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CHAPTER 1
 
ARIANA
 
“Ari!”
Ariana closed her cabin door with a thud as she heard someone call out her name in the empty corridor. Surprised, she turned toward the voice and saw her best friend Inesia running in her direction.
Ariana’s brows shot up at the sight of the woman. What was Inesia doing here? She wasn’t supposed to meet with her until later tonight.
Lifting her hand up in a slow wave, Ariana watched as the tall, blue-skinned woman continued running toward her.
“Diyu no ge may mesish?!” Her friend yelled from the distance, the words jumbling together in a way that made Ariana wonder whether she was even speaking Solaris Standard.
What? She mouthed at her friend with a frown, not wanting to yell in the middle of the quiet corridor that was framed by private accommodation units on both sides.
“I asked,” Inesia puffed as she reached her at last. “Did you not get my message? I’ve sent you at least a dozen and I even tried to call you! I was so freaking worried when you weren’t answering, you know!”
Message? Ariana’s frown deepened for a split-second before realization dawned on her.
Crap. She slapped her forehead with her palm.
“I’m sorry,” she said, closing her eyes. “I… I had some things on my mind.”
She had been so preoccupied thinking about her upcoming nightmare of a shift that she hadn’t even remembered to check her mini-com for the past hours.
Inesia frowned at her, seemingly unsatisfied with her answer.
“I just wanted to know where you’re working today,” she said. “I’m at the R-36 medical center, you?”
Ariana sighed in defeat. This was the exact reason she had been so preoccupied that she hadn’t been able to pay attention to anything else.
“A-01 emergency unit,” she said, exhaustion having already settled deep inside her core at the mere thought of what was to come.
The day had hardly even begun but just the thought of her upcoming shift had made her dead tired. The A-01 emergency unit was the main emergency center on the whole station, and it was the most dreaded shift any nurse could have. And today, she had been one of the lucky ones to be assigned to that shift…
“Shit.” Inesia grimaced at her apologetically. Being a nurse herself, she knew all too well what a pain the main emergency unit was.
The R-36 medical center, however…
“Wanna switch with me?” Ariana batted her eyelashes at her friend.
“Oh, hell no.” Her friend looked at Ariana like she was crazy, confirming what she had already known; she was stuck with this shift and there was no way out of it. “I’m not having any more shifts in that hellhole than necessary.”
Despite the exhaustion already seeping into her bones, Ariana couldn’t help but chuckle. 
“Was worth the shot.” She winked at her friend, shrugging her shoulders innocently like the question hadn’t been anything out of ordinary.
Giving her cabin door a final tug to make sure that it had locked, Ariana followed Inesia to the end of the corridor as they started to make their way to their assigned shifts.
“How was your date last night, by the way?” Ariana asked as they walked, remembering that Inesia had had a date with a quite handsome Zerian the night before.
Inesia scoffed and rolled her eyes. “I sent him home before we even ate the melia. Not worth it.”
Ariana grimaced, feeling sorry for her friend. “That bad?” she asked.
“That bad,” Inesia confirmed with a flat look that explained it all. “But fortunately, there’s still that party at the Stratosphere tonight. You are coming, right?” She gave Ariana a pointed look that told her that she didn’t have much of a choice.
Not that she was going to say ‘no’ anyway.
Rolling her eyes, she said, “Yeah, I’m coming.”
She had promised her friend to come already months ago, and they had bought the tickets – which had been ridiculously expensive – so not like she could back down anymore. No, no matter what crap shift she had ahead of herself today and no matter what other excuse she might’ve used in the past, she was going this time.
And truthfully, she was more than a bit excited. It had been such a long time since she’d been to a party and the Stratosphere was the fanciest club on the whole station – and that was something to say when the station in question was the largest in the whole Solar System.
They had paid themselves sick to get in, but it would so be worth it. Besides, after today’s work, no matter how exhausted she might be, she needed to let loose and have some fun.
“Good. I was worried you’d chicken out.” Inesia’s expression turned into a wide grin and she elbowed her playfully. “Pick you up at six?”
Ariana sighed. “My shift is until six. I need at least an hour to get ready after it.”
“Alright. Seven then,” Inesia said. “I’m already out at five, so plenty of time for me to get ready then.”
Ariana scoffed. “Like you need it.”
Inesia grinned at her. “A little extra effort doesn’t hurt.”
Extra effort… Ariana rolled her eyes.
Inesia hardly needed to get ready at all. She was the perfection of Ylsian beauty, and you didn’t have to be Ylsian to say that. If there was a universal beauty standard that covered all species, Inesia topped that list. Tall and lean with big, dark eyes, even her blue hair seemed to be always done to perfection – all on its own without any help – and her equally blue skin had a glow to it that no other Ylsian seemed to have.
In comparison, Ariana herself was an ordinary human woman. Slightly shorter and more curvaceous than average, she possessed none of Inesia’s elegance. And while she was fine being the way she was, she still couldn’t help but poke fun at her friend because of it.
Speaking out her thoughts, she said, “Great. And then you’ll look even more dashing than you usually do and I’ll just look like an unwashed dog next to you.” She glared at Inesia, feigning disapproval.
“Oh, come on.” Inesia rolled her eyes at her. “You look lovely too. You just need the right dress – which you have since we went to buy you one – and a speck of make-up, and you’ll look just as good if not more so.”
Ariana shook her head in disbelief, but a smile tugged at her lips anyway. She knew that Inesia was lying, but she couldn’t bring herself to care at that moment. The black evening dress they had picked out for her was gorgeous – and another reason why she wasn’t going to skip out on this party. She couldn’t wait to wear it.
“And then, all you have to do is bat your eyelashes like you just did at me, and a guy will come falling to your feet,” Inesia continued, speaking like she knew what would happen for a fact – and maybe for her, that was exactly what would happen.
Ariana chuckled at her friend’s words. “Not so easy when your best friend always steals the guys.” She threw an accusatory glance at Inesia, but Inesia only stuck out her tongue at her.
“We’ll find you someone this time at the Stratosphere,” she said. “Trust me, it’ll be great.” 
She grinned at her, and for some reason, Ariana believed her – not because she thought she’d find a guy at the club and that would make her night, but because it had been forever since Inesia and her had hung out. So even if they found her the ugliest man on the whole station, it’d still be fun for the giggles.
A smile tugged at her lips at the thought. Maybe some hideous Famarian. They were famously hairy… and gross.
An involuntary shiver coursed through her body at the image. Maybe no Famarians. But she was definitely looking forward to the party.
“Alright, seven it is,” Inesia said as they reached the large elevators at the main sector where they would split up to go to their appointed shifts – Inesia toward the R-36 Sector and Ariana to the opposite direction to Sector A-01.
“I’ll come pick you up at your cabin,” her friend said with a wink before hopping onto an elevator that was headed for her sector.
“Deal,” Ariana said just before the elevator doors closed and her friend disappeared in a flash of light as the elevator took off.
Taking the next elevator to Sector A-01, Ariana arrived to a complete chaos at the emergency unit. The whole unit was packed full of people, and all the other nurses and doctors were either busy handling patients or running around the unit in a hurry like their lives – or other people’s lives – depended on it.
Although the emergency unit was always busy, Ariana hadn’t expected to see it buzzing with quite this much activity so early on in the day. To be honest, she wasn’t sure she had ever seen it this busy and she could already feel her head spinning just at the sight of it.
“What’s going on?” she asked a nearby nurse who was taking blood from an elderly Zerian man and seemed undisturbed enough.
The nurse looked at her with sad eyes as she replied. “The Military Unit AZ-0396 was attacked right outside the Solar System about an hour ago. Some of the men were killed. The others… are here.” She gestured towards the rest of the unit, and Ariana finally realized what had struck her as so odd when she had entered the room – all the men in military uniforms.
Ariana’s heart stopped in her chest and she looked at the other nurse in shock as another piece of information penetrated her mind.
It wasn’t unusual for a military unit to be attacked. The war was still on, as it had been for years, and there didn’t seem to be an end to it. Clashes between their troops and the gruesome Gygxans weren’t uncommon. Nor was it uncommon for soldiers to get injured or even die in battle.
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