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Don’t Fear the Beast
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T

he edges of reality blurred as Jay drifted between the waking world and the one unfolding around her. The sensation was surreal, as if she were simultaneously tethered and free, aware yet weightless, drifting slowly. In the darkness, a gentle glow emerged—a small orb suspended in the air. Vibrant swirls of blue and green danced across its surface, intertwining with ribbons of white that flowed like waves. The sight was mesmerizing, achingly beautiful, like an intricate jewel crafted by the universe. As she stared at it, she realized it was no ordinary object... it was a planet, vast and alive. The awe was short-lived. A sharp crack formed in the orb, splintering its bright surface. Jay instinctively reached out, her hand moving to catch the fragile orb, desperate to save it. As it crashed, a brilliant image of another circular object appeared, a ring, black with glowing red, find me Bluejay– Suddenly, Jay found herself sprawled on the floor, disoriented. A decorative paperweight lay nearby, its edges fractured, mirroring the shattered moment in her dream. 

The room was a good size, spacious enough to avoid feeling cramped. At one end, near where the bed rested against the wall, large windows stretched across the surface, offering a view of a quiet waystation the ship had docked at. Built-in blinds within the windows allowed only faint slivers of light to filter through, casting soft patterns across the room. The room leaned heavily into monotones—a muted palette of grays and silvers dominated the walls, ceiling,
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and floor. It was clean, almost to the point of sterility, as if any trace of personality had been deliberately scrubbed away during its design. The furniture followed the same theme, utilitarian with sharp lines and edges, blending seamlessly with the walls, but there were subtle signs of life breaking through the monotony. A small pile of bags rested haphazardly in one corner, their disarray contrasting sharply with the otherwise orderly space. Jay’s jacket was draped over the back of a chair near the desk, and Krynn’s boots were left by the closet door, the leather scuffed from wear. 
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The faint hum of the station docking systems echoed in the background, filling the room with a soft buzz. The silence was only broken by a sudden thunk and gasping sound, pulling Krynn from the depths of sleep, his body stirring reluctantly as his eyes slowly opened. His groggy mind struggled to place the sound that had interrupted the quiet stillness aboard the Bluejay. Shifting upright with sluggish movements, he glanced around, the haze of sleep still clinging to him. His gaze landed on Jay—a tangled figure sprawled out on the floor, her prosthetic leg absent. For a moment, concern flickered through his sleepy expression, "Hey... are you—uh-what happened?" he murmured, words tumbling out incoherently as he rubbed his face. 

Jay groaned softly, stretching her arm overhead until her thumb hovered lazily above her. “Just fell... again. We either need a bigger mattress, or you should start strapping me down.” She dragged her body upright until she was seated on the cold floor. “Where’s my leg...?” Glancing around, Jay squinted through the dim light. Krynn stared at her, concern softening into a quiet chuckle. He ran his hand over his face, flattening the tufts of fur that stuck out at odd angles, then sighed and pushed himself to his feet. 

A cracked paper holder lay nearby, catching a sliver of light that glinted off its jagged edges. Krynn scanned the floor, then the nightstand it usually leaned against. His tired brain churned slowly as he took it all in. Eventually, he dropped to the floor, lifting the edge of the bedding with a grunt. “Found it,” he murmured, cramming his arm underneath. His fingers brushed the tiles, then connected with cool metal. He pulled out the leg and held it toward Jay, his voice thick with sleep as he offered a faint, “Here.” She accepted it with an apologetic glance, her eyes flicking to the broken, orb-like paper holder. “Thanks. Sorry about the... whatever that is.” 

Krynn shrugged, waving a hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not mine anyway,” he mumbled, rubbing the back of his neck with a yawn.
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Jay shifted on the floor, fumbling with the prosthetic. Her movements were sluggish, her mind still clawing its way out of sleep. She was not used to this yet—only a month had passed since she had woken up without her leg. It felt like healing should have taken longer, and yet, here she was, already strapping on this... thing. Regrowing limbs was a luxury reserved for a handful of species, and even then, only the elite had the wealth to make sure they grew back in good shape. She had been told they had ways to accelerate healing for everyone else—forcing skin, muscle, even small bones to regenerate faster than nature allowed, but her injury was no longer the issue; it was her mind that refused to catch up. The absence was disorienting, uncanny. Her hands faltered, hovering in hesitation as her thoughts unraveled, drifting back to the dream. The glowing orb lingered in her mind, delicate and radiant, its beauty etched into memory. It felt impossibly near, as if it hovered just beyond reach, waiting.
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Krynn lingered nearby, his expression caught between concern and exhaustion, every part of him aching for the comfort of bed. Jay was not making much progress, and the quiet hours aboard the Bluejay were slipping away, but he could not just leave her there. Even as fatigue pulled at him, the thought of retreating to bed while she struggled on the floor felt wrong. With a weary sigh, he crouched and extended his arm. “C’mon,” he murmured, voice low and gravel-edged. The motion demanded more effort than he had to spare, especially without his own prosthetic arm. Still, he managed to haul her upright, the leg dropping with a dull thud against the floor.
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Jay let out a startled noise, bewildered by the sudden movement, but barely had time to process what was happening before he shifted his grip and, in one movement, chucked her onto the bed. She landed with a soft thump, sinking into the mattress as if the ship itself had decided to swallow her whole. For a moment, she lay there, staring up at the ceiling in quiet disbelief, still trying to make sense of how she had gone from floor to bed so quickly. By the time she turned her head to look at him, Krynn had already collapsed back onto his side of the bed, burying his face under the pillow to muffle the faint hum of station noise bleeding through the ship’s hull. Within seconds, his breathing evened out, and he was out cold. She sighed, pushing herself upright slightly but deciding against disturbing him. Her gaze drifted toward the faint lines of light filtering through the cracks in the cabin's walls, her mind inevitably circling back to the orb. Its fragile beauty lingered in her thoughts.
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The Bluejay gleamed beneath the station’s harsh white lights, its polished hull mirroring the restless movement of the docking bay. Sleek and immaculate, the smooth grey surface was traced by a deep blue stripe that curved along its sides like a pulse beneath skin. Broad, angular wings stretched past the hull, quiet and poised. Panoramic windows wrapped around the bridge reflecting stars scattered beyond the bay doors—distant and impossibly vast. A far cry from the worn and battle-scarred Starfinder. 

Having successfully managed to dock at the waystation, most of the shops and markets would not open until the 13th hour—midday by the National clock. It was frustrating, but it gave them a rare chance to rest while the ship sat idle in the bay. Krynn and Tegu planned their next jump, while Scarab and Jay prepared to hunt for supplies. They had not stopped in a while, and Scarab had a long, cryptic list for a “personal project,” yet she refused to explain more. No one pressed her. She was the reason the ship still ran, and if indulging her quirks kept things functional, they were not about to argue. 

Jay waited for Scarab by the loading ramp, pulling her cloak more securely around her. It was made of a dark material, with bell-like sleeves that gave her hands room to hide underneath. After tying the ends around her, she put her mask firmly in place, and her hood pulled low. The pointed ears on the mask, crafted by Scarab, added the final touch to her disguise. The station they were docked at buzzed with activity outside, but Jay lingered for a moment, pulling the fabric tighter. It was not just the need to hide her humanity, the fear, and the danger that came with being human since the activation. 

Scarab came up beside her, claws tapping against the metal ramp in a rhythm. Her bioluminescent markings pulsed faintly, casting a soft glow. “Let’s hope this station has what we need,” Scarab muttered, antennae twitching like she was already annoyed. 

Jay nodded solemnly. “Yeah. Before Tegu starts hiding the good stuff in the vents again.” 

Scarab let out a low snort. “He’s already down to half a nutrition puck and a suspiciously moist cracker. I saw him whispering to it like it was a pet.” 

Jay tilted her head. “That explains the weird smell in the hallway. I thought something died.” 

Scarab added with a sigh, “He told me he’s saving the ‘okay stuff’ for emergencies. Like if Krynn tries to cook again.” 

Jay shuddered at the thought. “Let's not bring that up. We need to get a move on anyway.”  

Jay and Scarab descended into the station’s market district, a sprawling maze of polished metal and neon light. The waystation was less a grimy port and more a glittering mall—clean floors, mirrored ceilings, and a dizzying array of stalls stacked in tiers like a vertical bazaar. Holographic signs danced overhead, advertising everything from nutrient packs to genetically tailored pets, while vendors shouted over one another in a dozen languages, their voices blending into a wall of sound. Signs and holographic displays competed for attention, casting vibrant colors across the crowd with bold advertisements promising the “best deals in the galaxy.”

The smell of spices wafted toward the pair from a cluster of food kiosks, mingling with the metallic tang of machinery and the faint aroma of overheated electronics. Rows of specialty shops lined the main walkways, featuring everything from rare artifacts to cutting edge tech. Some stores buzzed with activity, customers eagerly testing the goods, while others offered quieter spaces for private negotiations. 

Jay kept her head low, her gaze fixed ahead, the mask and hood shielding her identity. Beside her, Scarab moved with purpose, as she flitted between stalls, inspecting components and spare parts with practiced ease. Despite her small stature, Scarab commanded the attention of wary vendors. Together, they worked efficiently, gathering crates of supplies and securing deals. Jay lingered on the edge, letting Scarab handle the negotiations. Her cloaked figure earned a few confused glances, but she thought the pointed ears and stooped posture sold the illusion well enough. Most onlookers dismissed her as another traveler blending into the chaos of the market. 

However, Jay could not help but feel something was wrong. She felt crazy, but was she the only one with her face covered?

As Scarab scanned one of the last stalls on the level, Jay’s attention drifted. A flicker of movement caught the corner of her eye. She stepped away from the stall, her curiosity tugging her toward the dim wall of a nearby alley. The noise faded behind her, replaced by the low hum of power conduits and the distant hiss of steam vents. The alley was narrow, shadowed, and half-swallowed by the station’s shiny new infrastructure. Jay lingered near the edge of the alley, her gaze drifting across the walls where holographic flyers flickered in layered loops. 

The station’s advertising system was relentless—bright, shimmering images projected onto every available surface, each one vying for attention with pulsing colors and animated characters. She stepped closer, scanning the nearest flyer. Her eyes narrowed, lips moving silently as she tried to sound out the words. Tegu had been teaching her the basics in private, common phrases and words that she might stumble on– she wanted to learn how to write stuff down eventually. She recognized a few now: Free, New, Buy, Federation. Simple, bold words designed to catch the eye. She felt a flicker of pride at being able to read them, even if they were just marketing fluff, but some signs were written in more complex dialects—curved symbols and jagged glyphs she could barely comprehend. 

Jay sighed, her breath fogging faintly in the cool air. She looked around at the glowing projections, the cartoonish mascots, the stylized fonts. Some were beautiful, others garish, all of them loud. It was overwhelming, but also... fascinating. This was the language of the galaxy, and she was learning it, piece by piece. Then her eyes landed on one flyer—and everything stopped. The figure depicted was unmistakably human—or at least, a grotesque interpretation of one. It crouched on all fours, its sharp, elongated teeth bared in a snarl. The features were distorted and exaggerated, its eyes hollow and empty.

The resemblance to her own face, even beneath the distortions, was faint but undeniable.

Above the figure, bold red text flashed in an ominous rhythm, while she could not understand all of it, there was no miscommunication as a small speaker repeated the words: We Are United. Don’t Fear the Beast. Kill on Sight. Each word seemed to linger in the air before fading, only to reappear with relentless repetition. The projection’s glow painted the alley in harsh light, its message impossible to ignore. Jay instinctively reached up, tugging her hood lower as if it could shield her from the image’s oppressive weight. 

“Jay.” Scarab’s voice cut through the moment, pulling her back to reality. She stood at the edge of the alley. “Ready to go?” 

Jay glanced back at the flyer, her hands curling into fists beneath her cloak. “Yeah,” clearing her throat as she stepped away from the wall, “Find anything good?” she said, her voice laced with a fake playfulness. Scarab sighed, “Just junk, I did get my hands on some prepacked snacks.” She lifted the packet of some kind of chip–Maybe they were in a strange oblong bag, and sounded more like a bag of rocks than anything edible. 

Jay and Scarab navigated the winding paths of the bustling station market, the dense wall of voices and marketing surrounding them. She kept her head low, her cloak pulled tight, the pointed ears of her mask angled just enough to pass as stylized fashion. Scarab, by contrast, could not help herself, her glossy carapace catching the light as she scanned one of the tables—a stall selling refurbished tech and suspiciously unlabeled vials. Her antennae twitched with mild interest, claws tapping against the edge of the display. Jay’s shoulders remained tense beneath the cloak. The flyer’s image still haunted her. Even here, surrounded by polished surfaces and curated chaos, she felt trapped. 

The docking bay was just visible through the glass-paneled atrium ahead when the crowd shifted. Four figures stepped out from the flow of foot traffic, forming a wall in front of them. Their movements were deliberate, too synchronized to be casual. Jay instinctively slowed, her

hand brushing the edge of her cloak, while Scarab’s antennae stiffened, her stance shifting subtly. Two of the figures were tall and armored, their exosuits gleaming under the station lights. Their sharp facial features—angular jaws, narrow eyes—gave them a predatory air. The third wore a hooded cloak, face obscured, posture relaxed but unreadable. The fourth was wiry, insectoid, with twitching antennae and a mouth that clicked faintly as he stepped forward. “Odd mask you’ve got there,” the wiry one said, his tone casual but his gaze sharp as it locked onto Jay. “Mind if I take a look?” Jay froze, her pulse quickening beneath the mask. She forced herself to stay calm, meeting his gaze briefly before looking away. “It's not for sale, we're just passing through,” she replied hesitantly, sweat running down her neck.

The wiry one exchanged a glance with his companions, a faint smirk tugging at his lips. “Passing through, huh? Well, I'll make it worth your time." He moved closer to Jay. “You must live in a void, but no one would be caught dead with their face covered here.” His voice changed as he said it; it was low, under his breath, “Just makes you a target for all the new ‘random searches’ waystation’s are requiring...” 

The air around Jay turned to ice as he spoke. One of the armored figures stepped forward, his boots clanking against the polished floor, gaze narrowing as he looked Jay up and down. His voice dripped with mockery. “Maybe we should tell security about you,” he sneered, the words meant to intimidate, but laced with something darker. Jay's pulse pounded in her ears, her breath shallow beneath the mask. 

Scarab shifted beside her, claws flexing, antennae twitching with unease. The wiry alien tilted his head, eyes scanning Jay with unsettling precision. His antennae twitched once—then he lunged. Jay barely had time to react before his clawed hand grabbed the edge of her cloak, yanking it back just enough to expose the vivid red of her hair and the curve of her neck. The mask slipped slightly, revealing a slip of her face, but it was enough.

The group recoiled, not with triumph, but with a flicker of fear. The resemblance to the flyer was undeniable, and it all began to click. “Human!” one of them barked, voice sharp and loud enough to cut through the noise of the market. Heads turned. Jay’s stomach twisted. The armored figures stepped back instinctively, their hands twitching toward their weapons. 

One of them muttered, “It’s real. Just like the flyer...” Their eyes widened—not with curiosity, but with horror. As if they were not looking at a person, but at a creature pulled from a nightmare. 

“Go!” Scarab shouted, her voice slicing through the chaos. She was already rummaging through her toolkit, her markings glowing brightly like a warning beacon. She yanked out a small, round device and hurled it to the ground. The thing exploded with a sharp hiss, releasing a thick cloud of blue-gray vapor that swallowed the group whole. The crowd nearby scattered, coughing and shouting, while the attackers stumbled, momentarily blinded. 

Jay muttered under her breath, “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” as her hand dove beneath her cloak. Her fingers wrapped around the collapsible baton she kept hidden, and with a flick of her wrist, it snapped open. The smoke curled around her like a veil. From within the haze, one of the armored figures charged towards her, his arms flailing as he tried to grab hold. Stepping aside, her movements were quick but a little clumsy, and she swung the baton at his side. The strike landed with a satisfying thwack, sending him crashing into the wall. 

Nearby, Scarab zipped through the smoke like a blur, her small frame darting between attackers. A sharp click rang out as she activated one of her gadgets—a sticky trap that latched onto an attacker’s legs, yanking him to the ground. With a thud, he fell face-first on the ground, unable to move. “One down!” she called, her voice tinged with excitement.

Another figure loomed through the haze; it was that wiry one, coughing violently as he swung in Jay’s direction. She ducked, her hood slipping slightly as she jabbed the baton into his stomach. “Not today,” she growled. As he doubled over, she brought the baton down on his shoulder, sending him sprawling to the ground. Scarab ran past her, tossing a small charge onto another attacker’s arm. The device sparked with a zap, and the man crumpled to the floor with a groan. Jay leaned against the wall, catching her breath as the smoke began to clear. Around them, the group lay incapacitated, tangled, or completely unconscious. She wiped her brow with the back of her hand.

Scarab rushed over and tugged Jay’s sleeve. “Let’s call it before their friends show up.” 

The two slipped into the shadowy side passages of the station, their movements quick, deliberate, and practiced. The polished corridors gave way to dim maintenance routes and service alleys. Behind them, the hum of activity swelled like a rising tide. The market’s chatter had shifted, sharpened into something colder. Murmurs rippled through the crowd, feeding a growing panic. Jay caught fragments as they moved, voices cutting through the noise like blades.


“...a human? Here?”

“How could that be possible?”

“Security’s going to lock this place down.”


Each word landed like a blow, tightening the knot in her stomach. Her breath came faster, shallow beneath the mask. The flyer’s image still haunted her—the twisted face, the snarling mouth, the command to kill. A sharp pain shot up from her prosthetic leg, sudden and raw. She winced, her pace faltering for half a step, but she gritted her teeth and pushed forward, forcing the discomfort into the background. There was no time to slow down, not now. Scarab led the way, her smaller frame darting through the narrow corridors with ease. Her claws clicked against the metal floor, antennae twitching as she scanned for threats. The glow of her markings pulsed faintly, casting eerie reflections on the walls as they moved.
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The hum of the Bluejay’s systems welcomed Jay and Scarab as they slipped through the airlock, unnoticed by the chaos spiraling outside. The ship’s gleaming interior was a stark contrast to the shouting voices and heavy boots echoing through the docking bay. Jay lingered near the entrance, pulling her hood down and letting out a shaky breath. Scarab moved past her, setting down her bag with a faint click of her claws. “Docking checks are going to happen soon if we stay here,” Scarab muttered, “We don’t have time to wait around.” 

Jay nodded, her throat tightening as a dry ache crept across her tongue. She reached for the comm next to the hatch, pressing the button, her voice steady despite the storm brewing in her mind. “Krynn, Tegu, we’ve got enough to keep us going for now, but we’re not going to get everything. Lock the ship up. We need to get moving.” The bridge was quiet before Krynn’s voice cut through the silence, “What happened?” She hesitated, gripping the corner of the wall. “I’ll explain later. Trust me—we need to go.” There was a brief pause, then Tegu’s voice came through the comm, “Understood.” 

Jay felt the familiar vibration under her feet as the ship’s systems came alive. As she made her way to the stairs, she could hear the locks sealing tight with sharp, mechanical hisses. Scarab joined her near the stairwell, turning toward the viewport. Outside, the chaos had not subsided. Jay could see figures rushing between docking bays, station security spreading out in tight formation as alarms continued to blare. Rumors of a human on board had spread like wildfire. Krynn’s voice crackled over the comm. “Docking clamps released. Ready to undock.” 

Jay took off her mask, taking a deep breath before she began the climb to the bridge, each step echoing faintly in the corridor as the adrenaline faded and exhaustion crept in. By the time she reached the top, the sight of Krynn at the controls and Tegu hunched over the system monitors brought an unexpected sense of comfort. Krynn glanced back at her, brow furrowed, ears twitching in that familiar way. She could read it in his posture, the way his shoulders stiffened slightly. He was not thrilled about losing the supplies... or the units they had burned trying to get them. 

The Bluejay shuddered as it broke free from the station’s grasp, the sleek vessel gliding into the safety of the void. Jay sank into the copilot’s seat, her hands steady against the console as she glanced back toward the shrinking station in the distance. 

Tegu leaned back, finally asking the long-awaited question, “What happened?” Jay wanted to brush it aside, to dismiss it as unimportant, but something stuck to her, a sickly weight she could not shake. Out of danger, the adrenaline had faded, but the image of the flyer remained. Seeing humans... no, herself depicted as some kind of grotesque monster. She glanced sideways, catching her reflection in the console’s polished surface— then she saw them, a trail of ants crawled across the console, their tiny bodies moving with eerie purpose. They carried clumps of crumbs, flecks of leaves, and glittering grains of sugar, marching toward some unknown destination beyond the edge of the panel. 

Jay sighed, watching the surreal procession that no one else could see. She furrowed her brow, the absurdity of it tugging at her thoughts. Scarab sort of resembled them, she realized, small, determined, always hauling something heavier than she looked capable of.

“Hey, what went down back there?” Tegu asked again, his voice cutting through the quiet and snapping Jay back to the present. 

She opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Scarab finally strode onto the bridge, her tone breezy and deliberately casual. “Jay might need to stay on the ship more often,” she said with a shrug. “Apparently, some stations are doing ‘random checks’ on anyone with a face covering.” 

Tegu frowned, leaning forward. “They're doing those again? I thought they couldn’t get away with crap like that after the Federation knocked down on it.”

“Probably because of the activation,” Scarab replied, her voice still light but edged with cynicism. “Places like Virex are looking for any excuse to silence people they don’t find profitable, but it’s not like they can say that outright without causing issues again.’” “Figures.” Tegu tisked.
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Krynn crossed his arms, glancing between them. “Why haven’t we heard about this?” he asked.

Scarab squinted at Tegu, her mandibles twitching in mock suspicion. “Probably because someone dismantled our broadcast cabinet, so he could reroute the signal to get his ‘shows’,” she said, followed by a theatrical cough aimed squarely at Tegu.

Tegu raised both hands in mock defense. “They are not ‘shows’, they are art.” 

Krynn’s usual calm faltered. He turned fully toward them, his brow furrowed, “Go back,” he said firmly. “Were you two checked?” 

Scarab waved him off, “Nah. Just a couple of junkies trying to make a quick buck,” she said, her tone deliberately light, brushing past the seriousness, but Krynn’s eyes narrowed, catching the shift in her voice. Before he could press further, Scarab raised a clawed hand in reassurance. “We’re fine,” she said quickly. “Slipped out before they could do anything.” Her voice dipped, losing its casual edge. “Just not before they figured out Jay’s human.”

Krynn got up and began to pace, his gaze drifting toward Jay. She sat still, her eyes locked on the panel in front of her, fingers motionless. There was something off—something quiet in her that did not belong. He wanted to ask, to nudge her into sharing whatever she was thinking about, but the words would not come. With a quiet sigh, he pushed away the urge to speak and turned toward Tegu and Scarab instead. His expression was firm, though the faint tension in his posture betrayed the weight of what he was about to say. “Alright,” he began, “Tegu and I came up with a plan for where to go next. I know we’re low on help, and we can’t keep running this ship with just the four of us. So, I’ve got a contact—someone who can help.”

Krynn glanced at Jay, hesitant for a moment, then continued. “I don’t know if you remember Orion’s Space Station—or, uh, that was the—”.

“I remember it,” Jay interrupted, her voice cutting through his words. She turned away from the viewport, her focus now fully on the conversation. The stiffness that had clung to her earlier seemed to fade as she added, “I was there,” with a soft chuckle. 

Krynn blinked, briefly caught off guard by the shift. Jay let out a quiet laugh and tapped her finger near her ear, right where the translator sat. “Ah,” Krynn mumbled, coughing as he quickly redirected the discussion. “Right. Anyway, I’ve heard that some of the people from Orion made it out—and one of them owes me a favor.” 

Tegu shifted in his seat, “Are you sure they’ll respond?” he asked hesitantly. 


Krynn nodded, his voice quiet but certain. “She always has.” 


Scarab’s voice broke through before the silence could settle. She leaned against the bulkhead, her bioluminescent markings flickering in slow, uneven pulses. Her expression shifted, tight and unreadable, but there was a flicker in her eyes that said she knew exactly who he meant. “Are you sure you want to see her?” she asked, the words edged with hesitation. 

Krynn let out a sound, somewhere between a grumble and a sigh, like his thoughts were dragging across gravel. “It’s fine, we need the extra hands, and maybe...” He paused, just long enough for the weight to settle. “Maybe she knows how to find the human homeworld.” Scarab did not respond right away. Her antennae twitched, and her gaze drifted toward the viewport as if weighing something she did not want to say aloud.
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The Bluejay
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A

ll things considered, the Bluejay hummed happily through space, purring like a creature unbothered by the vast universe surrounding it. The ship drifted with a kind of lazy grace, its engines thrumming a lullaby that echoed softly through the metal bones of its hull. Its inhabitants scurried through narrow halls, each one carving out a corner of personality in the otherwise utilitarian corridors. Bits of color and clutter bloomed like coral in the sterile gray: a string of blinking lights here, a hand-drawn poster there. Tegu, surprisingly a maximalist, had taken to draping his quarters in vibrant, patterned tarps he had picked up from countless stops. He had tried to use a drill at first to hang them—until Scarab caught him mid-spark, her eyes wide with horror. Now with everything pinned up with magnets, his walls hardly had any of the grey from before. 

17

Meanwhile, the Bluejay itself seemed to take pleasure in testing Scarab’s patience. It twisted and groaned in ways that defied logic, almost as if it were alive. Hidden compartments would appear where none had been before, valves would hiss without warning, and the floor panels creaked in a rhythm that mocked her attempts at silence. At this rate, Scarab was not sure who was giving her more grief. She had started talking to the ship, jokingly at first, but it began to sound less like a joke as the days went on. “You’re not funny,” she muttered one morning, after a loose panel popped open and dumped a cascade of copper wiring onto her head.
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The lights flickered on with a soft hum, casting a warm amber glow across the corridor. The Bluejay always took its time waking up after a systems cycle, but Tegu did not mind. He liked the quiet hum, the way the ship seemed to stretch and yawn before settling into itself again. He strolled toward the dining hall at his usual unhurried pace, hands in his pockets, a strange, coin-sized candy disk already halfway to his mouth. It fizzed the moment it hit his tongue, releasing a flavor that could only be described as burnt citrus and something vaguely aquatic—like kelp that had been left too long in the sun. He made a face, then shrugged and popped another one in anyway. As he rounded the corner, he spotted Scarab crouched beside an open wall panel, her back to him. Sparks flared from her torch, casting erratic shadows along the corridor walls. She was elbow-deep in a mess of wires, her brow furrowed in concentration.

Tegu slowed, watching Scarab work before speaking. “Anything interesting happened while I was off pretending to be useful?” he asked, his tone light, almost sing-song. 


Without looking up, she replied flatly, “Nothing much. You?” 


He leaned against the wall, chewing thoughtfully. “Clear space all night. Not even a rogue transmission to spice things up. Have you ever found a schematic for this thing? Like, on the network?” Without so much as a glance, Tegu sighed, “So... her again.” If you were paying close attention, you might’ve caught the briefest pause in her movements—the torch’s flame stuttered for a fraction of a second, just long enough to register, but she didn’t say anything. “You ready?” he added, as the torchlight cast sharp, flickering shadows across Scarab's face. She turned her head slowly, fixing him with a glare that could’ve melted steel. Tegu raised his hands in mock surrender, still chewing. “Hey, I feel you. Maybe it won’t be as bad this time.” 

Scarab snorted, the sound dry and humorless. “Her? No chance. Krynn?...”

Before she could finish, Tegu cut in, waving a hand. “You know, I think he might actually surprise us. Especially with Jay around. Maybe he’ll make up for—” A sharp crack rang out from one of the pipes she had been working on. With a sigh, she turned off the torch, its final click echoing down the corridor before it clattered to the floor like a warning shot. She stood slowly, brushing her claws off on a rag. “Don’t you have some sitting around to do? Or something vaguely productive?” 

Tegu’s grin did not waver. “Fine, fine. I’ll leave you.” He turned on his heel and sauntered off, whistling a tune that was just a little too cheerful for the moment. Behind him, Scarab muttered something under her breath and picked up the torch again, the flame reigniting with a hiss as she attempted to fix the pipe.
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Glancing out into the sea of stars as he wandered the corridors, Tegu moved with the unhurried pace of someone with nowhere urgent to be. The Bluejay drifted through the void, its engines a distant murmur beneath his boots, like a sleeping beast breathing in its slumber. There was not much navigating to do out here—just the occasional course correction and the endless hum of systems that mostly ran themselves. The rest was maintenance, and Scarab had that covered. Or rather, she insisted she did. Tegu had tried to help, but after being barked at for handing her the wrong wrench, he decided his talents were better spent elsewhere, like the storage bay. He had reorganized it four times already, each time with a new logic: by size, by weight, by frequency of use, and once, disastrously, by color. This time, he was going for “vibes,” which he could not quite define but felt confident about.

Tegu stepped into the bay, the door hissing shut behind him. The lights flickered once, then steadied. The room was quiet, save for the occasional creak of the hull and the soft rustle of his boots against the floor. He plopped down cross-legged in the middle of the room, surrounded by a modest collection of crates and containers. “One... three... eh, like five... yeah, five,” he muttered, tapping his stylus against his chin before scribbling something indecipherable into his notes. He paused, the stylus hovering midair. He let the pad fall beside him with a soft clack and lay back on the cold metal floor, limbs splayed like a starfish. The ceiling above was just more grey paneling, but he imagined it was transparent, imagined the stars staring back at him like curious eyes.

From his breast pocket, Tegu pulled out a small wooden charm, vaguely shaped like a face—if you squinted and tilted your head. It was rough, uneven, and a little lopsided, but it had character. He turned it over in his fingers, feeling the grooves he’d already carved. Then, with a quiet sigh, he retrieved a tiny carving tool and began etching in the details: a crooked smile, a pair of mismatched eyes, a swirl of hair that looked more like a gust of wind. He did not know why he was making it. Maybe it was just something to do, or maybe it was a way to keep his hands busy while his mind wandered. He was used to wandering aimlessly in space, but after everything, regardless of what he did, the ship felt dull.
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Krynn sat on the bridge, eyes on the monitors as they repeated the same stale data from an hour ago, his thoughts drifting elsewhere. The crew thought this stop was about hiring extra hands for the Bluejay. In truth, his contact had deep ties to the weapons trade—quiet, dangerous ones. Not the kind you spoke about openly, but the kind that delivered results if you choose your words carefully. He was not exactly sure what he was going to ask for, but he knew how trouble followed Jay, and if things went sideways again, which they always seemed to do, he wanted to be ready. Especially if he could replace that metal stick Scarab recently found with something safer. Why bother with a gun when hitting something hard enough seems to do the trick? Krynn still gets annoyed thinking about Jay’s outlook on defense. He was not entirely sure why he felt compelled to do this, but it was not like it could hurt—well, aside from the damage already done to their wallets. They had burned through the last of their funds, and with no income and no jobs they could safely take, they were stuck. Jay’s presence, combined with their notoriety from the capital, meant staying under the radar was non-negotiable. He leaned against his chair, arms folded, chewing on the inside of his cheek. The hum of the ship filled the silence. He hesitated, then muttered under his breath, “I wonder if I could convince her to give us anything else...”

Suddenly, a voice came through the comms with a slight buzz, “So, when are we getting these instructions?” Jay asked. “It feels like we should have gotten it by now.” 

Another voice broke through before Krynn could respond. “We’ll be lucky if she answers in the next quarter,” Scarab replied. 

Again, Krynn tried to answer when Tegu popped on, "Hopefully it's somewhere we can restock on water, did you know we could run out of that?” 

Scarab's voice responded with a hint of confusion, “What do you mean out of water? The ship should recycle it?” 

“Huh, I think I should drink more water.” Jay's voice piped in. 

Tegu again took over with, “Well, the nozzle in the dining hall has a cross on it and nothing came out.”  

Scarab groaned, “This piece of metal is new. It shouldn't have all these issues.” 

Jay, more talking to herself, added in over the others. “I don't think I've had anything to drink in a couple of days? I wonder how long humans can go without water.” 

The chaotic chorus over the comms made it hard to believe they were scattered across the ship. To Krynn, it felt like they were all shouting in his ear. He pinched the bridge of his nose and raised his voice just enough to cut through the noise. “Okay, everyone—first, I received the transmission not that long ago, but it’ll take a couple more hours before we can go.” He paused, then added with a sigh, “Second, Tegu, how much water do we have on standby?” 

There was a brief rustling on the other end before Tegu replied, “Three jugs.” Krynn turned to the comm, his brow furrowing. “...and how much is in them?” 

A scratching sound came through the comms, almost as if Tegu was scratching his neck. “I would say about one... one and a half of me?” 

“What is the amount on the label?” Krynn asked slowly, gritting his teeth. 

Tegu let out a loud, theatrical sigh. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the invisible label says it.”

Krynn’s voice rose, strained but still restrained. “Why did we get ones without—no, no, it’s fine.” He exhaled sharply, then added, “Scarab, if you could get to that by the end of the day, that would be great.”
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The dining hall of the Bluejay was dimly lit, its walls humming faintly with the rhythm of the ship’s systems. A wall of windows looked out onto the vast ocean of space while the floor beneath was patterned in muted greys and blues, a subtle geometric design that gave the space a sense of order without drawing attention. Round tables were bolted securely in place, forming neat rows across the room, all except for one wall left intentionally bare—perhaps for future use, or simply to break the symmetry. The space felt fresh, untouched by the grime and wear that came with long-haul travel. No stains, no scuffs, no lingering smells of old meals or spilled coolant. Just clean surfaces and quiet air. Overhead, the lighting was built flush into the ceiling, casting a crisp, cool glow that softened gradually as the ship’s systems transitioned into night mode. The shift was subtle—white light fading into a warm amber, like the ship itself was winding down for sleep.

Scarab knelt near the far end of the room, half-submerged in a maintenance panel, her claws deep in a mess of tubing and wiring. The others, Tegu, Krynn, and Jay, sat around one of the central tables, surrounded by half-eaten rations and dented mugs filled with whatever passed for a warm drink aboard the ship. It had become a quiet tradition: gathering here before lights-out, sharing a meal and a few words. Not for the food, it was bland and forgettable, but for the company. A way to check in, to make sure no one was quietly unraveling in the silence of deep space. Jay took a slow sip from her mug, steam curling around her face as Krynn leaned forward, elbows on the table, voice low and steady. “We’ve got a location,” he said. “She sent coordinates. We’ll meet her on a planet called Char. Just finished terraforming. Supposed to be popular—lots of traffic, easy to blend in.”

Tegu raised an eyebrow, chewing thoughtfully. “Char, huh?” Krynn gave a small nod. “Regardless, it could be a good place to make up what we lost at the station.” 

“Sounds promising,” Jay said with a tired sigh. “Hopefully we can learn something about where were going that is more than just ‘it might exist in that direction’.” Before anyone could respond, a loud clang echoed from the wall, followed by a triumphant shout. 

“Ha! Got it!” Scarab emerged from the panel, wiping her hands on a rag, looking more satisfied than she had in days. “Water’s back.” Tegu raised his mug in salute. “What would we do without you.” 

Scarab rolled her eyes while groggily grabbing a seat. “Die probably.”

Chuckling, Jay elbowed Scarab. “You know, if you get some extra hands on Char, you could delegate some of these tasks to them?” 

Scarab stared at Jay, holding up her four clawed hands and stating in the most monotone voice, “I already have four.” 


Jay glared at her, “You know what I meant.” 


Scarab's lips curling into a smug grin. “Yeah, but watching you try to think is entertaining.” Before Scarab could move, a protein puck flew across the table and smacked her square in the forehead with a dull thunk. She blinked, slowly wiping the smear off one of her antennae, and fixed Jay with a look that promised retaliation. “Oh, you just wait—” Scarab growled, reaching for the tray and grabbing a handful of pucks. Jay yelped and ducked under the table, laughing as the first one sailed past. 

Krynn, clearly exhausted, looked up from his mug with a sigh. “Can we not weaponize the rations?” 

Scarab shrugged, already lining up her next shot. “What? We’re just having some fun.” Krynn furrowed his brow at both of them, and slowly, Scarab put the pucks down. “Alright, alright, don't get your fur in a twist.” 

Jay sat up a little, laughing, stretching her arms overhead. “Alright, I’m calling it. Wake me if we get shot at or if one of you dies.” 

Krynn stood, collecting his datapad. “Tegu, let’s get the jump prepped. She wants to meet as soon as possible." 

Tegu followed, tossing a wrapper into the bin. “Yeah, don’t want to get her in a bad mood.” Krynn was already thinking about the coordinates, the meeting, and the risks ahead. Behind them, Scarab shook her head and returned to her seat, muttering something about “Felis”.
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Deeper in the ship, Jay wandered until her feet carried her to one of the ship’s stranger rooms. The door slid open with a soft hiss, revealing the chamber’s quiet glow. Mirrors covered the ceiling in seamless panels, catching the starlight pouring through the transparent floor beneath her. From above, the mirrors reflected the void so perfectly that it felt like she was suspended between two skies, caught in the middle of an endless, glittering hourglass. In the corners of the room, small pod-like fountains trickled with recycled water, each one shaped differently, one like a spiral shell, another like a smooth stone split open. The sound was soft, steady, grounding. Almost like the room was breathing. 

Jay exhaled and rubbed the back of her neck. Lately, the only job she had on the ship was delivering things—tools, materials, snacks, whatever someone asked for over comms. It was not a bad job, but it just did not feel important, especially compared to the others. Krynn never gave her anything complicated, always muttering something about ‘not wanting to overwhelm her, but she knew it was more than that. Maybe when she could read and write, she could use a data pad... Tegu had laughed, actually laughed when she asked if she could try flying the ship, even though she had managed to fly one before. Scarab had been quieter than usual. When Jay helped her, it was only to fetch parts, never to actually work beside her. 

Jay lowered herself onto the glass floor, lying flat on her back. Her arms folded behind her head as she stared up at the mirrored ceiling. The stars twinkled above her, like she was floating in the middle of space with nothing holding her in place. The quiet wrapped around her like a blanket. Boredom tugged at her, sure, but the stillness was nice. 

Jays' eyes grew heavy. Lack of sleep had been starting to catch up to her. As she closed her eyes, her thoughts drifted in and out in clips—about the ship, her friends, this strange place she now called home, the capital, the Infestors, Zenith... Her eyes shot open as her heart beat raced in her chest. Hands shaking as she looks back up at the stars. There out there, somewhere, waiting for her. Even though the Infestors appeared dead, their attacks somehow stopped as if they had disappeared altogether. The universe took this as a time of ‘Peace’, but she could not lose the feeling that all they did was delay something far worse. A sharp pulse of pain tugged her back into her body. She winced, pulling her leg up and unfastening the prosthetic. The sleeve came off easily, revealing the stump beneath, skin red, irritated, warm to the touch. The scar tissue looked angrier than usual. “It’s fine,” She told herself as she slid the prosthetic back on, locking it into place. 
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Lost in Translation
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T

he Bluejay drifted smoothly through the dense smog of Char’s upper atmosphere, its sleek, reflective hull catching the faint shimmer of neon lights glowing far below. Krynn stood on the bridge, his gaze fixed on the sprawling urban expanse that stretched endlessly across the horizon. The city rose upward in layers, a dizzying maze of towering skyscrapers and interconnected structures that pierced through the haze like jagged teeth. Smog hung heavy in the air, softening the edges of the buildings and lending them an ominous, ghostly quality as they loomed over the sprawling streets below. Rivers of people flowed through tightly packed corridors, their movements illuminated by holographic signs and advertisements that danced across building facades in vibrant hues. Hovercrafts darted between the towering buildings, their engines buzzing as they weaved through narrow channels of airspace. 

The Bluejay descended further, cutting a gentle arc as it approached one of the docking platforms. The platform itself was a hive of activity, lined with cargo loaders, crew members, and travelers bustling about under the neon glare of directional signs.
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28

The crew gathered in the common area, tension already brewing. Krynn leaned against the wall, arms crossed, his expression firm. “Tegus coming with me,” he said, his tone leaving little room for argument. 

Tegu groaned from his seat at the table, slouching so far back he was horizontal. “I’d rather stay here and do literally anything else,” he muttered. “Have you seen those streets? Crowds. Smog. People bumping into me. Hard pass.”

Jay chuckled from her spot near the viewport, watching the exchange unfold with mild amusement. “I think he’s afraid of the fresh air,” she teased, earning a glare from Tegu. 

“Fresh air?” Tegu grumbled, gesturing toward the smog-filled cityscape outside. “Yeah, real fresh.” 

Krynn’s patience was wearing thin. “We can’t leave the ship unattended, Tegu. Two of us have to stay. We can’t risk Jay being recognized again, and Scarab’s been running herself ragged as it is. She needs a break.”

Before Krynn could argue further, Scarab chimed in, her glowing markings pulsing faintly. “Break? If I stay on this ship any longer, I’m going to kill one of you.” Her gaze snapped to Tegu “Probably you.” 


Tegu raised his hands defensively, “Why me?”


“Because you won’t shut up,” Scarab replied flatly, turning her attention back to Krynn. “I’ll go. There were a couple things we left on the station that I-” Scarab looked to the side, scratching her neck instinctively while thinking, “The ship needs, and it’ll give me a chance to breathe some of that ‘fresh air.’” 

Jay chuckled, leaning back against the wall. “Sounds settled, then. You two have fun down there.” With the plan in place, Krynn and Scarab headed off the ship. 

As they disappeared down the ramp, Tegu turned to Jay. “Want to play something? I’ve got a disk deck we can use.” Jay’s lips curled into a smug grin. “No idea what that is—but it won’t stop me from kicking your ass at it.” Tegu snorted, giving Jay a sideways glance. “We’ll see.”
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As Krynn and Scarab stepped off the docking platform and onto the main street, the city rose around them like a freshly assembled hive. New metal, new glass, new wiring, but they had already swollen past capacity. Towers stacked on towers, each one built so close to the next that their neon signage bled together in a jittering haze. The air carried a thick, chemical smog that clung to the throat, drifting in slow, heavy sheets between the buildings as if the city exhaled pollution with every breath.

Insectoid citizens crowded the walkways in restless waves. Most of the crowd barely reached Krynn’s chest, making him stand out awkwardly. Some were thin and angular, their eyes bulging from the sides of their heads; others sported curled horns, twitching wings, plated limbs, or glossy carapaces that reflected the neon glow in fractured colors. Their chatter and clicking blended with the hum of machinery until it became a constant, vibrating backdrop.

The narrow lane funneled them toward a broader avenue lined with shops. Neon lights flickered overhead, their colors warped by the smog into smeared streaks of pink, blue, and acid green. Hovercrafts zipped between the upper levels, their engines leaving shimmering trails that dissolved into the haze. Scarab moved with purpose, her smaller frame weaving easily through the crowds as she scanned the glass displays for the parts she needed. “I almost forgot how much I hate places like this,” she muttered, her glowing markings dimming slightly as she avoided a rowdy group arguing by one of the stalls. 


Krynn smiled. “I figured you’d love all this stuff.” 

Grumbling, she replied, “Not when ‘this stuff’ is just crap.”


As they moved between stalls, Krynn turned his head slightly towards Scarab, “Thanks... for coming with me.” 

Scarab looked up at him, her expression unreadable before letting out a sarcastic “Don’t get mushy on me, I told you, I'm just here because the ship needs some things.” Krynn chuckled, “Yeah, I'm sure ‘it’ does.” One of Scarab’s pointed elbows found Krynn’s knee, causing him to wince as he held back a laugh. 

Krynn drifted toward a supply stall first, drawn by the familiar sight of ration crates stacked in uneven towers. The vendor barely looked up as Krynn sifted through the options—dried protein slabs, nutrient bricks, vacuum-packed stews. Not glamorous, but necessary. Especially if they were about to have more hands on board.

“Prices went up this cycle,” the man grunted, voice muffled behind a filter mask.

“Everything goes up every cycle,” Krynn replied, setting a crate on the counter. After a few minutes of back-and-forth later, Krynn managed to shave the cost down. Funds were tight, but not tight enough to skip food. 

As he sealed the crate, he wrote down some information so they would not have to lug the stuff around. Once he was done, he happened to turn just in time to see Scarab freeze in front of a shop window, her glowing markings brightening with interest. Some kind of gear assembly sat behind the glass. Complicated. Dense. A mess of interlocking rings and shifting teeth that made Krynn’s head hurt just looking at it. “Oh no,” he muttered. “Scarab, that thing is way too—” Yet by the time he spoke, she was already inside. Krynn cursed under his breath and hurried after her.

Inside, Scarab was somehow already mid-argument with the clerk—a young man with dark circles under his eyes and the posture of someone who’d been haggled to death since sunrise. “Ma’am, I can’t lower the price,” he insisted, voice cracking with exhaustion. “It’s already discounted.” 

“Discounted for who?” Scarab shot back. “The emperor? Look at this—half the teeth aren’t even aligned.”

Krynn hovered behind her, ready to drag her out before she dismantled the poor man’s entire livelihood. Sighing as he watched the poor kid call for someone else. However, as he looked around something outside the window caught his attention. Two figures stood across the street near a recessed doorway. They weren’t browsing or talking. In fact they weren’t moving at all. Their eyes—cold, unblinking—were fixed directly on him.

One had a reptilian build, long limbs, scaled jaw, a tail that twitched once before going still. The other was more mammalian, furred and broad-shouldered. Yet, both of them looked... wrong. Krynn rubbed the back of his neck, trying to calm his nerves as he felt the goosebumps underneath, as if his body was telling him they needed to leave. 

“Krynn!” Scarab snapped, yanking his attention back. “Give them the station and dock number. Someone will deliver the part while we’re out.”


He blinked at her. “You’re actually buying that thing?”


Behind the counter, the clerk had been joined by three more employees—each one looking equally tired, equally done, and equally desperate for the two of them to leave.
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After wandering through the bustling streets and exploring a few more crowded shops, Scarab led the way down a quieter side alley. The air was heavier here, carrying the faint tang of industrial smog and the acrid smell of damp concrete. The neon glow from the main avenue barely reached this far, leaving the alley in murky shadows. The building they approached sat awkwardly at the corner, its structure weathered and almost forgotten amid the chaos of the surrounding city. Its windows were boarded up with planks that looked like they had been haphazardly nailed into place years ago, their edges warped and splintering. Layers of graffiti adorned the walls, overlapping in bursts of color and varying degrees of artistry—bold letters declaring allegiance to local gangs were tangled with intricate portraits and abstract designs. Above the entrance, a faded sign hung precariously from rusted chains, its lettering almost
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