
        
            [image: cover]
        

    










KnM Blade: Part 3






Kixi Rajki







Copyright © 2020 Kixi Rajki

All rights reserved.

Distributed by Smashwords

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this ebook with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then you should return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

Ebook formatting by ebooklaunch.com












 Table of Contents

1.
Rendezvous with Enceladus.

2.
Unwinding in Lüna Wan.

3.
Drastic Measures.

4.
Urgent Matters – Part 1.

Interlude: To Contend With Kes Is To Lose.

5.
Emotional Flashbacks.

6. A
Plethora of Riches.

7.
Urgent Matters – Part 2.

8.
Mystika City Alive.

9.
Parade Day.

10.
Shady Dealings – Part 1.

Interlude: The True-Hearted Henchwoman.

11.
The Xiz’jhüna Super Sprint.

12.
Urgent Matters – Part 3.

13.
The Mystika City Gate Race.

14.
Urgent Matters – Part 4.

15.
Shady Dealings – Part 2.

16.
The Pursuit.

17.
Beyond Deception.

Interlude: Cerberus and the Grooming of her
Successors.

18.
Shady Dealings – Part 3.

19.
The Enduro Quest.

20.
Urgent Matters – Part 5.

21.
The Uprising Young Talent’s Challenge Cup.

22.
The Post Race Events & Retirement.

23.
Lead the Resistance.

24.
Setting An Example For Others To Follow.

Interlude: The Road To Imperialism.

25.
Imogen – Part 1.

26.
Imogen – Part 2.

27.
Imogen – Part 3.

28.
Imogen – Part 4.

29.
Fatal Attraction – Part 1.

Interlude: One Night Of Passion.

30.
Fatal Attraction – Part 2.

31.
Fatal Attraction – Part 3.

32.
Outbound Expedition.

About
the Author.







1. Rendezvous with
Enceladus.

Enceladus, moon of Saturn, Earth date CE
3016-10-04.

The bridge of the Avius was a tight fit for the
trio. Like the rest of the ship, it dripped with opulence. Where
the engineers had outfitted the unique Skycom Corporation XTS-3000
luxury space yacht belonging to none other than its CEO Gabriel
Skyhawk with padding and metal, wood framed every one of the
yacht's windowpanes and control panels. Gold piping accentuated
edges and corners. The central light fixture was more for it's
looks than utilitarian. As the vessel headed for Enceladus' orbit,
President Atul Drex of the USS and Skysec Director Kristy Langley,
stationed themselves in seats directly behind Gabriel, the ship's
pilot.

“This thing's amazing,” Atul marvelled. “Some
day we'll be able to go a whole lot faster. Some day soon when
hyperdrives become commercialised and not restricted to the
military.”

“We are above the military— or at least you two
are?” Kristy mused.

Gabriel’s gaze remained focused on the console.
“I only use this yacht for short trips within the Sol System. I
haven’t an urgency to have this ship retrofitted with a hyperdrive
just yet.”

A golden glow bathed the ceiling and portside
wall of the chamber, emanating from Saturn to their left. Ahead, a
plain of blue light spread before them, the misty E-ring that
marked the orbit of their destination. From the right, the nearly
silhouetted orb of Enceladus came into view, crowned by a thin
crescent of glowing ice. As the moon slid along the E-ring, it
swelled into a strange and wondrous world of cracks, canyons, and
cratered plains. Gorges rifted the glowing white provinces with
deep blue hues. Somewhere to the south rose the plumes.

“I'm taking us from north to south,” Gabriel
explained, “down along the night hemisphere. We'll fly under the
moon and head back toward the equator on the day side.”

The Sun dropped swiftly behind the northern limb
of the ice ball. The edge of the moon glowed in blinding light, but
the really interesting stuff lay at the terminator, that twilight
edge between night and day. There, every detail stood out, the
mountains and crags rising from darkness into the low sunlight. The
blackness of night slithered through deep canyons into the daylit
side, while crater rims inscribed semicircles in the dusk.
Enceladus' crescent thinned to a ragged line, then finally
disappeared, gobbled up by the night side of the moon. The dark
landscape below smouldered in the backlight of Saturn's amber
clouds.

The dim terrain reminded Kristy of the cracked
surface of raw dough. The crevasses cut through crater rims and
encircled rises in the topography. In minutes, light flooded the
cockpit from below. Sunrise at the south pole of Enceladus was a
spectacular affair. The curve of the moon burnt a brilliant white
arc into the sky before them. The surface here gave the appearance
of frosted bathroom glass. Rainbows of colour scattered across the
ice.

As the ship approached the famed volcanic Tiger
Stripe region, the polished ice gave way to powdery snow. The soft
grey banked up in hummocks and gentle ridges. Damascus Sulcus
glided into view below them. A parade of gauzy streamers drifted
above the great aquamarine depression, melding into a great plume.
As the Sun winked in and out behind the jets, a spectral halo
followed it. The curtains of vapour undulated against the stars,
geysers hundreds of kilometres tall, spewing briny jets from the
deep waters below. The ridges bracketing the Tiger Stripes rose up
against the black sky, breaking the graceful arc of the horizon.
Only a handful of very young craters punched into the rolling
wilderness. The ice near the geysers became a tortured series of
crests and twisted ranges, a wasteland sculpted by the forces of
cryovolcanism.

The yacht made its way past the geyser cleaved
valleys, on into the folded plains of Labtayt Sulci further north.
The canyon which faced south, branched into Cashmere Sulci, which
spread east and west. Hues of ultramarine and cobalt lingered in
the bottom of the abyss where the ice was densest.

Gabriel banked the ship to starboard and headed
for his landing target on the rippled surface below. “Not the
smoothest spot for a landing,” he whispered, his eyes locked on the
approaching wilderness. Somewhere beneath the landing pads, they
knew, spread the underwater city of Hydcada.

Gabriel called out the numbers as they
descended. “Altitude thirteen. Twenty downrange.”

“Miles or kilometres?” Kristy asked.

“Kilometres,” Gabriel said, peering through the
expansive front windows.

The horizon tilted to the left, then
straightened. Ragged mountain ranges drew serpentine ramparts
around and through craters, crossing hollows and breaching crater
walls as if they weren't there. The uplifted ice showed yellow and
purple shades beneath, brines tinting the matrix, but as the piers
and blades rose into the sky, they became sun darkened, with hues
of red and brown where the sunlight cooked methane and ammonia into
dark tholins. Some of the rearing promontories glowed from within,
the warm rays filtering through the translucent ice.

“We should see it any moment,” Atul said,
straining to glimpse the details below. Despite the great distance
to the sun, the brilliance of the ice blinded them to the smallest
features.

Atul pointed. “There!”

Kristy followed his gesture. She spotted it. The
complex was small, with two circular landing pads— black against
their snowy surroundings— a small dome between, and a comms station
atop a rise off to one side, bristling with antennas.

Gabriel piloted the Avius with skill, dropping
gracefully onto the painted crosshairs of one of the pads.

“Nice job,” Kristy said.

“I could have hailed them to activate a small
tractor beam to bring us in on auto. But I don't mind flying in
myself.”

“Spoken like a true pilot,” Kristy grinned and
winked.

***

Kristy could feel the pulse in her temples. It
hurt to move her neck; every muscle ached with tension. She hadn't
been out in a space rover in ages, and it gave her the creeps. The
pungent smell of sweat permeated the air of the vehicle's cramped
cabin. The acrid taste of salt and burnt ozone singed her tongue
and throat, the essence of pure, raw fear. She was used to the
spacious surroundings of more sophisticated and expensive forms of
transport when traversing such dangerous and hostile environments.
What was she doing out here? This space rover didn't even feature a
protective energy shield. Well she knew the answer. Her superiors
wanted obscurity from the general public, and landing directly at
the complex that served as a gateway to the tiny moon's underwater
city would have done just the opposite.

The space rover pushed on across the frosted
terrain toward Hydcada’s gateway complex. The ground squeaked
beneath their seats, and more than once. The space rover
momentarily lost traction as it’s track plates slipped on the
polished ice hidden beneath a thin layer of powder. The ice reared
out of the plain in fins and buttresses, glistening like crystal
sculptures. It bore the same hues as the dense ice in a glacier,
ranging from turquoise to aquamarine. From here, the vehicle’s
three occupants could just make out the geysers rising in the
distance, somewhere beyond the southern horizon. The plumes rose
and fell in a cadence, the heartbeat of Enceladus. High above and
farther north, the distant orb of Titan stared down with its foggy
orange countenance. Beyond it, starlike from here, floated
Iapetus.

Upon reaching the gateway, from its viewpoint,
Saturn loomed low over the northwestern horizon, a banded behemoth
filling a third of the sky. Its rings stood at a dramatic angle.
Seen nearly edge on, the rings appeared as a thickened straight
line, but the shadows they cast across the globe of the planet were
spectacular.

“See this?” Gabriel said as they reached the
entry. “This is the gateway’s back entrance. I deliberately had it
included in its design at the time when Skycom Corporation invested
the billions of credits in Hydcada's construction. In this way,
high profile people like us can enter and leave the city without
sparking any attention.”

Using a small robotic arm attached at the front
of the space rover, Gabriel scraped ice from the external keypad.
“There used to be pretty little lights indicating what goes on
inside. No power now? Well I guess it’s been a while since I’ve
come here this way. Hope there's still pressure. I'm using the
rover’s robotic arm to plug in.”

The backend part of the gateway featured a small
dome that was a dull grey, punched through here and there by
portholes. The interior looked completely dark, dead, uninviting.
This far from the sun, everything was cold, but the interior
presented a chill deeper than temperature alone could give.

Kristy fought back a smile. The subtleties of
language could be easily lost. Still using the rover’s robotic arm,
Gabriel used it to affix a portable power pack to the dead
lock.

“There are your pretty little lights,” Kristy
said as the unit powered up. “Tell me, is there air back there? I
don’t want any nasty surprises for us? Like water from below?”

“Is that even possible?” Atul asked,
alarmed.

Gabriel shrugged his shoulder. “Doubtful. At
certain times in the orbit, the stresses allow the plumes to jet up
and out from subsurface reservoirs, or even from the ocean itself.
It makes its way through the weakest fractures in the crust. Very
opportunistically, yes? That's farther south, of course. But here,
we have made our own fractures, conduits through the ice. These
weak spots, they might be overcome sometimes and water comes all
the way up. But never happened in all times that people were here.
The crust is thicker here than in the Tiger Stripes. Not as pretty,
but more firm.”

“That's reassuring?” Responded Kristy as the
door slowly opened, revealing an airlock only just wide enough to
fit the space rover.

From there, President Drex, the CEO of Skycom
and his director of security, were now ready for their visit down
to the city that lay on the bottom of the alien seabed.

***

Kristy’s eyes widened as the large domed
structure housing the city of Hydcada drew closer. The dome itself
appeared to be about 800 metres high and made of a translucent
material, allowing her to see everything inside. Towering high and
centred above the dome seemed to be a series of what looked like
solar panels reaching farther than she could see. Looking inside,
skyscrapers rose up in random intervals throughout the city, with
many other behemoth buildings surrounding them. For all it was
worth, it truly appeared to be a city that had been plucked from
Earth and placed in the underwater of Enceladus. In fact, as far as
Kristy could tell, the city looked like a smaller version of
Tythis, Earth’s sole underwater city, and home to some eight
million people. Despite being situated on Saturn’s tiny moon, it
was still huge by any standard, by far larger than the underwater
city of Caecadis on Jupiter’s moon Europa, a world similar to
Enceladus. Easily surpassing Caecadis, Hydcada was in actual fact,
the second largest underwater city in the Sol System.

As the distance between them and the city
diminished, Kristy noticed their trajectory declined towards the
rocky base it sat on.

“Because we want to keep our presence here low
key, I'll have to use a different entry point that is reserved
strictly for Drex and Skycom officials to get us in.” Gabriel said,
his back still facing both the President and Skysec’s director.
“Once inside the city, we'll have to be careful. Although no one is
expecting a visit from the most powerful and important people in
the USS, our appearances are familiar. We’ll stick out like a
brightly coloured angelfish in an eagle ray migration colony. We’ll
need to cover our faces as much as possible so we don’t stand
out.”

“Okay,” Kristy muttered. She didn’t understand
the necessity nor the need for secrecy, but didn’t dare question
the only two people more powerful than herself.

Staring directly ahead, she was rendered
speechless by the enormity of this underwater structure. Nothing
she had ever seen had prepared her for this. What she saw was
reminiscent to Tythis. Tythis existed underneath the waters of
Earth’s oceans, this, however, was on a tiny moon orbiting a ringed
gas giant. Thus, why she could hardly believe it was real.

Arriving at the rocky base of the city, Gabriel
steered the seamobile towards the centre of what appeared to be a
large, solid gate. Two horizontal sliding doors slowly separated,
water rushing inside and sucking them in along with it. In seconds,
they were surrounded by darkness. A couple of seconds later, blue
lights illuminated the underwater room they were in. Surveying the
massive docking bay, Kristy could see it was easily wide enough to
fit ten of the largest commercial aircrafts of the late twentieth
and early twentyfirst centuries wingtip to wingtip, and long enough
to fit six of them nose to tail. The place reminded Kristy of the
aircraft hangar museum her mother Emilia, better known as Cerberus,
once took her to in Celestia City.

Not allowing anyone close enough to feel her
pain, Kristy blinked back her tears as she thought of her mother.
Wrongly slain by her traitorous younger sibling, as well as my
alter ego Kay Blade— murderous criminals, Kristy missed her so
much.

The lights in the bay turned red and Kristy
heard a whooshing sound as the water began to drain back out into
the sea. The water retreated slowly, giving her time to examine the
area further. Sea crafts of different types were parked in rows on
each side of the hangar. Rising to their right was a huge vessel so
tall that the top barely grazed the ceiling. At least four to five
stories high, it reminded her more of a small interplanetary cruise
ship than an underwater vehicle. One continuous window adorned the
centre of the front curvature of the vessel. On both the port and
starboard sides were circular windows large enough to fit a typical
hovercar through. The ship rested in a deep groove with heavy
looking chains anchoring it to the floor.

To her left, there were several other vessels
about half the size of the one to her right. Mostly identical,
their largest windows were located at the bow but had various
designs. Past those vessels, a line of seamobiles stretched farther
than she could see. Every vehicle was anchored down by chains and
rested in grooves on the floor.

Finally, all of the water receded and the lights
changed to white, lighting up the entire hangar in a nearly
blinding light.

“It's pretty amazing, isn't it?” asked Gabriel,
smiling at Kristy as he pressed the button that removed the outer
waterproof shell of the seamobile.

“Yes, it is. Filling in my mother's shoes has
been quite the challenge. My recent mission to Sedna was my first
outside the inner Sol System. In fact, I've never even been to
Tythis. This is my first visit to an underwater city. So, Gabriel,
how exactly does that work?” Kristy asked as she got off the
seamobile and stepped onto the steel grey floor impervious to
water.

“A hydraulic system is used to expel the water
in the hangar through a series of drains attached all along the
walls. Pressure to run the hydraulic system comes from the 10,000
feet of water above us. Through a series of processes that I don't
fully understand, the water is deionised, distilled, and then used
as hydraulic fluid to make this place void of water. The water
collected through the tubes is then sent back into the ocean
through several drainage tubes able to withstand the pressure
exerted by the ocean at this depth.”

“How do you know all of this?” Gabriel's words
were gibberish to her, so she decided to ask a question
instead.

“I found the technology fascinating so I simply
read up on it.” Gabriel set the seamobile to hover and started
guiding it towards the line of other seamobiles.

Following him and Atul, Kristy peered over to
view the opposite side of the ginormous vessel almost the height of
the ceiling. Lined in a row like the seamobiles, were perfectly
cylindrical shaped pods that appeared large enough for only four to
six people. Beyond those were torpedo shaped vessels so
hydrodynamic that they made Kristy wonder if they were the
underwater equivalent of hover-speedboats. Farther down the row,
other types of vessels of varying shapes and sizes spread on into
the distance. Those vessels broke the silver covered norm of the
larger vessels and had colours of bright yellows, greens, oranges,
purples, and reds.

“Come on, we have to get out of this room before
someone else needs to come in, then this place will flash warning
lights. If we don't exit within a few minutes after the lights
start flashing, security will be alerted and we'll have to reveal
ourselves.” Gabriel stretched the last securing chain onto the
rungs Kristy had failed to notice on the seamobile. Checking to
ensure they were all connected and secured, he along with Atul,
started walking away.

As Kristy joined them, she couldn't help but
keep examining the other watercraft in the docking bay. There was
simply so much to see, and she wished they could have stayed longer
to observe it all. When they reached the far wall directly from the
gate, they stopped in front of a small panel next to a wide double
door. Blue lights backlit the black keypad in which Gabriel punched
in a series of numbers. About a second after he typed in the code,
a voice emitted from the panel, saying, “Gabriel Skyhawk, age 45,
CEO of Skycom Corporation, unlimited clearance granted, you may
proceed.”

The silver doors in front of them parted.

The double doors led them into a long sterile
white hall. White covered every surface— the walls, ceiling, and
floor. Tube lights illuminated the path down the hallway at the end
of which appeared to be a lift. Kristy felt like she was gazing
into a tunnel that would lead them to an alien laboratory. Gabriel
and Atul entered the hallway without a care and Kristy did the
same. The double doors behind them swiftly slid back into place and
sealed with a booming thud. The sound startled her and she whipped
her head around.

“Come on,” urged Gabriel, already halfway to the
lift with Atul. Kristy kicked up her pace to a run and caught up to
them. Together, they walked to the lift and Gabriel pressed the
only button on the left. It lit up with yet another white light and
they waited in silence. At first, nothing seemed to be happening,
until Kristy heard a series of deafening bangs that sounded like a
giant's hammers colliding. Every ten seconds or so the clamour
increased until it reached a crescendo. Before Kristy could cover
her ears in preparation for the next one, the doors to the lift
opened. Lowering her hands from her head, she dropped them to her
sides and entered the thankfully not white but grey lift.

Simple in design, it could have been any lift
except for its size. One hundred or so people could have easily fit
inside it. Kristy had no clue if such an enormous lift existed
anywhere else, but out of all places she definitely didn't expect
one under the sea. Her eyes trailed Gabriel's hand to the right
side panel next to the door. Five different floors could be chosen.
Gabriel selected the fifth floor and they began moving up, slowly.
Before ascending past each level, the thunderous sound she had
heard at the arrival of the lift resounded inside, although at a
much more muted level.

“What is that noise?”

“Oh, that?” Gabriel folded his arms as he
answered. “It's the sound of the locks. Each level is sealed off by
a large titanium slab designed to keep out the water in the event
of a leak at any of the lower levels. At this pressure down here,
any leak would cause an explosion that would flood the entire city
if it weren't for those locks. The same systems are also used in
the underwater cities of Earth and Europa.”

“They sure are loud.”

“Yes, but you only hear the noise from the
tunnel. The walls of the lift are designed to muffle it.”

At long last, the lift arrived at the fifth
floor and a voice stated, “Main level, welcome to Hydcada.”

Kristy’s bulging eyes stretched wide at the
horizon when the lift doors slid to the side, and she was
transfixed by the underwater world that materialised in front of
her. The towering skyscrapers she'd seen from outside the city rose
ahead of her in shades of white, blue, silver, grey, and black.
Each surface was sleek and as architecturally marvellous as those
on land were. Craning her neck back to follow the tip of the
largest building guided her eyes to the apex of the dome. A mass of
people headed for the lifts, brushing her aside on their way.
Clearly their disguises had worked because no one recognised
neither her, nor Gabriel and Atul. Hardly caring if they had,
Kristy continued to examine this new world she had been exposed
to.

Returning her gaze to the ceiling, she saw the
projection of a bright, yellow sun surrounded by a blue sky and
wisps of clouds encompassing the domed roof. Sweeping her gaze down
and around, more structures filled her view. Walkways cut through
the various sections of the city like veins on a tree trunk.
Countless numbers of people hurried past her, focused on their
daily goings. A breeze blew back Kristy’s hair as a train several
yards away from her passed by alarmingly close. Glancing around for
any other means of transport, Kristy failed to find any. Everyone
else was simply walking around. Peering back at the fleeting train,
it too was all white except for the black rimmed windows and black
stripe running down it. Elongated and tube shaped, they reminded
her of the hover-trains they had all over the cities of Earth,
Earth’s moon, Mars and Venus. Gabriel grabbed Kristy’s forearm and
led her further away from the lift doors.

“We need to get off the streets before people
start to pay attention to us and realise who we are.” Gabriel
lowered his voice to a hushed tone.

Kristy glanced at President Drex and then back
at Skycom’s CEO. “Where are we going to go?”

Gabriel led them down one of the less crowded
side streets that branched out from the entrance.

“To a small, but highly secured penthouse
apartment that I own for when I don’t wanna be found.”

While Gabriel guided Kristy and Atul through
narrow pathways behind buildings where there were hardly any people
to notice them, Kristy merely kept gazing around in awe. Very few
of the buildings appeared to be lower than fifty stories or so and
they pressed in so closely in some areas that she had to crane her
neck at a ninety degree angle just to see. Although tall buildings
were the norm in most of the cities scattered on land, never once
did Kristy expect the same in an underwater city.

“How much longer is it going to be?” Kristy
wondered, her tired legs screaming at her from their swift
pace.

“Well, usually it would only be around a five
minute train ride, but taking the train would draw too much
attention to us, so we have to walk.”

Kristy frowned. “You're not answering my
question.” She scrunched her lips to the left side in annoyance but
kept quiet. She had to admit that the allure of the city was too
much to resist and she found herself reading the names, all written
in Solan, and observing the variety of colours of the various
different structures they passed. Almost everything had a nautical
element to it, while street level windows were shaped in wavy
curves instead of squares. The benches lining the pathways curved
like the waves on the sea. No adjacent structures had the same
colour painted on the outside, making her wonder what the designer
of the city had in mind. Gabriel stopped her in her tracks and
pointed ahead to a tall white building.

“This is where my apartment is.”

Kristy peered up at the arch above the doorway.
Two sets of double doors glided in what appeared to be gold taking
up nearly the entire span of the archway. Wide, broad columns stood
to either side, seemingly more for decoration than support. Grooves
were carved from the top of the columns all the way down to the
solid bottom platform. At the top edge of both the arches and the
columns were intricately carved designs to give the building a bit
of character. Trailing her eyes up the side of the building, she
roughly counted fifty stories.

“Wow,” was all she could say, mentally kicking
herself for her lack of varied interjections so far.

“Come on.” Gabriel gestured for her to follow
through the door, while Atul had already walked through.

A wide corridor took them to a large, oval
shaped reception area and beyond that to a lift. They took the lift
to the penthouse on the top floor, and took a right immediately
after they got off.

“We kind of lucked out since the apartment is
pretty much right across from the lift,” spoke Gabriel, punching in
a code next to the doorway of his penthouse apartment.

Gabriel opened the door to the apartment and
Kristy was immediately stunned. The entire apartment was very
modern, clean, and as organised as can be. A medium sized kitchen
to the right divided the space between dining and living. From the
foyer, a step down led to a living room in the centre of the large
space with floor to ceiling windows. Walking down the step into the
partially sunken living room, she could see two half open hallways
branching off the main living space. Unlike Atul, Kristy didn't
know what to expect of a home beneath the sea, but this wasn't
exactly it. Beach coloured hardwood covered all the floors except
those in the kitchen, which were a mixture of white and black
marble. White paint coated almost every interior wall save for one
accent wall to the left that was the blue colour of early morning
dawn. The two couches to her left and right matched the sterile
coloured theme. Making a beeline for the left side of the
apartment, they passed into the half open hallway.

Ignoring the first two doors, Gabriel pushed
open the one at the end, beckoning both Kristy and Atul to come on
inside too. Kristy slowed, trying to get a good look at the
apartment. A few holoscreens with indistinguishable images of
paintings hung on the wall. Nearly every one of them displayed some
sort of ocean scenery, while a select few, displayed images of
Enceladus and Saturn with its beautiful majestic rings.

“Come on in here,” called out Gabriel from
inside what Kristy assumed was a small briefing chamber. Stepping
away from examining the holo-images, she along with Atul entered
the chamber which was sparse and coldly lit from lights from a
burnished conference table in the centre, and also the walls.

“Please take a seat.” Gabriel said with a
sweeping arm gesture.

As Gabriel walked towards the table, he ran his
hand absently over the polished top of it. With Kristy and Atul
finally seated, Gabriel cleared his throat and casually sat himself
down at the head of the table, the attention was solely focused on
him.

“Kristy, the President and I would like to show
you something of substantial importance.” Gabriel began speaking as
he silently rolled up his sleeves. “Apologies in advance, as
Cerberus' assassination was unexpected, and we had to rush to
promote you to Director of Security. We would have otherwise
informed you of this a lot sooner.”

Upon the mentioning of her mother's
assassination, Kristy started chewing on her lower lip as her eyes
began swelling up. Yet somehow, she managed to blink back her
tears.

“Are you okay?” Gabriel asked cautiously.

“Yes. Sorry. It feels like only yesterday, that
I remembered seeing my mother's smile and hearing her beautiful
voice. Whenever her name is mentioned, memories of the great times
we had together flood back into my head. She left me so abruptly—
wrongfully taken from me. When I'm alone, I feel a void in my
heart. I miss her so much.” The sadness drained through Kristy
rather than skating over her skin. It travelled through every cell
to reach the ground. She filtered it yet strangely enough. It was
the dirt that left and she kept what was pure. “It will pass. I
just need time to grieve.”

“That's totally understandable, Kristy. We know
how close you were to her. I know that nothing we do can ever bring
her back, but rest assured that one way or another, those
responsible— Kay Blade and your younger sister Paige, will be
brought to justice for her brutal and unjust murder.”

Acknowledging Gabriel with a quick nod of her
head, Kristy rubbed her nose, and sniffled softly.

“Cerberus used to come here a lot too, and when
she did, I used to let her use this apartment. Her clothes are
still here, in this apartment which should fit you okay.” Gabriel
continued. “Of course everything that was hers is now yours Kristy.
Once we’re done here, freshen yourself up and get changed. I'll
take you around to see more of the city.”

“Yes Gabriel, I’ll do that and thank you for
everything. You’re the closest person I have now that my mother is
gone. My sincere gratitude for everything that you've done for
me.”

Giving her a slight bob of his head to
acknowledge her, Gabriel tapped at a control panel, activating a
holographic projection and calling up a holo-recording. Immediately
after, a holoscreen materialised in the centre of the large room,
and not long after that, the recording, which floated largely over
the centre began playing out.

As Kristy and Atul watched on, a tone, and then
the doors of a lift sliding open in the holo-recording before them
caught their eyes. Gabriel's contemplative gaze also switched over
to the holo-recording as a man in his early fifties, who had hair
greying at the temples, and was in a standard business suit stepped
out. He had a standard sort of generic businessman look, but there
was also a flustered and stressed look about him. Rather than
marching down the hall, he stopped just outside the lift door,
blocking the way inside.

“How did you find out about the Einstein–Rosen
Bridge Gemini project? Are you from the Resistance?”

“Maybe.” Answered a woman who's freckled
features were pretty, and her black hair was in a long braid drawn
over her shoulder.

The man who was pointing a blaster at the woman
pulled the trigger. With a soft, silenced chirp, a plasma bolt
shattered the hilt of the woman's deactivated X Plasma Blade. Half
an inch lower and it would have cost her own fingers instead.

“At what point did I indicate I was willing to
play games?”

“Yes, I’m from the Resistance.”

“I’d ask you what you know, but from the looks
of that comms pad, the answer is everything. That is unacceptable.
Fortunately, I don’t have to ask who else knows, because if you
came here, you didn’t have any proof before, and you certainly
didn’t get any data out of here.”

“How do you know?”

“Because it isn’t possible. This is the security
wing of the largest company in the Sol System— Resistance scum.
What did you think you could accomplish? Did you think you could
just email classified files? It doesn’t work that way. Information
does not leave these offices. Wireless connections must be
whitelisted, like mine. The data network is physically isolated
from the wide area network. None of the hard line communication
devices are hooked up to outside lines. Once you step into our
complex, you can’t even check the weather without code word
clearance. This is nothing short of a vault. If you didn’t leave,
neither did any data. What made you think you could do anything
about Einstein–Rosen Bridge Gemini?”

The woman shuffled a half step to the right. “I
didn’t think I could, but I had to try, just in case I didn’t make
it out of here with the comms pad. You know, the second you
activate those arrays, you doom hundreds of thousands of
people.”

“Hundreds of thousands,” the man scoffed. “Our
estimates are closer to over a million. Believe me. We ran the
numbers. There were other candidate stars. Only two sets fit the
time frame we were looking for. One would have taken out two
billion, the other ten million.”

“Oh, so you’re a regular philanthropist. I bet
from your point of view, you saved billions of lives rather than
taking thousands of them,” the woman jabbed. She probably should
have been gravelling for her life, but she didn't bother deluding
herself. There was no coming out of this alive unless she found a
way to overpower the man.

“Just over a million people is nothing,
Resistance sympathiser— or should I say Züncålazin.”

“Züncålazin?”

“Do you really think that I don't know what you
fucking are, woman?”

“Former Züncålazin.”

“Whatever, it doesn't matter. What matters is
that this is business. We are the reason society exists at all. You
realise that, don’t you? Good God, how many people on the outskirts
of the further reaching star systems would die of disease or hunger
or thirst if we didn’t keep trade lines open. How many would have
even made it to the outskirts? Without Skycom Corporation, humanity
would be a frightened, fragile bundle of tribes squatting in a
handful of star systems, fighting overcrowding and without a
whisper of contact with each other. Needless to say, that’s not
having to deal with the added threats from the Za’ha’meon and other
alien scum. Skycom exists because it has to, and if a few hundred
thousand generic nobodies have to give their lives to make this
corporation stronger, then that is a small price to pay. What makes
us stronger makes humanity stronger. Look at the big picture. When
we collapse those stars, we lose a few backwater planets, but we
gain a thoroughfare that will change the shape of business,
science, and exploration for centuries. Faster communication.
Faster commerce. Faster troop movement… and, if you knew half of
what I know, you’d understand why getting troops across to the
furthest reachable stars is going to be very important very
soon.”

“You could have at least evacuated the
planets.”

“Have you ever organised a wide scale
evacuation? It takes years. They say that time is money, but that
isn’t the case. Time is so much more valuable than money. We needed
faster motion, and an evacuation would have closed our window for
at least twenty-six years. Unacceptable. But enough. I want to know
everything. How did you get past security? How did you access these
systems?”

“Maybe I don’t feel like telling you.”

“What did I say about playing games, woman?”

“Dude, if this is a game, you just lost,” the
Züncålazin said, looking over the man’s shoulder.

“You really think I’m stupid enough to…” The man
began, but he stopped as he heard a strange sound, like an echo—
and then the recording abruptly came to an end. The holographic
images that had only seconds earlier filled the air, vanished into
nothingness.

Kristy felt lightning crackle through her veins
and time slowed down. She moved her head slightly to her side to
look at Atul, and then back again to face Gabriel where they stared
into each other's eyes.

“What is this Einstein–Rosen Bridge Gemini
project?” She then said, barely moving a muscle in her face. “Why
wasn't I told about this before— why didn't Cerberus tell me?”

For just a moment, Gabriel smiled— for just a
little. It was a smile with a twist to it, and it died faster than
wisps of smoke dissipated after a candle flame had been snuffed
out.

“The scientist Otto von Zimmerman whom was
killed by the Resistance at the Citadel, not only was he the lead
scientist for the Time Displacement project, he was also the chief
scientist in another project of even greater importance. He was
engaged and tasked in creating a navigable wormhole. Fundamentally,
an Eisenstein-Rosen bridge is another name for a wormhole.”

A thought suddenly occurred to Kristy and she
stated, “Right, and the Gemini part, what's that mean?”

“Yes Kristy, I was just about to get to that.
Basically there are two planets involved here where our team of
scientists have been conducting experiments that were originally
led by von Zimmerman. One is called Brion, and another has a
designation of FOR-R45F1V instead of a name. Both are situated in
different solar systems thousands of light years apart. They are
both situated at what has become, or will become for our Sol System
once hyperdrives become massively commercialised, a major
intersection of primary hyperspace routes. The two stars in
question are virtually identical in terms of composition. They are
like two distant twins, hence the name Gemini.”

Laughing at her own uneasiness, Kristy turned
her head to the president and then back at Skycom's CEO. “Okay
Gabriel,” she seemed troubled, “so let me guess. From what your
saying and from what I gathered from that holo-recording we just
watched, we're gonna entangle those two stars to create a wormhole?
If so, the death toll will be catastrophic and on our bloodied
hands.”

“True, but the benefits it will have for us
greatly outweighs the lives that will be lost. Both the Drex
Dynasty and Skycom Corporation will be able to move reinforcements
and supplies for the USS fleet no matter where it is, further
increasing our stranglehold over the known portions of the
galaxy.”

“And greatly assist my daughter,” Atul's mouth
twisted into a grimace as he added his part, “Grand Admiral Natasi
Drex to gain her reinforcements quicker. Ultimately it will aid her
efforts against the Za’ha’meon, rogue Züncålazin, Fifth Columnist
traitors, as well as other enemy Corporations who aid those aliens
and jeopardise the Initiative for Human Expansion.”

Overthinking, Kristy didn’t say a word as she
stared motionlessly at Gabriel.

“So why wasn't I told about all this earlier?”
She finally asked, her voice shattered the quiet before it,
rumbling, trembling, almost dangerous. “After all I am Skysec's
director of security.”

“Your mother Cerberus understood a great deal
about it. After her death, and the immediate incidents that
followed involving the Arjian Resistance, we thought it best we
waited until things calmed themselves down before filling you in on
this. At the time, there were other far more pressing matters for
you to deal with, and you were already overwhelmed filling in your
mother’s shoes.”

Kristy swallowed a lump in her throat as her
face grew pensive. “So by the looks of things, not only has a Kay
Blade led Arjian Resistance effort destroyed our Time Displacement
Project, but they now have knowledge of what is perhaps our most
important project.” She crossed her arms tightly around the chest.
“Am I correct?”

Lines of stress began forming on Gabriel's
forehead. “Yes, I’m afraid so.”

“There was a spy within our ranks.” Atul added
cracking his knuckles loudly.

“Thus the reason why we brought you here and
came in secret to discuss this.” Gabriel said speaking with such
sincerity. “The person in the holo-recording has been identified as
a Züncålazin by the name of Kashia ke Hanadi, posing as a Skysec
Secret Service agent. Until we are certain that she was the only
spy, we’re not taking any chances.”

“Has she been apprehended?” Kristy's brain
stuttered for a moment. Her eyes took in more light than she
expected, and every part of her went on pause while her thoughts
caught up. She couldn't believe that Skysec had been compromised
first under her mother's watchful eyes, and then her own.

“Unfortunately no.” Gabriel answered with an
agonised sigh. “The man in that holo-recording that had caught her
in the building, he was found dead shortly after. I think it’s safe
to assume that Kashia killed him and took all the evidence she
needed regarding Einstein–Rosen Bridge Gemini.”

Kristy had an irritated look on her face. “Where
is the Züncålazin now?”

“Gone.” Gabriel rumbled angrily, and he
continued. “More than likely she's no longer in the Sol System now
that she has been discovered and achieved her objectives.”

“So where to from here?”

“Other sources indicate that the Arjian
Resistance team that went to Zerentia 3, and eventually Sedna to
take down the Time Displacement Project, inadvertently obtained
this information. We learnt that a Skysec agent by the name of
Alison Stanton was carrying a disc with information regarding
Einstein–Rosen Bridge Gemini. She was slain by the Resistance
agents who were on Zerentia 3 at that time.”

“But why would Alison have revealed that she was
in possession of such information.”

“Most likely she was pleading for her life after
being captured by the Resistance.”

“So basically the Resistance obtained the
initial information regarding the existence of Einstein–Rosen
Bridge Gemini. Then, they had the Züncålazin who was spying within
our midst steal everything else they needed.”

“Yes.”

“The Arjian Resistance alone do not have the
means to stop Einstein–Rosen Bridge Gemini.” Atul interjected;
strangely for a man of his reputation, he had trouble gathering his
words with Kristy's gaze on him, but eventually spoke in an almost
eccentric manner. “But with the Züncålazin allegedly involved,
things might get complicated.”

“Then why not send ships to wipe them—”

“Because Kristy, the Sajnen Confederate along
with the Züncålazin Order deny any knowledge of sending any spies!”
Atul slammed his fists on the table, angrily stumbling out of his
chair, threading his fingers through his hair in frustration as he
paced to the wall. “They claim that this Kashia ke Hanadi is a
rogue.”

“Surely they’re lying?”

“Perhaps, but so far we can’t prove it,” Atul
turned to Kristy with a deathly glare, “and, the woman in the
holo-recording, ke Hanadi specifically said she was from the
Resistance as well as a former Züncålazin.”

“At this stage, both the Sajnen Confederate and
the Züncålazin Order are cooperating with us by allowing our people
to investigate the matter.” For a minute, Gabriel stared directly
at Atul, then glanced away as if he had seen nothing. Atul fumed
but silently remained on his feet as Gabriel continued. “Skysec
Secret Service agents and other intelligence agencies working for
us, have thus far gathered that Kashia ke Hanadi was in actual fact
banished from the Züncålazin Order, but cannot confirm the reasons.
However if that's true, then it would be safe to assume that she’s
now working for the Arjian Resistance, or at least was.” Gabriel
explained. “If Kashia really was banished from the Züncålazin
Order, it could mean that only the Arjian Resistance knows of the
Einstein–Rosen Bridge Gemini project.” Inwardly, Kristy sighed in
relief at the confidence in Gabriel's voice as he spoke and
continued. “Even if they manage to convince the Sajnen Confederate
and Züncålazin Order that Einstein–Rosen Bridge Gemini is real, by
the time they do, the project would have long been completed, and
our military strength far too powerful for anyone to do anything
about it.”

As Atul finally resumed his seat, his gaze roved
around the table, a razor thin smile of satisfaction remained
frozen in his features. “Not that the Sajnen Confederate or the
Züncålazin Order can do anything. Not unless they can find other
allies. This is why it's imperative we ensure the overall eventful
success of Einstein–Rosen Bridge Gemini. With our forces in full
control of the wormhole, we'll be able to move our fleets anywhere
in a whisker of the time any of our adversaries can, giving us full
and unchallenged control and military strength in all known
sectors.”

“Well,” Kristy smiled a bit more, “since we
can't yet say for sure if ke Hanadi really was expelled from the
Züncålazin Order, hypothetically speaking, if she wasn't, and the
Züncålazin somehow managed to gain access to the complete technical
data of the Einstein–Rosen Bridge Gemini project, it is remotely
possible that they might have already passed it over to the
Za’ha’meon, who, ultimately would have passed this intelligence to
their own allies. In any such event, the successful completion of
the wormhole could become susceptible to minor exploitation.”
Kristy's smile shifted to a smirk. “Of course, that's all
hypothetical.”

Atul shook Skysec's director of security off.
“In the end, it will be immaterial. Any attack made against our
fleets by our enemies would be a suicidal gesture, suicidal and
useless, regardless of any information they managed to obtain.
After many long years of secretive preparation and construction of
those arrays,” he declared with evident pleasure, “the wormhole
once operational, will allow us to move any of our forces from one
sector to another in mere minutes. As a consequence, our forces
will become the decisive force in the regions of the galaxy under
our influence. Events in those regions will no longer be determined
by fate, by decree, or by any other agency, faction or corporation,
but by the absolute power of my dynasty and Gabriel's
corporation.”

“We will proceed to it and utterly destroy
anything or anyone that opposes our occupation and rule, crushing
the pathetic Resistance, rival corporations and any alien scum. The
fate of the Sajnen Confederate and Züncålazin Order will be no
different.” Gabriel declared. “They have lied about ke Hanadi being
banished, and, ke Hanadi knew she was being recorded thereby
deliberately lying about being a former Züncålazin. The Züncålazin
woman had far too many resources available to her for her to
achieve what she did, more than exceeding what Arjian could have
done without help from elsewhere. Their actions are by all means a
severe provocation for war, and soon enough we’ll have all the
evidence that we need to justify an invasion of their star
system.”

If Kristy who remained seated around the table
with Atul and Gabriel found their disrespectful tone objectionable,
a quick thought of the atrocities these men had made Cerberus
commit when she had been Skysec's director of security, was
sufficient to dissuade her from mentioning it.

“As both of you will it,” Kristy added, not
without sarcasm, “and so it shall be.”







2. Unwinding in Lüna
Wan.

Earth’s moon Lüna, Earth date CE 3016-10-06.

Occasionally, a shrill from the maglev train
could be heard as it pulled out of the station from underneath the
lunar spaceport, and entered a dark tunnel. Outside, the sky was a
black tranquility married to a poetry of stars. The pure black of
the night gave the stars their beauty, and made the Earth in the
night sky so beautiful. No sound escaped the maglev as it traversed
the airless environment of the lunar surface, only the flashing of
lights could be seen from the fast moving transport.

The transport continued to speed rapidly across
the surface of the Sea of Fecundity; the dust underneath the maglev
extended into the dusty regolith, marked with eternal tracks.
Boulders stood in place from before life began, while eye-catching
was the distant rim of Messier A.

As the maglev crept up to Lüna Wan’s dome, Mako
was looking over the seat in front of mine to get a better look.
Her eyes were getting bigger as the dome quickly neared.

“Wow, is that Lüna Wan’s dome?” She said peering
through the window and filled with much curiosity.

“You weren’t kidding when you said it was
massive.” Mako continued.

With one last look up at the dome, we entered as
the maglev came to a stop. Along with the rest of the passengers,
an announcement over the loudspeakers informed us on how to exit,
and directed us to the new arrivals section.

I led Mako to the check-in counter where we had
to have our ID chips scanned. There, images of our faces appeared
on several security monitors, but we were quickly cleared by
security officials. Mako then followed me through to a big
welcoming centre, and down to one of the terminals.

Mako started down the escalator wide-eyed. “Wow,
there’s a city down here.”

“Yeah, it’s big, but this station just has one
hover-minibus shuttle stopping here. However, it has a lot of
stores and restaurants with apartments above them. You should see
the Langley Terminal that is under the big mall; it has three
shuttle crossings through it, and it has everything you see here
and more.”

“Langley? That’s not named after—”

“— it is Jhasmin. But let’s not go there with
this discussion. Remember, we’re here to relax.”

“Of course Kiks.” Mako was looking around and
stopped. “I thought you said Langley Terminal was under a mall, so
why does it need all that, underground?”

“Well, Lüna Wan was made to hold more than ten
million residents, and even though you thought this dome looked
big, it’s not much more than two and a half square kilometres, so
they constructed two cities.”

Mako looked up, confused. “There are two cities
in this dome?”

“Well, yes,” I gave Mako a smile. “They made an
underground city first with all of the subways.”

“Ah, interesting.” Mako responded with a look of
awe on her face as we were getting on the shuttle.

“By the way Kixi,” Mako glanced up at me
curiously as we looked around and saw some empty seats, and
promptly sat down. “Why is the gravity here like on Earth?”

For a second, I quietly stared at her unsure of
how to reply to such a question.

“What do you mean, Jhasmin?”

“Well isn't the moon's gravity weaker?”

“Yes, but it's also weaker on say Mars and
Titan, but it feels like on Earth there too. After the Martian and
Titan terraformations around half a millennium ago—”

“— Yes I understand how humans have managed to
create or simulate Earth like environments on terraformed planets,
and I understand how it all works in spaceships and large
structures on planetary surfaces etc, but on a domed city?”

“It's very much the same Jhasmin. On a spaceship
for example, the repulsing downward effect is applied from the
ceilings on each person in the room, and then the added downward
force makes it feel like a stronger gravity. It's the same here,
but on a much larger scale where instead, the city's dome acts like
a massive ceiling.”

“Oh and by the way Kixi,” Mako began as the
shuttle started off its descent towards the underground part of the
city, “under the dome, why is the sky opaque?”

I almost fell out of my seat as I turned around
to look at Mako. “What?”

“Why is the sky opaque?” She asked me again.

“I heard you Jhasmin. That’s like asking, why is
the sky blue?”

“Exactly. If they’re going to try and simulate
an Earth like atmosphere under the dome, shouldn’t the sky beneath
it be blue?”

“Yeah, the sky is generally blue under the
city’s dome because of the mirrors. They use a lot of tinted
mirrors to try and make the illusion of a blue sky. But sometimes
depending on the amount of light in the city at a given time, the
sky will appear to be opaque. As you know already, Jhasmin, the sky
is blue on Earth, Mars, Venus and Titan because most of their
surfaces are comprised of water which reflects a blue aura.”

Mako looked around the shuttle at everyone.
“Yeah okay I get it.” What in the world had made her ask a stupid
question like that she wondered, yet the few that were in the
shuttle shrugged their shoulders as if to say that they didn’t
care.

For only a brief second I paused, inadvertently
realising that I had made my fiancée look like a nincompoop, and
then made a quick remark to steer the conversation away. “Anyway
Jhasmin, I want to quickly show you the underground part of the
city before we go to where we’ll actually be staying at, hence why
we’re going down here.”

Suddenly Mako pointed ahead, and I was thrown
back by the sight as the shuttle continued its descent.

“Oh my!” I laughed, “That’s just dust buildup.
It’s always around these shuttles when in these narrow tunnels. You
can actually see it more now because we are slowing down and coming
to the entrance of the terminus.”

The shuttle stopped at the terminus and as I got
off, I looked around.

“Wow, this place is huge for an underground
city.” Mako who followed me off commented, stunned by the sight as
she also looked around.

We walked through a large alley. Bustling
activity filled rows of small stores and vendors that were lined up
across the left side of the alley, while on the right stood a dull
grey concrete wall. Following a small flight of steps up, it led us
out on the top end and into another large public area. Here in the
open area, there were more shops, cafes, as well as food courts
with some tables where people could sit and eat, or play a variety
of games such as chess.

Mako got wide-eyed. “There seems to be a lot of
alleys here. Are there winding alleys around here too? Are there a
lot of alleys in this part of the city?”

“Yes, half of the underground part of the city
is in the alleys.” I smiled, “there are streets with shuttles since
Lüna Wan doesn’t have many hovercars, but in between every street
there is at least one alley with a two lane pathway for the
shuttles. There are stores and extreme stadiums along some of those
alleys too. In fact there are so many short alleys around here that
you could get lost.”

Mako looked up. “Really, I hate getting
lost.”

I smiled. “If you get lost down some of those
winding alleys where there are a lot of apartments, just go the
other way and you’ll find the main street where there are signs
everywhere.”

“Yeah it shouldn’t be an issue.” Mako glanced at
me for a few seconds and nodded. “So where is the hotel we’re
staying at?”

“We are not staying here in the lower
underground part of the city. I just brought you here first so you
could see this for yourself rather than me try and explain it to
you. We are staying on the upper level, or directly under the dome.
So come on, we need to catch a shuttle that goes to one of the
upper level terminals.”

We quickly walked through another alley and into
a main street. I saw a shuttle coming. “Come on Jhazzy. We can look
around here another day.”

As soon as we got in the shuttle I said, “sit
tight, the shuttle is about to initiate its upwards ascent.” Soon
after it pulled out, and quickly entered a narrow tunnel for the
upper levels.

A few minutes later, the shuttle arrived at one
of the upper level terminals. “This shuttle seemed to move faster
than when we went down. Did you see how fast those pipes were
passing us?”

As we stepped off the shuttle, I looked up at
Mako with a smirk. “Sorry wasn’t paying attention, but I doubt we
were moving quicker. I think the upward motion affect was just
tricking your mind into thinking we were moving faster.”

“Right Kiks!” Mako replied, a hint of annoyance
and irritation lacing her voice. “Let’s go to the hotel.”

“Right this way.” I said deliberately ignoring
her exasperation. I took her hand and began leading her towards the
hotel.

A teenage girl, a little timid, but clearly
excited, approached us as Mako let go of my hand and turned towards
my side. I tried to soften my stony-faced look with a smile, and
waved the kid over to me.

“Hey there, gal.” I greeted the teenage
girl.

Only inches away from me, the girl stopped and
just gazed, soaking in the warmth of my eyes.

“Hi Miss Rajki.” When the young teenage girl
spoke, she stared at me as if I were a radio, and not a person who
was there to be interacted with. “You are her, right?” The girl
went on, and as she spoke, it was as if the words were still
circulating her mind and not yet allowed to flow outward into the
world.

“Yes I’m her.”

In sensing her nervousness, I responded in a low
charming voice and touched the girl’s arm. “It’s okay for you to
call me by my first name, Kixi.” I continued, the edge of tension
dissipated as I made her feel a lot more relaxed.

“I, uh, I just wanted to say how awesome I
thought it was that you won this season’s F-Zero System
Championship. How did that feel?” The girl who couldn’t be more
than fifteen years old struggled to maintain eye contact, but I had
seen worse. The kid was just nervous.

“Do you mind me asking what your name is?”

“It’s Samantha.” She responded, her eyes, her
lips, and her spirit all at once smiled at me.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Samantha. Now, to
answer your question, well, it was rewarding, and I tell you what.”
I answered, turning my answer into something I thought would
inspire the girl a little, but also stayed truthful. “It made all
that time I spent training and working really hard worth it. It
made me believe I could do anything I set my mind to.”

The girl stared up at me like she'd just heard
angels singing. “You had to work hard to get this good?”

“Yeah, nothing worth having comes easily, my
girl. You gotta decide what you want and then do everything you can
to go get it.”

“Awesome.” She hesitated, letting it sink in.
“Can I get an autograph?”

“Sure thing.” I said as the girl handed me a cap
that she wanted autographed.

The girl left with a big smile on her face, and
I felt a strange sense of accomplishment. The girl seemed to have
really taken what I had said to heart. I wondered, was that what it
was like to make a difference?

“That was sweet of you.” Mako complimented me
before we continued on our way. “You're so good at that.”

“Only as good as any descent person should be.”
I shrugged, letting the compliment slip.

Mako smiled and turned her attention from me, to
the tall large building that we were approaching. At long last we
had arrived at our hotel.

***

With our bags in hand, the hotel’s penthouse
suite was most welcoming as we entered. I ran my fingers over the
tank-leather couches leaving trails in the dust; the chairs,
awakened, swung towards me. I smelt the human taint of old dust,
the prickle of electricity, the slight scalded smell of surfaces
blasted by years of light.

Mako looked to me, “I’ll start unpacking our
stuff.”

Nodding, I walked up to the minibar where I
rested my hand on the rough paintwork that coated the timber frame
around the small fridge. Rough wooden splinters cut into my palm;
shards of black paint crumbled to the floor. I moved my hand to the
shiny smooth metal door and pulled. The hinges squealed as though
they were a warning, but their plea was silenced by a wall of
noise.

My eyes flickered around the room, and then
narrowed. My face hardened in concentration; I got a vertical
wrinkle between my eyebrows as I observed the room. Those words and
breaths, those pauses and harmonics, trapped in the walls and the
floor. No ghosts on the moon— at least as far as I knew, but if
there were, those were the kind they would be: trapped words,
whispers, stone memories.

My lips pursed slightly as I poured cola into a
small glass of whisky.

Outside, the dome was opaqued, a hemisphere of
dust grey. The hotel was just one of many skyscrapers situated on
the upper surface section of Lüna Wan.

Mako looked at me again. “Kixi, I think that
drink can wait a few extra minutes.”

Slowly and with great formality, Mako removed
all her clothes. She stood naked under the apex of the skylight of
the penthouse suite, balanced lightly on the balls of her feet, a
fighter’s stance.

Her body was beautiful, as alway. Her love for
me was fierce love. She breathed deeply and steadily.

My head shot up as I heard the flat tone in
Mako’s voice say the words, “Clear the glass.”

The skylight turned transparent.

I shook my head and got wide-eyed, looking at
Mako and then followed suit by also removing my clothing. Stepping
over to her, I threw my arms out wide and gently wrapped them
around her waist.

The full Earth shined down on us, and so we
basked in the light of the blue planet. I felt it cauterising the
wounds of battles gone past, easing my bruises, healing me. Fractal
curls of white cloud streamed across the Pacific. The blue of
Earth’s oceans never failed to tear heart. Nothing was more blue,
not even the oceans of my home world on a terraformed Mars.

Night had already touched Earth’s lowest limb, a
hairline of darkness. Situated a thousand kilometres northeast of
Celestia City on the Terra Australis province, nightfall had
already settled in the desert city of Mystika City.

“I'm glad we are getting a chance to spend time
alone together before this year's Uprising Young Talent’s Challenge
Cup. The event is only for a week, but we have so much to do— the
fight against the Drex Dynasty and Skycom is far from over.”

Mako raised an eyebrow. “Well Kiks, at least as
far as the Uprising Young Talent’s Challenge Cup is concerned, this
time you’ll be participating as the current F-Zero System
Champion.”

“One that is officially going to—”

“— announce her retirement. You know you don’t
have to, Kixi.”

I looked at Mako and shrugged. “We’ve already
discussed this Jhasmin. You know it’s no longer going to be
possible to lead the glamorous life of a racing car driver, along
with that of Kay Blade.”

“I know.” Mako let out a long sigh of despair.
“Well at least for this year's event, its being moved from the
traditional Celestiaring-Eight circuit, to the circuits of Mystika
City.”

I moved my head closer to Mako. “Yeah true.” I
leaned in, so her forehead rested against mine. “I like it in
Mystika City. It's a big city, but a lot more laid back than in
Celestia City.”

“Agreed.”

We closed our eyes. Both our breaths were heavy.
“Over the coming months we will be preparing a mission to the
Sajnen Confederate. Realistically, to give us any fighting chance
to defeat our adversaries, it's vital for the Resistance that we
build alliances. The success of the mission will be imperative in
Arjian's bid to overthrow the current government, and it will be
crucial for us to then form other alliances beyond that.” I said in
barely more than a whisper, and then kissed Mako's forehead.

“Thank you Kixi.” Mako said, almost
whispering.

“For what?” I replied, my voice low and
husky.

“For being you.” Mako's voice wavered, “for
choosing me. No matter the path you choose, I'll be there for you,
always, because I love you Kixi. I love you so much!”

“I love you, too. And you know why? Because
without you I'm nothing. You Mako Jhasmin, you complete me.” I
declared vehemently, my eyes sparkled, reinforcing the truth of my
words.

Still in the warmth of one another’s embrace,
Mako wrapped her arms around my neck and gently leaned in kissing
my warm lips. We pulled apart and took shaky, shallow breaths.
Unable to contain ourselves anymore, Mako held my head in her hands
and pulled me into a fiery and passionate kiss. Her hands worked
their way around my naked body, feeling each crevasse, each line
along my perfect physique. We got down on the floor as Mako lay on
her back, while I matched the form of her naked body. My hands
ventured over her curved body, exploring.

We pulled apart and opened our eyes. We stared
at each other, deep into each other's eyes. Mako's were full of
wonder and love, mine full of curiosity and passion. No words were
spoken, but a story worthy of us was communicated.

I leaned in, and softly kissed up and down
Mako's neck. She let out little whimpers of anticipation. I worked
my way back to her tender, smooth lips. As we kissed, Mako rolled
me over and lay on top of my body. She ran her lips up my neck and
landed a loving and intense kiss on my lips.

Closing my eyes once again, I drank in the light
of the distant Earth, and as I did so, Mako's heartbeat echoed in
my ears. Her heartbeat was my metronome, keeping the rhythm of my
soul at a steady pace. With her heartbeat I could be music, dance,
and so much more.

After a moment, we parted, and she whispered
huskily in my ear: “Let's take this to the bedroom.”

“With pleasure.” I replied with a playful
naughty smile.



3. Drastic
Measures.

Hermes City, Earth date CE 3016-10-06.

Hermes City rolled around Mercury, moving at the
speed of the planet's rotation, gliding over forty gigantic
elevated tracks, which together held aloft and pushed west a city
approximately 400 square kilometres in size. The forty tracks ran
around Mercury like a narrow wedding band, keeping near the forty
fifth latitude south, but with wide detours to south and north to
avoid the worst of the planet's long escarpments. The city moved at
an average of five kilometres an hour. The sleeves on the underside
of the city were fitted over the track at a tolerance so fine that
the thermal expansion of the tracks' austenite stainless steel was
always pushing the city west, onto the narrower tracks still in the
shade. A little bit of resistance to that movement created a great
deal of the city's electricity. Sliding at its stately pace, the
city completed a revolution every 175 days.

Pocked by craters of every size, the surface of
Mercury as seen by the occupants of the small transport ship that
traversed it, was ragged and barren.

The retro rockets fired for the transport's
vertical descent. Inside a large crater on a boulder strewn plain,
the spaceport roof opened up, revealing a landing pad inside. The
transport dropped into the spaceport, and the roof closed over it.
Such mechanisms were necessary because the airless environment of
Mercury did not permit any external unloading.

It wasn't long after, that Asuka, along with the
other passengers, found herself disembarking the spacecraft. They
had thirty minutes before a maglev train would be leaving the
spaceport for the city. Through a long arcing corridor, Asuka
entered a chamber that led to the awaiting maglev. The inner curve
of the chamber was a single recessed window wall, giving her an
excellent view of the crater's interior. It was a small but steep,
walled crater, a handsome circular space under the stars.

A little over thirty minutes later, Asuka sat in
silence as the maglev slid over the dark face of Mercury. Asuka
identified a long low hill on the horizon as the outer wall of
Hesiod Crater. She sat staring impassively as the maglev slid
between Hesiod and Sibelius. After another hour they had a good
lead on Hermes City, and the maglev glided up to the outer wall of
Tintoretto Crater, where the tracks led in and out of a tunnel in
the rugged wall of old ejecta.

To the north some hilltops were just sparking
white with the rising sunlight. Then the top of Hermes City's dome
appeared over the horizon, like the shell of a transparent egg. As
it cleared the horizon, the city looked like a snow globe, or a
ship in a bottle— an ocean liner on a black sea, caught in a bubble
of green light.

The maglev was moving much faster than Hermes
City. It zipped west on its purposely built maglev tracks at a
couple hundred kilometres an hour toward the
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