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CHAPTER ONE

The Last Journey
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It’s the thirtieth hour of my life, and I’m about to die.

Time, the implacable mistress of life, was emptying my hourglass. And I, Haika Tarkesh, was a puppet dangling at the end of its strings. The thirtieth hour ticked away—a clock that mocked me through time and space as each second reminded me of the fleeting nature of my existence.

For my people, the Aeonians, the thirtieth hour marked the culmination of this corporeal life. It wasn’t only a natural end, but a transition that required going back home to entrust our bodies to the Guardians of Ascendence. Failing this sacred last journey meant an existence as a disembodied spirit in eternal pain, lost and drifting through this dimension, unable to unite our souls with the other ascended Aeonians.

A gentle voice broke through my morbid thoughts, bringing me back to reality. ‘Where are we going, ma’am?’ The shuttle-cab driver asked.

I shifted my gaze from the hypnotic flicker of the stars through the viewport to the driver at my side, a human woman in her early thirties whose long legs were crammed into the space of the front seat. Her raven hair framed a skinny face with a bony nose and sparkling green eyes.

‘Aeon, Dock Thirty,’ I croaked, my throat burning with each word. The address often caused trouble, and in my state, trouble was the last thing I needed. After all, I couldn’t arrive late for my funeral.

The woman nodded, and the shuttle continued its glide through the cosmic expanse.

‘Is there a festival?’ she asked, turning towards me.

I tilted my head, meeting her eyes. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You’re the seventh Aeonian I’ve transported to Aeon in three human days.’

The innocence of youth. She doesn’t know about the thirtieth hour.

‘Not really, my dear. Many of us were born in the same hour of the Aeonian calendar.’ My reply didn’t answer her question, but there was hope that would discourage her from asking further.

The pilot gazed at me until an insistent beep from the shuttle demanded her attention.

In the solitude of the passenger seat, I grappled with the dichotomy of my existence—a being with the knowledge of countless lifetimes, yet bound to the constraints of physical mortality—forgetting about the driver and her questions.

Lost in contemplation, I almost missed the subtle shift in the fabric of reality. A surreal distortion ripped through space, blurring my view. Once the vessel entered the warp veil—a corridor that would hasten my journey to the inevitable end—the woman turned to me again. ‘Now that the course is laid in, we wait. No festival, then?’

The woman’s curiosity filled the air—nothing new under the horizon—but my resistance to explain further persisted.

A sigh escaped my lips. ‘I don’t see many young faces doing this job, Ms,’ I said, hoping to divert her attention.

She shrugged. ‘I had to reinvent myself.’ Her voice dripped with bitterness.

‘It takes courage to reinvent oneself,’ I encouraged her.

She nodded but didn’t reply.

‘What is it, child?’

‘My name is Cynthia Manzelworth, but you can call me Cynthia.’

‘My name is Haika. And you can call me that.’

On one hand, Aeonians seldom spoke of our last hour, a subject met with reverential silence. On the other hand, people—especially shuttle-cab pilots—were aware of our unique relationship with death on this plane of existence. We’d been around for aeons, after all. However, some pilots harboured reservations about our habits, hesitant to transport us on our last journey.

‘No festival. We are bound to return home in our thirtieth hour.’

‘I don’t understand why you need a pilot with a common shuttle-cab to go home. Can’t you use your ship?’

Her confusion triggered another sigh. We got used to our ships after aeons, but it was what it was. ‘The vessel served its purpose, but my time with it is over. I passed it on to my successor.’ A sense of detachment accompanied the memory of giving up a relic that had been my companion for so long.

Understanding dawned on Cynthia. ‘Oh, I get it now. You’re retiring.’

‘Sort of.’ The nuances of my departure were still lost on her. Once again, I postponed a proper explanation, hoping she’d drop it. Unfortunately for me, she didn’t.

‘You’re a curious race, you know? You live aeons, but you always talk about hours. Makes no sense to me.’

I nodded, acknowledging Cynthia’s attempt to comprehend the intricacies of my species’ existence. ‘It’s peculiar, I admit it. We measure time in a different way. What others might call years, we refer to as hours. One Aeonian hour corresponds to 111,930,543 human years, 999,506 Trappist years, and so forth.’

As the concept of the temporal differences settled in on Cynthia’s mind, the woman’s understanding deepened. ‘That would mean you’re three billion years old.’

That was exact. Not a simple calculation, even for high intellect beings.

The corners of my mouth twitched upward despite myself. ‘That’s correct.’

Apparently, that settled the argument, and silence fell between us.

As the shuttle ventured towards my final destination, a lingering unease wrapped around my heart. Time and space seemed to ripple, and I sensed an intrusion into the time flow, a presence I hadn’t felt for a long time.

Cynthia’s tense voice pierced my thoughts. ‘Haika, do you feel that?’ Her eyes widened with concern.
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As if on cue, the space outside revealed a sleek spacecraft that pulled us out of the warp veil. The alien vessel bore the unmistakable markings of Dr Carull, the ambitious Xylorat scientist driven by her insatiable pursuit of knowledge, who saw me as a specimen for her experiments. This wasn’t the first time she had attempted to capture me. Alas, it would be the last one for me, and she knew it.

‘Oh no,’ I said.

My mind flashed back to our previous encounters, each attempt to capture me had left marks not just on my memory. My bony fingers traced the scar under my chin, a darker stain on my iridescent skin, as I said goodbye to a quiet trip home.

Cynthia’s gaze flickered between me and the approaching ship. ‘Who are they?’

‘A threat,’ I replied. ‘Dr Adler Carull, a Xylorat scientist consumed by the desire to disclose the secrets of Aeonian longevity.’

Without further questions, Cynthia’s hands fluttered across her navigational console, and the shuttle-cab changed course to shake off the pursuer. Yet, Dr Carull’s spacecraft clung to us like a shadow, matching our every move, pumping up my anxiety.

‘We can’t outrun them,’ Cynthia whispered.

As desperation clawed at the edges of my consciousness, I scanned the map on my tablet. ‘Head for the Opimus Nebula,’ I suggested, grasping for any opportunity to evade capture and certain doom.

Cynthia nodded.

The Xylorats fame preceded them. Known for their ruthlessness and apathy, everyone tried to avoid them … and their chilling sight. Flesh merged with metal—limbs enhanced with weaponry, eyes replaced with targeting systems. They were living machines of war, and hardly resembled what they once were.

The nebula swallowed our ship, and a swirl of gases and stardust blinded our sensors. A surge of hope ran through me—foolish, maybe, but their sensors were as useless as ours. Now if only we could find a way out.

Time stretched as my fingers darted across the tablet and I perused my charts. ‘There,’ I said. ‘A protostar formation in the nebula edge …’

‘Are you insane? We’ll be fried from stellar flares or crushed by gravitational anomalies.’ Cynthia interrupted me, paling.

‘Or completely missed,’ I shot back. ‘Their scanners can’t handle that chaos. We can slip behind a dust cloud just as a solar flare kicks out.’

Desperation twisted her lips into a wry grin. ‘Guess I’m learning to fly under pressure.’ She punched in the coordinates, but an ominous sound stopped her.

‘They’re hailing us. They found us.’

I placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘Not your fault. Open the channel.’

Cynthia hesitated before activating the communication link.

Dr Carull’s face appeared on the screen. The glowing eyes of the cybernetic alien stared at me, showing no emotion. Since our last meeting, Carull had added several layers of metallic alloy to her humanoid structure. Cybernetic in and out, and still looking for eternal life.

‘Well, well, well, Haika Tarkesh. I must say, your attempts at evasion were rather entertaining.’ She sneered, and her robotic voice resonated through the communication system.

‘What the hell do you want?’ Cynthia barked.

Carull cocked her head slightly to the side, as if she were talking to a child. ‘Even a dumb-wit creature like yourself can acknowledge our technological superiority. But Haika here transcends the limits of time. Imagine what we could achieve if we conquered mortality. The possibilities are endless.’ The woman bragged, tracing with her mechanical hand the metal covering her cheeks, one of the recent additions to her features.

Cynthia shot me a glance before replying. ‘You won’t treat her like an experiment. Not under my watch.’

Dr Carull’s metallic laughter made my skin crawl. Time was running out for me.

Carull continued. ‘My dear, you are so quaint in your understanding of the universe. What if I told you that Haika’s people have discovered a way to surpass death altogether?’

Cynthia snorted. ‘Hon, I’ve been struggling for thirty-three years out of thirty-three. Can’t be hassled with living this shit for eternity. I intend to take her home for her retirement, with or without your blessing.’

A grin tugged at my lips in response to Cynthia’s reaction. It surprised me. Despite the danger we were in, she stood her ground with sarcasm, the only weapon at her disposal that I could see.

Dr Carull’s expression shifted, adopting a serious tone. ‘Retirement? Is that what she said to you? What a trickster! Haika’s true reason for going home is being killed because that’s what their people do at their thirtieth hour. They go back to Dock Thirty on their home-planet to be murdered.’

Cynthia’s eyes widened and turned on me. Her gaze bore into me, searching my eyes for confirmation or denial. ‘Is that true?’

I tried to maintain composure when the proximity alert blared. The vessel shuddered, and Carull’s ship took the scientist’s place on the screen, showing the impending doom: a tractor beam dragged us closer and closer.

‘I will explain, but if they capture me, I’m dead and so are you. Please!’ I leant towards Cynthia. Each pulse of my heart ticked like a clock counting down to total disaster.

Cynthia worked her mouth, her fingers moved with purpose across the controls like a maestro commanding a complex symphony. The lines of code on the screen formed an intricate language. While the specifics eluded my understanding, I witnessed a master hacking attempt to outwit the enemy vessel. She was more than just a pilot adapting to life’s dire circumstances. It struck me that Cynthia’s transformation might have deeper roots than I first believed, linked with a criminal past perhaps. Unfortunately, there would not be time to discover it.
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Cynthia swore under her breath. Beads of sweat formed on her brow as Carull’s ship grew near. Just as its mechanical arms were about to take hold of our shuttle, the tractor beam flickered, and its power wavered under Cynthia’s malicious code.

Through the viewport, I watched a cascade of system failures as all light on Carull’s vessel went out and the tractor beam dissipated, releasing our ship from its grasp.

As Cynthia manoeuvred us away, the hum of the warp engine drowned out any other sound.

The shuttle-cab slipped once more into the warp veil, and I let out a sigh of relief, but Cynthia’s gaze, intense and accusing, nailed me to the chair like 5Gs.

‘Thank you.’ I said. ‘Will they be able to follow us?’

Cynthia snorted. ‘Follow? I sent garbage code into their primary systems, told ’em to overwrite their own boot-up sequence with gibberish. It’s…’ She waved a hand in frustration, cutting herself off. ‘Anyway, they’re a piece of space junk now. You better tell me why I was right to do it. You owe me an explanation, liar.’

I raised my hands in what the human would understand as a surrendering gesture. ‘Not a liar. What Dr Carull said is true in part.’

‘Sure, except you omitted the part where I’m taking you home to be killed. I don’t want to be an accessory to murder.’

I couldn’t blame other species for refusing to take
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