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Sparker opened his eyes. The grey ceiling of his compartment greeted him nonchalantly. He closed his eyes and opened them again. For a few seconds, he couldn’t recollect where he was. Then, he recalled. He was back in his compartment in the Lightning Strike. 

The last forty-eight hours had been a whirlwind. Meeting the Emperor and talking to him had been like only scratching the surface of everything related to the unspoken empire, his assassination and the Kotdor species. Sparker was still processing the very fact that the Emperor, who was supposed to be dead, had been tracking their every movement. He couldn’t understand how that was possible. But, then again, this was the Emperor of the Commonwealth Empire. Although the Emperor was in hiding, apparently his powers and reach remained at full strength. 

Did the young boy who had taken up the Emperor role in the Commonwealth Empire know that the real Emperor was still alive? Was the young boy merely acting a role? Those were only a multitude of the questions Sparker wanted to ask the Emperor. However, there had been no time for that and the Emperor seemed to be not keen on entertaining such questions. Instead, the Emperor had offered a proposition. One that Sparker knew he couldn’t refuse. The Emperor would reveal the location of the Kotdor home world. But that was only the beginning. He also would assign someone to help them get onto the Kotdor home world to rescue Mirra’s children. Sparker’s mouth had hung open as he had listened to the Emperor’s offer. It sounded too good to be true. In return, the Emperor had requested a favor at the right place and time in the future. Unfortunately, the Emperor had never chosen to say what the favor would entail. And, Sparker dared not ask him about it. Therein lay the condition of the proposal. Surprisingly, Mirra had been emotionless when the offer had been made. Sparker had anticipated she would jump up and raise her fist. But none of that happened. He found her lack of reaction a bit disconcerting. Or, maybe Mirra had finally learnt to respect the Emperor and decided to remain silent. 

Since neither Mirra nor Katlin had raised any objections, Sparker accepted the Emperor’s offer. It was the only way they were going to find the Kotdor home world. Sparker could have refused the offer, but he didn’t trust the Emperor enough to know the consequences of such a move. The presence of the Legion Squad also was a reminder that Sparker didn’t want to engage with them. There was also the fact that they didn’t even know where to start looking for the Kotdor home world. It could take them years to track down the location of the Kotdor planet, by which time it would be too late. Sparker suspected Jebil and the enhanced cyborg army would keep a low profile for a while. Especially since their attack had been foiled on Typol. 

There was a buzz at the door and Katlin walked in. 

“It’s about time you used this compartment,” Katlin smirked. “You aren’t getting any younger to always stay at the front of the vessel.”

Sparker rolled his eyes, as he got off the bed. “How is Mirra?”

“As usual,” Katlin replied, as she took a seat. “If there is such a thing. I didn’t want to say anything earlier while we were in the Emperor’s vessel, but that offer ...”

Sparker interrupted her. “I know. I had no choice, but to accept it.”

“You couldn’t refuse the Emperor.”

“That doesn’t mean we wholeheartedly trust him.”

“I agree. But this is the fastest way to find Mirra’s children. It is obvious the Emperor is privy to lots of information. We might as well use him to get our mission done.”

Sparker shot her an amused look. “Our mission?”

Despite that, Sparker was more worried about Mirra’s silence. He suspected she could be trying not to be too hopeful. Sparker had to admit that was probably the right course of action. Their previous attempts at finding her children had ended with nothing. And, Mirra had not taken those failures well. It was best if she could keep herself under control until they could determine whether her children were really in the Kotdor home world or not. 

“What do you think the Emperor will do now?” Katlin asked. 

Sparker shrugged. “Stay off the grid. I believe he has no interest yet in revealing himself to the Commonwealth Empire.”

He didn’t agree with the Emperor’s course of action. The Emperor couldn’t remain in hiding forever. He had to reveal that he was alive to the citizens. It would bring stability to a lot of uncertainty prevailing across the Commonwealth Empire. While it would also cause the unspoken empire to target him again, that was the risk the Emperor needed to take. Reports coming from the Commnet highlighted different planets reacting to the uncertainty. The citizens were getting restless. Some of that restlessness could boil over to more dangerous situations. It also didn’t help that the new young Emperor had so far been kept away from the public.

“I have been researching our next destination, Atrie,” Katlin announced. “I didn’t realize it was a terraformed planet.”

Sparker’s face darkened the moment she mentioned Atrie. 

Katlin must have seen his facial expression. “What’s wrong with you?”
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Atrie was a planet Sparker had hoped he would never have to visit again during his lifetime. But all that had changed the moment the Emperor had uttered the planet’s name as their next stop in their search for Mirra’s children. Of all the planets in the Commonwealth Empire, why did it have to be Atrie?

Sparker recovered quickly. “Nothing.”

“Come on, I know you are hiding something,” Katlin commented. “I thought we had all passed that stage. No more secrets, right?”

It was ironic Katlin was the one talking about secrets when she, herself, hadn’t told Mirra about her need to take the medication.

Sparker winced. “I know.”

“So, what does Atrie mean to you?” 

“That’s where I caused the accident, lost my wingman and ended up killing the Governor.”

Katlin whistled. “I didn’t expect that was where we were heading to.”

Neither had he. Sparker thought. Running away from the past was a myth. The past always found a way back into the present. And, it came at the most unlikely of times. 

“Does Mirra know?” Katlin inquired. 

Sparker shook her head. “I had preferred not to talk about it.”

Katlin smiled. “I am glad you told me though. And, you should tell Mirra. We are all in this together.”

Sparker nodded, reluctantly. 

Katlin stood up. “I am going to take a dose of my medication.” 

Once she had left, Sparker turned back to stare out the viewport. If someone had told him, he would need to return to the place that had changed the trajectory of his life and caused the most amount of pain, he would have scoffed at them. During the last many years, he had done his best to stay away from Atrie and anything associated with it. But now he found himself forced to return.

There was a buzz. It was a comms from Mirra. 

“Sparker, we are on the interplanetary lane to Atrie,” Mirra remarked. 

“Okay,” Sparker replied. “What’s our ETA?”

“About an hour,” Mirra said. 

Despite his concerns for Mirra, she sounded fine. At least, over the comms. 

“Do you want me to take over for you?” Sparker asked. 

“Sparker, I thought you weren’t going to pilot this vessel anymore.”

“I was just ... in case ... you wanted some rest,” Sparker stammered. 

Initially, when the Legion Squad had retrieved the Lightning Strike from the spaceport, Sparker had wondered if Mirra would be upset. She didn’t like other people flying her vessel. Technically, it wasn’t her vessel to begin with. She had stolen it. But he doubted Mirra saw it from that perspective. However, when the Emperor’s corvette had landed in an empty valley on the other side of the planet, they had found the Lightning Strike waiting for them. The Legion Squad had been able to get into their vessel and pilot it over right under the sensors of everyone, including the unspoken empire. 

“I am good here,” Mirra countered. “I think you have another pressing matter to handle first.”

“Which is?”

“Have you forgotten already? I think you are getting old.”

Sparker scowled. “I haven’t forgotten about Adora.”

The truth was he hadn’t forgotten about his sister. Adora had been trying to contact him ever since his brother Reuben had been set free by the Commonwealth Empire. The news of his release had been all over the Commnet. Sparker had been glad his brother and his family name had been vindicated. But the citizens weren’t so forgiving. Reports had emerged from different corners of the Commonwealth Empire about the aristocrats and their hold on power. Sparker had watched a few of those reports in disgust. The arrest and then release of Reuben appeared to be a sour point for many citizens. Sparker understood their frustrations against the aristocratic families. He had encountered many people in Cyriat, who had openly bad-mouthed the aristocratic families and their grip on power. Reuben’s freedom would have fed those who believed the aristocratic families were above the law.

His avoidance of Adora had to do with one thing. He knew his sister would bring Reuben along into the conversation. Somehow Sparker felt he wasn’t ready to talk to Reuben. Proving his brother’s innocence from a distance had been easy. He didn’t have to engage with Reuben. But now having to talk with him, even across a display, seemed challenging.

“You cannot postpone it any longer,” Mirra commented. “Family is always complicated. But we don’t get to choose the family we are born into, right?”

Sparker was getting annoyed with her nagging. “I get it. I will make the call now.”

With that, he closed the comms. He stared at his sister’s device. There had been two messages since they had boarded the Lightning Strike. He had read both messages. Reuben was apparently back home. Sparker knew he couldn’t postpone the inevitable. It was time to call his sister. He hooked up Adora’s device to his console and pressed on it.
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The few seconds felt like minutes as Sparker looked at the device. His stomach felt like it had knots. His heart was pounding. It was the first time he had been so nervous of talking to someone over a display. 

Then, Adora’s face appeared on the screen of his console. “It is about time you answered my messages, brother.”

She wasn’t pleased. But he didn’t care. He had already gotten their brother free. What more could she ask for?

“I was busy,” Sparker lied. 

“How convenient of you?” Adora retorted. 

She wasn’t shy about showing how upset she had been waiting for his reply. His sister was acting like a typical member of an aristocratic family. They always felt people should be prioritizing them above all else.

“Anyway, I don’t want to have an argument with you,” Adora said. “It is a good day for the Thimus family now that Reuben has been set free from his false arrest and our family name has been cleared of the Emperor’s assassination. I don’t know what you did, but it worked.”

Sparker smiled. “I am glad that he was released so quickly.”

Adora narrowed her eyes. “For someone who chose to hide away from everyone, you seem to have made new friends in high places.”

Sparker knew what she was hinting at, but he wasn’t going to reveal anything to his sister about the Emperor being alive. The Emperor had sworn all of them to keep his secret and he had obeyed it. With Captain Georges, the Kotdor aliens and the unspoken empire still at large, the stakes were too high. 

“I have a surprise for you,” Adora smiled. 

Before Sparker could say another word, Adora left the screen and his brother Reuben was in front of him. Sparker was taken back by Reuben’s demeanor. He seemed to have lost weight and his face was drawn out and skinny. Apparently, his time in custody had been a hard one. 

“Sparker,” Reuben said. “If not for Adora, I don’t think I would have recognized you. That face implant must have been costly.”

Sparker suppressed a sigh. His brother hadn’t changed one bit even during his short stint in prison. He was always to the point and it somehow ended up being about business and money. 

“Yes it was,” Sparker agreed. 

He sensed Reuben being nudged by someone off screen. It had to be Adora. This was already an awkward conversation. Why did his sister have to push it further? Wasn’t it enough that they had, at least, shared a few words?

“It is good to see you,” Sparker lied. 

He was trying his best to have a conversation with his older brother. Neither of them had been good at it. 

“Have you located Captain Georges?” Reuben asked. 

Sparker was taken aback by the question. 

“Adora updated me on everything that had happened since the Commonwealth authorities arrested me,” Reuben added. 

Sparker nodded and pretended to care. “No one knows where he is. Do you have any idea where he might seek refuge?”

“Why do you think he would seek refuge?” Reuben asked. 

“Because the failed attack in Typol and your release would have put the spotlight on him,” Sparker mused. 

Reuben touched his chin. “I see where you are going with this. In that case, I don’t think I know where he could have gone. Georges and I had a falling out a long time ago. It was over the unspoken empire and its new direction. Since then Georges cut me out of many things. It was unfortunate.”

For the first time, Sparker felt the pain behind his older brother’s words. It seemed Reuben still had a soft spot for Georges. After all these years and his betrayal. And, yet Reuben couldn’t show the same concern for his own younger brother. It was never easy to fix the past. Would he and Reuben ever be able to talk like siblings again? Sparker didn’t know. But he pushed aside that thought. 

“You and Adora should remain on alert,” Sparker warned. “Georges and the unspoken empire aren’t finished. I think they haven’t even begun.”

Reuben narrowed his eyes. “What are you insinuating?”

“The live broadcast by the Kotdor aliens was only the start,” Sparker said. 

“What happens to you now?” Reuben inquired. 

Sparker hadn’t expected his older brother to ask that question. “I have to first finish a job for a friend.”

Reuben disappeared from the screen and Sparker found himself facing Adora. “There is no need to do that job anymore. Mirra can solve it herself.”

“I made a promise to her and I intend to keep it,” Sparker countered. 

Adora should have known better than to get involved in his business. 

“After so many years the Thimus family is back together,” Adora insisted. “It is time you come back home. You don’t need these jobs to survive. We have more money than you will ever need.”

I rejected that money a long time ago. Sparker thought. Did his sister think he was stupid? If he hadn’t needed the money then, why would he need it now?

Sparker thought he heard a sound behind him, but kept his eyes glued to the screen. 

“I will consider your invitation once I finish this job,” Sparker said, calmly. 

“Are you again choosing outsiders over your own family?” Adora asked. 

Sparker raised his voice. “I am not choosing anything. I intend to keep my word.”

He was getting frustrated with his older sister. He wasn’t their younger sibling anymore. She didn’t have any control over him. What was she trying to do?

“Mirra isn’t your family,” Adora scowled. 

“And, neither were you for fifteen years!” Sparker growled. 

He heard a gasp near the door to his compartment. 

“Have it your way, Sparker,” Adora commented. “If you die out there for the sake of others, don’t expect us to be at your burial.”

With that, the comms ended. Sparker exhaled a sigh of relief. He looked down at his hands. They were curled into balls. He had been trying his best to tolerate his older sister. He had been glad she had ended the comms. He didn’t know how much longer he could have taken her controlling nature. Her last words had cut him like a knife. But he had expected the worst. That was the nature of his complicated family and their value of things and people. It was always about putting the Thimus family first. Above all else. Sparker sighed. Nothing had changed after all these years. 

“I know you are there, Mirra,” Sparker announced, without turning around. “You can come in and shut the door.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FOUR


[image: ]


The compartment door shut, he heard a few footsteps and a chair sliding backward.  

“I am sorry, but I didn’t mean to listen in like that,” Mirra apologized. 

Sparker swirled around and waved his hand. “It is okay. The way my sister and I were going at it, I would have expected both you and Katlin to come rushing into my compartment.”

“I don’t want to come in between you and your family,” Mirra said. 

“You haven’t.”

“I think I already have. Your sister is right. This is your chance to reunite permanently with your family.”

“After we find your children. First things first.”

Mirra frowned. “You have done so much more than I expected. Your job, as you called it, is over.”

Sparker raised his eyebrows. “What are you talking about? I thought finding your children was everything?”

Mirra paused for a long moment. “Yes it is. But I don’t know what to expect when we reach Kotdor. Will it be another dead-end? I know I am thinking too much ahead, but I need to be ready.”

“Ready?”

“To find that my children have become enhanced cyborgs or worse,” Mirra said in a shaky voice. 

Sparker knew the fear inside of Mirra had taken control of her. “Your children are still alive.”

Mirra raised her voice. “How can you be so sure? Tell me!”

Sparker tried to calm her down. “I don’t know, but I believe they haven’t done anything to your children.”

Mirra buried her head in her hands and started sobbing. Sparker walked up to Mirra and embraced her. She fell into his arms and kept crying. Mirra had been holding her anxieties all this time. And, she just let it go and continued to sob uncontrollably. Sparker felt for the woman. No matter what strong front she put up, she had endured so much in her pursuit of her family. To Mirra, family was of paramount importance. When Jebil had become part of the unspoken empire, it had been only the first straw. 

As Sparker and Mirra separated, he looked her in the eyes. “This isn’t your fault.”

“It has to be someone’s fault. And, the only person left is me. None of this would have happened if I hadn’t left them in the Outer Terra.”

“You made a choice then with the best intentions of your family in mind. Had you known things would turn out like this, I am certain you would have never left them behind.”

Mirra rubbed her eyes and stared at him intensely.

“I made a choice for my own selfish reasons. Not for my family. And, I have made peace with that. But now I have a chance to help you and your family and no one is going to stop me from doing that.”

Mirra wiped away her last tears. “But you could die trying to help me find my children?”

“Yes I could. But it is worth it. Going back to my family and the Thimus name isn’t my future. I know that. It doesn’t mean I won’t stop contacting or even visiting them. I will. But that’s it for me. Let me help you get your children back.”

“Sparker, I don’t know anyone else who would do what you are trying to do for me.”

“I agree,” a voice said from near the door. 

“Katlin, how long have you been there?” Sparker leaned over Mirra’s shoulder. 

“Long enough,” Katlin smiled. “How do you expect me to rest while the two of you are shouting at each other?”

Sparker turned back to Mirra. “Are you okay?”

Mirra nodded. “I will try my best to be.”

“That’s all I need to know,” Sparker smiled. 

Katlin stepped inside. “You need to tell her about Atrie.”

Mirra threw him a curious glance.

Sparker shrugged. “I guess this is as good a time as any.”

He then shared with Mirra what the planet Atrie meant to him. Mirra listened quietly. After he had finished sharing, she hugged him. That had not been the reaction he had been expecting from her. Sparker felt awkward, but didn’t move.

Katlin gave him the thumbs up and left the compartment. Sparker rolled his eyes.
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“ETA is ten minutes,” Mirra announced.

Sparker ensured he was buckled up in the co-pilot’s seat. Then, the first hint of Atrie came into his view. The bluish planet held a lot of unpleasant memories for him. And, it all had to do with one man: the Governor of Atrie. The Governor was a vocal leader of the planet. Sparker had to admit he had been a passionate man in those days. Many citizens in the Commonwealth Empire had never witnessed such a passionate leader. Wherever he travelled, he ended up drawing in all the attention. Sparker felt the Governor did it on purpose. It was part of the Governor’s grand design to seek political office. A lot of rumors had floated around in those days. For all his outspokenness, he never directly criticized the Commonwealth Empire authorities. Instead, his attacks were against the circumstances of society, which resonated strongly with the citizens. The Governor of Atrie felt that more could be done for his planet and the citizens across the empire. He wasn’t wrong in his desires. But he failed to understand that the Commonwealth Empire was vast with a multitude of planets, all of which were vying for guidance from the authorities. And, that is where Sparker and his squadron came in. The Governor of Atrie had made more than a few enemies. His request for protection ended up falling into the hands of Sparker and his squadron. At the beginning, Sparker had been disappointed that he would need to protect the vocal Governor. His squadron were fighters. Not a security squad. But the request had come from the Commonwealth Empire authorities. And, he had to accept it. Sparker had been told that they were there to augment the existing security detail. But once his squadron had arrived on Atrie, they had found that the Governor’s security detail consisted of two men who followed him around everywhere he went. While both men were heavily armed and professionals, Sparker had been left speechless at the inadequate security protecting the most vocal leader in the Commonwealth Empire. Initially, the security assignment had been routine and boring. Sparker had felt it and so had his squadron. But that had been a serious mistake that he, as the squadron leader, should have tackled promptly. But he failed to do so. Eventually, it had led to a complacency that resulted in deaths.

“As I told you, I read that Atrie is a terraformed planet,” Katlin said.

Sparker nodded. “It was one of the first to be terraformed in the Commonwealth Empire. A legacy command from one of the previous Emperors.”

“I didn’t find out why Atrie was selected,” Katlin mused. “Do you know?”

Sparker shrugged. “I also don’t recall anyone telling me about it.”

Mirra turned to him. “How familiar are you with this planet?”

“Too familiar,” Sparker sighed.

Katlin smacked him in the back. “Let the past be gone. You are coming here after so many years. I doubt anyone will remember who you are, especially with your face implant.”

Katlin failed to understand one thing. Although his face implant hid him visually, his authorization codes would easily identify who he was. Sparker Thimus. The Squadron Leader who had failed in his mission to protect the Governor of Atrie. Sparker wasn’t looking forward to their arrival on Atrie. When the Emperor had mentioned the planet, Sparker had felt as if a knife had been dug deep into his heart. 

“I read the terraforming done on Atrie was so successful that the Commonwealth Empire expanded it to other uninhabitable planets,” Katlin commented.

The medical officer had been free to research the Commnet on all things about Atrie. She didn’t need to share everything she had discovered. Sparker knew most of it. Once they reached orbit, Sparker felt an uneasiness crawl over his body. He didn’t like it. It was the first time coming back to the planet where he had fallen from grace. Could he handle himself down on the planet’s surface? He would need to stay calm. For Mirra’s sake. This wasn’t about him and his past. Sparker had never come to terms with what had happened that had cost the Governor’s life. Staying away from Atrie had been the best thing for him. But that was no longer going to be possible.

An automated voice spoke through the comms. “Unidentified vessel, please send your authorization codes.”

“It’s time,” Mirra announced.

Sparker entered his authorization codes and clicked on the console. The Emperor had indicated that his authorization codes would be uploaded into Atrie’s systems so that he could meet with the designated individual. 

“Approved,” the automated voice said. “Welcome Sparker Thimus to Atrie.”

Katlin exhaled a sigh of relief. “That was nerve-racking.”

Sparker was wary. People down there on Atrie would know he was coming. He just didn’t know if they would remember him or not.

“I got the position where we need to go,” Mirra indicated. “Breaking orbit now.”

The Lightning Strike began to glide down through the atmosphere.

“Are those forests?” Katlin asked.

“The advantages of terraforming are that, to a certain extent, you can decide where everything goes and make the planet into whatever you like,” Sparker commented.

The green circles of forests became larger on the view screen as they approached the surface. Then, the first structures of Solas, the capital city of Atrie, came into view. Sparker realized not much had changed of Solas. He found that odd, considering the massive changes some planets had undergone during his absence. Then again, Atrie wasn’t a known planet in the Commonwealth Empire. The planet’s only reason for fame was during the death of its Governor and the vilification that had followed the event. He assumed no one had cared much for the planet after that event so many years ago. The Lightning Strike approached an enclosed docking platform. Mirra navigated
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