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        Two possibilities exist: either we are alone in the Universe or we are not. Both are equally terrifying.

        ― Arthur C. Clarke
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        24th Century

      

      

      The orange ball of fire and dust vanished, and the remaining bits of the majestic craft melted into the vastness of space. Aboard Caelestis, two Orias tracked every detail from their stations, impassive and silent. Molten shrapnel rained down, scorching the planet’s surface. The stench of charred flesh choked the air. Smoke rolled across the continent in thick, suffocating waves.

      The Earth ship was gone.

      No one shed a tear.

      Not even the last human on the planet’s surface.

      Lady Vermont stood over the Director’s dismembered remains.

      You deserved this.

      Then guilt crept into Lady Vermont’s heart. Desmond’s face flashed before her.

      He didn’t deserve to die. But I had no choice.

      “Well done,” said the queen.

      “Thank you.”

      “This creature deserved to die,” said the queen.

      Lady Vermont smiled. “I completely agree.”

      “Now that you have taken this step. What is next?”

      The Director’s words echoed in her head. She was just a tool. Just another disposable resource. Lady Vermont didn’t mean anything to her or to the Imperial Command. “We need to take over Medusa. That should put the humans in their place.”

      “The interstellar gate…your superior was so proud off.”

      “Yes. It can lead you to victory.”

      “I like this idea. This moment should be celebrated. Let’s head to my ship,” the queen said.

      Lady Vermont smirked. “We should. I know you prefer flying, but I’d rather take the shuttle.”

      The queen looked intrigued. “I am willing to indulge you.”

      As they walked toward the shuttle, Lady Vermont spotted two perfectly spherical stones half-buried in ash. She extended her hand, summoning her power. The stones rose, spinning slowly, before settling into her palms. She examined them with a faint smile. “Interesting specimens.”

      The queen gazed at her.

      

      The shuttle rocketed upward. Lady Vermont’s breath hitched at the devastation below. Craters gaped like open wounds, wildfire raged across the landscape, and thick plumes of smoke rose toward the sky. Her console blinked—the scanner detected zero life signs. Her pulse hammered, and her hands shook as she recalled reading the mission details at the Discovery Colony.

      If I want to survive, I have to stay strong.

      “What are you thinking?” asked the queen from the passenger seat.

      Lady Vermont kept her eyes on the controls. “I’m thinking of my future,” she replied. There was no point in lying. The queen would sense it.

      “As you must,” she said. “Can you contact Emmeline Augury?”

      Lady Vermont’s laugh was bitter. “I wish. She is long gone.”

      
        
        Caelestis, Hangar, Deck 25

      

      

      The shuttle punched through the atmosphere into orbit, slicing past the debris. It banked hard. At Caelestis’s stern, the circular hanger door opened. A platform became visible. She adjusted the heading. The craft touched down with a soft thud.

      “Let me give you a tour.”

      A pungent stench hit Lady Vermont the moment she stepped out. She tried to ignore it, but it was hard. The copper-colored hangar deck stretched before her. Several Orias ships were suspended from the ceiling by metal brackets. There were no windows or vents. Her head swam. Dizziness blurred her vision. She gripped the shuttle, pulled out the scanner, which confirmed gravity at five percent above Earth’s.

      “Follow me,” said the queen.

      She ignored her dizziness and marched ahead.

      They reached a massive door. It split into three sections, opening into a square tunnel. She looked for signs, wondering which deck they were on.

      “Caelestis can carry over fifty vessels and has twenty-five decks. The lower two decks are for the Orias ships.”

      “Impressive.”

      The queen’s chin lifted. “Naturally.”

      As they walked through the dim passageways, she noticed the surfaces bore smudges, scratch marks and long streaks. The air was stagnant, thick with a musty, metallic odor. Stifling heat pressed against her, each breath heavy with humidity. Beads of perspiration rolled down her back. They turned and walked up the ramp that connected the decks. Lady Vermont’s mood lifted when they entered Deck 2. Softer overhead lights brightened their path. Light reflected on the metallic walls, and the polished smooth gray floor was more welcoming. Arched doors opened into small, empty quarters. Lady Vermont’s heart hammered harder. Her limbs felt leaden. She pondered whether she should ask for changes to the environmental systems.

      Would the queen consider this request a weakness?

      

      They arrived at the bridge. She paused. It was spacious, but she was stunned to see only two Orias.

      “The Orias navigate the ship using their minds.”

      “You mean neural networks.”

      “Is that what humans call it?”

      “Just two Orias can operate the entire ship?”

      “Yes.”

      Lady Vermont observed the two orbs in front of the Orias—she guessed they were controllers. She circled the bridge, observing wide screens. She circled the bridge, studying the wide screens. The characters were incomprehensible. Engine status? Environmental controls? Power levels, weapons systems, navigation? She could only guess.

      “What do you think?”

      She turned to the queen. “I think something is missing.”

      The queen raised an eyebrow.

      “A throne.”

      “There was no captain’s chair.”

      The queen threw her head back and laughed. Then she positioned herself on a circular platform in the center of the bridge. The crystalline dome overhead flickered and transformed, erupting into a kaleidoscope of star charts. The queen shut her eyes. Deep in the ship’s belly, engines rumbled to life.

      Incredible.

      Caelestis broke orbit and glided toward the queen’s realm.

      

      The ship moved at incredible velocity, and within hours they arrived at a system Lady Vermont had never seen before. She watched the stars—their colors and configurations unlike anything back home. They frightened and intrigued her. The ship threaded through a debris field. A large planet came into view. On it was a single continental landmass sprawled across the northern hemisphere. Massive ridges and colossal craters carved its surface.

      “Was this planet part of your kingdom?”

      “They were once our allies,” responded the queen.

      “What happened to them?”

      “My father slaughtered them.”

      Lady Vermont’s throat tightened. “I see.”

      “It is unfortunate. They perished before achieving their potential.”

      Her fingers tightened. “What do you mean?”

      “Not all minds can reach greatness.”

      It was not the answer she wanted, and for the time being, Lady Vermont let it go.

      

      They traveled in silence. Her dizziness faded. She checked her scanner. The environmental controls had been adjusted.

      Does she actually care? Or just needs me alive, for now?

      The loud humming of Caelestis engines softened. About 20 billion kilometers ahead, a star burned dim. What had appeared as jagged haze sharpened into an asteroid field? They crossed the field, and five planets came into view. Caelestis wove through the asteroids, heading to the fifth world, crowned by two obsidian moons. Lady Vermont’s eyes widened, and her blood turned icy. The moons weren’t natural satellites—they were space stations housing countless black ships.

      “Home to the Orias fleet.”

      “Impressive,” she said, trying to keep her tone light.

      “Welcome to Nebulora.”

      She gave a brief nod.

      

      Lady Vermont gripped the console as Caelestis entered orbit and descended toward the northern hemisphere. The queen’s kingdom sprawled below. A massive mountain rose to the east of the castle, and a broad canyon separated it from the black forest. To the south stretched an immense plateau, its edge marked by four towering volcanoes. To the west was a wall of peaks. Directly beside the castle, a second chasm split the land—almost fifty meters wide and two hundred meters deep.

      The ship landed, and the engines turned silent.

      A teasing smile played on the queen’s lips. “Welcome to my realm. Since you refuse to fly, your little ship will do.”

      

      They boarded the shuttle and flew toward the castle. Lady Vermont conducted a full scan. The readout made her stomach drop. Current radiation levels were fourteen point six rads. The pressure matched Earth’s, but argon gas choked the atmosphere at 71%, while the magnetic field limped along at 1/30th of Earth’s strength. Oxygen sat at a measly 10%, while higher levels of carbon dioxide trapped heat. At night, the temperature dropped to -20 degrees. She calculated her odds. Without treatment, a normal human would perish within forty-eight hours. With her alien DNA, she might last a month.

      Great.

      She would have to rely on the bio-stabilization shots stored in every shuttle. She just hoped it was enough to keep her alive.

      

      The shuttle touched down on barren ground outside the castle. Lady Vermont stepped into searing heat. What might have once been an Earth-like haven was now a scorched, oppressive landscape, barren and heavy with heat and humidity. The stars were barely visible. The forest was full of crooked black trees.

      This is crazy. I should…

      She cut the thought short.

      “Come.”

      She reluctantly followed the queen across a fractured bridge and through the castle’s main entrance. The open hall was unwelcoming and exuded a sense of tragedy. They climbed a long staircase and entered another hall with a throne. Sweat gathered on her brow. She passed statues of humanoids and strange creatures embedded in the walls. The floor was filthy. Her gaze fixed on the two pools swirling with purple liquid. She didn’t want to know its purpose. She saw a throne and above it a glowing circle with symbols.

      “What is that?”

      “A doorway to a sacred place powered by my ancestors.”

      “It is a portal. What powers it?”

      The queen smiled proudly. “Let me show you.”

      They passed through an arched entrance on their right and descended a spiral staircase. At the bottom, Lady Vermont paused. They were in an underground chamber that housed a crypt. The floor was slimy, and the foul smell was overwhelming. In the shadows, long green shapes hissed and writhed.

      “Do not be alarmed. Nothing here will harm you.”

      Lady Vermont merely smiled.

      “That’s my crypt.”

      The hair on her neck stood up. “You sleep in… that.”

      “There is no cause for concern.” The queen led the way.

      She swallowed the knot rising in her throat and followed the queen as her instincts screamed for caution. They walked past the crypt and through another arched entrance. The stone wall with three serpentine guardians coiled at the center shimmered.

      “Open.”

      The serpentine guardians uncoiled. The stone made a loud grinding noise and moved to reveal a chamber.

      “Come.”

      The chamber’s domed ceiling was lined with rows of thin, brown tiles. The floor was smooth, spotless. No dust. No decay. A strange energy, exhilarating and potent, pulsed through the air. Her gaze darted toward the source — the orb.

      “What is that?”

      “The heart. It links me to the Orias. I can reach out to any being, planet, or travel to the end of the cosmos.”

      “You mean telepathically.”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s fascinating.” Lady Vermont reached for it. Her fingertips tingled, sensing an aura of life emanating from the mysterious sphere. An invisible force radiated from its core. She gasped, pulling her hand away.

      “It is not meant for everyone,” stated the queen in an icy tone.

      She stepped back. “Of course. My apologies.” Then she caught sight of another opening ahead. She entered the long chamber with countless crypts, each emanating a soft green light. “Who are they?”

      “My ancestors.”

      “Are they alive?”

      “They have transitioned. But their energy remains bound to Nebulora—and to the statues in the hall above.”

      “Remarkable.” Lady Vermont’s fingertips traced the exquisite stonework of the crypt. The soft percussion of her footsteps echoed as she moved around the chamber, admiring the elaborate insignias carved into burnished metal. From across the hall, the queen’s eyes followed her movements with keen interest.

      

      Lady Vermont felt better when they came to the terrace. Behind the castle lay a vast circular plaza. Twelve columns stood connected by massive spherical stones.

      “What is that?”

      “We use it for transference and creation.”

      The women became silent. The sun neared the horizon, and the temperature was dropping. She observed the volcanoes, the black mountain, and the impenetrable dark forest around the castle. The sky was full of wispy orange clouds of different shades.

      “Magnificent, is it not? It shall be restored to its former beauty. I will rule…”

      The queen’s words faded away as Lady Vermont lifted her eyes to spot a sharp purple streak in the sky. Her lips curled into a subtle smile.
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            Two Souls

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        24th Century

        Specter’s Ship, Hangar, Deck 10

      

      

      In the ship’s depths, Micah’s body lay crumpled in a corner. Clio’s sobs echoed through the hangar. Byron was a caged animal in the dark, forced to witness the death and suffering of his friends. The Specter was him. He was the specter. Their brains, bodies, and minds had fused. It knew everything, and now Byron knew its name.

      Tyrax, king of the Seven Realms.

      Where has he been for centuries? Why was he on Proxima 8? Why didn’t he die? Then it struck him. The crypt on this ship — it’s his life source.

      “You are correct.” Tyrax’s voice echoed in his head.

      Fury ignited within Byron. He wanted to seize a knife and drive it into his own chest. But he wasn’t in control. He was merely a shadow, watching from the corner as this monster obliterated what remained of his existence.

      The gut-wrenching agony of watching his best friend die consumed him. It had been quick—Micah wouldn’t have suffered. But why not him? Why Micah? What would Tyrax do with Clio? Why was she still breathing?

      “Your thoughts are irrelevant,” Tyrax stated.

      Byron refused to answer the monster. He sat in the dark, endless room on the wet ground. A subtle hum resonated above him, as if a force field separated them.

      Two souls in one body. It was not a healthy combination, but here they were.

      He watched helplessly as Tyrax seized the sobbing Clio and shoved her into a cell. With the flick of a finger, he transferred Micah’s corpse into the brig. “To keep you company.”

      Micah’s life meant nothing to him.

      The door slammed shut.

      

      Taking over Byron’s body hadn’t been Tyrax’s intention, but rage and desperation had forced his hand. He examined his new form. I’m more than a presence trapped in a rock. After centuries, I have flesh again. It feels extraordinary. He took a deep breath and chuckled. Is it air I am breathing? I don’t even need it. He touched his face and felt the clammy skin. His tongue was parched, and he tried to recall the taste of food. Being humanoid again feels good. I never thought I would miss this.

      He strode onto the bridge. A flashing light on the third string console grabbed his attention. He tapped a string, and a status report flared to life. Deck 11 had suffered a hull breach. Emergency protocols had sealed the bulkheads, maintaining pressure, but the damage had locked the ship in place.

      “I must fix that.”

      

      Byron tracked Tyrax’s movements. He needed to see Micah. Needed to check on Clio—was she injured? He prayed she’d stopped crying. Micah’s death replayed in his mind like a nightmare. The blade of guilt twisted deeper in his chest. Tears streamed down his face.

      Feeling helpless, he rose to his feet. He took one step after another. A frigid draft struck his face, and visions flooded in. He stumbled backwards and collapsed. Breathlessly, he looked up. A silky, transparent veil floated around him.

      What is that?

      He stood and touched the veil with trembling fingers. Whispers swirled around him, fragmented visions unraveling in front of his eyes.

      Are these memories?

      But they were not his. He saw a vast hall. Children. Men. Women. Were these humans on Earth? He couldn’t tell, but he sensed joy and celebration. He pushed and his fingers pierced through the soft barrier.

      “Don’t do that,” yelled Tyrax.

      Go fuck yourself.

      “I do not understand the meaning of these words.”

      It means go to hell.

      “What is that?”

      It’s a place where evil people burn.

      “Does this system have coordinates?”

      Byron scowled. You didn’t have to kill Micah.

      “You needed to learn a lesson.”

      You kept us trapped for days. What did you expect?

      “Obedience.”

      Then you must be dreaming.

      “I don’t have dreams. I’ve nightmares.”

      Byron simmered down. There was no point. What are these visions?

      “None of your concern. Stay within the veil.”

      Why are you doing this? Why am I alive?

      “You are a slave. You will obey and ask no questions.”

      Oh, yeah? We’ll see. He grunted and thrust through the veil.

      “No!” Tyrax shouted.

      The world stopped.

      Icy gusts hammered him. Byron stared at the ice-crowned peaks piercing the sky. “Where am I?”

      “Return at once,” a voice called from behind.

      How is this possible—how did I get here?

      The mountain ranges reminded him of Canada. He took in the fresh air, with a hint of salt. Byron spotted an opening in the mountain. Wrapped in rugs, he saw King Tyrax emerge from the cave. The man was tall, with a long beard, surprisingly kind eyes, and a sharp face.

      You look young…this is a memory, isn’t it?

      Tyrax remained silent.

      The frigid wind howled through the mountain gaps, steering the snowflakes in violent eddies. The air filled with a resonant grunt, drawing the king’s gaze. He crouched swiftly behind a rock as a two-legged creature came into view.

      Byron’s jaw dropped. Ah… what?

      The caveman’s wild hair lashed in the wind, framing a broad skull, a bulbous nose, and a jaw like stone. Animal pelts draped his shoulders as he slammed his spear into the snow, striding forward.

      Byron’s eyes widened. Tyrax, were you on Earth? Is that a human?

      No answer came.

      The caveman stopped, as if sensing a presence. Suddenly, a yellow flare bathed the region. The caveman shielded his eyes. When the light receded, a hooded figure materialized. Primal fear flickered in the caveman’s eyes. The hooded figure advanced toward him. Grunting, the caveman ran in the opposite direction. Byron winced, as the hooded figure hurled fireballs that missed the caveman. Breathless, the caveman stopped. He hefted and threw his spear with shaky hands. The hooded figure pulled out a sword and smashed it in two. Terror seized the caveman. He whirled around, flailing his arms, and unleashed a string of desperate grunts.

      Byron caught sight of a small group of primitive humans approaching the scene.

      This can’t be good. Who the hell is this man?

      The hooded figure released his sword, which suspended itself mid-air. He conjured a fireball, which pulsed in his outstretched palms. With a flick of his wrist, he hurled the inferno at the fleeing man. It struck with a deafening roar, tossing him into the snow. A scream tore through the vicinity.

      The hooded figure summoned his sword. It flew into his grip. He charged toward his prey.

      “Elorin,” shouted the king, racing toward the scene. “No!”

      Elorin’s blade sliced through sinew and bone, unleashing a crimson mist across the snow. Guttural whimpers of the dying caveman echoed in the frigid air. With bleeding hands, he desperately tried to crawl away. Elorin mercilessly stabbed him in the back and carved it open.

      Who the hell is this guy? Byron cried.

      “A priest who poisoned my daughter,” Tyrax told him.

      “What are you doing here?” the king demanded.

      “You know what I came for,” Elorin replied.

      Byron spotted a group of humanoid figures closing in on the scene.

      “It doesn’t belong to you.”

      “Your family has perished. The Arcanexus belongs to us,” Elorin yelled.

      Arcanexus? questioned Byron.

      “You did not have to slaughter this creature. It meant you no harm.”

      “What does it matter to you?” Elorin demanded.

      “Every creature matters.”

      “Then I shall slaughter them all unless you give the Arcanexus to me,” Elorin snarled.

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      Elorin raised his sword. The king did the same.

      The clash of metal resounded as the king deftly parried the strike. Byron flinched. Elorin moved swiftly through the snow and swung his sword. The king dodged the blade that cleaved through the air. Tension mounted as fireballs ignited in their palms, and they hurled them at each other. The collision unleashed a blinding explosion, hurling both backward. The king landed in a heap of snow, and his sword slipped away. He quickly regained his footing. Fiery orbs burst into life in his hands. With a swift motion, he hurled them at Elorin, who narrowly dodged them. The blasts smashed into the snow-covered ground, exploding with deafening force. Elorin’s eyes flashed with anger. Ripples of red light followed through his body, and he lifted his sword.

      “You will pay for this.”

      Elorin plunged the sword into the snow. An explosion of energy erupted, hurling Tyrax backward. A crimson halo pulsed outward, washing over every living being in its path.

      The king sat up. “No, no. What have you done? You have poisoned them all.”

      “They will suffer for your arrogance.”

      Putting his sword away, Elorin channeled his power, conjuring a seething orb of energy between his palms. The king’s eyes blazed with defiance as the crackling sphere sped toward him. With a swift gesture, he summoned a white shield. The impact thundered, forcing him back as his shield strained. The energy ball dissipated. The shield vanished.

      “Is that all you have got?” The king stood straight. “My father was right. You’re nothing but a feeble priest.”

      Elorin drew his sword and charged. The king summoned his sword. It shot through the snow and landed in his grip. He deflected Elorin’s blow. Their swords clashed with a resounding clang. With a swift twist, Tyrax feigned left and struck. The tip of his blade grazed Elorin’s arm, drawing green blood. Elorin clutched his arm and cursed. Yelling, he attacked. Their swords met with a thunderous impact. The wind picked up, whipping snow around them. Elorin’s strikes came fast, but Tyrax expected each one, sidestepped, and countered them with brutal force. Panting, Elorin retreated, and his left palm began glowing. The king moved swiftly, caught his palm and stuck the sword through his chest. Elorin screamed. He pulled out the sword and swung it, beheading Elorin. The head rolled away, and his lifeless form crumpled in the snow.

      Silence fell.

      Sheathing his sword, the king raised both hands. The sky above him darkened, clouds swirling in an unnatural spiral. A bolt of lightning split the sky with a deafening crack. It struck Elorin’s lifeless body, reducing it to a pile of smoldering ashes.

      Byron let out a long breath. Nicely done.

      “I was simply doing my duty,” Tyrax said.

      Grunts and shouts drew close. The king fled the scene. A piercing scream shattered the air. A large woman with tangled hair, wrapped in heavy wool layers and clumsy boots, charged toward the lifeless caveman. Behind her trailed a small group—men, women, and children. She dropped to her knees, wailing, and gently lifted the dead man’s head into her arms.

      “In a war, it’s the innocent who suffer,” Tyrax said.

      But you saved them from Elorin.

      “I was too late. They had already been poisoned.”

      What do you mean?

      The scene changed. Byron stood on a frozen wasteland. A brutal snowstorm howled, lashing a ragged camp of prehistoric humans. He approached the camp and clamped a hand over his mouth.

      Oh, my God.

      Sickness choked the air. Blood seeped from ruptured blisters across their bodies. Many of them had gone bald and wheezed loudly. Two men lay crippled, their stumps blackened, festering. Mothers clutched their children, watching helplessly as small faces turned blue and still.

      It’s radiation poisoning.

      The king stood among the dying. A woman looked up at him, her eyes filled with tears. With a solemn expression, he drew the sword and severed her head.

      Why the hell did you do that?

      “She was suffering. They all were. There was nothing I could do,” replied the voice in his head.

      

      Byron watched in horror as the King ended their suffering. The wind turned silent, and it stopped snowing as the king looked at the fallen humans. Sadness etched across his face. He lifted his gaze and marched toward a mountain.

      Byron followed him.

      The king entered a cave and placed his hands on the stone walls. The rocks cracked, creating an opening. Byron stiffened as he watched him create tombs within the cave and bury the bodies in the mountain wall. In its heart, in a frozen pond amongst the fallen children, he left a chest.

      What is wrong with you? Why would you bury them like that?

      “Superstition dominates the heart of most species. If anyone found the cave, I hoped that the dead bodies would scare them away.”

      You wanted them to stay away from the chest.

      “True.”

      What was in it?

      “Something that should never be found.”

      They left the mountain. Byron turned back and wondered if anyone had discovered its secret.
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        24th Century

        Raven

      

      

      The Dealics were dead. Raven’s crew ransacked the Vyronox for anything useful—med-kits, rations, spare parts. Victory had cost them dearly. Though they’d broken free, they were battered and desperate for sanctuary.

      “The cargo bay is secure,” Angelus said, breathing hard.

      They heard William speaking to Roumoult, who was still unconscious.

      “I have completed the scans and used the Dealics’ star maps to locate a habitable planet,” the AI said.

      “How far?”

      “Two light-years.”

      Emmeline charged the engines. Raven surged ahead.

      
      Hours slipped by in heavy silence as the crew retreated to their quarters. Emmeline stayed in the cockpit, alone with her thoughts in the ship’s hollow quiet. Her clothes reeked of blood and sweat. She recalled slaughtering the Dealics in her rage.

      Did I do the right thing? Yes. I saved the villagers from slavery.

      But it didn’t feel right. Her actions gnawed at her.

      “Approaching the nebula,” announced the AI.

      She admired it. The nebula was colossal—long, colorful, irregularly shaped bands spanning over a hundred light-years. She changed course. Raven vanished into the clouds of gases.

      “Scanning,” said the AI. “I detect six unstable pockets ahead. Recommend adjusting course.”

      Her fingers danced over the dashboard. Raven banked left. She admired the mesmerizing nebula—a tapestry woven from a blend of gases, dust, and the remnants of celestial bodies long gone. She wondered why it existed. Did it exist to paint the dark universe with its eternal light, then fade away? What was its role in the grand scheme of things? More so, what was her role?

      
      Raven broke free from the nebula and streaked toward the system’s sixth planet. Emmeline checked the readings. It orbited 2.1 million kilometers from the nearest star, a planet 20% less massive than Earth. Its atmosphere was a mix of 19% oxygen, 80% nitrogen, and 0.5% carbon dioxide. Across three continents, two vast oceans teemed with heavy metals and bizarre sea life. A few stray asteroids orbited the planet. Raven plunged into the atmosphere, cut through the mountains and landed twenty miles from the river.

      Emmeline sprang from her seat and bolted out of the ship. She stood beneath the sun. Cool air washed over her as she rested her hands on her hips and surveyed the untouched landscape. The others joined her.

      “This is nice.” William looked up at the sky. “Just like…”

      “Home,” Jack added sadly.

      For a couple of minutes, they stood in silence.

      “So, what is our plan?” William asked.

      “We need food, water, medicines, and spare parts for the ship,” Emmeline answered.

      “We were exposed to radiation. Everyone should get tested for radiation poisoning,” William said.

      Emmeline nodded.

      “And weapons,” Angelus added.

      William folded his arms across his chest. “Any idea where we could get these supplies?”

      “Let’s find out.”

      They returned to the cockpit.

      “Raven, do you know where we can find supplies?”

      The AI appeared on the screen. “According to Dealics’ star maps, thirty light-years from our location is a peaceful system with a trading post called Xylothia.”

      “Good. What’s the standard currency on the trading post?”

      “Analysis suggests using silver chips from Vyronox. Trading gold or platinum carries a high probability of attracting attention,” the AI said.

      They entered the cargo bay. Emmeline opened the topmost small crate. She picked up a silver piece—two inches long, irregularly shaped, weighing around 100 mg. She dropped a few pieces into a bag, closed the crate, and they gathered at the kitchen bench. The AI appeared on the small screen on the wall.

      “Is this system safe?” William inquired.

      “Uncertain. It is a private system, run by a humanoid named Plex. The Dealics avoid it because of its strict rules and regulations,” the AI said.

      “Should all of us go?” William replied.

      Emmeline became thoughtful. “Only two of us should go for supplies. I don’t think it’s a good idea to carry around the wealth we gained from Vyronox.”

      “And Roumoult shouldn’t be traveling in his condition,” added Angelus. “I’ll go with you.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” William replied, running his hand through his hair. “This doesn’t look like a terrible place to stay.”

      Angelus looked out at the landscape. “If we are going to stay here for a while, let’s get some shelter.”

      
      They constructed a temporary shelter. Once Roumoult was settled inside, Emmeline and William stepped out.

      “The trip will take us three days. You have enough rations and water to survive for a month,” Emmeline said to William.

      “We will be fine. Don’t worry.”

      Angelus fixed Jack with a hard stare. “You don’t have to help. But don’t cause any trouble for the doc.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” Jack muttered.

      
      The ramp slowly rose. Raven’s engines fired up. The vessel lifted off and gained altitude. Soon, it left the planet and entered open space.

      Emmeline’s eyes darted toward the vast blanket of space. Fear gripped her. What if another Dealics ship was out there? What if their allies sought revenge? She dismissed these thoughts. Angelus sat beside her, where she was accustomed to seeing Roumoult.

      I hope he recovers soon.

      “The nebula is 20,000 kilometers and closing,” the AI announced. “I recommend crossing half a light-year from our position to avoid unstable sections.”

      “Agreed.”

      The ship darted ahead, plunged into the nebula and emerged on the other side. Then, Emmeline set the ship on autopilot.

      
      Emmeline tried to sleep, but it was impossible. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the Dealics. When she finally slept, the nightmares came. Frustrated, she abandoned her bed, changed, and returned to the cockpit. She reached for the console. Pain stabbed her arm. Her wounds were still healing. But it wasn’t only her arm. Everything ached. She spent her time cataloging her findings about the system.

      Two light-years out, Emmeline studied the schematics of Xylothia. Its sheer scale stole her breath. Fifty-five kilometers long and twenty kilometers high, the station was an immense city of two hundred and thirty-one levels and eighty-seven hangar decks. From above, it resembled a quilt of interconnected boxes linked by shimmering, transparent corridors.

      Angelus tugged on a fresh T-shirt and stepped in. “So, what do we know about them?”

      “The Xylothian system has sixteen planets, but only three can support life—and they’re rich in minerals and hydrocarbons, the primary fuel for engines in this region.”

      He took a seat. “These guys are rich, huh?”

      “Definitely. Xylothia is the only trading post in this region. Sixteen warships guard it, and an energy barrier reinforced with space mines keeps invaders out.”

      Angelus let out a low whistle. “Wow. Someone better not steal from these guys.”

      “That would be foolish, since the punishment for stealing is death,” the AI stated. “In addition, vessels that generate excessive radiation, fail maintenance standards, or dispose of waste exceeding acceptable limits are prohibited from entering this system. Those who violate this law face significant penalties.”

      “No wonder the Dealics avoided it,” Emmeline stated.

      “How did Plex become the boss?”

      She snorted and swung in her chair. “Because he is the purest.”

      Angelus tilted his head.

      “Genetically, he’s perfect,” Emmeline replied, smiling.

      “Bullshit.”

      “In Xylothian culture, it is believed that genetics ensures a trading post’s successor inherits superior traits like adaptability, intelligence, strategy, and resilience, which are vital for its prosperity.”

      “What about personality, education… integrity?”

      “We’re talking about politics here,” remarked Emmeline.

      Angelus laughed. “Some things don’t change.”

      “Records indicate another Xylothian named Lorx claims a genetic relation to Plex. He’s currently contesting ownership of the trading post,” the AI reported.

      A buzz echoed.

      “Xylothia is contacting Raven,” the AI said.

      “Open a channel,” Emmeline said.

      A sharp, piercing screech echoed.

      “Attempting to translate,” the AI said.

      They waited.

      “Unknown vessel, stop,” a loud, brittle voice commanded.

      Emmeline killed the engines. Raven stopped.

      “Reason for visit?”

      “Need supplies,” Emmeline replied, glancing at Angelus.

      Two small rectangular ships approached Raven.

      “Disarm,” the voice said.

      She swallowed hard.

      “Disarm. Inspection required.”

      She deactivated the shields and weapons. Her hand twitched. Her feet trembled. The inspection dragged on. Finally, the Xylothian ships withdrew.

      “Pass,” said the voice.

      Small square structures lit up within a 20,000 kilometer radius of the trading post.

      “What the hell are those?” Angelus asked.

      “They are mines,” explained the AI. “Receiving transmission.”

      A map appeared.

      “Follow the path,” ordered the robotic voice. “End of transmission.”

      She brought the engines online and cautiously navigated Raven around the mines.

      Another buzz echoed.

      “We’re clear to land on docking bay 25 on Level 101,” the AI said.

      “Do the traders understand our language?” Angelus asked.

      “Negative. A service unit translates and guides customers through the market.”

      “How many lifeforms onboard?” Emmeline asked.

      “Five hundred and fifty-six

      . None are Dealics’.”

      Emmeline relaxed a little. As they flew closer, the station became more prominent on the screen. Fear coiled inside Emmeline’s chest as Raven entered the hangar deck. With a soft thud, the ship landed.

      She looked at Angelus, who exhaled slowly. “Let’s go.”

      
        
        Xylothia, Level 101

      

      

      They stepped out cautiously. Emmeline’s heart hammered against her ribs. While the air wasn’t ideal, it was breathable. The hangar deck was sparse, metallic, and sterile. Dim yellow lights lined the ceiling. Two medium-sized ships occupied the space, casting long, distorted shadows. They were permitted to carry a small weapon and her scanner. A square door opened. They entered a corridor. She slowed to a stop a few steps from a bulbous form hovering mid-air. It resembled a giant, misshapen being with light brown skin and no visible features. She wanted to know more about this species. A scan would yield answers, but she didn’t want to draw attention. She caught Angelus glaring at the aliens. “Please don’t do that.”

      He steadied himself with a deep breath. “That’s a big flying potato.”

      She tried not to laugh. “Try to stay calm.”

      “I’m trying.”

      The line moved ahead.

      Soon, they faced a robot. A sleek flying square metallic object, with one eye. “Greetings.”

      “It speaks English,” Angelus whispered.

      “How? Have you met any other English-speaking species?” Emmeline asked.

      “Twenty dialects in our database share a similarity to this language. Learn more.”

      She glanced at Angelus, who looked nauseated.

      “Requirement?”

      Emmeline held up the pad. A green light bathed the device.

      “Exchange?”

      She opened the bag of silver, and the robot scanned it.

      A small drawer opened at its base. “Pay.”

      Emmeline placed the pieces one by one.

      “Stop.”

      It accepted the silver, then produced a small red hexagonal chip. “Yours.”

      She accepted it.

      “Follow.”

      They entered the trading post on Level 101. She struggled to breathe as they followed the robot through the murky corridor. The atmosphere was oppressive, with indistinct lights casting blurry shadows across the fog-filled interior. Her throat constricted. Sweat dripped down her neck. Emmeline wanted to flee. But she didn’t have enough inventory to feed six people. Moreover, they needed medicine for Roumoult. Angelus gripped his disruptor as they hurried forward.

      The robot veered past a colossal yellow reptilian figure. She lowered her eyes and hurried after it. On both sides were oval sections with traders chatting with customers. Some exchanges seemed amicable; others bristled with tension. The robot whizzed left. She followed. A cacophony of noises assaulted her senses. Clicks, whistles, hooting, clangs, and electronic humming filled the space. A pungent odor replaced the arid scent. She pressed her lips together and glanced at Angelus. His demeanor was surprisingly composed, and he watched every creature around them.

      How could he do that? He was freaking out a minute ago.

      The robot veered right, and Emmeline hurried after it, weaving through the bustling crowd. A loud, short-necked alien brushed past her, its voice grating. Couldn’t this robot have chosen a less congested route? Then she saw them: a swirling mass of spider-snake creatures slithering toward them. A chill ran down her spine. Next to her, Angelus’s face turned white.

      Stay calm. Focus.

      They turned left and reached the shop. Emmeline relaxed. The trader was a short being with bright blue eyes, the right number of limbs, and sagging blue skin.

      “Greeting,” the robot translated.

      Emmeline didn’t see its lips move.

      “Have supplies suitable for ingesting.”

      Neither Emmeline nor Angelus could help staring at it.

      “The Tri speak subconsciously and use a transmitter to communicate,” explained the robot.

      Emmeline forced a smile. “Nice.”

      “Nourishment manual.”

      A holographic display materialized. She read the jumbled descriptions and fought nausea. It was easy on Earth—most food was processed, meat or vegetarian. “Is this plant-based or animal-based?”

      The Tri face was blank. “Details.” He said, pointing to the display.

      Angelus spotted humanoids watching the marketplace from a gallery ten feet above them.

      “I need to check this.” She sent the catalog to the AI, which promptly cross-referenced it with the Dealics’ extensive database. The AI relayed its findings to her device. The food resembled a blend of chicken and plant-based ingredients.

      She hesitated. “Can I taste a sample?”

      The Tri moved forward, opened a box. It resembled mashed potatoes. But she had worse food on the Dealics’ ship. She scanned the food and checked the ingredients. She tasted it. It was good. “We will take it.”

      “Trade.” The robot pointed to the panel below the display.

      She tapped the chip.

      “The crates will be moved to your ship immediately,” the Tri said. “Return.”

      They acknowledged with a nod and moved on.

      “I take you to next trader.” The robot disappeared into the crowd.

      Emmeline and Angelus frowned.

      
      Within the hour, they’d secured the medicine, equipment, and Raven’s spare parts. As Emmeline turned to leave, Angelus snagged her arm and pointed at a nearby clothing stall. “I need something that fits well.”

      They’d been wearing Argon’s clothes, but they were not a good fit. “Of course.”

      
      They returned to the hangar deck. Emmeline stopped. A tall humanoid stood admiring Raven. Three guards flanked him, carrying weapons resembling blasters. A robot hovered nearby, ready to translate.

      “I mean no harm.”

      Fear crawled up her spine.

      “I am Plex.”

      Emmeline observed him. The ears and nose matched humans, but that was it. Lanky and agile, his form contrasted sharply with her own. His head was disproportionately large, dominated by wide, gray slanted eyes. His skin, flawless and pale as moonlight, was a stark contrast to his dark, flowing garment that shimmered faintly.

      “I have not spotted you before.”

      “We’re new in this region,” replied Emmeline.

      “Welcome.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Travelers?”

      “Explorers,” clarified Emmeline, feeling her heart racing.

      Plex turned to Raven. “Intriguing vessel. Handsome design.”

      A cold dread settled in Emmeline’s chest. What if the Dealics had discussed Raven with other species?

      “We know very little of you,” said Plex.

      “We’re a very private species,” replied Emmeline.

      They stared at each other for a moment.

      Emmeline’s gaze shifted to the guards. Her right hand drifted toward her disruptor.

      “Understand,” said Plex, marching away. The guards and the robot followed.

      Emmeline and Angelus exchanged worried glances. A door at the other end opened. Two robots pushed a trolley with crates toward the Raven. After securing the cargo, Emmeline returned to the cockpit.

      “He knew our language.”

      “Must be the perfect genes.” Angelus dropped into the chair. “Get us out of here now,” he said, taking deep breaths.

      She was shocked. “I thought you were doing great.”

      He glared at her. “I was trying very hard not to puke.”

      
      They left Xylothia and doubled back to lose any tails. The AI monitored all frequencies. There were no signs of trouble.

      
      Four days later, Raven touched down. The ramp to the cargo bay opened outwards, and Angelus and Emmeline stepped out.

      “Welcome back,” William said.

      Jack walked past them and disappeared into the ship.

      “How did it go?” William asked.

      “It went fine,” Emmeline replied. “Everything under control here?”

      “Yes.” William studied Angelus, whose face was ashen. “Are you okay?”

      His face contorted. With a sudden, violent heave, he expelled bile and partially digested food onto the ground.

      “Oh.” Emmeline covered her mouth.

      An acrid stench filled the air.

      “Angelus?” William said, stepping forward.

      “Stay away.” He choked and puked again.

      They waited for him to settle. Finally, he faced them, wiping his mouth.

      “It was that bad, huh?” William asked.

      “It was fucking creepy. I saw a thing that resembled a huge flying potato!”

      Emmeline hid
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