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    For Melissa—thank you for the Suesdays over the years. We definitely need to have one again soon.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Occupation survives on silence.Resistance begins with memory."
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Early evening winds swept across the Metreskan desert, folding sand dunes and erasing footprints. A chill settled over the land as the sun sank low on the horizon, and the sharp fragrance of creosote filled the air.

Babylonia tied her flaming red hair back and wiped sweat and grit from her brow with a pink bandana. She dropped to her knees in the sand.

“It’s beautiful.” She glanced over her shoulder before leaning closer to the partially buried object. “Uri...” Her voice barely carried over the wind whispering across the singing rocks. “Uri, come quickly.”

Uri dropped his spade and scrambled to her side, his knees carving shallow circles into the sand. He stared at the object nestled beside Babylonia’s small hand.

“I think we’ve found it,” she said, handing him a brush. “You do the honors. It’s your people.”

Uri carefully cleared the thin layer of dust, revealing a silver pendant encrusted with rubies and sapphires. A multi-tentacled creature curled its long appendages around the gemstones. As he traced the surface, his fingers brushed the back of Babylonia’s hand.

Heat flashed between them.

Babylonia gasped and pulled back slightly, her cheeks warming. For a moment they knelt in silence. Then she cleared her throat and lifted the pendant free. It was heavier than she expected—and ice cold.

“It’s from King Fanning’s Court,” she said softly. “Unmistakable. Exactly as the legend-keepers described it. An artifact left behind by the world builders.”

She placed it in Uri’s open palm.

“You know what this means.”

Uri nodded. “The Metreskan Dynasty ruled here.” His voice was thick with awe. “We have proof.” He closed his eyes briefly, as if seeing ancestors raise cities and shape a world for exiles from Old Earth. When he opened them, his expression hardened. “The regime isn’t going to like this.”

“Neither will the Militarian,” Babylonia said.

She sealed the pendant inside a clear plastic bag. “We need to catalog it immediately.”

Uri sketched the location and coordinates while Babylonia stood, stretching stiff muscles.

“After that,” she said, “meet me at Crowley’s. Drinks are on me—but no alcohol. We have too much work now that we know what we’re looking for.”

Uri saluted. “Yes, Ms. Steele.”

She rolled her eyes. “As you were.”

Babylonia crossed the compound toward her starcruiser, the Lady Serpentine. Desert winds whipped stray strands of hair into her eyes, and she blinked back tears.

Remember the goggles next time.

The cruiser rested within a rocky outcropping where jagged stone replaced rolling sand. The rocks glowed orange and red in the fading sun, shifting to deep violet as evening settled.

Babylonia paused beside the wind turbines humming nearby. Everything looked operational—for now. She patted the ship’s hull. “Don’t drain yourself too much.”

The hatch opened with a hiss and pop. She frowned. “I need new funding.”

Inside, cool air washed over her sun-heated skin. Babylonia kicked off her boots, shed her dusty clothes, and sank into the overstuffed lounge chair. She dialed Gwyn’s number and closed her eyes.

A recording answered.

Gwyn’s laughing voice filled the cabin. “Be with you in a few minutes. If you want to leave a message, select two.”

Babylonia laughed quietly. “Two.”

She hesitated, then spoke, excitement spilling through her words.

“Gwyn—it’s here. I found it. Proof the Metreskans settled Mirada first.” She exhaled a breathless laugh. “I wish you were here. You’re the only person who’d understand how big this is.”

Her voice softened. “If you’re ever in this sector, come by. I could use your expertise... just in case. I’m certain the Militarian won’t like this.”

A smile curved her lips. “And—there might be something new on the romance front. His name is Uri, but that’s all you’re getting over the com.”

She ended the call and leaned back as the ship’s environmental program filled the cabin with birdsong and running water. Cool mountain air brushed her skin, raising goosebumps. Babylonia stretched and drifted into sleep.

The night deepened outside.

Sirens and the heavy thrum of helocruisers shattered the quiet.

Babylonia bolted upright. “Crap.”

She pulled on a silk kimono, shoved her feet into boots, and ran.

Green, purple, and silver lights flooded the dig site as Militarian troops swarmed the grounds. Boots crushed gridlines and trampled artifacts. A large man in black combat fatigues barked orders beside her command tent while soldiers dumped her work into black bags.

Babylonia sprinted toward him. “This site is authorized by the Metreskan Heritage Council. You have no authority here.”

He shoved a document bearing the Militarian seal into her face.

“This can’t be,” she said.

“You are accused of illegal excavation and profiteering,” he read coldly. “Remain quiet, and you’ll leave with a warning.”

“Warning?” Babylonia snapped. “I have permits for everything.”

“Then show me.”

She turned as a box of paperwork was carried away. “My permits are in that container.”

The soldier raised his pulse pistol. “Stay where you are.”

Johansson, her research assistant, stepped forward, dressed in black fatigues. “It’s gone, sir.”

Babylonia stared at him. “What are you doing, Johansson?”

“My duty,” he said, not meeting her eyes.

The commander turned back to her. “Where’s the man?”

“What man?”

The commander grabbed the lapels of her kimono. “I won’t repeat myself. The man.”

Fear tightened her chest. “I don’t know.”

The pistol struck her temple.

The world went black.
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