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Veins of Crimson Stone


When Captain Sylara Lambert lands her starship on Utuvonia for emergency repairs, she expects negotiations—not chains.
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ACCUSED OF MURDERING the planet’s late king, Sylara Lambert is condemned without defense and thrown into the mines, where prisoners labor, bleed, and vanish in the dark. Stripped of her voice and dignity, Sylara’s only chance at survival comes from an unlikely source. Zalill Ihaek, a royal councilman who risks everything to seek her in the depths.

Utuvonia is a world built on secrets veined in crimson stone, and nothing is as it seems. Whispers of betrayal swirl in the royal court, and danger stalks the tunnels beneath its surface.

As Sylara and Zalill’s fates entwine, survival will demand more than strength—it will demand trust, and a forbidden bond that could cost them both everything.
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THE USS STAR FURY LIMPED toward Utuvonia’s orbit, its damaged plasma conduit causing the sleek vessel to list slightly to starboard. Captain Sylara Lambert stood at the command center, her hands clasped behind her back to hide their occasional tremor. The viewscreen displayed their destination...Utuvonia, a planet of startling beauty, its atmosphere refracting light into crimson halos around a landscape of crystalline formations that sparkled even from this distance. 

It wasn’t the planet’s beauty that held Sylara’s attention. It was the docking station they approached. It was an enormous structure that resembled a crown of blood-red crystal against the dark velvet of space.

“Plasma conduit stability at twenty-eight percent, Captain,” Lieutenant Neira Volanth reported, her fingers dancing across her console. “We’ll make it to dock, but I wouldn’t recommend any sudden maneuvers.”

“Understood, Lieutenant.” Sylara kept her voice level, betraying none of the anxiety that churned in her stomach. “Commander Draye, status of our approach vector?”

First Officer Veylan Draye’s broad shoulders stiffened almost imperceptibly before he turned to face her. “On course, Captain. Utuvonian Control has assigned us docking bay seven. They’ve been...accommodating.”

The slight hesitation in his voice didn’t escape her notice. Sylara caught his eye, reading the unspoken concern there. The Utuvonians were notoriously isolationist. That they’d granted emergency docking privileges to a damaged Earth Fleet vessel was unexpected, to say the least.

“Their hospitality is appreciated,” she said, offering a tight smile. “Let’s not overstay our welcome. How long for repairs?”

“Engineering estimates forty-eight hours, minimum,” Veylan replied. “Assuming we can procure replacement parts compatible with our systems.”

Sylara nodded, turning her attention back to the viewscreen. The docking station grew larger, its crystalline structure now revealing intricate patterns that pulsed with inner light. Blood diamonds...the intelligence briefings had called the precious stones that formed the backbone of Utuvonian architecture and technology. The entire structure seemed alive, throbbing with crimson energy that flowed through veins of crystal.

Around her, the bridge crew maintained professional composure, but Sylara noted the signs of tension, the too-frequent glances between stations, the white-knuckled grips on consoles, and the overly precise enunciation of status reports. Everyone had read the same briefings. Everyone knew that Utuvonia had only recently opened diplomatic channels with Earth after centuries of isolation.

“Captain,” Officer Torris called from the communications station. “We’re receiving docking instructions. Text only, no audio.”

“Put them through to navigation,” Sylara ordered. “Officer Armstrong, take us in. Nice and easy.”

The burly helmsman nodded, his perpetually furrowed brow deepening in concentration as his hands moved across the controls with surprising gentleness for their size. “Aye, Captain. Easing us into the approach corridor.”

The Star Fury shuddered slightly as it changed course, the damaged conduit protesting the adjustment with a distant groan that resonated through the hull.

“That didn’t sound good,” Veylan muttered, moving to stand beside her.

“It never does,” Sylara replied, keeping her voice low enough for only him to hear. “We need those repairs, Veylan. We can’t limp back to Earth like this.”

“I know.” His dark eyes met hers. “But something about this feels wrong. Emergency assistance from the most reclusive species in the quadrant? When did the Utuvonians become the Good Samaritans of space?”

“We had no choice. Maybe we caught them on a good day.” Sylara attempted a light tone, though she shared his concerns.

“You don’t have good days when your blood runs cold,” he replied, the corner of his mouth twitching.

“That’s xenophobic, Commander,” she chided, though a smile threatened to break through her professional mask.

“Xeno cautious,” he corrected. “There’s a difference.”

The ship eased into position alongside the docking station, the crimson glow of the structure now bathing the bridge in ethereal red light.

Through the viewscreen, Sylara could see details of the station. Its elegant spires stretched like fingers toward the stars, pulsing veins of crystal that networked across the surface, and docking bays that resembled open maws lined with gleaming teeth.

“Time to assemble the landing party,” she said, straightening her uniform jacket. “Officer Green, you have the bridge. Commander Draye, Lieutenant Volanth, Chief Armstrong, Officer Torris, you’re with me.”

As they gathered in the corridor outside the bridge, Sylara took a moment to assess each crew member. Neira Volanth, brilliant engineer with nervous hands but a steady mind. Armstrong, the security chief whose scowl concealed sharp instincts and unwavering loyalty. Officer Torris, her communications specialist, whose youth was balanced by an intuitive understanding of linguistic nuance. And lastly, but most important, Veylan Draye, her trusted number one who had stood by her side for years now. A small team, but diverse in skills and temperament. “Go and get ready. We’ll meet in shuttle bay one in five,” Sylara ordered in a crisp voice.

In her quarters, Sylara checked her appearance one final time. The crisp lines of her Earth Fleet uniform conveyed authority without aggression. The insignia gleamed against the dark fabric, polished to perfection despite the rushed preparations. She straightened her shoulders, drawing herself up to her full height, and practiced the diplomatic smile she’d perfected during years of first-contact missions.

The shuttle bay hummed with activity as final preparations were made. Equipment cases were secured, protocol briefings reviewed, and communications devices were checked. Sylara approached her assembled team, noting the tension in their postures, the too-straight backs, the controlled breathing, and the carefully neutral expressions.

“Before we depart,” she said, her voice calm but carrying easily in the cavernous space, “let me remind you of our objectives. First and foremost, we are here to secure assistance for repairing our vessel. This is not a diplomatic mission by design, but it has become one by necessity.”

She paced before them, making eye contact with each member of her team.

“The Utuvonians value order, precision, and formality. Address members of their court by title. Maintain appropriate distance during conversations...two arm’s lengths is considered respectful. Do not stare at their eyes, even if they fascinate you. They consider it invasive.” She paused. “And whatever you do, do not touch the blood diamonds without explicit permission.”

“What if they offer one as a gift?” Officer Torris asked.

“Accept with both hands, palms up,” Sylara answered. “But they won’t. Blood diamonds are sacred to their culture.”

Armstrong shifted his weight, his hand unconsciously checking his sidearm. “Are we expecting trouble, Captain?”

“We’re expecting nothing beyond professional courtesy,” she replied firmly. “We are visitors in need of assistance, not traders, invaders, or negotiators. Our weapons remain holstered unless our lives are in immediate danger. Clear?”

A chorus of, “Yes, Captain,” followed.

The shuttle doors slid open with a pneumatic hiss. The small craft waited, its interior lights casting soft illumination on polished surfaces. Sylara led her team aboard, taking her seat with practiced efficiency. The others followed, settling into position with minimal conversation. The atmosphere inside the shuttle was heavy with unspoken questions and concerns.

As the bay doors opened, revealing the crystalline expanse of the Utuvonian docking station, Sylara felt a chill run down her spine that had nothing to do with the environmental controls. Something about this mission felt wrong, just as Veylan had said. But they needed repairs, and sometimes necessity outweighed intuition.

“Shuttle Galileo to Star Fury bridge,” she said, activating the comm. “We’re departing now. Maintain standard protocols during our absence.”

“Understood, Captain,” Green’s voice came through clearly. “Good luck. Bridge out.”

The shuttle disengaged from the bay, its thrusters engaging with a gentle push that sent it gliding toward the waiting alien structure. As they approached, the blood-red crystal seemed to pulse faster, as if the station itself was alive and anticipating their arrival.

The shuttle docked with a metallic clang that reverberated through the bay, the sound amplified by the crystalline architecture that surrounded them. Sylara felt the subtle shift as artificial gravity aligned with the station’s systems, a momentary weightlessness followed by the heavy settling of her body. Through the viewport, she observed the welcoming committee, if it could be called that. Rows of armored Utuvonian soldiers stood in perfect formation, their halberds gleaming under the station’s crimson lights, each weapon topped with a blood diamond that pulsed in perfect synchronization. The effect was both beautiful and unsettling, like watching the heartbeat of a predator.

“That’s...quite a reception for stranded travelers,” Neira whispered, her eyes wide as she peered past Sylara’s shoulder.

“The Utuvonians value ceremony,” Sylara replied, though even she hadn’t expected this level of formality. Behind the rows of soldiers, ornate banners hung from the vaulted ceiling, rippling in artificial air currents. The fabric shimmered with iridescence, embroidered with symbols she recognized from the cultural briefings...royal insignia, ancient bloodlines, military victories.

“Looks more like an honor guard for visiting dignitaries than a repair crew welcome wagon,” Armstrong muttered, his hand resting near his holstered weapon.

Sylara couldn’t disagree. Her gaze fixed on the central figures waiting at the end of the crimson carpet that stretched from the shuttle’s exit ramp.

King Ozai Chonphel stood resplendent in ornate armor that caught and reflected the pulsing light of surrounding blood diamonds. Even from this distance, she could see the youth in his face, the pride in his posture, the slight tension in his jaw that suggested a ruler still growing into his authority.

Beside him, Queen Selendris made every other figure in the bay seem dull by comparison. Her silver-pale skin gleamed with an inner luminescence that complemented the blood diamonds woven into her elaborate gown. Her hair fell in black waves over her shoulders and down her back, adorned with crimson jewels that pulsed in time with the station’s heartbeat. Her beauty was inhuman. Almost too perfect, too precise, like a sculpture carved by hands that understood beauty as a mathematical equation.

“Remember,” Sylara said to her team as they prepared to disembark, “we’re here for repairs, not politics. Follow my lead, maintain protocol, and let’s not complicate matters.”

Neira adjusted her uniform collar while Torris straightened his cuffs. Armstrong remained motionless except for a single, almost imperceptible nod.

Sylara took a breath, centered herself, and activated the hatch release. The ramp extended with a hydraulic hum, connecting their small craft to the polished floor of the docking bay. She stepped forward with practiced diplomatic poise, leading with her right foot as protocol demanded when meeting Utuvonian royalty.

The first step onto Utuvonian ground brought a flood of sensory information. The station’s gravity pulled at her slightly stronger than Earth's standard, making her feel heavier, more anchored. The air carried a mineral scent, crisp and faintly metallic, with undertones of something she couldn’t identify...something ancient and cold. The temperature was perfectly regulated, yet she felt a chill that seemed to emanate from the crystalline walls themselves.

Her boots clicked against the polished floor, the sound echoing in the cavernous space. The acoustics were strange. Her footsteps seemed to bounce back at odd angles, as if the architecture followed rules of physics slightly different from those she understood.

The soldiers remained perfectly still as she approached, not a muscle twitching, not a blinking eye. Their armor, which had appeared uniformly crimson from a distance, revealed intricate detailing up close...scrollwork depicting battles, creatures, and celestial events, all inlaid with hair-thin veins of blood diamond that pulsed with living light.

Sylara measured her steps, counting the distance to the royal couple. Her crew followed in tight formation behind her, their footfalls creating a rhythm that echoed through the bay. Twenty paces from the monarchs, she stopped and executed the formal bow prescribed for diplomatic encounters, her right hand over her heart, the left at her side, her head inclined precisely thirty degrees.

“Your Majesties,” she said, her translator device rendering her words in flawless Utuvonian. “I am Captain Sylara Lambert of the USS Star Fury. On behalf of Earth Fleet, I extend gratitude for your assistance in our time of need.”

King Ozai’s eyes, multihued orbs that shifted color like oil on water, assessed her with cool precision. “Captain Lambert,” he replied, his voice resonant with authority that seemed practiced rather than natural. “Utuvonia acknowledges your distress signal and grants temporary asylum for repairs.”

Queen Selendris stepped forward, her movement so fluid it appeared she floated rather than walked. “We rarely receive visitors,” she said, her voice melodious and perfectly modulated. “Your arrival is...unexpected, but not unwelcome.”

Something in her tone made Sylara’s skin prickle with warning, though the words themselves were cordial enough. The queen’s eyes, a deep garnet that caught and held the light, fixed on Sylara with an intensity that felt invasive, as if she was cataloging every detail for future reference.

“Our engineers estimate forty-eight hours for repairs,” Sylara said, maintaining her diplomatic smile. “We’ll require access to our ship throughout the process and permission to procure compatible materials.”

“Of course,” King Ozai nodded, his movements precise and controlled. “Queen Selendris has arranged suitable accommodations for your crew during your stay. We understand the discomfort of remaining aboard a damaged vessel.”

Sylara hadn’t mentioned accommodation, nor had she planned for her crew to leave the Star Fury during repairs except to buy components. The offer, while seemingly gracious, sent another warning flare through her mind.

“Your Majesty is most generous,” she replied, choosing her words carefully. “However, protocol requires that we maintain our positions aboard our vessel. Perhaps a small technical liaison team could coordinate with your engineers?”

The King and Queen exchanged a glance so brief that Sylara nearly missed it. Something passed between them...an entire conversation condensed into a fraction of a second.

“As you wish, Captain,” Selendris said, her smile never reaching her eyes. “Utuvonian hospitality adapts to the needs of its guests.”

A ceremonial chime rang through the bay, its crystalline tone reverberating off the walls. The guards shifted in perfect unison, adjusting their formation to create an honor corridor leading from the shuttle toward an ornate doorway.

“A formal reception has been prepared,” King Ozai announced. “A small matter of diplomatic courtesy before we discuss your technical requirements.”

Sylara inclined her head in acknowledgment, though every instinct told her to return to the shuttle. “We would be honored.”

As they followed the royal couple toward the doorway, Veylan moved slightly closer to her side. “Getting a lot of spider and the fly vibes here, Captain,” he murmured, his voice low enough that only she could hear.

“Stay alert,” she whispered back, “but remember, we need those repairs badly if we want to go home.”

The ornate doors swung open, revealing a corridor lined with blood diamonds that pulsed in patterns reminiscent of a heartbeat. With each step deeper into the station, Sylara felt the weight of alien eyes upon her, calculating and cold. Whatever game the Utuvonians were playing, she and her crew had unwittingly become pieces on their board.

Sylara stepped into the reception hall fully, the ceremonial lighting casting her shadow long across the polished floor.

Something changed in King Ozai’s expression as he stopped and turned to face her when she moved into the brighter illumination. His eyes fixed on her face with sudden intensity, his pupils dilating as signs of recognition flooded his features. The shift happened in an instant, diplomatic courtesy crumbling into naked hatred, his pale skin flushing with an iridescent sheen that rippled across his cheeks like oil on water.

“You,” he said, and hissed, the word hanging in the air like frost.

Sylara faltered mid-step and held her hand up for the landing team to stop, confusion washing over her. The king’s face contorted, twisting his handsome features into something primal and vengeful. His hands, adorned with ceremonial rings, clenched into white-knuckled fists.

“Your Majesty?” she questioned, her diplomatic training kicking in despite her bewilderment.

The King’s response came as a roar that cracked across the reception hall. “Lambert! The King slayer! Seize her!”

The title hit Sylara like a physical blow. King slayer? They had never set foot on Utuvonia before today, let alone harmed its monarchy.

Before she could voice her protest, the immaculate formation of soldiers burst into action. They moved with perfect coordination, as if they’d rehearsed this very scenario. Halberds lowered, blood diamonds pulsing faster at their tips, catching the light in crimson flashes that turned the polished floor into a sea of blood.

Veylan reacted instantly, stepping in front of Sylara with his broad shoulders squared. “This is a violation of interstellar law!” His voice boomed through the hall, matching the king’s volume. “Captain Lambert is an Earth Fleet officer on a sanctioned emergency mission!”

Sylara’s hand instinctively moved toward her sidearm, but she caught herself. Drawing weapons here would mean certain death for her entire team. Her mind raced through diplomatic protocols, searching for the proper response to this impossible situation.

“Your Majesty, there’s been a mistake,” she called out, keeping her voice steady despite the adrenaline flooding her system. “We’ve never visited Utuvonia prior to today. I couldn’t possibly—”

“Silence!” Queen Selendris cut her off, her melodious voice now edged with steel. “Your deception ends here, Captain. Or should I say, Assassin?”

The soldiers closed in, forming a tight circle around the landing party.

Sylara glanced at her crew. Neira’s face had drained of color, her hands trembling visibly at her sides. Torris stood frozen, his eyes darting between the approaching guards and his captain. Armstrong had dropped into a combat stance, his expression calculating as he assessed their attackers, and it took four of the alien soldiers to keep Veylan under control.

“Stand down,” Sylara ordered them, low and urgent. “That’s an order. No one draws weapons.”

“Captain—” Armstrong protested, his hand hovering near his holster.

“Stand. Down.” She locked eyes with him. “We don’t want to escalate this.”

The soldiers reached them, their armored bodies pressing in from all sides. Hands grabbed Sylara’s arms, wrenching them behind her back with brutal efficiency. Cold metal encircled her wrists, shackles that bit into her skin, tighter than necessary, designed to cause discomfort bordering on pain.

“Your green eyes,” King Ozai snarled, approaching with measured steps now that she was restrained. “Did you think we would forget? Did you think a different uniform would disguise the face that haunts my nightmares?”

He stood before her now, close enough that she could smell the strange, metallic scent of his breath. Up close, the alienness of his features became more pronounced, the too-smooth texture of his skin, the unnatural shift of color in his irises, the slight phosphorescence that seemed to emanate from beneath his flesh when emotion heightened.

“I’ve never met you before today,” Sylara stated, keeping her voice level despite the panic clawing at her throat. “This is my first contact with Utuvonia. Check your records. The Star Fury arrived less than an hour ago.”

“Records can be falsified,” Queen Selendris said, gliding forward to stand beside her husband. “Identities can be fabricated. But murder cannot be undone.”

Around them, more guards surrounded Sylara’s team. Veylan struggled against the soldiers. His face contorted with effort as they forced him to his knees.

“Captain Lambert is under Earth Fleet diplomatic protection!” he shouted. “This arrest violates seventeen separate clauses of the Proxime Accords!”

A guard struck him across the face with an armored gauntlet, splitting his lip and silencing his protests. Blood, human blood, dark and red against his dark skin, trickled down his chin.

“Stop!” Sylara yelled, lunging forward only to be yanked back by her restraints. Pain shot through her shoulders at the unnatural angle. “He’s right. This violates interstellar law. Earth Fleet will not stand for this treatment of its officers.”

“Earth Fleet,” Queen Selendris said, the words dripping with contempt, “has no authority here. Utuvonia recognizes no law above its own.”

King Ozai motioned to the guards holding Sylara. “Take the assassin to the holding cells. Prepare her for formal charges.”

“And the others?” a guard captain asked, gesturing toward the rest of the landing party.

The queen’s garnet eyes narrowed as she considered the kneeling officers. “Detain them separately. They may have information about how their captain infiltrated the palace six months ago.”

Six months ago? Sylara’s mind reeled. She had been commanding a scientific expedition in the Proxime Sector, thousands of light-years from Utuvonia.

“Check with Earth Fleet Command!” she called out as guards began dragging her backward. “Verify my locations before approaching Utuvonia! This is a case of mistaken identity!”

Her pleas fell on deaf ears. The guards pulled her toward a side door, their grip bruising through her uniform. She dug her heels into the polished floor, fighting for one last glimpse of her crew.

Neira knelt with her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. Torris stared after Sylara with naked horror, his young face stripped of all diplomatic composure. Armstrong still struggled, even with three guards now holding him down, blood streaming from a fresh cut above his eye. And Veylan, Commander Draye, her right hand, her friend, lunged toward her with his arm outstretched, breaking free from his captors for just long enough to call her name.

“Captain Lambert!”

Their eyes locked across the growing distance, a moment of connection amid the chaos. In his gaze, she read everything...loyalty, fear, and promise. He would find a way. He would contact the ship if possible. He would not abandon her.

The guards holding Veylan tackled him to the ground, driving the air from his lungs in a visible burst. Sylara’s last image of her crew was Veylan’s outstretched hand, his fingers splayed as if still reaching for her, before the guards hauled her around a corner and her crew disappeared from view.

The ornate corridor stretched before her, blood diamonds pulsing along the walls like watching eyes. Queen Selendris’s voice echoed from the reception hall, issuing orders in the musical Utuvonian language that Sylara’s translator struggled to process through the chaos.

“Why did you kill King Evorill?” one of the guards hissed in her ear as they marched her forward.

“I’ve never met him,” she replied, fighting to keep her voice steady. “This is a mistake. I’m not who you think I am.”

His only response was to tighten his grip until pain shot through her arm. The shackles bit deeper into her wrists as they quickened their pace, dragging her deeper into the crystalline labyrinth of the Utuvonian docking station, away from her crew, away from her ship, away from any hope of immediate rescue.

Somewhere ahead, a cell or a dungeon waited. Somewhere behind, her crew faced their own uncertain fate. And between them stretched a mystery Sylara couldn’t begin to unravel...why the King of Utuvonia believed she had murdered his predecessor, and what would happen when he discovered he had imprisoned the wrong person.

Chapter Two
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THEY DID NOT TRANSPORT prisoners on Utuvonia in trucks, or hover vehicles, or even in those quaint human shuttles with the reinforced glass. Instead, Sylara found herself shackled in the back of what looked like a mobile art installation, all faceted crystal and gleaming alloy, every surface more reflective than the inside of a gemstone. It was the most beautiful jail cell she’d ever been crammed into, and easily the most uncomfortable.

The cuffs cut off all circulation to her hands, and the bench, if you could call it that, was an exercise in advanced geometry. Every time the vehicle cornered or climbed, the sharp angles bit into her flesh in new and inventive ways. She’d started counting the bruises by their locations and was up to twelve. On the thirteenth bounce, her shoulder crashed against the wall, scraping off a fresh patch of skin. She hissed out a breath but didn’t let herself groan. The guards up front, chatting in their native tongue, glanced back every time she made a sound.

After the show they’d made of shackling her in front of the crew, Sylara figured they’d enjoy any display of weakness. So she gave them nothing. Not even when the blood started trickling down her wrist and pooling in the curve of her palm.

A hard swerve, and the little slit of a window in the door flashed a view of the capital. The first time she saw it, her mind tried to process the horizon as a hallucination, the aftershock of adrenaline and blood loss. But no, there it was again. Towers of white stone rising from a valley, laced everywhere with veins of crimson crystal that caught the morning light and refracted it in violent bursts. From a distance, the city looked like it had been split by some ancient wound, the blood frozen mid-spill.

The vehicle’s engine, or whatever passed for it on this world, made a noise like a wasp trapped in a soda can. They hit a bump. The pain in her arms woke her from the architectural reverie. She adjusted her posture, squinting through the one-way glass as the vehicle descended a spiral ramp toward the city’s core. The wall opposite her flickered, displaying a rotating feed of news or propaganda. It was hard to tell, as every human in the videos looked suspiciously like a villain in a Fleet training simulation. The captions scrolled in three different scripts, none of them Terran Standard.

She let her head thunk gently against the wall. If this is what passes for hospitality, remind myself to skip the tourist season.

A barked order from the front. The vehicle’s fast deceleration catapulted her forward, nearly splitting her chin on her own knees. She managed to twist, just in time, and caught herself in the last seconds before the doors slid open.

Light hammered in, too white and sharp for her sleep-deprived eyes. She blinked, then squinted, then blinked again. Every cell in her retina rebelled.

A gauntlet closed around her arm and yanked her upright. The guard didn’t bother to be gentle. He twisted her, shoving her out of the vehicle and straight into a knot of waiting soldiers. Two more guards took up positions at her flanks. Their uniforms were ceremonial, lacquered in layers of red and black, with angular pauldrons that made them look like birds of prey. The officer in front had his helmet off, exposing the ridges of subcutaneous crystal that framed his cheekbones.

They marched her forward, every step a jolt of pain through her shoulders and spine. She kept her chin up, her eyes front, and counted her steps with the kind of bearing they drilled into Fleet captains at the Academy.

A crowd waited just ahead, clustered in tight ranks along the tiled avenue. Their faces glittered with the same iridescent sheen as the city, every movement producing a shiver of light across their skin. It was a species-wide trait, Sylara remembered from the briefing. Microcrystal deposits in the dermis...adaptive and functional, not just pretty.

The guards pushed her to the lip of the street, where the paving stones changed from white to a pale, translucent pink. The crowd’s collective intake of breath was so intense it nearly dragged her forward. Then, as one, they began to hiss.

It was a low, almost musical sound at first, rising in pitch as more voices joined in, until it became a sheet of noise that made her teeth vibrate. Someone in the front row spat at her feet. Another raised a hand, thumb down, and shouted a word she’d never heard before the king uttered it, but thanks to the translator, immediately understood. “King slayer!”

The chant caught fire. Within seconds, the mob was roaring it, the syllables warped by alien tongues but unmistakable in their venom. Sylara did her best to look unimpressed. “Charming,” she muttered, and let the guards drag her onward.

The city unfolded around them, and Sylara’s brain, which had been trained to map hostile territory even when fogged, started cataloging details. The towers weren’t built so much as grown. The crystal veins inside them pulsed with faint energy, visible even in full sun. Walkways bridged the gaps overhead, populated by even more Utuvonians, their faces turned to watch the parade below.

Some children, though she assumed they were children based on size, climbed the lattice and hung from the rails, chittering in delight when they caught a glimpse of her. The adults were less thrilled. Their eyes, larger than human and rimmed in black kohl, or maybe that was natural, followed her with a hatred that was both clinical and personal.

The guards kept her moving, their pace just shy of a jog. Her breath rasped in her throat, partly from the altitude, partly from the knot of anxiety building in her gut. She’d been in hostile territory before, behind enemy lines, in the ruins of rebel strongholds, even once stranded on a penal asteroid with nothing but her wits and a self-sealing bandage. But she’d never felt this naked. Not even the time she’d been thrown into a fusion core for science.

The avenue ended at a plaza, surrounded by more of the white-and-crimson towers. A dais rose at the far end, carved from the same translucent crystal as the city, but this time banded with lines of gold. Sylara recognized it as a place of judgment, mostly because there was a gallows at its center.

“Is that supposed to be subtle?” she said, too low for the guards to hear.

They shoved her to the steps, forcing her to climb with her hands still shackled behind her back. It took every shred of pride to keep from tripping. She reached the top, squinting into the light, and found herself staring at a panel of officials, each one more adorned than the last, their robes stiff with metal thread and festooned with medallions.

The lead official, a woman with a tiara of jagged red gems, stood. She lifted her hand, and the mob’s roar died instantly. Sylara caught a whiff of ozone, heavy and sharp, mixed with the scent of alien sweat.

“In the name of the king and the High Tribunal,” the official intoned, “you stand accused.” Her accent was perfect, her diction flawless. She had to be wearing some kind of translation chip, or just years of practice hating humans.

Sylara scanned the crowd, searching for her crew, but saw only the writhing mass of angry faces and the shimmer of weapons under the guards’ cloaks.

She took a breath, filled her lungs with the alien air, and straightened her back. “You want a confession?” she called out, her voice loud enough to carry. “You’ll have to try and beat it out of me. But you can’t say you never got a good show.”

A ripple passed through the crowd. Some laughed, more jeered, and one, somewhere behind her, spat again. It almost made her smile.

The officials ignored her entirely. The woman wearing the tiara nodded to the guards, and they forced Sylara to her knees on the dais. The crowd roared approval, the word King slayer echoing off every surface, reverberating through the city until it seemed to merge with the pulse of the crystals themselves.

As the officials began to read the charges, line after line, translated in perfect Terran into the microphone, Sylara let her gaze drift upward, past the faces and the spires and the accusation in every eye.

Somewhere out there, Draye, Armstrong, Halston and Suvi are watching. She didn’t know if they were still alive, or what tortures waited in the interrogation chambers, but she let herself believe they could see her now.

She blinked the blood and sweat from her eyes and bared her teeth at her executioners.

They wanted a villain.

She’d give them the best damn villain they’d ever seen.

The officials’ litany of charges had no sooner begun than the guards wrenched Sylara off her knees and shoved her forward, right to the edge of the dais. For a second, she hovered above the crowd, every muscle in her body screaming for balance, the city’s white heat frying the moisture from her eyes.

A wall of armored soldiers stood braced at street level, their shields interlocked, and their crystal blades held ready. Not to protect her, Sylara realized, but to keep the crowd from tearing her apart with their hands.

“King slayer!” someone shrieked louder than the rest, the voice cracked, and the word rippled outward, echoed and amplified by thousands of throats. The mob surged as one, crashing against the shield wall and recoiling, then surging again, a tide hungry for her blood. The chant was rhythmic now, each syllable hammered out with the precision of a military march. Sylara’s translator couldn’t decipher the rest of their language, but it didn’t need to. The word itself was enough. A title, a curse, a death sentence, and a brand all in one.

A guard hooked her by the collar, hauling her to the steps. “Move,” he snarled and kicked the back of her leg when she hesitated. The metal boot left a bruise even before she hit the ground.

Sylara staggered down, refusing to fall. Her boots slipped on the polished crystal, and she tasted copper as her teeth clacked together. Each step brought her closer to the writhing, incandescent faces below. She could see the details that were lost from the balcony, the fine fractal patterns embedded in every Utuvonian skin, the slight elongation of their fingers, the way their eyes, larger than human, with irises like molten silver, caught and threw back every glint of crimson sunlight.

Half the crowd had weapons. The rest had fists and mouths full of the most colorful insults she’d ever had the pleasure of not understanding.

They let her reach the last step, then slammed the butt of a halberd across her shoulders. She pitched forward, but the chain between her wrists caught her before she could break her nose. The crowd cheered. Something wet and sour-smelling struck her cheek, and then she was pelted from all sides...clots of rotten fruit, handfuls of dust, even a few sharp stones. One bounced off her knee, another glanced off her ear.

A shard of blood diamond arced through the air, moving as slowly as a dream. She had a split second to appreciate the way the sunlight hit it, sending a tiny red rainbow onto her uniform. Then it sliced through the fabric of her sleeve and bit deep into her bicep.

The pain was instant, white-hot. Blood spilled down her arm, soaking the cuff and painting her hand sticky red. The crowd howled with joy and hunger.

Sylara saw stars, but refused to let them see her wince. She rolled her shoulder, shook the blood out, and made eye contact with the nearest Utuvonian. His face was a study in hatred, every muscle pulled taut, every vein under the skin popping electric blue. He spat at her again, and she let it drip off her chin without blinking.

The guards kept the show moving. They yanked her upright, forced her through the gauntlet of projectiles and screams, past rows of children whose faces twisted in the same hateful sneer as their parents. The stench of the street, spices, sweat, and fermented rot mingled with the iron tang of her own blood. Her throat burned from the dust and the effort of keeping her mouth shut.

“King slayer!” chanted the mob. “King slayer! King slayer!”

With every step, the ache in her arms intensified. The tight chains pinched the fresh cut, and she wondered if they’d left a fragment of crystal inside. 

Good. Let them have their trophy.

The parade route twisted through alleys and under crystalline archways, past markets where vendors jeered and threw anything within reach. Some guards peeled off, blocking side streets, herding the mob into a more manageable shape. Others walked beside her with expressions of blank professionalism. The only hint of emotion was the tightness of their jaws.

After what felt like an hour, the crowd thinned. The noise dropped, replaced by the dull buzz of what looked like hundreds of holocams and drones whirring overhead. The sun was higher now, the heat baking the blood on her sleeve and hand into a tacky crust.

Sylara risked a glance upward. Even the balconies of the upper towers were crowded with old men, mothers with babies, a few children who’d climbed the façade like insects. All watched her, recording every stumble, every streak of sweat on her skin.

Another missile struck her square in the back. This one was a ball of half-frozen rice she noticed as some of it hit the street, sticky and cold, and it slid down her spine before hitting the chain at her wrists. A cluster of teenagers burst into laughter.

She almost smiled back at them.

Almost.

Instead, she turned her face to the guard nearest her. “Is this the part where I beg for mercy?” she asked. “Because my agent said that’s extra.”

The guard on her right cuffed her hard, but not before she caught the faintest hint of amusement in the alien’s eyes behind the visor.

They pushed her onward, past a gate made of interlocking blood diamond blades, through a short tunnel lined with holographic banners. Each banner showed her face, captured at the precise moment of her trial, the word Guilty stamped across her forehead in three languages. The digital overlays cycled with each step, and Sylara had to admit, the Utuvonians knew a thing or two about psychological warfare.

Beyond the tunnel, a courtyard waited, the ground tiled in a spiral pattern that drew the eye to the center. A stage, ringed by a moat of some viscous, dark fluid. A pair of officials stood at its edge, one reading from a scroll, the other adjusting a glimmering collar of what looked like neural suppressant crystals.

The guards slowed her to a halt. The chanting faded. The world shrank to the space between her heartbeat and the next, the blood pumping in her ears louder than the crowd had ever been.

One of the guards unlatched her chain. The other gripped her shoulder, forcing her to kneel.

The pain didn’t matter anymore. Nothing mattered except that the spectators wanted a show.

So she gave them one. Sylara Lambert, captain, traitor, hero to some, monster to more. She spat on the white tile and lifted her head. She stared at the tribunal without blinking, without a hint of surrender, and prepared to hear whatever sentence they’d rehearsed for her.

She refused to go quietly.

Especially in this.

The crowd, denied its violence for a moment, went silent.

She grinned at the officials.

“Ready when you are,” she said, her voice carrying cleanly across the killing floor.

And then she braced herself for what was coming next.

The tribunal wasted no time. They read the charges, pronounced judgment, and gave the crowd its bloodless victory. The guards yanked Sylara to her feet again. Her knees almost buckled, but she locked them straight out of spite and began the march toward the next humiliation.

The mob wasn’t finished. Not even close. The parade route doubled back into the city, dragging her through streets now slick with the debris of the earlier riot. This time, the Utuvonians had brought out their families, entire generations clustering together to point and jeer. Some waved banners or flapped crude effigies of her in mockery. Others just screamed until they were hoarse, the word King slayer bludgeoning her ears with every echo.

Every time her vision blurred with sweat or blood, she remembered. Stand up straight. If you must fall, fall forward.

Sylara walked. If her hands went numb from the cuffs, she flexed her fingers until the feeling came back. If the cut on her arm throbbed, she focused on the cadence of her boots against the crystal tiles. She ignored the ache in her shoulders, the rawness in her throat, the pulse of humiliation crawling under her skin.

The city revealed itself in passing, market stalls selling bright blue fruits and slabs of iridescent meat, temples carved into the sides of spires, their entrances guarded by Utuvonian priests with intricate fractal tattoos, alleys so narrow she could’ve touched both walls with her elbows, if she’d been free. The smell of the city was overpowering—the spices were sharp as ammonia, sweet smoke from cooking fires, and the faint metallic sting of blood diamond dust in the air.

Her escort, now twice as many guards, some carrying riot shields, kept the mob at bay, but only just. The crowd surged at every intersection, their faces flickering with hatred and something almost like excitement. Sylara recognized the look. It was the anticipation of someone watching a horror video, waiting for the next twist.

She counted the guard formations, noted which ones rotated shifts, and which ones never blinked. She marked the position of
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