pavlar pointed out. Even at this distance, it was clear the guards’ forearms were wrapped with the ten cylinders that indicated they were armed with quick-firing, high-scatter Rapid Fire Solid Arm Blasters.

“Or they can’t shoot,” I countered with a quick smile.

As the last boxes, each inscribed with the symbol of the Planetary Alliance, were loaded onto the hovers, another Militia man exited the ship. This was no regular: he wore shining silver armor bearing the marks of a Captain, a glittering ring on one hand, and a short black cape with the five-pointed, ocean green shield featuring a great black shark.

A docks official whose pearl white pants and silver overcoat shaped him like a bowling pin bowed and announced something, but the Captain completely ignored him. The Captain was a monster of a man, towering over the others with broad shoulders and long arms that suggested his mother was a gorilla. Finally, after a thorough scan of the area, he responded to the official in a booming voice, though we couldn’t hear the words over the whir of passing vehicles.

Pavlar grabbed my shoulder and squeezed hard. “Look at the size of that guy! I bet you this one makes it.”

“You wanna take that chance? Sometimes you have the courage of a Castamere. I’ll handle him if it comes down to it.”

“Did you come here for a fight, or do you actually want to help people?” he asked. It wasn’t the first time we’d had this argument. I grinned devilishly. Even he knew the real answer—to stick it to the Virin-leen, the ruling caste. Though I never did pass up a good fight. “Damnit Darynn. I’m calling this one.”

“You know as well as I do we can’t give up. Your sister won’t make it to the next one.”

His shoulders slumped and he sighed loudly. He had his thinking face on, where his eyes were slightly closed and his mouth was puffed out and twisted a bit. He knew his sister was wasting away a little bit more each day without the medicine.

“She won’t be the only one who won’t make it. Stick to the plan. No killing.” He said those words every time, and I’m pretty sure our raids had never gone to plan. I’d only killed two officials—and both times I didn’t have a choice. Well, maybe the second time I did, but I wasn’t going to let us get caught.

“Not making any promises. If it comes down to Militia or your sister, I’m picking your sister. Besides, she’s star hot. You know, maybe once she gets better I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” He glared at me. “You touch her, and I will break my killing rule.”

“Sure.” I smiled and focused on the shipment below.

The half-sphere-shaped cargo hovers formed an orderly line behind the Captain’s speeder, and like metallic elephants, reached out their “trunks” and grabbed the hover in front of it. He rode with two Militia men, and each vehicle had a pilot and a guard. Each cargo hover had a huge, wire-frame box with several metallic boxes inside, each labeled in oversized text. The road that ran west from the dock was blocked from traffic and the hovers slogged their way down the street right below us, as we expected. Pavlar and I followed secretly on the rooftops.

“Last one’s yours. I’ll take the one before it. Clear?” I asked.

“You want me to follow you into the Dark Plaza? Do you—”

“I know my way around.” Or at least, I’m pretty sure I do.

He nodded in agreement, though his jittery eyes and lip-chewing betrayed his nervousness.

We followed the convoy for about twenty blocks, well into the gloomy slums of Hargonla. Just to the south, I could see the mushroom-shaped buildings of the Dark Plaza. Almost go-time.

“Weapons check,” Pavlar said.

I rolled my eyes. He did this every damn time at the last minute. He tapped the back of his wrist to relay that he was waiting on me. I sighed as I unholstered my Acid Pistol, loaded with ten casings and a superacid vial. Then I unsheathed my father’s custom Plasma Edge, which resembled a sword riddled with bullet holes. I clicked a button just below the cross-guard, sheathing the sword in cobalt blue plasma until I released the button.

My father. Every time I looked at that sword, I saw his mint green eyes in the dull steel reflection. Why did he—

“Hey, you there?” Pavlar asked, presenting his slightly rusted Militia Cutlass and Electron Pistol, which had a barrel that resembled a garage for matchbox cars.

There were a lot of dings in the electricity-generating wheels that spun behind the barrel. “E-Pistol looks pretty beat up,” I said.

“We’re gonna need more than ten casings, unless you suddenly got your grandpa’s skills.”

“If you’re such a good shot, why don’t you take the Acip, and I’ll take that thing?” I held out the Acid Pistol, but he shook his head. “Ready now?”

We slid down a mangled staircase to the street, and with our backs to the cold wall, we crept up to the last cargo hover. I was just about to leap into it when Pavlar reached out and pulled me back by the shoulder. That’s when I heard the sudden commotion from the front of the caravan.

“Ssssstop! Get out of the vehiclesssss. We do not wisssssh for violenccccce,” boomed a raspy, chilling voice that drew out every ‘s’ like a snake.

I knelt to look through a gap between the shabby merchant tents and hovers. The Captain held a Double Plasma Edge, each blade curved like a circle from the central handle. In front of him stood five hooded villains, armed with short daggers and spears. More approached from behind and on the rooftops.

Only one group dresses like that.

“The Nama-Da,” I whispered to Pavlar. He shuddered. I guess they thought it was their turn to steal a shipment after the other Hargonla gangs already had.

“I knew this was a bad idea,” he said, and for once, I felt the same way.

The Captain and lead Nama-Da were having a conversation that didn’t seem to be going too well. I couldn’t quite hear it aside from the Captain stating his name as Salvak, and sinister hissing from the Nama-Da. Every time it spoke, the hair on my arms bristled.

The chatter stopped, and the lead Nama-Da raised one arm in front of him. His six long fingers were bent as if he were snatching a skull. He hissed, and from his hand streamed black smoke. The smoke began to take the shape of a figure about sword’s length from Captain Salvak. A skull emerged, staring directly into the eyes of the Captain, floating menacingly in the air. The soldiers behind him shrieked in fear, but Salvak did not flinch. The smoke continued to work its way down the body, crafting all of the bones and the midnight black armor of the skeleton warrior.

I looked at Pavlar in disbelief; his eyes were like saucers and his mouth was gaping. My excitement morphed into fear. I’d heard the rumors about the Nama-Da being necromancers, but to actually see the dead walk chilled my heart.

Captain Salvak replied by slashing his Edge at the undead warrior, deftly slicing off its skull with a quick flash of orange plasma. While the skull rolled towards its master, the body still stood. Captain Salvak kicked the creature in the chest, crushing its ribs with a sickening series of cracks. It did not rise.

The Nama-Da leader hissed at the Captain and then screamed sharply in its native tongue. Random blaster fire rained on the caravan. The soldiers wildly returned fire, but it was clear this battle would be brief. The sadistic light show was mesmerizing on the backdrop of the shadowy slums. The absorption shields surrounding each hover were quickly depleted. Captain Salvak brushed aside the Nama-Da who guarded the leader, then clashed in combat with the leader himself. The leader fought back with a jagged dagger, dodging the spinning orange blades while striking out like a snake.

Half of the Militia was already dead or injured. The summoned creatures were not skilled fighters, but their near-immunity to death and sheer numbers were too much for the Militia to overcome. Then I noticed the chaos had created an opening…

I pointed to the only two Nama-Da standing between us and the nearest hovers, their backs turned to us.

Pavlar cleared his throat and whispered, “Now?”

“Yeah. The trunk’s been severed between the two, so you’ll need to drive.” He nodded, and I crept toward the unsuspecting Nama-Da with Pavlar following closely.

Once I was within arm’s reach, I pulled my Plasma Edge and held down the plasma activation button. I sliced across the black robes of both Nama-Da, feeling as much resistance as a sharp blade through silk. As soon as the bodies hit the alley floor, the robes lost their volume; the bodies vanished.

“I said no killing!” Pavlar said in horror.

“Nama-Da don’t count. They’re monsters,” I replied, though the look on his face—a mix of terror and disappointment—did make me feel guilty. I shook it off and pointed to his hover.

He held his glance just a moment longer before continuing on his mission. Then I skulked toward the second-to-last hover. The pilot and guards were already dead. I pushed the bodies out, doing my best to avoid thinking about it, and snuck into the driver’s seat—a blinking red light here, some digital indicators with numbers there, half of a steering wheel, and a cerulean touchscreen grid.

I glanced at Pavlar; he was pinned next to his hover by gunshots from above. I ripped out my Acip and fired a wayward shot toward the roof. The blaster rain trained on Pavlar stopped; he took advantage and hopped into the driver’s seat. I shot again, which gave him just enough time to back up and zip into the alley. One more shot, then I dropped my Pistol in the seat next to me and touched my fist to the hover’s touchscreen grid. I gently motioned forward; the vehicle lurched and took off into the alley. The thrill of the theft coursing through my veins, I smiled widely—almost home free.

As I turned into the alley, I peeked over my shoulder at Captain Salvak. He had killed the lead Nama-Da and was heading toward his speeder. The adrenaline in my veins pumped ever harder. I slipped into the alley and quickly caught up to Pavlar.

“The Captain’s right behind me!” I yelled. One more twist and a turn and we had reached the Dark Plaza.

I slowed and glanced from the alley to the street. The overpowering darkness created by the mushroom-like rooftops made every entry and exit look exactly the same. Which one is the way back? Aimlessly, I spun the hover in circles. Windoon’s Star was completely hidden. Panic crept in.

Pavlar moved up alongside me. “What in Josar’s name are you doing?”

“I don’t remember the way!”

“Pick one!” he urged.

With that encouragement, I recklessly rocketed into the alleyway in front of me. It narrowed too quickly. This isn’t right. A solid wall seemingly materialized in front of me; I slammed on the brakes and tried to spin the hover around.

The hover slid sideways into a pile of garbage. Pavlar, who must have heard my crash, was able to stop a few feet short of my hover. He managed to get turned around, but I couldn’t dig out of the garbage heap.

I frantically searched for doors nearby, but the alleyway was like a mine tunnel. The little bit of light that marked the entrance grew smaller.

Maybe we could hide here, I thought as I jumped out of my hopelessly buried hover.

Then the humming of another craft drawing near became audible. The lithe speeder stopped right behind us, effectively blocking any chance of an exit.

“Did you really think a couple slum rats could steal from the Militia?” Captain Salvak asked. His shining ring lit up much of the alley and illuminated a new addition to the scar collection on his face.

Pavlar disembarked from his hover. “Until we stepped in, the weakest Olan-Har weren’t getting their share,” Pavlar replied with authority.

He doesn’t care what you have to say, Pavlar. He’s just like all of the other bastards at the top. I inconspicuously touched the handle of my Edge.

“Survival of the fittest, kid.”

“They deserve it no less than you, Captain!” Pavlar yelled. A little bit of blasphemy from my strait-laced friend. I liked it. Good fight coming.

“My piss is purer than your tears!” Salvak smirked proudly. His torn cheek twitched as he looked at me. “Let’s see what you got, kid.”

I unsheathed my Edge and pulsed the cobalt blue Plasma once. Pavlar glanced at me disapprovingly.

The Captain’s thin, bushy eyebrows narrowed. “A Xenon Plasma Edge! How does a ratty bastard like you come across a weapon like that?”

I grinned with pride, but then remembered that really it was my father’s Edge, and I only had it because he was dead.

Pavlar interjected, “We don’t wanna fight, but we desperately need the food and medicine! The Iveleen themselves couldn’t stop us.”

“Your friend is itching for a fight.” Salvak sniffed hard, and a bit of blood trickled from his nostrils. He twirled his Edge in his left hand and rushed at me.

I caught a look of horror on Pavlar’s face. Brimming with confidence, I readied my Edge.

Salvak whirled the bottom of his Edge toward my head. I easily blocked it and swung back with my plasma activated. Scarlet lightning flashed with every clash of the magnetic fields and metal of the blades. Swing, clash, flash, again and again.

Then the Captain found another gear. He mercilessly swung his blade in a furious circle towards my shoulders. I blocked every blow, but I was flagging. Sweat slickened my arms. I stepped back until I could feel the cold brick wall right behind me. He grinned ruthlessly. Salt touched my lips.

Finally picked a fight you shouldn’t have, Darynn.

A foreign squealing noise suddenly filled the air, like the screaming of a metallic banshee. The Captain backed off to investigate and I used the chance to regain my breath.

Pavlar was charging the E-Pistol, his thumb mashed on the back button, the wheel spinning rapidly, generating the dreadful squeal. The Captain turned away from me and advanced on Pavlar.

This is my chance. I raised the plasma-sheathed blade high above my head with two hands and sliced down on his shoulder with all of my strength.

He dodged it with a single step to his left. I flailed wildly, slamming the tip of my blade into the stone ground. It cut deep into the stone, sending a shockwave through my shoulders.

While I was stunned, he countered by slashing the tip of his blade across my right thigh. My body jolted as the plasma ripped through my skin. I howled in pain as the muscle turned to ash. Blood streamed into the black road below like a waterfall into an abyss.

He glowered over me with a cruel smile. “Fool boy! Now, as for you!” He turned back towards Pavlar, who grimaced as he held down the button on the back of the E-Pistol’s wheel. It rapidly spun up, then with a crack, lightning zapped out of the gun in a crooked bolt.

Salvak’s Edge flashed bright orange as it soaked the shot into the plasma around his blade. Pavlar’s face melted into terror. He desperately fired a few more shots before the Captain charged at him. Just before the Captain reached him, the squealing of the gun intensified. My eardrums tried to vibrate out of my ears.

“Shut it off!” I yelled. I covered my head with my arms and curled on the ground, hoping to shield myself from the pain, but nothing worked. The ringing only hurt more and more, overpowering the painful screams from my thigh. I looked up to see what the hell he was doing.

Light bright as a star rushed from the cracks all over the gun. The wheel broke as it continued to spin frantically, hurling the terrible light in all directions.

Pavlar dropped the gun as he screeched in pain.

On impact, it exploded.

The explosion attacked my senses; light blinded my eyes, a rolling roar quaked my eardrums, the smell of burning flesh raced into my nostrils. Horrifying screams erupted from both Pavlar and Captain Salvak, overcoming the roar of the ongoing explosion. It was so bright that, even when I closed my eyes, the veins in my eyelids were visible. Waves of electricity rolled from my toes to my brain. For a moment, my heart stopped.

After several long seconds the light finally subsided, the incessant shocking finally ceased, and my heart continued to beat, but slowly.

Pavlar wasn’t moving.

I killed him.


	Plasma blades rely on the power of plasma to provide exceptional cutting power, resulting in what’s considered the superior weapon in the P.A. Plasma blade varieties include: Plasma Edges, Lances, Daggers, and others.

While designs vary, all Plasma blades have these characteristics:


		Reaction chamber built into the handle, beneath the blade

		Magnetic field generator above the reaction chamber

		Metal blade with vents to leak the plasma in a sheath around the blade



The density and color of the plasma are determined by the base element.

The plasma is activated by a button or switch usually located on the handle. On activation, the reaction chamber phase changes the element to plasma and passes it through the vents in the blade. The magnetic field, also activated by the button, holds the plasma in a shape generally matching that of the blade.

 

—From Shard Training Manual, Plasma blades


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

 

I scrambled to Pavlar’s body, ignoring the painful vice my whole body was trapped in. I first stumbled over Salvak’s body. His skin had fried to the armor, like egg residue on a frying pan. His body twitched like a dead cockroach. Even his ring had lost its luster. Iveleen, let Pavlar look better, I prayed. But I already knew it would be worse. Blood and tears mixed over my eyes.

His skin was pale, transparent, every vein in his face protruding from the skin of his cheeks. His skull bled through his pelt. His russet eyes showed no signs of life as blood dripped from their corners. His brown hair had turned black, singed as if roasted over an open fire. Electricity still traveled in waves from his feet to his head.

“Pavlar! Pavlar!” I shouted, shaking his body mercilessly. Some part of me was still searching for a shred of hope. “You have a lot more people to save.” Tears rolled down my cheek, dripping onto his lifeless body.

“Iveleen, why? This is Your fault! What do You want from me?” I stared at the lightless, remorseless sky. Any faith I had left in the gods was slipping through my fingers like fine sand.

But what else do you do when someone dies? I prayed. “Iveleen, please take my friend into your arms. He had as good a heart as any Virin-leen. Have mercy!”

I had done my best to ignore the slice in my leg but now it was becoming too much to bear. I hobbled to the hover and rummaged through one of the supply boxes. As I had hoped, I found yellow roots from a Malair bush and bandages. I squeezed the honey-like liquid from the roots and applied it to the wound. Within seconds I could already feel cool, soothing relief. I finished by wrapping it in the bandages.

There were other medicines and equipment in the box, but what was the point if it couldn’t help Pavlar? Never enough, or never what you need. I scoured through my memories of soldier training, back before my family’s fall, but the first aid training was limited.

Utter hopelessness expanded through the alleyway. What do I do? Who can help me? A shadow of uncertainty lingered on the horizon, feeding off of my fear. Pavlar would want me to deliver the shipment, but all I could think about was getting him out of there.

I tried to heave his body over my shoulder. It crackled with every movement, like bacon in a skillet. His arms and legs swung freely as if they weren’t connected. After only a few steps, I tumbled over, nearly falling on him. His terrified expression had not changed.

Maybe I could use the hovers? I attempted to start one—nothing. The shock had ruined them, too.

I hugged Pavlar’s body and pushed his eyes closed with two fingers on my right hand. I took his necklace—a small, worthless icon attached to a rope—and his cutlass. I sobbed uncontrollably while some part of me urged to get moving. When was the last time I cried? When Mother died?

Something shuffled in the distance—thieves. Let them come.

The faces of Pavlar’s family floated into my mind, like phantoms drifting through walls. His poor, sweet mother, his hard-working father, his kind, wise sister…

Suddenly, I knew what I had to do. I fumbled through the supply box again. What kind of herb did Pavlar say his sister needed? Maroon, star-shaped. Khalil tree leaves. I tossed medicines out of the box carelessly until I finally found a clear plastic package filled with the maroon leaves. If I could not save Pavlar, I would at least save his sister.

I looked over my shoulder one more time at Pavlar. I mouthed “Good-bye,” and then hobbled out of the alley. I limped to the center of the Dark Plaza and spun in a slow circle. I still didn’t know my way out and it was even darker now. I picked an alley at random and started towards it.

The thieves circled like hyenas.

“Boy, drop them weapons now, and anythin’ else ya got there,” said a gruff voice creeping up behind me. I didn’t respond and kept walking. “I’m not playin’, boy,” said the thief, pushing the barrel of a gun into my back.

Just shoot me! Do it! Instead, I mumbled, “Leave me alone.”

He nudged me even harder between my shoulder blades. “Last chance.”

Reluctantly, I dropped Pavlar’s cutlass, hoping it would satisfy him. I had taken just one step when he said, “I want that one.”

“Then have it!” I whirled around and plunged the plasma-activated Edge into his chest until it came out his back. His alien beady eyes changed from pitch black to white, his tubular mouth slumped, and his grass-green body slunk heavily to the ground. The other shadows shrunk back. I slid my bloody Edge out of his body and swung it wildly, flinging jade blood towards the shadows.

“Who’s next?” I yelled.

The shadows trembled but didn’t follow me as I wandered away. I felt almost disappointed.

“Sorry Pavlar,” I whispered as I looked over the dead alien. Not even an hour and I broke his rule.

I sighed and continued my directionless trek until somehow I found my way back to neutral Hargonla, where Pavlar’s family lived. I must have hobbled many miles, but I felt like Pavlar was still so close. Much to the surprise of his family, I barged into their house and plopped on their dilapidated couch.

Just me. No Pavlar. They knew that something happened to him. Their worried eyes begged me to tell them what it was.

I killed him. Then the world faded.

 

---

 

“Ouch!” Perspiration soaked through every pore, and I felt the sudden vulnerability of nakedness. A wrinkled face with half a pair of glasses was tending to the wound on my thigh. I jumped up from the bed but immediately crumpled to the ground—like my leg was disconnected from my brain.

“You’re safe, kid. You’re in the Solia house.”

I took a good look around—a second mismatched bed, a shabby dresser missing drawers and drawer handles, a wobbly table between the beds, and endless newspaper scraps on the walls. I was in Pavlar’s bed.

Imposter! A wave of sickness bubbled up from my stomach. If I’d had even an ounce of strength, I would’ve vaulted through the window.

Pavlar’s father, Makaro, walked into the room and stared at me with his large, deeply set eyes. He stroked the rough stubble covering his neck and opened his overly large lips to speak, but said nothing. I’d never known him to be at a loss for words.

With one hand I rubbed both of my eyes, then tried to answer the unspoken question. “We…we were…” I choked.

“You were on another damned raid. Where is he?” His body, shaped like a barrel of ale, trembled violently. He was trying to hold it together, but I could plainly see the hopelessness on his face.

“He’s dead, he’s dead!” a voice shrieked from behind my ears. I stared at Makaro stupidly for too long. I choked out a few grunts, and tears flooded my eyes.

“He…he didn’t make it,” I stammered.

“Didn’t make what?”

Please don’t make me spell it out for you. “The E-Pistol. It exploded in his hand. I’m sorry.”

Makaro erupted. “What was he shooting at? You and your damned schemes!” He grabbed the night table and effortlessly swung it across the room. It splintered against the wall. The doctor scurried out, and Pavlar’s mother, Lia, came in, followed by Pavlar’s sister, Fyra, who leaned heavily on the door frame.

“It was Pavlar’s idea…” Why did I say that?

“You…you bastard! You killed him! This is your fault!” Lia ran wailing from the room, nearly knocking down Fyra on the way out. Makaro lifted me up by the shoulders and shook me violently. The stitches from my thigh ruptured; blood spewed onto Makaro’s torn shirt and workman’s pants. But I barely felt it.

“F-father!” Fyra cried weakly. Her pale face glistened with tears.

Makaro regained control and dropped me on the bed. I covered the spewing wound with my hands and pressed hard. Makaro’s fists were still clenched tight, like he was holding a hatchet. Lia’s cries filled the silence.

Fyra left the room and quickly the doctor reappeared. “Are you trying to kill the boy, Makaro?” He rushed over and set to work on the wound again. With every poke and prod, a sharp pain raced through my nerves.

“I should kill him! It should’ve been you! I told him you were cursed. I told him. Not my boy. Not my boy—” And with that, the anger subsided, and tears suddenly flowed over his oversized nose, mouth, and broad chin.

He was right. It should’ve been me. Wooziness set in from the blood loss.

“The Iveleen cursed me. It’s Their fault, not mine!”

His eyes reflexively looked up to the ceiling, but quickly he turned back to me, and to anger. “You’re the fighter. If he was gonna shoot someone, it was because of you!”

“I had to fight the Captain!”

“A Captain!” He slammed a fist on the wall. “You’re trash! Fighting a Captain?”

My cheeks were hot with rage. “I almost beat him!”

“You killed Pavlar!”

It felt like a beehive dropped on my heart. Pavlar’s shrill scream played over and over again, piercing my heart with the tiniest needles with each playback. I covered my ears desperately, but the screams kept playing. I killed him. I killed him!

Fyra reemerged in the doorway, leaning heavily against one side, her hand tightly grasping the frame. Then I remembered.

“I saved your daughter. Doctor, check my pockets.”

The doctor found my pants crumpled on the floor and removed the maroon Khalil leaves from my pocket. He removed one from the package, rubbed it between his fingers, and sniffed.

“A potion made from these leaves will cure your daughter’s sickness,” he remarked matter-of-factly. Makaro was motion-less again.

“We saved her. That was why we went on the raids. To save her, to save everyone.” I looked at Fyra; she had always been slender, but the sickness had wasted her away.

The doctor walked to the doorway and helped Fyra back into the main room. I spotted my Plasma Edge on the floor and used it like a crutch to take the weight off my injured leg.

“He was my brother, Makaro. I’m sorry.”

He said nothing and looked through the wreckage of the night table. He picked up a small pouch and handed it to me. “Just get out. Don’t come back.”

I put the pouch in my pocket, got dressed, and painfully hobbled out of the room.

In the main room, Lia sobbed uncontrollably on the threadbare couch, her tears soaking her cornflower blue dress, Fyra’s head in her lap. She unconsciously stroked Fyra’s straight, platinum white hair. The doctor was working the Khalil leaves with a mortar and pestle.

“Where is my son, has anyone seen my son? Where has Pavlar gone?” Lia cried, over and over again. Her anguish is something that can never be forgotten, entirely indescribable; the words rang out in uneven tones, sometimes reaching unbearable pitches. It was like a torch held to my ears, the cinders leaping into my brain, searing every synapse.

I made my way to the front door and glanced over my shoulder. The doctor had finished grinding the medicine and was helping Fyra take it. Her small lips curled as she took the apparently vile potion, but the doctor forced it all down.

I hope it works. I reached my hand into my other pocket and left Pavlar’s necklace on a three-legged console table, then stepped outside. A few rays of sunlight snuck through the cloudy gloom into the lifeless streets of Hargonla.

Where do I go? The apartment seemed unbearable. Maybe drown my sorrows at a bar? No money. I heard rustling inside—Makaro’s eyes peered through the clear plastic window. Something compelled me to just start walking, and I found myself hobbling in the opposite direction of the apartment.

“Get off the streets,” Pavlar’s voice said in my head. Even dead, he was still taking care of me. But he was the person I went to for advice, and now I didn’t know where to go without him. I’ll take my chances on the streets.

I passed a starving family on the curb, a mother and two small children. Their emaciated bodies were laying on the sidewalk, looking up lifelessly at the sky. Pavlar would’ve helped them, but I have nothing. He was going to change the world someday, and he was only getting better at it. He had all of the ambition, the good intentions. Not me. Makaro’s voice echoed in my head. It should’ve been you!

The glare of Windoon’s Star reflected off a muddy puddle in the road. I looked directly into the star, challenging the god that it was named after, and all eleven others.

Nearby, I heard the chants of a wandering preacher, encouraging everyone to find hope in the Iveleen. They’ve taken everything I have, and They expect me to still have faith? I kicked the puddle and continued on.

Even in the middle of the day, the streets of Hargonla were lifeless. It muffled the cries of the penniless vagrants; it snatched children from their families; it hid the ruthless brigands in the shadows of its bosom. Families huddled between the crumbling walls and crawled under the sunken roofs, anything to hide from wind and rain, anything to hide from the fury of night’s fiends.

On the ground level sat boxes and crates and counters covered in old foods, rotting vegetables, and brown fruits. Some of the more skilled Olan-Har sold crafts or hand-woven clothing. There was one merchant I knew who sold handcrafted weapons nearby.

I reached the central intersection, where the main roads of Hargonla that run north to south and east to west meet. I stared listlessly in each direction but found none of them to be welcoming. Nowhere for a cursed bastard like me.

A young girl bumped into me from behind, knocking both of us off our feet. I winced as pain shot up my leg. I looked into the familiar face of the girl, about the age of nine, with hazel eyes, a pelt of unkempt blonde hair, and exceptionally large ears. She jumped back up to her feet and started to run again, but a large hand grabbed her from behind.

“Girl, that ain’t yours!” yelled the burly man, his oversized hand still gripping her shoulder. His shoulders were broad enough to fit the little girl’s waist twice, but he was so thin that he looked molded out of clay, smashed flat.

“I’m hungry,” replied the girl, with sad eyes and pouty lips.

“That’s one of the few good ones I got. You know what stealin’ gets ya, girl!”

“Both my pinkies are already gone!” cried the young girl, holding up one hand for him to see. As she said, she was indeed missing the pinky on each hand.

“Middle finger then, eh? You’ll learn!” He dragged her over to his counter despite her stiff-legged resistance. He pulled a rusty dagger from his belt and placed it on one of her middle fingers. She cried hysterically, but no one stopped to even look. The penalties for theft had been handed down for hundreds of years in the Hargonla slums.

That doesn’t make it right. If only there was enough for everyone. What’s the point in raiding shipments if little girls are going to grow up without most of their fingers? I could imagine Pavlar stepping between them, offering the man exactly what he needed in exchange for the apple. But what can I do?

Before the merchant could bring down the dagger upon the girl’s finger, I called out, much to my surprise. “Give her a break!”

I pulled myself back onto my feet, leaning heavily on my Plasma Edge.

His head swiveled toward me, an angry eye sizing me up. “D’you know how much I’d lose every day if I let little thieves like this go? My family needs to eat too.”

Pavlar’s spirit acted through me. “You have your apple. Let the girl go.” The words felt foreign coming out of my mouth; Pavlar was speaking for me. I stood, wobbly on my own two legs, angling the bright blue blade of my Edge towards the man.

“Ha! Can you use that fancy weapon, boy? And your leg! You limped the whole way up here. Is it worth it, for this wretch?”

I noticed he, too, was missing a pinky on his left hand. “You were once like her, but only lost one finger.”

He hesitated with his dagger. “My kids don’t steal. I learned my lesson. It’s about my kids, not me.”

I hobbled over to the man as he placed the edge of the dagger back on the girl’s dirty hand. With my off-hand, I grabbed the merchant’s wrist. “Let the girl go.”

He looked again into my eyes, saw my resolve, then his gaze wandered to my Edge. He threw my hand off of his wrist and turned, his dagger menacingly pointed towards me. In tough times, evil had grabbed our people. This is an Olan-Har: murder, theft, sin ran in his veins according to the teachings of the Iveleen. I backed away and prepared to fight.

It only took one swipe—I dodged painfully to one side and then swung at the dagger. My Edge went straight through it, like a hot blade through cheese. He stumbled backwards, looked at the remaining stub of his dagger, and retreated into the dilapidated building behind him.

“I’m not done with you yet!” I yelled. But before I could take a step, the little girl grasped my empty hand.

“Follow me!” She took a bite of the apple and tugged me into a back alley. I followed her through into a dark room of a dark building on an ever-darkening day.

“Wait here!” she said, leading me to a chair before scampering off to the front of the building. Handcrafted swords of various materials and shapes hung on the cinder block walls, each with the same craftsman’s insignia on the handle. Before he even walked into the room, I knew where I was.

Silently the man shuffled in, leaning on a swirling iron cane. The last time I had seen him he was a proud man, but now he looked old and broken, like so many who suffered from the embargo. He lit a torch inside, exposing the cut copper wires that dangled from the lights and walls.

“If she brought you here, that means you’ve managed to get yourself in trouble again. Eh?” He lifted a wispy gray eyebrow as he massaged his bony left hand with his gaunt right. The tone of his voice mirrored his body.

I tried to smile, but I think only half my mouth responded. “Your kid, Captain Madra?”

“It is,” he whispered. She ran back into the room, nearly tripping over a bevy of leaning swords. Madra’s face conveyed that he was going to tell her to be careful, but no words came out. Dozens of swords and spears and lances were lying around; he wasn’t selling. “The officers aren’t coming to buy anymore with the embargo. Damn P.A. Just jealous, you know, of our success and our pristine planet.” That was what the royals told us, anyway. He coughed. “Soon, these weapons will be all that is left of me.”

“They’re beautiful.” Another good man teetering on the edge of death. One of the most honorable in Hargonla, though the royals disagreed.

He coughed again. “Didn’t imagine going out like this. A Captain I was, a damn good one. Until that night. One dark night and whole life goes up in dust.”

I’d heard the story before. He was onto a killer in the Dark Plaza, but when he skewered that killer, it turned out to be an undercover Militia Captain. The Virin-leen stuck it in him up to the guard, showing him their boundless mercy by dropping his caste to Olan-Har.

Pavlar would have known what to do to save this man and his daughter. Me? Not so much.

It was hard for me to imagine him as my sparring partner, as he had been in the past, with his muscles shrunken and his skintight to his bones. He couldn’t have more than a few days left.

“Can’t believe it’s come to this. My child, stealing in the streets!” He finally showed a sign of life. “I didn’t teach my only child honor. I was so consumed by my own fall that I was lax in raising her.”

“You’re a good man, Captain Madra,” I said.

“Maybe, but I’ve been an awful father.” He settled down. “I feel as if I should reward you.” He easily slipped a ring off his knobby finger and placed it on the table. “You know what this is, don’t you?”

I looked over the silver ring, its emblem an eight-point star, called the Alerian Star. Each point was made of a sparkling, clear jewel, while the circular center was made of a jewel that reflected a different color on the slightest change of angle. The emblem was oversized, maybe the size of a small bullet.

“Yeah,” I replied. “I’m surprised they let you keep your Captain’s Ring.” The dead face of Captain Salvak flashed through my mind, and my leg started to hurt.

“Let me? Oh no. I hid it in the folds of her babe’s blanket. The Alerian Star is a symbol of glory, given to heroes as designed by the Iveleen.” My saliva turned bitter. What glory? He continued, “You’re the hero now. Saved my daughter, saved the Olan-Har. They whisper your name in the alleys. Take the ring. Let its glimmer in the darkness remind you of honor.”

I polished the ring on my shirt and placed it on my left middle finger, admiring the Captain’s Ring on my hand. “Thanks, Captain Madra.” I stood up and placed a hand on the weakened man’s shoulder, then looked at his daughter. “What about her?”

“My brother is going to take care of her.” Madra smiled and removed my hand. His fingers felt like cold talons on my skin.

“Darynn, times are tough, and the people need you. Even humble beginnings can lead to great triumphs.”

As soon as I walked out, I took a deep breath and the familiar, grungy stench hit my nose. Time to go home. At least for a bit. I crossed the main east-west road of Hargonla, then took the familiar route southeast along back streets and alleyways.


	Henceforth, all Vastirians will be divided into five living castes: the Virin-leen, the Elite, the Middle Caste, the Poor, and the Olan-Har. My Iveleen brethren occupy a caste above the Virin-leen, while Haskar and his Demons inhabit a caste beneath the Olan-Har.

The Virin-leen shall rule Vastire in Our Name. The Elite, under the direction of the Virin-leen, will uphold and advance civilization. The Middle shall not be restricted, but are expected to act as righteous citizens. The Poor shall perform limited tasks as befit their rank. Olan-Har will be confined to the slums, forced to live amongst their evil brethren, with only the worst of tasks to perform.

At the clergy’s behest, the wicked may fall from higher castes to lower and the virtuous may rise to higher castes, though never higher than Virin-leen and never lower than Olan-Har.

 

—From Pavlon’s Decree on the Caste System, 43 ARI


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

 

After a while, I reached the apartment building, which was only two or three good Minotaur punches from tumbling into a heap of rubble. I leaned on the wall to hold myself up, and its aquamarine paint flaked off in my hand. The cheap materials of the twisted staircase creaked and cracked under my weight. I forced myself through the thin door.

My body seemed to double in weight every minute I stood in that room. My leg roared in pain—too much walking. I sat down on a box that doubled as a chair and swung my foot up on the pedestal dining table. I popped a pain pill from the pouch Makaro had given me.

Pavlar’s standard-issue data pad that contained the Scriptures still sat on the table. Part of me yearned for the comfort in its digital pages, the words written directly by the goddess Cuiray. But mainly, I just wanted to smash it with my Edge.

My eyes always seemed to find their way to Pavlar’s bed. Every time it felt like a bullet tearing through my heart. What do I do now?

I thought about what Captain Madra said. They don’t need me—they need Pavlar. So what would he do? He would tell me I needed to rest up, and in the meantime probably work on a food drive or something. I closed my eyes and let my thoughts wander.

Captain Salvak’s tanned, scarred face slipped into my vision, and I panicked. They’re going to be looking for his killer. If anything could be traced to me…Pavlar’s body was still there. That’ll lead them here!

I scrambled to my footlocker, but it was basically empty. I switched my blood-soaked shirt out for a loose, forest green button-down. It didn’t used to be so loose. I didn’t have any other pants. I crawled up to the head of my bed and looked in a shoebox I kept there. There were only two things in it—a thumb-size hologram of my mother and father, and my mother’s Golden Spiral. The hologram pictured them just before I was born, happy and carefree at home.

I stared at my father’s face: short brown beard, strong cheekbones, deep-set, ocean green eyes, short, wavy brown hair. He looked so plain; no one would guess that he was basically a warrior spy that worked for the Shard, the intergalactic intelligence agency on Vastire—except for that Plasma Edge that hung at his side, and his muscular build. People always told me I looked a lot like him, but I never saw it as a round faced-kid with wavy hair below my ears. Not so round-faced anymore.

The Golden Spiral was the only thing I had left from my mother. She was plainly pretty, with black hair, blue eyes, and a warm smile. I seemed to have inherited nothing from her physically. I held the uncoiled spiral in my palm, then pushed it together into a sphere, and then uncoiled it again.

“The uncoiled spiral represents the chaos that existed before the descent of the Iveleen, whereas the sphere shows how the Iveleen used their divine power to organize us into a civilization,” echoed the local priest’s voice in my head.

I nearly crushed it in my hand. My mom encouraged me to always rely on Them, but that became so much harder after she died of a common illness in Hargonla. Neither she nor my father even had graves. I stuffed the Golden Spiral as deep into my pocket as I could, hoping it would bring good luck for once.

Next, I looked in Pavlar’s footlocker. Empty, aside from his broken Acid Pistol.

My stomach rumbled. We didn’t have a kitchen, but we did have a pantry next to the table. Most of the food packages were nothing but crumbs. A hollow smile slipped across my lips as I remembered Pavlar’s annoying habit of leaving empty containers in the pantry instead of throwing them away.

Another growl from my stomach chased away the smile. I found a nearly empty package of crackers, along with some assorted nuts. Not much of a meal, but enough to keep me going. Ironic that we were the ones who always stole the food, but never had any ourselves. Pavlar never let us keep more than a day’s worth, even though I did manage to sneak some extra every now and then.

I poured the nuts onto the table and laid out the crackers. I tried to make the meal last as long as possible and saved my favorite, the spicy Mulvorn nuts, for last. Okay, gotta go. I looked over my shoulder one more time as a depressing sense of finality came over me. The door clicked ominously behind me.

When I hit the ground, I turned my head left to right. Which way? Probably back to the docks. I could stow away on a ship, maybe to the southern countries, or maybe the wild land of Erodia to the east.

But when my head swiveled back deeper into Hargonla, I wondered if the medicine had worked for Fyra. The sun was starting to set, so it had been maybe twelve hours since she had taken a dose. The darkness spurred a new thought—where am I going to sleep? Not in the apartment, not at the Solias. Only one place left. Reluctantly, I headed west, toward the Hargonla Chapel. Just this one time, I would trade a lecture for a bed to sleep in.

I didn’t bother going through the front doors of the chapel—the beds were in a separate building in the back. Maybe just this once, Father Ckoost wouldn’t see me.

I slipped in through the transom window into the cold stone basement. Fresh citrus incense wafted from the main chamber above. Luckily the beds—really just mats of straw—weren’t taken yet. I dropped down on the bed furthest from the door and fell asleep quickly.

 

---

 

“Darynn Mark, you know the procedure for getting a bed!”

I reluctantly opened my eyes—daylight streamed in, so Father Ckoost had actually let me sleep through the night. “I had to turn someone away because of you!”

“Sorry, Father.”

“I distinctly remember telling you you couldn’t sleep here anymore. Didn’t you swindle your way into an apartment anyway?” I looked straight into his turquoise eyes, and he immediately sensed the pain. “What happened?”

“Pavlar’s…gone,” I choked.

“May the Iveleen take him up in their arms. I’m sorry my boy.” He placed a wrinkled hand softly on my shoulder. “You were raiding the shipment, weren’t you? Did you kill that Captain?”

“News travels fast. Technically, Pavlar did.”

“They came by today, saying they were looking for an Olan-Har boy, about sixteen. Don’t worry, I didn’t say anything, though I knew you were the only one who could be mixed up in something like that. I told you to trust that the Iveleen would provide.”

It wasn’t the first time we’d had this argument. “They should probably get on it then.”

“They will, in the right time.” He had so much patience—for Them, for me.

“Pavlar and I saved hundreds of your congregation. You should be thankful.”

He stroked his bald head. “Pride is reserved for the royal Virin-leen, who deserve to be prideful of their pure hearts and good works; for all others, it serves merely as a device for Haskar,” he said, paraphrasing the Scriptures.

The demon Haskar, the Iveleens’ nemesis, was far from being a concern right now. “Whatever.” I realized the pillow was wet when I lifted my head from the bed. Tears for Pavlar. I brushed past Father Ckoost.

He grabbed my arm and said, “If you’re going to sleep here tonight, follow the procedure. Otherwise, trust in the Iveleen. They’ll show you the way.”

Doubt it. I shook off his arm and exited the church without so much as a glance at the interior.

My leg still throbbed, but through the tatters of my pants I could see the wound was healing. I popped another pain pill and thought of Pavlar and Fyra again. Did the medicine work? Makaro said don’t come back, but I had to know.

It didn’t take long to reach the one-story fourplex, one of many identical units in a row. I sat down on the curb across from the unit and stared at the dirty white stucco as the smell of garbage wafted up from the sewers. Pavlar and Fyra’s bedroom was on the right, with a single, broken window covered by some shabby beige curtains. On the inside, the whole house was mismatched, as almost every furnishing was gathered by their father, the garbage collector. The family was almost as mismatched—the angry-at-the-world father, the submissive, optimistic mother, the extroverted son, and the introverted daughter. But they always took care of each other. Hargonla had broken so many families. Their neighbor’s father indentured himself to an Elite to keep the house, while everyone on the other side starved, despite Pavlar’s best efforts. And my family…

I shook my head wildly as if I could shake the thought out of my ears. Not going there. I stared at the house again and saw Pavlar’s specter leaning in the doorframe. He glared at me with a pale face and bleeding eyes, an uneasy smile on his face. He would want me to stay, to watch over them. I can’t. I stood and hobbled over to the bedroom window. I thought I’d be able to see through the curtains, but no luck. Lightly, I pushed one of them just out of the way; Fyra was resting peacefully on her side, facing the window, her bangs just covering her eyes. Her milky skin looked a little brighter than it had yesterday, so the medicine must be working.

I lingered longer than I meant to, but it was nice to see that maybe our last raid wasn’t completely a disaster.

Her eyes fluttered open.

I backed away from the window as quickly as I could and toppled onto the ground. I tried to get away, but Fyra already stood at the window.

Fully prepared for her to call me a creep and a pervert, I preemptively said, “I was just checking on you!” She looked at me dubiously. “I just wanted to make sure Pavlar’s sacrifice was for something.”

She pushed her bangs out of her sapphire eyes and then rested her bare, thin arms on the windowsill. “I-I-I don’t blame you, like my father does.” A single tear rolled down her cheek.

“I pushed him into it. He wanted to call it off, and I pushed him. I said I could beat the Captain. He trusted me. I was supposed to protect him!”

Another tear. “That’s the way he would’ve wanted it. Protecting you. Protecting me.”

Just then, I remembered Fyra’s incredible power. “Did you…did you see it?”

Then the tears started flowing in earnest, dripping heavily onto her sky-blue tunic. “I thought it was a fever dream.  But actually, I…I foresaw it weeks ago. It was gruesome.”

“Weeks ago? Why didn’t you tell us?” Then the tears started for me. “We would’ve called it off.”

“These visions, Darynn…I never know when they’ll occur.” She paused for a breath, or really it was like three mini-breaths struggling on top of each other. “It may have been this raid, or the last one, or the next one. Pavlar wouldn’t have stopped, especially with my illness.” She shifted uneasily.

I wanted to argue, but she was right. “Pavlar only went through with it for you.”

“I know. But maybe…I should’ve told you
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