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The air in the Lundgren’s cargo hold reeked of sweat, blood, burnt flesh, and despair. Captain Lars Svensson was intimately familiar with the stench—it spoke of a horrible tragedy, of the pain and anguish of the dead and the dying, of lives turned upside down and mangled by forces beyond comprehension. In his experience, it was usually accompanied by a loud cacophony of exclamations, wails, and other verbal and non-verbal expressions, the majority of which represented an involuntary reaction to suffering, that made it all the more difficult to bear, but in this case, the overall noise level was surprisingly low.

Before Lars had a chance to decide whether this was due to the room’s size (the cargo hold was well over two thousand square meters), the fact that most of its current inhabitants were currently unconscious or still in shock, or simply because what he had witnessed in the past was way worse than what he was witnessing now, something in the far corner not only caught his attention but also set off the little red warning light at the back of his head. 

The situation unfolding there clearly had very little to do with the recent catastrophe. A petite woman in a headscarf and a child of indeterminate age cowered by the wall, while a thin bald man with a beard reaching down his upper chest stood defensively in front of them, his face contorted in anger. Another man, almost as tall as Lars himself, was positioned facing him, his hands up in a placating gesture. As far as the captain could tell, all of them were human.

Not one and a half meters behind the tall man, an unmoving body lay on the floor. Thanks to the characteristic messy ink-black hair, Lars recognized it as that of Zalc Menni, one of the ship’s medics. Zalc had joined the crew barely a month ago, but everyone on board quickly took a liking to him—he was friendly, compassionate, and funny without being nosy or annoying. He was also a good decade and a half younger than the youngest of his shipmates, providing a breath of fresh air in an environment that had been going a bit stale.

Dr. Tesi Ongert, the head of the Lundgren’s infirmary, was kneeling by Zalc, methodically examining his body. She briefly looked up to meet Lars’ eyes, and her worried expression forced him to pick up the pace. In a few quick strides that bordered on leaps, he crossed the remaining distance and joined her.

“What happened here?”

Without getting up to her feet, she indicated the woman and the child.

“We just wanted to make sure they weren’t hurt,” she said. She sounded startled, but there was something else in her voice. 

Pain.

An uneasy feeling settling in the pit of Lars’ stomach. He squatted down and gently grabbed her shoulder. She turned to face him, and he saw what he hadn’t before—her puffy right cheek, deep violet against pristine white. A tell-tale sign of a recent impact.

In an instant, that uneasy sensation transformed into a bright-hot rage. 

He shot up to his feet, and with his hands reflexively balling into fists regarded the two men in their vicinity. The position and posture of the tall guy suggested he was trying to prevent the bearded fellow from reaching Tesi and Zalc, making the latter the most likely cause of their conditions. The hint of uncertainty that washed over Beard’s features when he noticed Lars’ furious glare only reinforced the captain’s suspicion that he was indeed looking at the culprit.

Shoving the tall man aside harder than he intended (he would apologize to him later, maybe), he started toward Beard. The thin man must not have sensed Lars’ intentions, or didn’t care, because he stayed put, hands down his sides—right up until the moment the captain grabbed him by the collar of his coverall and slammed him hard against the wall. The woman screamed, the child let out a panicked whimper, but Lars ignored both of them, blood pounding in his temples. 

“Who the hell do you think you are, attacking my crew?!” he hissed into Beard’s face. 

The man stared at him defiantly, but made no attempts at freeing himself from Lars’ grasp, nor did he say anything in response. 

That made the captain even angrier. He pulled his hands up, digging his knuckles into Beard’s chin, and repeated his question. The smaller man grabbed his wrists, unsuccessfully trying to pry them away, and uttered something in a language Lars didn’t understand. 

“What’s that?” Lars said. “How about you speak—”

“They are Solites, captain,” a calm voice behind him said. “He says no inferior being shall touch him or his family.”

Lars shot an incredulous look over his shoulder, but kept a firm grip on Beard’s coverall. The tall man stood just outside of his personal space, looking at Lars with a mixture of respect and caution. There was something oddly familiar about him, yet at the same time, the combination of a perfectly unaccented Ubilingo and the confident, charismatic demeanor made him impossible to categorize.

Not that the captain particularly cared about finding out who he was at the moment.

“Are you serious?” he said, turning back to Beard. The Solite’s belligerent gaze hadn’t subsided one bit. “You hurt them—” Lars indicated Zalc and Tesi with a sideways nod. —because they aren’t human?!”

While both medics were Oresans, they by far weren’t the only non-human members of the Lundgren’s crew. There were three Takkans among the miners; the ship’s mechanic was a Mgarrini, the pilot a Liktonian. It was a colorful collective, a mosaic of different backgrounds, habits, experiences, and opinions, but at the end of the day, it worked like a well-oiled machine.

The Solite might not have spoken Ubilingo, but Lars was dead certain he understood most of what was being said, because he looked at the two Oresans, then back at the captain, and delivered something that sounded like a response. 

“He says they touched his wife, despite him telling them not to,” the tall man offered gently, maintaining his distance. “He had no other choice.”

“No other choice,” Lars repeated, disbelieving. He let go of the Solite’s coverall, breaking free of the smaller man’s grip on his wrists, and shoved his right forearm against his counterpart’s throat. “They are doctors, you ignorant fanatic!”

A part of Lars—the part that wasn’t wholly consumed by the rage burning in his chest—expected the Solite to continue babbling his dogmatic nonsense and the tall man to continue providing the unsolicited translation, but it was actually Tesi’s soft voice he heard next. 

“Lars,” she said, and he felt her hand on his back. 

He hesitated.

“Lars,” she repeated, her tone strained and pleading. “Let him go, please.”

He realized that the scuffle—if anyone could even call it that—attracted the attention of others in the cargo hold. He caught sight of two miners, who had been helping the medical staff, and some of the survivors in his peripheral vision, and felt a stab of regret. It was his job as a captain to look after his crew, to stand up for them, but on the other hand, he was just about to tear apart a guy who wasn’t even trying to defend himself. Not to mention the fact he would do that in front of a decent number of people who had already been traumatized more than he could imagine, most of whom might not have even known about the Solite’s transgressions in the first place.  

Worst of all, however, he would do that in front of Tesi.

He reluctantly let go of the Solite and took a step back. The thin man briefly massaged his neck, before retreating to his wife and child, muttering something unintelligible under his breath.

Lars took a deep breath and turned around. The expressions on the onlooker’s faces ranged from confused to anxious. He gritted his teeth, forcing a reassuring smile. For a fleeting moment, he considered adding something along the lines of “everything is okay” or “just a misunderstanding, folks”, but the small crowd fortunately dispersed on its own. 

“How is he?” he asked Tesi, pointing at Zalc’s body. 

“He doesn’t have any fractures, swelling, or internal bleeding, as far as the scanner can tell,” she said. The battered handheld device was sticking out of the pocket of her coat, blinking intermittently. “I will have him moved to the infirmary for observation, just in case. The impact he took was...”

Her voice trailed off, and Lars stifled the urge to revisit his earlier violent intention. Oresans might have looked human on the outside—minus the pristine, smooth skin with blueish undertones, slightly elongated fingers, and large irises—but they were half their weight, courtesy of lighter bones and less dense tissues. In Lars’ mind, fighting an Oresan was quite literally punching down; launching an unprovoked attack on one, however, was the definition of cowardice.

“And you?” 

Confusion flashed in her eyes before she realized what he had meant.

“I am fine,” she said, though he could see that she was far from it. Aside from the discoloration on her cheek (which was going to turn into a nasty bruise later on), she sounded drained, and the dark circles under her eyes only confirmed that it had been some time since she had taken any rest. He knew, however, that if he was to suggest she did just that, she wouldn’t listen.

His face must have been an open book, because she added: “Don’t worry about me, okay? I know when to slow down, but right now, these people need me.”

He nodded, thinking about all the different ways to respond, before settling on a simple: “Okay.”

Tesi gave him a tired smile, and he was just about to head out when he noticed that the tall eloquent man was still hovering nearby. As they locked eyes, the man tipped his head politely, prompting Lars to walk up to him.

“I guess I have you to thank for intervening earlier,” the captain said.

“Not necessary, captain,” the man said. “In fact, I believe it’s you who is owed gratitude for not harming that man despite his
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