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​CHAPTER ​1: TARA
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A powerful blast rocked Tara’s ship, hurling her headfirst into the controls. 

“Shit!” Blood filled her mouth, warm and metallic. A second explosion, stronger than the first, threw her off her feet.

“Critical systems failing!” blared the ship’s AI through screeching sirens. 

“Abort landing! Pull the shield back up!” Tara scrambled into her seat, strapping herself in with trembling hands. “Hold on, Tempest,” she murmured to her vessel. She punched in manual control as plasma cannons shrieked overhead. Three Galacthion fighters—the hounds of the Metranium Empire—emerged behind her. Another blast hammered her shield, sending waves of heat through the cabin and filling the air with acrid smoke from burning circuits.

Those patrol ships shouldn’t have been here. Someone had tipped them off—why else would they waste time on a mundane courier vessel? She had to warn the rebels they’d been betrayed, unless... A too-charming smile flashed in her memory. Her stomach sank. The details were blurry—too many drinks, not enough caution. Damn fool.

The ship’s diagnostics flashed red. Hyperspace was her only escape, but did she have enough power? If the Galacthion soldiers captured her, smuggling weapons would be the least of her crimes. Her bounty for the Metranium City slave break had tripled since she’d last checked.

“Captain, the storage is burning,” the AI warned. “Emergency containment systems are offline. I cannot extinguish the fire.”

Crates of explosives—her hired cargo—filled the storage compartment. 

“Dump the cargo,” Tara commanded, her fingers dancing across the emergency controls.

“I can’t comply, Captain. The release mechanism is jammed. You must evacuate.”

“Not a chance. I’ll fall right into their hands.” Already moving, she called back, “I’ll do it manually.”

“Captain, there isn’t enough time—”

“There never is.”

Diving through narrow hatches, she pushed deeper into her ship’s belly. Smoke seeped through every crevice, and the temperature climbed with each step. No time for a spacesuit. She grabbed an air mask from an emergency locker and opened the final hatch.

Heat struck her exposed skin like a physical blow. Tethering herself to the nearest wall, she sprinted toward the release latch. She yanked off her shirt, revealing the sweat-soaked tank top beneath, and wrapped the fabric around her hands. The fabric provided meager protection as she grasped the sizzling rails.

She kicked the release lever. Nothing.

The mask muffled her curses as she slammed her foot into the mechanism with everything she had. The lever groaned—then gave way.

The cargo bay vented instantly, ejecting flames and load into space—and ripping Tara away with them. Her palms burned as her grip weakened. With a scream of agony, she lost hold and shot out after the crates. The tether snapped taut, jerking her to a brutal stop. Panting, she hauled herself back inside and sealed the gate before collapsing to her knees. 

“Pressurization complete,” the AI announced.

Forcing herself upright on unsteady legs, Tara tore off the mask and gasped for air. The stench of burnt hair and melted synthetics clawed at her throat. The ship lurched as she staggered back to the pilot’s deck.

“Captain, power reserves are critically low. I cannot maintain the shield. Deactivation in five... four... three...”

Another barrage shook the hull, now completely exposed. 

“Fuck it!” Tara seized the controls, her burned palms screaming in protest. “Override all safety protocols. Execute leap—now!”
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Tempest came out of hyperspace intact but groaning. Disorientation from the leap hit Tara like a wave, twisting her stomach. Fighting the nausea, she wiped thick sweat from her forehead, wincing as the tender blisters on her palms stung with each movement. She unstrapped herself and checked the console. No matter how many times she toggled system controls, the entire panel flashed red, save for a few lonely buttons. 

“Hit me. How bad’s the damage?” 

“The hyperspace leap depleted most of our reserves. Life support will terminate in less than 24 hours. Artificial gravity disengaging now.”

“No, no, no, this can’t be happening,” Tara groaned as she floated upward along with debris from broken equipment and scattered instruments. She grabbed a passing wrench and hurled it at a wall. The force of her throw sent her drifting hard into the opposite corner.

The environmental controls flickered and died. Tara shivered as the temperature rapidly dropped, her soot-covered, sweat-drenched tank top offering no protection against the creeping cold. “What’s our location? Give me some good news.” 

A three-dimensional projection of the space map materialized in the darkness before her. 

“There’s no habitable system within range, Captain.” 

With a flick of her finger, Tara rotated the shimmering image. She zoomed in and out of the map, scanning for inhabited planets nearby. Nothing. The endless void of space stretched in every direction. Tempest was stranded thousands of light-years from the nearest civilization. 

Tears pooled in Tara’s eyes. She wiped them away, watching the droplets float like tiny stars in the darkness. All those narrow escapes, the searching, the heartache... to come to this stupid, pointless end. 

Something bright caught her blurred vision. A delicate glass model of planet Alt’ea drifted amid the wreckage—a gift from her first visit. Tara cradled the emerald orb gingerly in her hands, the planet’s strange beauty still captivating in miniature. “You will always have a home here,” was inscribed around its equator. The words had sounded cheesy when Noor had given it to her, or so she had said... to hide how hard it was to call any place home. With a heavy sigh, she let the orb go, watching it drift away. Tempest had been her only real home for the past three years. 

Before self-pity could swallow her, the floating model sparked a memory. “The emergency cache!” Tara pushed off toward the hidden compartment beneath her bunk. “The Mooindrite crystals!”

Hope surged through her tired body as she retrieved her secret stash. The cold metal box felt soothing against her hands. Inside lay three luminous blue-green crystals, each no bigger than her thumb—the rare mineral that fueled hyperspace travel.

“Enough for one more leap,” she whispered. “Alt’ea will give me refuge.”

She entered the familiar sequence of coordinates she knew by heart, never trusting such information to any system where enemies might find it.

“Captain, it’s too risky. Ship integrity is compromised. The diagnostics are failing. We will not survive another leap.”

“We won’t.” Her plan wasn’t for Tempest to survive the journey—just long enough to enter the leap.

With a wave of tenderness, she stroked the control panels. The ship had been her birthday gift from the Eatons. Kyle’s face flashed in her memory—his proud smile as he’d unveiled Tempest. He’d taught her everything: flying, maintenance, survival. And Fiona... she had given her something beyond skills—a foundation when everything else spun out of control.

Tara swallowed hard. The Eatons had died the same day they gave her the ship. Tempest wasn’t merely transportation—it was all she had left of them.

Death was too close. She couldn’t think about them now.

“Focus on the present,” she muttered to herself. “Don’t think about what happens... if the ship explodes... if you disintegrate in hyperspace... if you emerge too far from Alt’ea... Stop spiraling!” 

“Leap protocol complete,” the AI announced. “All systems ready.” 

The hysterics she’d been suppressing finally claimed her. She couldn’t stop laughing. Ready. The word echoed with absurd finality. Her lungs burned; she needed air. As swiftly as it had started, the hilarity ended. Taking a deep breath, she propelled herself through zero-gravity to the escape pod and strapped herself in. 

“It’s now or never. Execute!”

The ship began to shake violently as control panels overloaded one after another, bursting in showers of sparks. Hull plates tore from their hinges, loose cables whipping through the air. Tools and debris flew through the bay like shrapnel, while emergency lights strobed red, then died. The pod ripped free and slammed into the bulkhead, flipping upside down. 

Tempest shrieked in its death throes—then exploded and leaped.

***
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TIME FROZE. 

Then, darkness. 

Tara’s heartbeat echoed through the cold vacuum of space, multiplying and carrying on, living a life separate from its owner. This sound—impossibly loud yet intimately familiar—pulled her back to consciousness.

Awareness returned in fragments. First came the pain—a pulsating headache that pierced through her skull. Then, disorientation. With effort, she opened her eyes—only to shut them again as vertigo overwhelmed her. 

When she finally kept them open, the truth registered. She was in open space, the escape pod floating amidst the wreckage. The hyperspace leap had worked, but Tempest hadn’t survived. 

How long had she been unconscious? She started to hyperventilate.

“Focus. Breathe,” she whispered, forcing her lungs into a steadier rhythm. 

Through the pain and nausea, she forced herself to survey her surroundings. In the distance, Alt’ea’s emerald glow shimmered like a tiny jewel, growing fainter by the second. Tara blinked, hardly daring to believe it. The planet was real. 

“Tempest made it,” she whispered, her voice cracking.

But relief faded quickly. A single line flickered on the oxygen gauge. The propulsion systems were dead. 

She hadn’t made it. 

The infinite expanse of space pressed in around her, her fragile body suddenly feeling too small and weak. The headache grew unbearable. 

In a final burst of strength, Tara activated the emergency beacon—lost consciousness.
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CHAPTER 3: NOOR 
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Noor blinked hard, forcing his heavy eyelids open as he watched Tara’s chest rise and fall. For three days he’d sat here, beside this bed in the crystal dome, waiting.

Alt’ea’s blue moon cast soft light through the transparent roof, bathing the room in tranquil shadows. A deep tray of floating nelumbo flowers glowed at the head of the bed, their neon petals pulsing in rhythm with Tara’s breathing.

“How is she?” Krohn asked, his dark eyes studying Tara. The elder’s feet barely touched the floor as he sat nearby, his white robes cascading beneath a scarlet cloak. Symbols covered every inch of his bald head—symbols of wisdom and acceptance, two qualities Noor acutely lacked.

“The same,” Noor answered with a heavy sigh. “Stars know how long she drifted out there without oxygen... or if she’ll wake up.”

He traced patterns on the edge of Tara’s bed, fidgeting to hide the tremor in his hands. Paint stained his simple jute shirt and drawstring pants—the same clothes he’d worn when he’d heard the news.

“I didn’t even know the Vordan could rescue someone like that—out in open space, no ship, no shuttle. They never cease to amaze me,” he continued, resentment coloring his tone.

“We can only thank our hosts for everything they have done and try to be as kind to others as they’ve been to us,” Krohn said, his tone brooking no argument.

“You’re right, as always,” Noor sighed, looking slightly abashed. 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small cloth, carefully unfolding it to reveal a carved wooden pendant—a little bird. He’d spent hours on it, perfecting every detail. Moving gently, he placed it beside her pillow.

“For luck,” he explained, his cheeks flushing as Krohn studied him with quiet amusement.

“She will recover. Do you know what happened?” Krohn asked.

“The Vordan sensed her presence well before our folks picked up her distress signal. The crew had barely prepped the shuttle when the Vordan brought her in,” Noor said, his gaze fixed on Tara’s face. “I was there when they cut her free. Her skin was blue. She wasn’t breathing. Then the Vordan ordered me out.”

Remembering the surge of anger when they’d pushed him aside, he clenched his hands. “Hours later, the minders moved her here, breathing but unconscious. They told me that the Vordan healed her in their ways. Said she’s no longer in danger but needs time.” He paused, adding, “I don’t think the Vordan have ever been so involved with rescuing another human.”

“Their ways are beyond our understanding,” Krohn said gently. “The healing chambers they let us build here hold only a fraction of their knowledge.”

Noor nodded, though something in his expression tightened. The knowledge the Vordan held could save all of humanity, yet they stood back and watched from the sidelines, sharing their gifts only with Alt’ea.

“Have you been here the entire time?” Krohn asked.

“Almost,” Noor shrugged. “She’ll want to see a friendly face when she wakes up. I would.” He smoothed a wrinkle from the bedsheet. “She hates staying still, says it makes her feel trapped. Now look at her.”

Krohn raised an eyebrow, a knowing smile touching his lips. “Have you told her?”

Noor froze. “Is it that obvious?”

“Not obvious. But I’ve known you long enough to see it.”

Rising, Noor walked to the glass wall, pressing his palm against its cool surface. Outside, Alt’ea’s lush landscape stretched before him—luminescent vegetation swaying in the gentle breeze, their blue-green glow creating patterns like starlight on the ground. In the distance, geothermal springs sent plumes of iridescent steam into the night air.

“I wanted to. I tried... but I never found the courage. She’s been through so much.” He turned to face Krohn. “Did you know she grew up an orphan in Metranium City?”

Krohn shook his head. “How did you two meet?”

“On Aether. She was broken—angry, hurting after the death of her adoptive parents. She came looking for a fight with the biggest threat she could find. Instead, she found me.”

Returning to Tara’s side, Noor adjusted the blanket though it hadn’t moved. His fingers lingered near hers but avoided touching. “The first artwork I ever created for her, she kept. Not because it was good—it wasn’t my best—but because it showed her something beautiful about a world she’d written off as cruel.”

He fell quiet, picking a flower from the tray. The petals seemed fragile in his large hands. He inhaled its scent, then let it fall, watching as its glow intensified in the water, sending ripples of light across the surface.

“She told me I was the only friend she had. I knew that if I asked for more, she’d push me away... and I’d lose her.”

Krohn nodded. “And you convinced us to give her the courier job.”

Noor’s shoulders tensed slightly. “Yeah... that was my way of keeping her close.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Whenever I knew about her next visit, I’d practically live at the communications bay. Waiting.” He gave a soft, self-deprecating laugh. “Worrying, trying to read meaning into her silences during transmissions.”

He shrugged, his gaze drifting back to the window. “Started carving these birds for her after the second run. Silly tradition, I guess. One for each time she made it back.” He touched the wooden pendant with gentle fingers. “She has a little box where she keeps them all—” His voice caught. “Where she kept them. On Tempest,” he finished, pain flashing across his face.

“You have a kind heart. I hope one day both of you will find—”

Krohn stopped as Tara stirred. Noor shot to her side, knocking over his chair in his haste.

“Tara, it’s me, Noor. Can you hear me?” His voice trembled with hope as he leaned over her, one hand hovering uncertainly above her shoulder.

“If this is the afterlife, why the hell does it hurt so much?” Tara rasped. She cracked open her eyes and tried to sit up but slumped back.

Noor’s face broke into a relieved smile, his eyes glistening. “Only you would crack jokes after almost dying. This isn’t the afterlife. You’re on Alt’ea. You’re safe. Rest.”

She was alive. She was back. For now, that was enough.
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Seated on a broad flat stone, Tara dangled her feet in the steaming geyser pool. The linen of her Alt’ean dress clung to her calves, damp with mist. Her toes tingled with thousands of tiny prickles. The sulfur smell lingered, causing occasional sneezes. 

Nearby, two girls chased after soap bubbles, their laughter echoing across the rocks. Warm air from the geysers lifted the colorful spheres skyward. When the bubbles popped, they showered the girls in soapy mist, drawing fresh peals of joy.

“More, we want more,” they pleaded with their mother. The woman obliged with her bubble wand, but not without casting anxious glances in Tara’s direction. 

Tara met her gaze with a reassuring smile. Silvia, the mother of the girls, was her assigned minder. This was their first venture outside the infirmary.

Tilting her face toward the morning sun, Tara let its gentle warmth transport her to memories of Tomas-9 with the Eatons—until the familiar ache began to surface. She pushed the memory away and focused instead on the family before her, untouched by the violence that had shaped her own life.

Silvia waved to someone in the distance. Tara squinted and made out the slight figure of a man. The girls ran to him, nearly knocking him over in their excitement. Together, they made their way toward her. 

“Good morning,” the man greeted her with a polite bow. “I’m Krohn, one of the elders of Alt’ea.” 

Tara pulled her feet from the water and stood to greet him but slipped on the wet stone and stumbled. She waved off Silvia’s helping hand, regaining her balance. “It’s an honor to meet you, Krohn. I’ve only met Vazgen from the elders—he handled our Mooindrite transactions.”

“There are many of us,” Krohn said with a gentle smile. “You’ll meet the others in time. You’ll be with us for a while.”

“It’s not the worst place to be. Thank you—for saving my life.”

“The Vordan are the ones you should thank. They saved you, and they wish to see you.” Reverence colored his voice.

Tara and Krohn walked along a narrow path, leaving the geysers and infirmary behind as they entered a vast evergreen forest. The trees on Alt’ea defied gravity, stretching impossibly high. Complete silence enveloped them—a silence so profound it seemed to press against Tara’s eardrums. No birds sang, no animals scurried through the underbrush. The air hung motionless, thick and expectant, while deep green moss swallowed their footsteps, leaving no trace of their passage. Neither spoke, caught in the spell of the forest. 

Krohn halted suddenly, as though encountering an invisible wall. “I can go no further, child.” His voice dropped to a hushed whisper. “Beyond this threshold, only those invited by the Vordan may enter. Follow the path until you reach a clearing—I’ll await your return here.”

Tara nodded and continued alone, her curiosity and apprehension mounting with each step. The clearing appeared suddenly—empty, encircled by slender trees with thick, red trunks. The trees looked ancient, yet their smooth bark remained untouched by decay. Tara placed a hand on one of the trunks, startled to feel a steady pulse beating within. She closed her eyes, momentarily lost in the fantasy of staying on Alt’ea forever.

“Your path does not end here, child.” The words resonated in her mind, powerful and clear. “A long and difficult journey lies ahead of you. A great evil stirs—more powerful than you can imagine. An evil that will destroy life as you know it.”

Tara staggered back, her heart pounding. She wanted to scream, to demand the source of the message, but her voice failed her.

“You must stop this evil. You must leave this place. Your life has prepared you for what is to come. We healed your body and made you stronger. You will endure what no other human can. It is both your blessing and your curse.”

Tara dropped to her knees, clutching her head, as the growing intensity of the voice overwhelmed her.

“We are the Vordan, the watchers of the universe. We maintain balance. This place remains a secret—an example of what humanity might one day become. But our powers alone are not enough to protect your kind. You must find the way. The answers have always been within your reach. Seek out those you’ve been searching for, but first, return to the beginning.” 

The pressure lifted. Tara’s mind, confused and terrified, was her own again.

“BE STRONG, ATHARAH, REMEMBER WHO YOU ARE.” 

The command thundered aloud. Tara froze—she had heard these words before, but where?

Silence returned. Tara remained frozen, her mind struggling to process what had happened. Nothing she had learned about the Vordan had prepared her for this. The way she felt when she was trapped in space near Alt’ea—insignificant and scared—was the same way the Vordan made her feel. They spoke with the authority of the universe.

She stumbled back along the path, her legs unsteady, her mind swirling with questions. How did they know her real name—Atharah? How could she stop an evil that even the Vordan couldn’t defeat? She cursed herself for not asking anything, but they had bound her will, leaving her unable to speak.

Krohn’s voice startled her. “Tara, are you all right? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 

“I might have,” she replied. “I need to be alone. I need to think.” 

“An encounter with the Vordan can be overwhelming.” 

“That is an understatement. Have you ever seen one?”

“Yes,” Krohn said, hesitating. “Though I’ve encountered them many times, I wouldn’t be able to tell you what they look like with any certainty. They communicate through telepathy, and I believe they project an image that makes us feel at ease.”

Tara frowned. They chose to be different with her.

“While you were in the forest, the Vordan sent a message for me as well,” Krohn continued. “I’m to find you a spaceship equipped with everything you may need.” 

Tara blinked in disbelief. “I should’ve expected that, I suppose.”

“They also instructed me not to stop you when the time comes for you to leave,” Krohn said, regret tinging his words. 

“They are nothing if not thorough.”

As they walked back toward the infirmary, Tara felt something lingering at the edges of her mind—an echo of the Vordan presence, both foreign and strangely familiar.

“Krohn,” she asked hesitantly, “what do you know about the Vordan? Really know?”

The elder gave a rueful smile, his eyes distant. “After all these generations, precious little. They were here long before us, nurturing our settlement from the beginning. They provide everything we need to thrive—food, shelter, protection—yet offer almost no explanation of themselves.”

“That’s... strange. Don’t you wonder who they are? What they want?”

“Of course. We all did, at first.” Krohn gestured toward the settlement ahead. “But when you live in paradise, questions eventually fade.”

“Do they ever interact with others?” Tara asked. “Besides your people?”

“Never. We receive no visitors here, save for a few trusted couriers like yourself.” He gave her a searching look. “Which is why their interest in you is so remarkable. In all my years, I’ve never seen them take such direct action with an outsider.”

Tara felt a chill run down her spine despite the warm day. “Why me? What makes me different?”

“That,” Krohn said softly, “is something only the Vordan know.”

As they reached the edge of the settlement, Tara turned to look back at the forest. The trees swayed gently in a breeze she couldn’t feel, as if the Vordan were waiting. Watching. As if her next step had already been chosen.
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Tara tossed in her bed, sleepless. The Vordan’s words echoed in her mind, her initial awe now transformed into frustration. Why couldn’t they be more specific instead of sending her away with cryptic warnings and vague directions? Their final words haunted her most of all. That voice was familiar somehow, precious even, stirring something buried deep inside her—a memory intertwined with both comfort and fear.

Find those you’ve been searching for... return to the beginning. She had been searching for her family for years without a trace.

Giving up on sleep, Tara prowled the room. She glanced at the flowers by the bed. Silvia brought fresh ones every day. During daylight, they seemed ordinary, but at night they transformed, their petals pulsing with light. Tara watched them, hypnotized. They helped her focus. The Vordan had saved her life. Their cryptic message must have a purpose.

But what if they weren’t referring to her family? What if their message meant something far larger than her personal search?

Her mind raced, as she recalled a text she’d discovered years ago during her studies with Fiona on Tomas-9. She needed to see it again, to confirm what she remembered. With sudden resolve, she dressed and slipped out into the night.

Alt’ea’s Institute of Humanology stood silent and empty, its vast windows reflecting the blue moonlight. The doors remained perpetually open, as did all doors on Alt’ea, where the concept of locking things away had never existed. Tara moved quietly through the building out of respect rather than necessity. Soft, ambient light illuminated the halls for the occasional night scholar who sought wisdom in the quiet hours.

Her fingers skimmed across ancient tomes and data crystals in the archive room, searching for the specific text that had never left her thoughts. Unlike the meticulously organized libraries she’d known elsewhere, here knowledge flowed freely, arranged more by intuition than rigid classification. After some searching, she found the volume on a high shelf.

The tome was heavier than she expected, its pages yellowed with age. Tara didn’t need to read it—she knew the passages by heart—but seeing the words in print would validate what her memory insisted was true.

She gently laid the book on a reading table and activated a small light. Flipping through the pages, her eyes scanned the familiar text—until the words leaped out at her, exactly as she remembered.

“The king of the Weiner Colony, Bloody Nik, dies in his sleep in the company of his three wives, none of whom see anything suspicious,” she read silently. “A decade later, the ruling clans of Kayieen are wiped out in a single night without a scream to betray the assailants.”

The text concluded with something even more significant: “Fifty years later, the Metranium Empire begins building a wall around the capital after its leaders survive more assassination attempts than anyone can count.”

Three colonies, separated by millions of light-years, with one commonality: dictators ruling over human populations. The author of the text had proposed a theory that had consumed Tara ever since. “What if these weren’t random events? What if a hidden force was working across the galaxy, bringing justice to tyrants?”

That brief reference to a secret organization had haunted Tara for years. No proof existed, but something about it resonated with her—a gut feeling she couldn’t shake about its connection to her past. She’d spent countless hours in archives, studying the deaths of rulers across the colonies since the Great Exodus. All she ever found were whispers about some council—shadows moving through history, leaving dead tyrants in their wake. After the Eatons’ death, she had stopped her search, burying the obsession beneath grief and survival, until...

The pieces clicked into place with startling clarity.

The Vordan’s message suddenly made sense: to fight the coming evil, she needed allies—those who had been fighting tyrants across the galaxies. To find these shadow warriors, she would need to go to humanity’s beginning—to Earth, forsaken but never forgotten.
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Tara hesitated at the entrance to Noor’s studio, steeling herself for another round of arguments. They’d been circling the same fight for days—her determination to leave for Earth, his desperate attempts to talk her out of it. 

Stepping inside, she navigated carefully around scattered canvases and paint-splattered easels. Art supplies dominated every surface—brushes of every size and shape, paint-soaked rags, charcoal sketches, and palettes covered in layers of dried paint. Color saturated the air with the smell of paint and the woody aroma of freshly sharpened pencils.

The familiar chaos surrounded her until her eyes caught on something that made her freeze. There, hanging between a half-finished landscape and sketches of Alt’ea’s mountains, was her portrait. She had already forgotten that Noor had painted her the first time she came here. The woman in the portrait felt like a stranger now. Everything about the image was flawless—trimmed black hair, glowing skin, an oval face. Everything except the eyes. Strikingly blue, they held an emptiness Noor had captured with uncanny precision.

What Tara had seen in the mirror that morning couldn’t have been more different. Her head was now shaved, her face pale and thin, with sunken cheeks, and dark circles under her eyes. Those same eyes now burned with purpose and hope. She smiled, contemplating her transformation.

“Are you admiring yourself or the genius of my talent?” 

“Noor, I always admire the genius of your talent. I was thinking—I know where I’m heading for the first time in years.” The words escaped before she could stop them. 

Noor’s face clouded with memories of their earlier argument. “So, you’re happy to leave me behind, heading to a dead planet infested with disease, savages, and radiation.”

“Why can’t you see it from my perspective?” Familiar frustration rose. “I am sad about leaving Alt’ea, but I can’t stay. I’ll never find peace here or anywhere until I learn who I am and why... my family gave me up.” The old wound throbbed. It had dulled when the Eatons took her in but festered anew once they were gone. “I’ve spent most of my life chasing phantoms, never knowing if it would lead anywhere. Now, at least, I know what I’m doing. I know I’m not crazy. Earth was our cradle. It will have more clues, more records about our history.”

“Tara, this is crazy,” Noor sighed, running his paint-stained fingers through his hair. “There are no heroes. There’s no secret organization trying to save humanity from itself. There’s only us—people—and whatever harm we do to ourselves.”

“The Vordan said they exist.” Tara lifted her chin, her hands tightening without her even noticing.

Noor studied her face, his expression a mixture of concern and skepticism. “Even if they do exist, what makes you think they would know anything about you or your parents?”

“There’s a connection.” Tara’s foot stamped the floor. She didn’t have a logical explanation—only a deep belief strengthened by her recent epiphany that if she found this group, she would find her parents. “There has to be,” she added softly. Her eyes pleaded with him to understand. Hope was all she had.

“Even if there are traces, how will you find them?” Noor’s voice softened at her look. “Earth was the largest planet ever inhabited by people—twenty billion before they started killing each other. How are you supposed to find anything... by yourself?” 

“Noor, you can’t come with me.” 

“Why not?”

“You belong here. Look around at everything you’ve created. These walls hold more than art. You and the others here are the best of us. You preserve what human civilization once was—and what it could still be. Why do you think the Vordan accepted you? They’re far more advanced than we are, and they’ve seen your worth and what you can create for the common good. I’m not like you. I’m from the gutters. If I don’t make it back, life will go on.” She raised her hand to silence his protest. “For some reason, the Vordan believed in me. They think I can be of value, too. I can’t be that if I stay.”

Noor turned to stare at the forest visible through the glass. 

Tara touched his arm. She couldn’t bear to leave him with regret.

“Noor, you don’t love me the way you think you do.” She’d never acknowledged his feelings before, but they’d always hung between them. “I’m too damaged. Even if I stayed, I couldn’t give you what you want. I’m sorry.”

Noor pulled away, his shoulders stiff with hurt. He paused at the doorway, glanced once toward the portrait, then left without a word, leaving only the echo of his footsteps in the suddenly silent studio.
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Tara marveled at her new spaceship, Tempest-Two. It hovered ten feet above the launchpad, its silhouette resembling a giant manta ray with wings spread, ready to soar. The ship’s pearly bottom merged with the sky above, while a faint hum vibrated through the air—the vessel’s energy signature pulsing with promise. After testing the ship around Alt’ea, Tara had been counting the hours until she could venture beyond. The moment had finally come, but now she stalled.

Footsteps approached behind her. She held her breath and turned. Her smile faded before it formed. It was Krohn.

“He’s not coming, is he?” She brushed her fingers through her hair, irritated by the month-old bristle.

“He’s not.” Krohn’s tone left no space for hope or expectations.

“That’s for the better. A clean cut for both of us... if I don’t return.” Tara and Noor hadn’t spoken since their conversation in the studio. He had been avoiding her, and she had been consumed with preparations. Even with time to spare, she wouldn’t have sought him out. She was far better at running away from complications. Yet it still bothered her that he didn’t show up.

“Did he ever tell you how we met?” Tara asked, her gaze drifting toward the horizon.

“He hasn’t mentioned the specifics,” Krohn replied, looking slightly uncomfortable.

“Always the gentleman.”

“He did say it was on Aether,” Krohn added, his curiosity carefully masked.

Tara nodded. “It was after the accident that killed my adoptive parents. It wouldn’t have happened if I weren’t so careless.”

She paused, wanting to tell Krohn the whole story. Maybe seeing the disappointment in his kind eyes would make leaving this perfect planet easier. She sighed, searching for the right words.

“You don’t have to tell me anything, Tara.”

“I want to. After the accident, I couldn’t stay on Tomas-9. It didn’t feel like home anymore.” Tara recalled the stares of suspicion and pity. “I fled like a coward.”

Since then, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t silence the voice inside, whispering that she shouldn’t have survived, that she never deserved to.

The air grew heavy between them.

“What happened next?” Krohn asked.

“I hit rock bottom. Drugs, alcohol... brief moments of oblivion followed by days of self-loathing. I did everything to numb myself, to stop feeling.”

“Is that when you met Noor?”

“I’d wandered into a pristine sector of Cia, Aether’s capital, when I spotted him. He was sitting on a bench by a lake, looking like he didn’t have a worry in the world, admiring the damn sunset. I hated that. I wanted to erase the blissful calm from his face. So, I hit him, but he didn’t fight back. He must’ve smelled the alcohol reeking from me. He kept dodging, and after another missed swing, I ended up in the lake. My clothes tangled around me, and I was drowning when he jumped in and pulled me out. He held my head while I threw up. I didn’t deserve his kindness, and I told him that. He said everyone did. Something about him made me believe it.” Tara’s face tightened, her eyes brimming with tears she refused to shed. “He was a true friend, and I’ve lost him.”

Krohn took Tara’s hands in his. She flinched but did not pull away. His touch was comforting—dry and warm, the skin textured like ancient bark from the trees in the Vordan forest.

“You haven’t lost him. He needs time to accept your choice, and he must take that journey alone. Wherever he ends up, that’s his responsibility, not yours. You must learn to let go of the past.”

Tara withdrew her hands. “Thank you, Krohn, for everything. It’s time I went.” 

“Hold on, one more thing.” Krohn pulled something wrapped in cloth from the folds of his scarlet robe.

Tara opened the package to reveal a glass model of Alt’ea, like the one she had lost with Tempest. It bore the same inscription: “You will always have a home here.”

“Thank you,” she said, carefully placing the glass orb back in Krohn’s hands. She uncurled her fingers, revealing the small bird figurine—Noor’s last gift—she had been clutching unconsciously. “This one is enough.”

Turning toward her ship, Tara felt a strange mixture of relief and loss. Alt’ea had offered her sanctuary when she needed it most. But her path lay elsewhere—had always lain elsewhere. Some people weren’t meant to have homes. They were meant to chase stars.
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With her forehead pressed against the cool viewport, Tara listened to the quiet rumbling of the ship that thrummed through her bones. Eyes closed, she could imagine herself in a womb—protected from the universe, not alone. She opened her eyes to the unchanged view of Earth. A monstrous storm raged across its surface, trapping her in limbo. Vast black whirlpools of ionized clouds churned, lightning arced between their cores, promising death to anyone foolish enough to cross them. Breathing on the glass surface, she drew circles in the fog, tracing the storm’s mesmerizing patterns. Ten days and counting—it showed no signs of ending.

“Damn it.” In a swift motion, she wiped the glass clean. “I can’t wait any longer. We’re going in. T-Two, what are the odds of a safe landing in these conditions?”

She braced herself for T-Two’s response. The AI that came with Tempest-Two—the name shortened to match her vessel—possessed a personality that bordered on insubordination.

“There’s a two percent chance of a successful landing, Captain,” T-Two reported, then paused. “Or a 98 percent chance of being utterly destroyed.”

“That’s even lower than what you gave me last week?”

“The initial calculation did not include surface conditions. My sensors can’t read below the storm. I’ve factored the unknown into the estimate.” T-Two’s voice carried an unmistakable note of satisfaction.

“Well, two is better than nothing. We’re going in.”

“There’s a 90 percent chance you will attempt that unreasonable course of action. However, ship safety protocols won’t allow it.”

“How about you calculate the odds of me shutting you down?” she said, flipping the power circuit that fed the AI with a smug smile.

Her victory was hollow, though. T-Two had a point. The landing would be rough. Without the AI’s help, she’d have one shot and would need to choose her entry point wisely. She slipped on her digital goggles and continued studying footage of Earth’s surface—another gift from Krohn she had accepted gratefully.

The digital realm revealed humanity’s devastation of Earth. “Not an alien attack, not a fucking asteroid. How did you do this?” she muttered.

Green had vanished from the planet; water was nearly extinct. Colossal cracks marred Earth’s surface, like ugly scars where lakes, rivers, oceans, and seas had once been. Some planets could heal themselves, but Earth showed no signs of recovery.

She pushed away the sadness. She hadn’t traveled across the galaxy to wallow in pity for the mother planet—she was here to hunt. Any scrap of evidence might reveal humanity’s past before the Great Exodus—a time shrouded in mystery. The destruction of Earth and the loss of billions had left such deep scars that people had done everything to forget them. Yet history mattered—understanding the past was key to understanding the present. Those fighting for justice now would have been fighting to save Earth when there was still hope. At least, that’s what she believed.

After a long virtual tour, she came across ruins that looked promising. A ghost city rose from the wasteland. Scattered among the skeletal remains of buildings, the few intact structures stood like orphans who had wandered into a cemetery by mistake. Despite the desolation, she could still see the grandeur of the city’s past—the elegance of its lines and the way its architecture harmonized with the landscape.

She positioned the ship for the descent, staring into the eye of the storm, waiting to be pulled into its abyss. “Go to hell,” she told the lurking shadows, then sent the ship into a vertical dive. G-forces pressed her body into the chair, turning her muscles to lead. Tempest-Two pierced the storm like an arrow, but panic surged as the darkness swallowed the ship. The plan’s fatal flaw became apparent—she couldn’t pull out of the dive in manual mode.

She tried to slow the descent, but the ship was immediately sucked into the raging whirlpool—control systems failing. Every panel rattled as if it would tear apart. The chair vibrated so hard her teeth ached. Fighting against the weight pressing her down, she unstrapped herself and crawled toward the controls. Her fingers trembled as she reached the circuits and powered T-Two back on. The alarm signal was the last thing she heard.
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Hailstones pummeled the surface of the ship. Tara woke to the relentless drumming, her face pressed against the floor beside a puddle of her own vomit. Disgusted, she jerked upright but quickly sat down, dizzy and aching. When she rose again, she moved cautiously, gingerly touching the throbbing bump on the back of her head. In the dim emergency lighting, she surveyed the cabin—it looked about as wrecked as she felt.

“I need to work on my landings,” she murmured, wincing as she limped toward her seat.

“T-Two?” she called. “Are you... are you here?”

“Yes, Captain,” came T-Two’s acid response.

Of course, the universe would give her the one AI with an attitude problem. “Sorry about unplugging you. But we made it, right?”

“While you were unconscious after jeopardizing the integrity of my systems, I managed to land the ship safely on Earth.”

“Exactly as planned,” she lied, her confidence returning. “Report on the environment outside.”

“The atmosphere, including the precipitation, contains toxic pollutants. There are ruins of large structures to the north. I detect weak life signals, but we’re too far away to pinpoint the source. Sunrise is expected in three hours.”

By morning, the hail had ceased, but the rain poured harder as if determined to wash away the memory of daylight. Sealed inside a hazmat suit, night vision activated, and blaster secured at her hip, Tara readied herself to take her first step on Earth. Her heart pounded with a mixture of awe
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