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Chapter One
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An Unlikely Stowaway
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In the quiet expanse of space, the Starfinder drifted through the Vaper Nine Sector of the Andromeda Galaxy. The rugged vessel was home to Captain Krynn and his crew. It was their safe place among the stars. A well armored, yet light-weight frigate that was top of the line of its day, yet in its age it was held together with electrical tape and prayers. 

The ship hummed softly, the only sound in the otherwise silent void. The crew went about their mundane tasks, each one aware of the importance of keeping the Starfinder in top condition. Scarab was in the engine room, fine-tuning the ship's propulsion system, while Tegu monitored their course, ensuring they stayed on the correct trajectory. Kaine and Morpho were unclogging the waste pipes. Cal directed them, making sure no step was missed.

On the bridge sat Krynn, His silver eyes scanned the navigation console. The monotonous task of recalibrating the ship's sensors occupied his attention. It was a tedious job that required patience and precision. As he worked, his thoughts began to drift, thinking about finding their next mission. The endless expanse of space that lay before them offered little in terms of employment. Despite the unusual lack of busyness, Krynn found a small sense of ease from the usual danger.

The bridge was compact, a space built for efficiency rather than comfort. A few chairs, bolted securely to the metal floor, stood in rigid formation, their surfaces worn from years of use. Panels lined the walls, their displays flickering in erratic pulses, the glow casting uneven shadows against the dim interior.

Half the bridge opened into a wall of windows, stretching from floor to ceiling—a vast expanse of reinforced glass that exposed the void beyond. Stars blinked in scattered patterns, distant and indifferent, their light barely enough to cut through the heavy darkness pressing against the ship. 

Krynn leaned back in his chair, the routine maintenance cycles ran smoothly, their predictable rhythm a stark contrast to the chaos of the demanding, high-stress jobs they had been used to, and yet, they were barely managing to scrape by.

The silence felt foreign, almost unsettling, as if the universe itself had momentarily held its breath, but for now, he simply existed. No alarms blaring, no high-stakes decisions demanding his immediate attention. 

That was until a soft beep cut through the silence. His brow furrowed as he leaned forward, scanning the console. The alarm was not loud, but it was persistent, indicating that something—or someone— suddenly appeared in the docking bay.

Krynn heard Scarab’s brisk voice crackle through the comms. “Captain—I just got an alert about an unidentified object in the docking bay. No one’s scheduled to be down there.”

He let out a weary sigh. Activating the ship’s internal communications, “It’s probably just Sam alphabetizing the drones again-” 

“I have Sam on galley repairs right now.” Scarab’s voice sliced through the air.

His brow knit together, a deep crease forming between his eyes as uncertainty took hold. “Are you sure?”

Scarab’s tone was firm, but unwavering. “I just came from the galley—I saw her myself.”

Krynn pressed his lips into a firm line. “I’ll go check it out, keep me updated on any changes.”

With a frustrated shove, Krynn pushed himself up from his chair, the fleeting calm of the day slipping away. As he strode down the corridor, his posture remained firm—shoulders squared, chin lifted just slightly, as though bracing himself for whatever lay ahead.

The docking bay was designed just large enough to accommodate a small pod, without excess space to spare. The walls, reinforced with dark metal plating, bore the faint scuffs of past landings and hurried departures. Overhead, dim lighting flickered intermittently, casting uneven patches of illumination across the bay floor.

A few offshoots branched off from the main space, narrow storage alcoves meant for surplus supplies. Once, they had been filled to capacity—lined with stacked crates, fuel canisters, and spare parts. Now, they sat largely empty.

As he reached the docking bay, his fingers hesitated over the console for the briefest moment before entering the code. The panel blinked in response, a soft confirmation tone chiming before the reinforced hatch unsealed with a low, drawn-out hiss. Pressurized air escaped in a controlled rush, the sound cutting through the quiet like a warning.

The heavy door slid open, revealing the dimly lit expanse beyond. Shadows stretched long across the floor, distorted by the uneven flicker of overhead lighting. The docking bay, usually barren except for the scattered crates, held something different tonight.

A cold weight settled in his chest, pressing tight against his lungs as his breath hitched. Something stood near the far wall, barely outlined by the failing lights, motionless yet unmistakable.

A human. Or at least, that’s what he thought it was.

He had never seen one in person—only vague descriptions from scattered records and unreliable secondhand accounts. Their features varied wildly, but some aspects remained consistent: two arms, two legs, skin in an array of muted shades. And one undeniable truth—they were among the most dangerous creatures in the galaxy.

Krynn stood rigid, his pulse quickening as he observed the intruder. This one looked rough—someone dressed it in a tattered shirt and pants, with scuffed and fraying boots. Its skin was unnervingly pale, speckled with brown. Its sickly appearance was only amplified by the way its wide green eyes darted anxiously around the room, but he had never heard of a human with hair so vividly orange. 

Once it noticed him, it began to move, slowly approaching as it made strange, chirping sounds. Maintaining a grip on his pistol, Krynn watched its every move, ready to defend himself at the slightest provocation. The tales of their unprovoked vicious attacks rang in his mind, and he could not afford to take any chances. The dim lighting of the docking bay cast long shadows, amplifying the tension in the air. He moved carefully "Come on," he muttered under his breath, inching towards the open storage bay. It was currently empty, open, and the door had a clear window in the center. While nice, it was also Krynn's only option at the moment. Keeping his movements steady as he led the human toward the entrance. Every step was deliberate, every action designed to lead it closer to him as he walked backwards into the room.

With every step it took closer, Krynn's muscles tensed, expecting an attack. His stance remained steady, eyes never leaving it, anticipating a sudden lunge or aggressive movement. His finger hovered near the trigger, ready to react. Yet, the human's demeanor remained oddly docile. It slowly followed him, arms raised and chirping quietly. To an outsider looking in, it would have been impossible to tell who was leading who. Its wide, green eyes locked onto his, and for a brief moment, he saw something unexpected—fear.

Inhaling deeply, Krynn continued to coax it forward. "Just a little further," he said, trying to keep his voice calm. It followed his movements, mimicking his steps with an eerie accuracy. Krynn's mind raced, battling the conflicting emotions of fear and intrigue. This human was unlike any he had heard about; there was an almost gentleness in its movements, finally, they reached the storage bay. In an instant Krynn quickly jumped out of the room, shoving the human into the wall and shutting the heavy metal door. Krynn sighed, catching himself as he watched the human through the doors only window, a small clear panel.

The human laid curled up on the floor. It’s movements slow as it struggles to get back up. Krynn felt a twinge of guilt in that moment for the thing. It must have hit the wall harder than he realized. He looked away, gathering himself and shaking off the feeling. “No-” He told himself. Knowing one wrong move could have cost him everything.

Watching it through the panel, he could not help but think the tales of their savagery seemed almost laughable in the face of its current behavior. It was not a mindless beast—it was something else, or at least something stupid. As he turned to leave, Krynn could not help but feel a growing sense of intrigue. Whatever this thing was, it got on board without anyone noticing.
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Krynn stepped out of the storage bay, the cool metal of the ship’s corridors grounding him as he forced himself to focus. His mind was still tangled in the encounter, replaying every detail—the way the creature had moved, the uncertainty in its gaze, the sheer impossibility of its presence aboard his ship. His strides were purposeful, though his thoughts were anything but. As he made his way to the common area, he struggled to shake the lingering disbelief, the nagging questions that had taken root.

As he walked in, a large portion of the crew had been talking or sitting down when Krynn entered. They all stopped and turned to face him, their expressions ranging from wide-eyed confusion to furrowed brows. Scarab spoke first, her large bug-like eyes squinting in intrigue. "Captain, what happened?”

Krynn exhaled slowly, collecting his thoughts before speaking. "I believe it's a human," he admitted. The words felt foreign leaving his mouth, but there was no denying the truth. "It doesn’t appear to be a threat—at least not right now, but I need to know how it got here."

The crew exchanged uneasy glances. Some instinctively recoiled as if the mere mention of the creature was enough to set them on edge, while others shot fearful glances toward the door, as if expecting the human to burst through at any moment.

Scarab leaned in closer, her voice dropping slightly. "Are you sure?" she asked. Krynn nodded, she looked like he grew a second head.  "Do we keep it on board?- do we find somewhere to sell it?"

Krynn scanned the room, meeting the eyes of each crew member. His usual composed demeanor wavered slightly—this was not a situation he had ever prepared for. The uncertainty clawed at him, but one thing was clear.

"For now, we keep it secured," he said, his tone firm despite his own hesitation. "...but we need to remain cautious. Until we have a plan, we can’t take any risks."

The air in the common area was thick with tension as the crew gathered for an impromptu meeting. The mystery of how the human had ended up in their cargo hold weighed heavily on everyone's minds.

“We have to find out how it got here.” Tegu said, his slit-pupiled eyes narrowing with cautious scrutiny. He rested against the wall, his black scales catching the glow of the ship’s lights, their sheen stark against the bright yellow stretching across his chest.

“There could be a security breach—possibly worse,” Cal said, his voice rough with age and wear. “We can’t afford another unknown entity appearing out of nowhere,” A flicker of tension ran through his frame—subtle but unmistakable. “It could compromise the entire ship.” Cal was a towering presence, broad-shouldered and formidable, the evidence of past battles etched across his body. One of his tall ears had been torn clean off long ago, leaving behind jagged edges, while deep scars mapped across his face. His right eye, clouded with cataracts, barely reflected the dim light, giving him a perpetually unreadable expression. His fur, now streaked with gray, had lost the luster of youth but carried the weight of experience. There was something undeniably feline in his movements—the quiet precision, the way he held himself, always ready. 

Krynn’s nod was barely perceptible, a slight dip of his head, just enough to acknowledge but not encourage further conversation. "Agreed. We need answers, before we jump to conclusions.”

The crew scattered, some setting off with purpose, others with worried demeanors. Some reinforced security measures, ensuring that no unexpected breaches occurred while others scoured the ship for any signs of how the human had gotten aboard. Every corridor, every airlock, every system was scrutinized—nothing could be left to chance.

Meanwhile, Zenith and Krynn made their way back to the storage bay, a tray of food and water balanced carefully in Krynn’s hands. Zenith, the ship’s medic, had eagerly volunteered to accompany Krynn—driven by curiosity to see the 'human' with his own eyes. Tall and slender, his silhouette was framed by thick, tentacle-like strands that cascaded from his head down his shoulders, shifting subtly with his movements. Pale, almost translucent skin revealed a scatter of splotchy markings that trailed along his limbs like constellations. His black eyes were large and unreadable, each centered by an eerie, pinpoint-white pupil. He wore a heavy white coat, the crisp fabric a stark contrast against the delicate appearance of his form.

The human sat curled into the corner of the storage bay, limbs drawn close as if trying to disappear into the shadows. The faint hum of the ship vibrated through the metal walls, but the space itself was eerily silent—vast, empty, and cold.

Dim overhead lighting flickered intermittently, casting uneven patches of glow across the bay’s reinforced metal flooring. A few scattered crates sat along the walls, their edges worn from past use, stacked in haphazard piles that did little to fill the emptiness. Something about the situation did not sit right with him, an instinctive wrongness gnawing at the edge of his thoughts. 

"We need to approach this carefully," Zenith said softly. 

The human’s wide, uncertain eyes locked onto Krynn’s, a flicker of recognition sparking across their expression—brief, but undeniable.

Careful not to make any sudden movements, Krynn lowered himself to one knee, placing the tray onto the cold metal floor. The scent of stale rations clung to the air, faint but unpleasant, mixing with the stagnant atmosphere of the storage bay. On the plate sat a dry, dense slab of protein-rich sustenance—a bread-like substance, rough in texture and brittle at the edges, its surface cracking slightly under the weight of time. It was far from appetizing, but it was food.

He eased back slowly, his posture deliberately open, cautious yet calculated in its lack of threat. Lifting a hand, he gestured toward the plate, then pointed to his mouth—a universal sign of intent.

“Eat,” he said, his voice steady, low.

The human hesitated, its movements slow and cautious as it crawled toward the tray. Krynn watched closely, but beneath the steady exterior, unease simmered. Its fingers trembled slightly as it reached for a piece, as though the food might vanish beneath its grasp. It lifted the ration carefully, bringing it to its lips with tentative caution. The first bite was small, almost hesitant, chewing slowly. As it ate, its eyes flickered upward, darting toward Krynn, then away, then back again. The glances were quick, filled with wary curiosity, searching his expression for any trace of danger.

Swallowing hard, Krynn willing himself to keep still. A bite that was the thought clinging to the back of his mind. He had no idea how desperate this thing was, how it had survived, what instincts drove it now. Hunger could twist creatures, make them lash out at even the hand that fed them.

He did not pull back. Slowly, deliberately, he extended his hand, hoping the gesture would read as unthreatening. He expected hesitation. Expected the creature to recoil, to keep its distance. Maybe even for it to swipe at him. Its gaze lingered, darting between his hand and his face, measuring him in a way that sent a fresh wave of unease crawling up his spine.

Its limbs shifted slowly, deliberate but hesitant. The tension in Krynn’s muscles tightened, his breath held just slightly too long. If it lashed out, he would not have time to react. With a trembling motion, the human reached out, its fingers quivering as they made contact with his arm. 

Both Zenith and Krynn instinctively flinched, startled by the unexpected connection. The human let out a soft, nervous chatter, its grip tightening momentarily as though seeking reassurance, clinging to something familiar in a world where nothing else made sense.

Krynn felt the tension coil in his muscles, his instincts screaming at him to retreat. He forced himself to stay steady, to breathe through the unease. Carefully, he pulled back, and immediately, he saw the change—the fleeting trust evaporated, replaced once more by uncertainty and fear. The human’s wide eyes darkened, shrinking away from him as if expecting rejection.

Krynn exhaled sharply, shaking his head in an effort to clear the lingering turmoil clouding his thoughts. He straightened, rolling his shoulders to dispel the tension clinging to his muscles. The encounter had been brief, but it had unsettled him more than he cared to admit.

Without another word, he and Zenith stepped back, moving cautiously toward the exit. As they reached the threshold, Zenith keyed in the command to secure the door, the heavy locks sliding into place with a firm, mechanical hiss. The reinforced barriers should have made Krynn feel more at ease—ensuring the creature was contained, eliminating any immediate threat—but instead, it did the opposite. Something about this felt wrong.

He could not pinpoint the exact reason—the way the human had reacted, the tremor in its movements, or maybe something even deeper, something beyond what he could logically explain, but the feeling haunted him, an undeniable weight pressing in on his chest.

As they walked away from the storage bay, Krynn found himself glancing over his shoulder, as if expecting some revelation, something to emerge from the shadows, but there was nothing. Only silence. The human's presence and the unsettling encounter had left the crew on edge. 

Days dragged on, tension thickening like a slow-acting poison. Fear had settled into the bones of the Starfinder’s crew, manifesting in frayed nerves and sleepless nights. No one could relax—not truly. The unanswered questions surrounding the human’s presence consumed at them, turning rational minds into breeding grounds for paranoia.

It was not just unease anymore—it was outright fear.

The thought that a human could just appear out of thin air, would cause anyone to panic. Death loomed over their heads as some crew members refused to go near the storage bay, avoiding it as if the mere proximity to the thing would curse them. Others worked themselves into exhaustion, constantly reinforcing security protocols or running scans for a breach that did not exist.

The worst was the fatigue.

Crew members started falling asleep at their posts, heads lolling against control panels, fingers slack around tools and weapons. It was not carelessness—it was desperation. No one wanted to be the first to close their eyes, to leave themselves vulnerable. Sleep had become a liability, a risk no one wanted to take; and yet, their bodies could only hold out for so long before exhaustion took over.

Krynn saw it happening—saw his crew unraveling before his eyes. Scarab, usually sharp and alert, had grown twitchy, her movements erratic. Zenith had barely spoken in hours, eyes bloodshot from too many nights without rest. Even Cal—arguably the most level-headed person Krynn knew—had started keeping a gun under his pillow. That alone was not unusual for him. However, when the weapon was loaded, barely concealed by the filmy mat he called a pillow, it became a problem.

Still the human remained; contained, docile—for now. That did not matter. It was a symbol of something unknown, something unnatural.

Krynn pressed a hand to his forehead, he needed to make a decision and soon. The human’s arrival was no coincidence—he was sure of it. How it had gotten aboard, and why, remained maddeningly unclear. He could not carry this burden alone. The crew was already on edge, stretched thin by exhaustion and paranoia; if they didn’t find answers soon, the Starfinder would unravel entirely. Gathering Tegu, Scarab, Cal and Zenith on the bridge, he kept their meeting private, away from the increasingly restless crew. 

“There has to be something we’ve missed,” Krynn said, his voice firm as he addressed them.

Scarab stepped forward, her markings pulsing faintly. “I’ve been running diagnostics on our jump logs,” she revealed. “There’s an unusual energy signature that doesn’t match our normal readings. It might be a lead.”

Krynn gave a curt nod. “Let’s see it.”

The holoprojector whirred to life, flooding the room with layers of blue, yellow, and an almost pink glowing data streams and shifting waveforms. Scarab pointed toward a jagged spike in the readings. “This anomaly appeared right before we detected the human in the cargo hold,” she explained. “There’s something else—a rapid increase in gamma radiation at the exact moment of its appearance.”

Zenith frowned, folding his arms. “It could, but there's no holo pad in the docking bay- Is it even possible to travel without one?” Scarab folded one set of arms together, as she motioned with her other hands “I mean yeah, but it could not be a coincidence.”

The weight of that possibility hung in the air, but before Krynn could respond, Tegu let out a low, thoughtful hum. His reptilian fingers tapped against the console as he studied the readouts.

“Regardless, it’s here” Tegu finally said, narrowing his eyes. “It’s not smart enough to sneak on board.”

“You’re saying you believe someone—or something—sent the human here?” Krynn asked, his voice slow, careful.

Tegu inclined his head slightly. “Probably,” he admitted. “If that’s true, then the real question is... who left it and how did we piss them off this time”

Cal ear twitched—not an unconscious movement, but something deliberate, a silent acknowledgment before he spoke. “It can't stay here.”

Scarab let out a frustrated sigh, her markings dim with dismay. “We can’t sell it, no one’s interested unless we show proof of its capabilities.”

Cal crossed his arms, his eyes narrowing as he spoke. “The crew can't handle that thing staying another day.”

Zenith leaned against the railing, thoughtful, his iridescent skin shifting ever so slightly. His tone carried a steady rhythm, unshaken, calm—but with just enough presence to make silence feel deliberate. “No one wants it, sure,” he mused, “...but, this could be... an opportunity.”

Scarab's head snapped around with startling force, eyes wide with disgust. “Are you seriously suggesting we keep it?”

Zenith simply shrugged. “I’m just saying—this could be the first time someone has a chance to study one closely. Learn how it thinks, how it survives, what makes it so dangerous. That kind of knowledge could be valuable in the right hands.”

The reaction was immediate. Tegu bared his teeth in disdain, his tail flicking sharply. “That’s just going to get us all killed.”

Scarab shook her head, markings flickering. “This isn’t some harmless specimen you can play with- It could take down the whole ship.”

Cal gave a silent nod, allowing the others to voice their thoughts—especially when they echoed his own.

Krynn stood near the edge of the bridge, the glow of the control panels casting faint reflections across the polished surfaces. The ship hummed quietly beneath his feet, a steady pulse of machinery and life support, but his focus was elsewhere—drawn past the reinforced glass and into the endless expanse beyond.

Stars stretched in every direction, scattered like fractured light across the void. Some burned brightly, sharp pinpricks against the abyss, while others flickered, distant and dying. Krynn’s gaze drifted across them absently, the vastness pressing against his thoughts like a weight, offering neither comfort nor answers.

Behind him, voices carried through the bridge, layered with uncertainty, frustration—fear. They recoiled at the mere suggestion, their wariness palpable even in the way they avoided his eyes. Keeping the human aboard was a reckless idea. 

And yet...he did not hate it.

Krynn knew it should not be an option—keeping the creature aboard posed too great a risk to his crew, to the Starfinder itself. Logic dictated that it had to go, that there was no room for uncertainty in space. Yet, something kept bothering him. The human had made no move to lash out, no attempt to attack. It had not tried to kill him.

Cal’s voice cut through his thoughts like a blade. “Krynn, you can’t seriously be considering this.” His jaw was tight, teeth gritted, frustration bleeding through every syllable.

Krynn kept his arms crossed, his stance firm as he stared out at the stars. The vast emptiness beyond the bridge swallowed everything, “It hadn't done anything to be seen as a threat.”

“That’s not the point,” Cal snapped, his tone colder now. “If we wait until there is one, we’re gambling with the safety of everyone on this ship.”

Krynn exhaled slowly, his voice steady. “This is my ship. I’m willing to take that chance.”

Cal’s scowl deepened, his posture rigid with frustration. “Keep that attitude up, and you won’t have a crew left to run this place, boy.”

Krynn turned, leveling his gaze at him. “It’s Captain to you.”

The tension between them stretched taut, thick enough to choke the air between them. Neither backed down, both standing firm, waiting for the other to fold.

Tegu sighed, turning to focus on the ship's destination as he added with a sarcastic tone. "Well, we could always sell it to be turned into crabber feed." The comment hung in the air. Krynn's expression grew thoughtful. The concept of selling the human for such a purpose left a bitter taste in his mouth. Internally, he felt a growing sense of unease at the idea of discarding it so easily.

Scarab finally spoke, though hesitation edged her voice. “We can’t keep this up forever.”

The words lingered in the air, heavy with unspoken doubt. Krynn exhaled slowly, brushing his fingers through his jet-black hair. His response came uneven, the pause between syllables betraying the lack of certainty behind them.

“I—have a plan.” He did not sound convinced.

Tegu glanced back, his slit-pupiled eyes narrowing slightly. Something reckless was about to unfold. He could feel it, like an instinctual warning crawling up his spine, and knowing Krynn, it was going to be spectacularly stupid.
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Krynn moved through the brightly lit corridors of the Starfinder, his footsteps steady, but his thoughts anything but. Behind him, the rhythmic march of boots echoed softly through the halls. Two armed crew members trailed his steps, their weapons held at the ready. Their presence was not an act of aggression—at least, not yet—but rather a precaution. 

He had given the order—everyone was to gather in the common area.

Tension clung to the air as some of the crew made their way through the corridors, their steps slow, reluctant. The common area was meant to be a place of rest, a space for casual meals, brief moments of reprieve between duties, but tonight, it felt different—wrong.

Some lingered near the edges, arms crossed, backs against the cold metal walls. Others found uneasy perches at the tables, their movements guarded, glances exchanged in quiet uncertainty. The hum of the ship usually carried a familiar comfort, a steady rhythm beneath their feet—but now, it only made the silence feel heavier.

Krynn reached the reinforced door and paused, glancing at the security detail before keying in a command. The mechanism responded with a low hiss, and as the entrance slid open, harsh artificial lighting spilled into the space.

Krynn stepped inside first, standing tall trying to ensure that even the smallest hint of uncertainty was concealed. He had to maintain control—not just over the human, but over the fragile state of his crew. If he showed hesitation, if he faltered, the situation could spiral. That was a risk he was not willing to take.

Behind him, the armed guards lingered at the threshold, their grips steady on their weapons. Though their rifles remained angled downward, Krynn could sense the tension in their stance—the readiness to react at the slightest sign of danger. No one truly trusted the creature, and despite its passive behavior, the fear remained.

Beyond the threshold, the dim lighting revealed the human, curled in the corner like a wounded creature.

Its shoulders hunched inward, spine curved as though bracing against something unseen. Hands fidgeted near its chest, fingers curling and uncurling in a restless, uncertain rhythm—small, repetitive movements that spoke more of instinct than thought. The air in the compartment felt cooler, stagnant, pressing in around the figure like an unwelcome presence. He could not afford to dwell on that now. "Come on," he said, his tone firm, his words deliberate. He gestured for it to follow. "Let's see if we can figure out what to do with you.”

Its fingers twitched slightly, curling inward before going still again, a moment of instinct, quickly suppressed.

Krynn met its gaze for a fleeting moment, searching for hesitation, for warning, for anything that might tell him this was a mistake. That he should have abandoned it when he had the chance.

Krynn exhaled, adjusting his posture slightly, making it clear that hesitation would not be tolerated, and again motioned it to follow him, this time more evident. Slowly, the human shifted, its limbs stiff, and its breaths uneven. It did not stand all at once; instead, it unfolded itself cautiously, its movements hesitant, wary. Krynn watched as it kept its hands close to its chest, fingers twitching in nervous repetition. It was not defiant—was not resisting—but it was uncertain, and that uncertainty carried weight.

As it made its way forward, Krynn motioned again for it to follow, this time keeping it near his side as they left the docking bay slowly. The armed crewmen followed right behind them.

Krynn moved with deliberate steps, his posture unwavering as he led the human through the ship. It stayed close to his side, close enough to be within reach, but never touching him as if fearing what might happen if it did. Its movements were cautious, deliberate, its gaze darting around the corridors, scanning every turn, every doorway, every crewmember watching from the shadows.

And they were watching.

The weight of their stares pressed against Krynn like an invisible force, their suspicion growing with each step. Crew members lingered in doorways, in alcoves, their expressions sharp, ready to react at the slightest hint of defiance from the human. Some clutched weapons, others simply stood rigid, their instincts primed for danger.

Krynn pushed forward, guiding it toward the common area. He could hear the hum of the ship around them, steady and constant, the only thing that seemed untouched by the growing tension. As they rounded the final turn, the sight awaiting them only reinforced that unease.

The common area was simple, aged by years of use but still serving its purpose. Metal-paneled walls showed faint scuffs from past encounters, a quiet testament to the ship’s history. Overhead lights flickered unevenly, casting a dim glow that pooled in restless patches across the floor.

Reinforced seating lined the edges, their stiffness softened by mismatched pillows and blankets scattered throughout the room. Under different circumstances, it might have felt almost cozy, but the weight of tension hanging in the air stripped away any sense of warmth, leaving only quiet unease.

A small group of the crew stood waiting, the ones brave enough to go along with the captain's crazy plan. Cal, Tegu, Scarab, and Zenith stood near the front. Likely the only ones willing to do so as everyone else tried to melt into the walls. Weapons were drawn but held low—not yet raised, but ready.

Their faces were guarded, unreadable, yet there was no mistaking the doubt, the distrust, the brewing conflict in their stance.

"Stay here," Krynn ordered, his voice cold. The human could not understand his words, but his tone made up for it.  Krynn took a step back, watching it closely. "We need to figure out what to do with you,"

The moment was tense, and the crew held their breath, their weapons still at the ready. Krynn's heart pounded in his chest, but he forced himself to stay calm. In honesty, he did not have a plan which he refused to admit. One thing was for certain he was not going to have this thing stressing out the crew. The human looked around carefully. If he did not know better, Krynn would believe this thing was thinking. Its wide, green eyes scanned the room, taking in each member of the crew. Its posture was low and unthreatening, as though it understood the danger it was in.

Slowly, it lowered itself to a crouch, making itself as small and non-threatening as possible. Letting out a soft, almost soothing hum, a sound that seemed intended to show submission rather than defiance. The chattering sounds it made earlier now became soft and melodic, like a gentle lullaby in an foreign tongue. Then it sat down on the floor, crossing its legs and placing its hands in its lap, looking up at Krynn with an expression that was almost pleading. Its actions were deliberate and careful, as if it was aware that any sudden movement could be perceived as a threat.

Krynn took a cautious step forward, watching it closely. "Stay calm," he reminded himself, trying to project the same calmness back to it. Its eyes never left him. The crew, still tense, began to lower their weapons slightly. Its behavior was unlike anything they had expected from a supposedly dangerous creature. It showed no signs of aggression, only a cautious curiosity and a desperate attempt to communicate its non-threatening intentions. Scarab, the first to act on curiosity, took a hesitant step closer. "Is.. is it safe?" she murmured as her brow furrowed.

Krynn nodded slowly. "Seems like it." He knelt down to be at eye level with the human maintaining a cautious distance.

"Can you understand me?" he asked, not really expecting an answer but hoping for some sign of recognition. The human stared at him, its gaze almost unnervingly intense. Slowly, it lifted its hand, causing the crew to immediately raise their weapons again. Krynn whispered loudly at them, "Stand down" 

The human jumped slightly at the sound, slowly continuing to extend its hand slowly while moving to its shaky knees. The crew watched with bated breath, their fingers hovering near the triggers of their weapons. When its hand finally touched Krynn's knee, the room collectively tensed, ready to react. Krynn, trying to maintain a brave face, felt his heart racing, nearly ready to pass out from the stress of the interaction. He could feel the warmth and softness of its touch, a stark contrast to the cold metal of his gear. 

The human then pointed to itself, repeating some chattering sounds as it pointed at Krynn. Its actions were cautious, again, it pointed to itself, saying the chatter slower and more deliberately, making it almost sound like words. "J-A-Y," it said roughly. 

Zenith crouched down carefully, mirroring its movements. His iridescent skin shifted to a soothing green, “What the hell are you doing?” Krynn whispered roughly, “Shhh, I know what I’m doing,” Zenith snapped back, his eyes never leaving Jay. Pointing at the human, he said, “You are... Jay?”

The human chirped in excitement, startling everyone. The sudden noise caused one of the crew to discharge her weapon. The shot rang out, echoing through the room, narrowly missing anyone and anything important. The crew collectively exhaled, the tension spiking momentarily before settling again. The human recoiled at the sound, its eyes wide with fear. It pressed itself against the floor, covering its ears.  

Krynn took a deep breath, forcing himself to stay calm. He knelt down beside it, his expression softening. 

"It's okay," he said gently, reaching out to touch its shoulder. Jay looked up at him and  repeated the sounds again, slower this time, as if trying to make itself understood. "Jay." 

Zenith nodded, a small smile forming on his lips. "Jay," he said softly, pointing at it. "You are Jay." Jay nodded, a faint smile appearing on its face. 

It pointed at itself and repeated, "Jay." Then, It pointed at Krynn, with another chirp.

Krynn paused, studying the creature before him. He was not sure what reaction to expect, but after a brief hesitation, he decided to keep it simple. He tapped his chest lightly. "Krynn," he stated.

The creature observed him closely before attempting to mimic the sound. It was distorted, and raspy as it struggled to repeat the word "Krynn," Still, the recognition was there, enough to confirm that it was capable of learning and understanding—even if only at a basic level.

It was not long before Zenith managed to lure it into cooperation, using food as an incentive to guide its movements. With patience and careful maneuvering, they found that the creature responded to simple commands, picking up basic tricks with surprising speed. That did not erase the underlying sense of unease—they all knew it had the potential to turn, to lash out if pushed too far—but for the moment, "Jay," as they had decided to call it, seemed harmless enough.

The common area held onto its uneasy atmosphere despite the crew’s attempts to resume their routines. Some had settled back into their schedules, working around the lingering tension rather than confronting it. Then, there were the ones who outright despised Krynn’s decision.

Cal had made his stance painfully clear. “We should’ve tossed it out the airlock when we had the chance,” his words laced with frustration. Vae refused to speak to Krynn unless absolutely necessary, her cold demeanor sharper than usual. Kaine had stopped eating in the common area altogether, opting for isolated meals out of spite.

This was not the victory Krynn had hoped for. It helped—sure, but not enough. The tension had not fully dissipated, only settled into the corners, waiting. He needed answers—about Jay, about where it had come from, about what it was truly capable of. He knew where he might find some.​
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Chapter Two
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Whispers in the Marketplace
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The Starfinder cruised through the void, its engines emitting a low, steady hum as it drifted ever closer to Rhaegos V. Stars shimmered faintly in the distance, their glow barely penetrating the vast emptiness that surrounded the ship.

Below, the planet loomed like a forgotten relic, its surface scarred by time and neglect. Rhaegos V had long since been abandoned due to its collapsing ecosystem, reduced to little more than a graveyard of abandoned cities and barren wastelands. The atmosphere, thick with dust and the remnants of failed industry, swallowed any sign of life that might have once thrived.

Krynn studied the approaching surface, his fingers absently drumming against the console. To most, Rhaegos V was a place where only the desperate or the reckless ventured, where fortunes could be made or lost in the span of a single day. It was a haven for smugglers, thieves, and traders and those seeking to buy or sell without questions.

As the Starfinder pierced through the thick atmosphere, the crew braced themselves for landing. The planet’s surface loomed below, a vast expanse of forgotten ruins and barren wastelands stretching endlessly that the eye could see. The landing was smooth, the ship blending seamlessly with the desolate surroundings.

Krynn turned to his crew who had accompanied him, his sharp gaze sweeping over them, Cal and Scarab stood among them. They were some of the few he could name off the top of his head— being the ones he could always count on. Cal assisted each member with their gear. Between checks, he tossed out terrible jokes—some met with groans, others with reluctant chuckles.

The human remained close to Krynn. It was still under watch and not resisting, he knew keeping it aboard could lead to problems, complications he did not have time to deal with. Bringing it along was the smarter choice.

Krynn’s expression was firm, his gaze sweeping over the group with quiet authority. “This place has its own rules,” he warned, his voice steady. “Stay sharp, ”

All of them nodded in understanding, their faces a mix of determination and unease. They moved swiftly, checking weapons, securing gear, ensuring they were ready for whatever awaited beyond the hatch, and if anyone had answers, it was the one contact he had here—someone deeply entrenched in Rhaegos V’s underbelly. A gambler. A risk-taker. Someone who thrived on knowing things others did not. If rumors were to be believed, someone who just might know something about humans.

The marketplace entrance was buried deep within the skeletal remains of an old industrial complex, its concealed pathways twisting through the remnants of collapsed factories and rusted machinery. Time had stripped the once-mighty structures down to brittle husks, their fractured walls standing like silent sentinels guarding secrets of the past.

Krynn moved with certainty, navigating the maze of crumbling buildings with practiced ease. His boots crunched over debris—broken tiles, discarded scraps of metal, fragments of long-forgotten technology. The air hung thick with the scent of decay, a sharp mix of corroded metal and damp stone, laced with something vaguely chemical, remnants of whatever industry had thrived here once. Beyond the ruins, the sounds of hushed voices were carried through the narrow alleys by the gusts of dry wind. 

As they pressed forward, the structures became more densely packed, narrow corridors shifting into tight passageways barely wide enough to pass through. Faded symbols and makeshift markings lined the walls—warnings, directions, silent codes for those who knew how to read them. Then, they caught sight of it.

A large rusted doorway, its surface scarred by years of erosion, partially hidden by the jutting remains of a collapsed roof top—the true heart of Rhaegos V’s trade, the place where the forgotten and the desperate came to deal. As they approached, Krynn paused, signaling the crew to stay alert. He knocked three times. The door creaked open, revealing a dimly lit tunnel that descended into the depths of the planet.

They stepped inside, the heavy door sealing shut behind them with a resonant thud, a sound that carried finality. The air was thick, tinged with the metallic scent of damp stone and old circuitry.

The tunnel walls stretched downwards, lined with dim, flickering lights that buzzed faintly, their glow barely enough to stave off the encroaching darkness. Faded graffiti streaked the surfaces, names of long-forgotten wanderers, symbols whose meanings had been buried beneath years of decay.

Their footsteps echoed, loudly against the confined space, each step amplified by the narrow corridor. It was a stark reminder—there was no turning back now. After what felt like an eternity, the tunnel opened up into a vast underground cavern, bustling with activity. Stalls lined the cavern walls, each one offering a variety of goods— to the Federation, this was a breeding ground for the corrupt. 

As they moved through the tight walkways, Krynn’s eyes scanned the crowd. The presence of the human drew curious glances, and the reaction of the locals was immediate. Some side-eyed her with clear suspicion, causing visible stress. One even rushed to scoop up a smaller child, retreating behind a stall. Krynn adjusted his dark brown jacket, pulling the worn fabric around the human to shield it as they moved. It was not enough to hide it completely—not here, not when every glance lingered a second too long, when murmurs spread like wildfire between traders and scavengers alike.

His expression remained cold, unreadable, his posture unwavering, but beneath the hum of marketplace chatter, he caught the way certain figures watched—not with fear, but with sly grins. 

They reached a secluded corner of the marketplace. An old trader sat hunched over his stall, his rounded form covered in layers of oil-stained fabric that draped over his figure. His skin was a mottled shade of deep purples, leathery with age, and glistening slightly under the flickering neon lights of the marketplace.

Tentacles extended from beneath his cloak, their movements slow and deliberate—each one marked with rings of faded color, and adorn in golden jeweled bands. Some coiled instinctively, pulling objects closer to him, while others rested idly against the cluttered surface of his table, twitching with absent thought.

The human's grip tightened around Krynn's forearm, its eyes darting around the dimly lit cavern with heightened wariness. Regardless of how he felt, having the human this close meant it would be harder for it to do anything. Krynn stepped forward, his presence commanding, his expression carved from stone. “We’re looking for information,” he said, voice low but firm. “Anything you know about humans.”

The trader, hunched over his cluttered stall, let his beady eyes flick toward the human before settling back on Krynn. A slow, knowing smile crept onto his mottled features, his thick tentacles curling idly against the worn surface of his table.

“Ah... and why should I tell you?”

Krynn’s gaze faltered as he spoke “You owe me—”

The trader lifted a tentacle, motioning it like one would with their hands, cutting him off with a slimy grin. “I don’t remember such things,” he rasped, his voice thick with amusement.

Krynn gritted his teeth, his patience thinning. “Enough with the game,” he said, leaving no room for negotiation. “Tell me, or else.”

The trader leaned back, letting out a deep, wheezing chuckle. “Or what? You’ll kill me? I’ve heard that many times before, and yet...” He gestured broadly, tentacles spreading as if to emphasize the very fact of his existence. “Still here.”

Krynn did not react—not in the way the trader expected. Instead, he exhaled slowly, then spoke with quiet calculation. “I won't," he admitted, “...but she can.”

The trader barely had time to register the words before something cold pressed against his neck—multiple points of contact. His skin prickled as the unmistakable weight of gun barrels settled against vital spots.

He turned slowly, his murky eyes widening as Scarab materialized from the shadows, as if she had been summoned rather than simply stepping forward. One moment, there had been nothing—the next, she was there, poised like a specter, four hands gripping sleek, gun-like weapons, every barrel aimed with calculated intent.

Her short stature should have made her less intimidating, but the sheer cold efficiency of her stance—the unwavering precision in her grip, the absolute certainty in her gaze—made it clear. The trader’s grin twisted, faltering as his tentacles curled inward, amusement replaced by something else. Krynn let the silence stretch, let the weight of the moment press against the trader’s chest before finally breaking it—his voice calm. “I’d reconsider your answer.”

The trader let out an uncomfort laugh “I- was just joking. Can an old man have his fun?” sweat began to bead at his brow as he continued “What would you like to know, friend?” Krynn made a motion with his hand, scarab lowered her weapons slowly, her eyes never leaving his neck. Krynn leaned in, his expression unwavering. “We need information,” he said, his voice edged with quiet authority. “On humans.” 

The trader’s gaze flicked to Scarab before shifting back to Krynn. He exhaled dramatically, sinking into his creaky chair with exaggerated ease. “Fine,” he muttered, waving a thick, tentacled hand dismissively. “But remember—you never heard this from me.” His small, murky eyes darted around the marketplace, ensuring no one was listening, before leaning in conspiratorially.

He tapped his chin, running his fingers through the translucent strands of his whisker-like beard. “Based on what I know, it’s well into adulthood, and I'd say-” He paused, his gaze sharp, calculating. “Female too, but that doesn't affect its price.” His smile held a little too long— One of his tentacles curled smoothly around a velvety pouch, tugging it from its resting place off to the side. “Regardless, if you find the right buyer, you could make a fortune.”

A faint movement caught Krynn’s eye—familiar faces from before, trailing them through the tangled maze of pathways. “And have they been known to be friendly?” he asked, voice low.

The trader shrugged, “And how should I know?” He leaned in closer, his breath thick with the stale scent of decay. “But if I were you,” he murmured, his tone almost warning, “I’d ditch it the second you get the chance.”

Krynn rose from his seat and without a word, motioning for his group to follow. “Wait-” the trader stammered caught off guard, but Krynn did not acknowledge it. As they stepped away from the stall, Krynn felt the human’s grip on his arm loosen—not completely, but just enough to signal a shift. The trader’s unsettling presence had receded, and with it, some of the tension that had been winding tighter around her like an invisible coil.

The marketplace pulsed with life around them, a chaotic swirl of voices, flashing neon signs, and the distant hum of bartering and dealings in shadowed corners, but the crew remained silent, their minds elsewhere. Processing. Watching. Waiting.

Cal noticed, turning to the others and announcing “We didn't come here for pleasure. We have a lot to do if we're going to survive another few months. Vae and Morpho go and restock water and food, you two know how to get a good deal on that stuff. Sam is with Scarab for lithium crystals. Kaine and I will handle the rest. Meet back at the ship in three hours.” The group scattered swiftly, slipping into the flow of the marketplace until they disappeared from sight.

Cal turned back, whispering to Krynn "There's two on your left, one on the right. The lot of them appear to be missing a few bolts. So, losing them will be quick.” Krynn nodded. Keeping his eyes ahead to avoid suspicion. “Make sure the others get back safely.”

Cal glanced at him “Understood, just don't let that thing distract you from what's important.” Cal disappeared like a ghost into the crowd. Within seconds, Krynn was alone with Jay

“Come on,” Krynn murmured, leading her through the tangled maze of stalls and hurried merchants. He kept his pace steady, purposeful, ensuring she stayed close without falling behind.

The marketplace pulsed with life—haggling voices clashed in heated negotiations, the scent of spiced food mixed with the acrid stench of old machinery, neon signs flickered overhead, casting fragmented colors against weathered walls, but Krynn barely registered it all. Right now, he needed space—somewhere quiet, somewhere out of sight.

Krynn’s gaze swept the area, searching for a place to stop. His eyes landed on a narrow alley veering off from the main market—cluttered, shadowed, half-forgotten amid the chaos. Crates and discarded scraps lined the uneven walls, remnants of past trades and abandoned stock. Faded signage hung crookedly above a rusting doorway, the letters worn beyond recognition. He moved toward it, ensuring Jay followed closely behind. 

Once they settled, Krynn found an old bench pushed against the wall, its surface chipped and uneven. He lowered himself onto it, arms crossed, releasing a slow, quiet breath. Jay settled beside him, her gaze drifting over the scattered debris, taking in the remnants of discarded belongings. Krynn studied her carefully, trying to reconcile the contradictions before him—the lingering notion of humans as dangerous, unpredictable, a threat, against the reality of this human, who seemed so... pet-like.

He took a deep breath, the weight of responsibility settling heavily on his shoulders. "We need to figure out what to do next," he muttered to himself, glancing at Jay. She tilted her head, as if sensing his turmoil. The information they had gleaned was both intriguing and troubling. The thought crossed his mind that maybe human children were just calmer, but Jay being an adult threw that out the window. He leaned back against the bench, closing his eyes for a moment to gather his thoughts. The trader's words echoed in his mind, each one more perplexing than the last. He exhaled slowly, the weight of the decision pressing against him. He could—should—leave her here. Maybe she’d survive, carve out some kind of existence on her own.

He opened his eyes again, just enough to see the neon lights above catch in hers, reflecting in soft, shimmering hues. She hadn’t been here long, but she’d had plenty of chances to strike—to kill—and yet, she hadn’t. If he walked away now, he'd be leaving her to die.

Krynn rose to his feet, his movements agonizingly slow, and started down the alleyway. Jay instinctively followed, but before he could take another step, he turned, pointing at the seat. “Stay,” he snapped. She reacted instantly, dropping back onto the bench without hesitation. He turned and started walking away once more, but the sound of soft chirping made him pause. Jay was following. His eyes narrowed as he pointed toward the bench. “I said
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