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    CHAPTER 1 The Identity Problem 
 
      
 
    Trinket came into existence when she was six years old. There weren’t many other ways to put it. One minute she didn’t exist; the next, her eyes flew open, and there she lay on a hard table, the Old Scientist peering down his long nose at her with his thick eyebrows drawn together. It was as if a switch had been activated. 
 
    Six years later, she still didn’t know who or what she was. A piece of scrap. That’s what a rude cyborg in the town of Axiopolis had yelled at her a little over an hour ago. 
 
    I’m not a piece of scrap, she thought vehemently for probably the hundredth time. She kicked at a pebble and watched it roll down the barren hillside toward the town. 
 
    Piece of scrap, piece of scrap… 
 
    “I’m not a piece of scrap,” she snapped, as if saying it out loud would silence the taunting voice in her head. “I don’t care what they say. I’m not a botched machine created by a mad scientist! I’m… I’m… er… Trin… Moonrise.” She kicked stubbornly at another pebble, then listened. 
 
    Her inner voice didn’t respond. 
 
    “All right, then.” She spoke with renewed determination, turning her back on Axiopolis and limping up the steep hill towards the Old Scientist’s shack. “So, how about it? I’m Trin Moonrise, fourteen years old.” She repeated the name, testing its sound. Moonrise was a common family name in Axiopolis. She might get away with it. 
 
    Whether a sophisticated android or a mortal being, Trinket guessed that she was the equivalent of a twelve-year-old girl. But twelve wasn’t old enough to fulfill her plan. Twelve was too young to get her off-world. 
 
    She thought up some more names. “How about Trin Astera, thirteen years old?” Loose gravel rolled under her right foot, and she stumbled forward, catching herself from falling just in time by stretching out her hands. She straightened, then wiped her fingerless gloves together to remove the ochre-colored dust that clung to them. She leaned over to check on her prosthetic leg. “Hey, Champ, don’t you dare give up on me today.” She eyed the carbon fiber frame, which clung to her left leg stump, tapping the sturdy material for good measure, and found it intact. 
 
    Oblivious to her situation, a muffled voice—a real voice this time—spoke close to her ear. “What is Champ? Please define Champ.” 
 
    “Forget it, Empty. It’s not important.” Trinket adjusted her Mass Transfer Device around her ear before placing it snuggly under her scarf headband. Aside from her prosthetic leg, the articulate device was the one other thing she couldn’t afford to lose. It was an old-fashioned adult model that didn’t have the malleable option to adapt to the wearer’s ear. It was a bit too big for her. 
 
    Trinket had found the Mass Transfer Device in a junk pile two years ago after it had no doubt been cast away in favor of a more modern version. Or perhaps the previous owner—most likely on the run from the Interstellar Alliance Law Enforcement—had wanted to get rid of the last thing tying them to their identity. 
 
    People called these mini information devices MTs for short. Trinket hadn’t expected this old model to contain much information, so she had nicknamed it EMpTy. 
 
    At first, the name Empty had been a bit of a joke. Only, over the years, Empty had become the closest thing she’d had to a friend, and the name had become more than just a silly word. She knew it was a fancy computer devoid of feelings, but the fact that it didn’t have personality modes like the newer models suited her. Empty never got angry, never judged her, and was always there when she needed it. 
 
    “Please repeat,” the device insisted, the male voice now loud and clear in her ear. “Define Champ.” 
 
    “Give me a break, Empty,” Trinket grunted, plowing forward despite her near-fall. “It’s just a nickname I came up with for my prosthetic leg. It’s short for champion.” 
 
    Empty disagreed. “Champ is not an appropriate name for your prosthetic leg. Champ is deteriorating fast and must be replaced on the planet Kepra-1 as soon as possible. Your Shuttle to Kepra-1 leaves Space Central in sixty-three-point-two local planetary hours. You must input your final identification details into my core memory prior to that.” 
 
    Trinket rolled her eyes. “As if I didn’t know.” 
 
    Travelers had to be older than twelve and own an ear device linked to their name before they were allowed off-world without adult supervision, whether it be an official MT Device or a mediocre, unofficial copy that Non-Alliance aliens nicknamed plugs. Empty was the real deal, however—a device manufactured by the Interstellar Alliance mega-corporation MADAT Inc. itself! 
 
    Trinket had cracked Empty’s core memory and removed the previous owner’s details—something she would never have achieved in a newer model. Now she just had to input a new identity—if only she could decide which name would provide her the safest passage. 
 
    As if reminding her of the urgency of her task, a distant roar made the ground rumble under her feet. She gazed at the horizon to the East and watched as the daily Shuttle to Kepra-1 left Space Central. It shot up from the ground, its powerful thrusters pushing it through the heavy atmosphere in a wide arc. It would soon join Kepra-1, which was rising in the distance, the planet’s outline warped by the heat. 
 
    Trinket sighed. Within two days, she would be on that Shuttle, heading for a better life. It was the only way she could save her prosthetic leg—and the little orphan boy. 
 
    She just needed to pick up one last thing from the Old Scientist’s home. 
 
    She glanced up the hill. She still had a fifteen-minute climb before reaching the rundown shack. Might as well make the most of it. “All right, Empty. Let’s try that again. Initiate Shuttle Security questions.” She grimaced, resuming her hike and trying to ignore the tiny but persistent creaking sound of the rusting screw in her metal leg. 
 
    “Very well,” Empty said. “State your name.” 
 
    Piece of scra— “Trin Moonrise!” she blurted out, then held her breath. Her inner voice quietened, but she could almost sense it lurking in the back of her mind, waiting for an opportunity to provoke her. “I’d better avoid the name Astera,” she told Empty, trying to steer away from her inner struggles and focus on her identity problem. “It’s the name of a local mobster family. It could get me into trouble.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Empty replied, never missing a beat. “Trin Moonrise, then, state your age.” 
 
    “Fou… Oh, quarks! Thirteen.” She was taller than most children her age, but fourteen was probably stretching it a bit, and could lead to questions. 
 
    “State your city and planet of residency.” 
 
    “Axiopolis. Kepra-2.” 
 
    “State your city and planet of destination.” 
 
    “Omopolis. Kepra-1.” 
 
    “What is the nature of your visit to Omopolis?” 
 
    Trinket had to think about that one. “Great question, Empty!” she praised the device. 
 
    “Thank you, Trin. What is the nature of your visit to Omopolis?” 
 
    Trinket grinned. Empty was playing the part of Shuttle Security very well. She hesitated for a second and declared the first thing that came to mind. “I have been sent to Omopolis to buy clothing and medical supplies for the orphans of Axiopolis.” Then, she caught herself. 
 
    What am I doing, using the orphans like that? She was about to abandon them. Who would shield them from Stinge, their caretaker? Who would keep them out of the mines? Who would tell them bedtime stories? She knew they were old enough to fend for themselves, but still— 
 
    “Remnant military spacecraft approaching,” Empty spoke in her ear. 
 
    —it didn’t feel right. She had just used the orphans to— “Hold it! WHAT?” 
 
    Empty repeated patiently, “Remnant military spacecraft approaching. It is coming in from a south-easterly direction. Estimated flyover time: ten seconds.” 
 
    Trinket reeled. A Remnant aircraft? Here? 
 
    She glanced around hurriedly. The hillside was dry and sun-beaten, except for some distant boulders beyond, which followed a precipice that fell into the sea. There was also a single dead tree a short distance away. Forgetting to be careful, she leaped toward it and plunged into its shadow. This time, her prosthetic leg twisted from under her, and she landed hard on her side. “Ouch!” Her metal leg had loosened from her stump and now lay at an angle. Heart thumping, she pulled it in quickly, so it would be out of sight. 
 
    Just in time. 
 
    A dark cylindrical spacecraft emerged from over the south-eastern mountains, lifting a trail of dust as it swooped past her and disappeared behind the top of the hill she had been trying to reach. 
 
    Trinket coughed into the end of her scarf headband, blinking against the swirling particles. “The Remnants!” she gasped. “What are they doing here?” 
 
    “I don’t know the answer to that question,” Empty stated. “But that’s a Class One Remnant spacecraft. And the only Class One Remnant spacecraft on Kepra-2 belongs to—” 
 
    “—Count Solomon Drakir!” she finished, tensing. “That can’t be good.” What could have attracted these cruel invaders to the area? 
 
    She glanced up the remainder of the hill, blinking rapidly. “Let me get my leg back on properly. Then we’re going to find out what the Remnants are doing in my house, Empty!” 
 
    “That’s no longer your house, Trin. The Old Scientist is dead. And proceeding is not recommended,” Empty advised. “The probability that you will get caught by the Remnants and sent to the mines is high. And the probability that they will kill you is even higher.” 
 
    “Right,” Trinket agreed, gritting her teeth. “And when did that ever stop me?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 Four Steps to Walking 
 
      
 
    Trinket fumbled with her leg. Under normal circumstances, putting it on was a challenge. But now, the Remnant’s proximity only made things harder. 
 
    “Four steps to walking, four steps to walking,” she repeated hastily. She had gotten into the habit of saying the steps out loud every time she had to put on her prosthetic leg. It forced her to concentrate, as she had learned the hard way that rushing things could cause it to detach. “Serves me right for prancing around like a kongaroo,” she scolded herself. “And this heat isn’t helping.” 
 
    “The weather is exceptionally hot for the season,” Empty agreed. 
 
    “Exactly. There’s a tear in my silicone liner, and I’m sweating, which means my leg stump keeps slipping out of the socket. I’ll have to be extra careful.” She had to act fast, but at the same time, she needed to make sure she got the leg on right. 
 
    “Step one: the liner,” she muttered feverishly, checking that the clingy material covered her leg stump. 
 
    “Step two: the socket.” She slipped her covered stump into the rigid carbon fiber socket, then rose to her feet, so the stump pressed down into it. 
 
    “Step three: the outer sleeve.” She covered her stump and socket with an outer sleeve to hold everything in place. 
 
    “Step four: remove air.” She activated a little pump at the bottom of the socket, which sucked out the compressed air trapped inside. This would normally seal her stump tightly inside the socket if it hadn’t been for the small tear in the liner, which caused a bit of air to enter and had ultimately loosened her stump, leading to her fall. Because of this, she had noticed lately that her stump rubbed against the bottom of the socket when she walked, causing her skin to chafe. To top it all off, the extendable metal tibia that the Old Scientist had made so that she could increase the leg’s length as she grew, had reached its limit. 
 
    “There,” she finished, staring at her only means of mobility. She tapped the metal leg as if reassuring an old friend and nodded to herself. “Torn liner, rusted screw, inadequate leg length… No matter. You’re still my champion leg. Babbo might have been a nutty Old Scientist, but he did a good job when he made you. You’ll hold; I know you will.” 
 
    “I beg to differ. Champ isn’t a quality leg. It doesn’t have the Interstellar Alliance Quality Seal as I do,” Empty stated with a voice that almost sounded smug. 
 
    “Oh, knock it off, Empty,” Trinket scolded, making her way carefully up the rest of the hill. She advanced in a crouching position, then laid flat on her stomach and peered over the edge, taking in the activity going on around the flat hilltop. 
 
    The Old Scientist’s shack lay to the right, near a group of mounds that looked like a giant nest of half-buried eggs. Remnant soldiers were digging a hole near the precipice that dropped down to the sea on her left. 
 
    Her fingers bore into the dirt, sharp pebbles cutting into the palm of her hands, despite the fingerless gloves. “They’re opening up Babbo’s grave!” she gasped. 
 
    She recognized the spot because she had buried the Old Scientist there herself three years ago. It had taken her the better part of a day to shovel the hard, dry ground, but she had known he would not have wanted any other final resting place. 
 
    The last time she had seen Babbo alive, he had been sitting cross-legged in that exact spot, close to the ledge, listening to the dull sound of waves crashing against the rocks far below as he watched Kepra-2’s dwarf sun disappear on the horizon. By the following morning, she had found him slumped over, lifeless. He had seemed at peace, though the sadness that had always accompanied him remained even in death. 
 
    And now the Remnants were disturbing his grave. 
 
    “How dare they!” she seethed. 
 
    “Trin, my sensors detect one Remnant in the shack, two deeper in the hills, three by the grave, and five in the spacecraft,” Empty informed her. “Eleven against one. That is way too many for you to—” 
 
    Trinket tapped her ear device to switch it off. She didn’t need Empty’s analysis of a bad situation. She needed to focus, be aware of her surroundings, and find out what was going on. 
 
    A door opened in the Remnant Class One spacecraft, which had landed at a safe distance from the precipice behind the shack. A platform lowered, carrying a pot-bellied man who wore slippers, baggy trousers, and an oversized shirt with long sleeves that blew from gusts of wind caused by the spacecraft’s cooling thrusters. 
 
    Trinket flattened herself to the ground. That was Count Solomon Drakir, head of the Remnants on Kepra-2. Everybody in town knew how much he hated the planet. In fact, the Remnant invader rarely left the stronghold, which made his presence near Trinket’s old house even more alarming. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 The Old Scientist 
 
      
 
    As he stepped out of the spacecraft, a growl of annoyance emanated from deep within Count Solomon Drakir’s throat. He fought to ignore the beating sun and the planet’s high gravity, which made him feel so heavy—so flubbing heavy! 
 
    A soldier caught up to him. “Sir,” he panted in the Remnant language, “Your helmet.” The pale soldier presented a hard hat with a visor to protect Drakir from the unfriendly Kepra-2 sun. 
 
    Drakir waved his hand impatiently. He didn’t want it. He refused to linger in this place. He walked over to the grave and used a clean handkerchief to wipe away beads of sweat that had broken out on his forehead. 
 
    He had left the Remnant stronghold overlooking the town of Axiopolis only minutes earlier, interrupting his study of the Ancient Remnant Scriptures, and now longed for a dip in the coolness of his pool—his only solace on this miserable planet. He hated how heavy the atmosphere made him feel. And he hated that the Supreme Leader had sent him here to oversee the tethasium mines. Couldn’t the Remnants have invaded a planet covered in tropical beaches or one with a lush, temperate climate? Why did tethasium always have to be found on boring moons and meaningless clumps of spacial rock? 
 
    Mulling over his misfortune, Drakir lifted his hand to shield his eyes against the sharp glare of midday so that he could peer into the hole. Generations of travel in the darkness of space had not boded well for Remnant eyesight. 
 
    “Well?” he said in the hoarse Remnant language. 
 
    The three soldiers who were dusting away the skeletal remains straightened hurriedly. 
 
    “Sir,” one of them answered. “We have found the bones of a male specimen. A first scan concludes he was of the A’hmun species. He had severe osteoporosis, common to extended cryosleep, but reached the age of ninety. He seems to have died of old age.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    The soldier shifted on his feet, blinking at him. 
 
    “What do I care about how he died?” Drakir snapped. “Tell me who that is!” 
 
    The soldier adjusted his helmet. “I… I…” 
 
    “Get out of there!” Drakir ordered, moving aside from the makeshift ladder. 
 
    The three soldiers hurried out of the hole. Drakir shoved the last one away, then grabbed onto the ladder and clambered down himself. This made him break into a heavy sweat. Also, his light beige clothing became stained with the ochre dust from the rungs—which irritated him close to breaking point. Somebody is going to pay! It didn’t matter who. He just needed a punching bag. 
 
    He kicked around at the bones, then groaned as he bent down to lift a large piece of the skeleton’s torn clothing. Underneath it, he found an ancient book made from genuine leather and paper sticking out from the dirt. 
 
    Drakir stared at it, his interest spiking. After ruining his manicured fingernails, he dug up the fragile volume from the dead man’s grasp. He wiped away the dust, forgetting the heat and dirt for the first time since his arrival. 
 
    A title was engraved on the book’s thick cover. He couldn’t read it without an alphabet translator, but he would have recognized the symbols anywhere. 
 
      
 
    ▶⏭☑⏫▶⏭☑⏸⏏ 
 
      
 
    A startled look spread out on the Count’s face. “Well, well,” he muttered, staring from the book to the skeleton. “What secrets were you keeping, old man?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 The Chamber 
 
      
 
    Trinket watched as the Remnants ransacked Babbo’s home. She bit into her right hand, groaning. How could these invaders show so little respect for things that didn’t belong to them? This formerly unknown alien species had swooped in from space three years ago, just before Babbo’s death. They had declared Axiopolis theirs and herded all able-bodied boys and men into the mines in the Southern Mountains. If not for the rich tethasium veins they had uncovered there, the Remnants probably would have left Axiopolis alone. 
 
    A sudden shadow blocked out the sun. A voice barked in Remnant, “Don’t move!” 
 
    Trinket froze, her fingers digging into the dirt. 
 
    “Turn around! Slowly!” 
 
    Quarks! She shouldn’t have switched off her device. Empty would have warned her that a Remnant was sneaking up on her. Good thing she had picked up a decent amount of Remnant language in the past couple of years to understand what he wanted. 
 
    Jaw tightening, Trinket turned onto her side. She had to shield her eyes against the glare of the day to take in the soldier standing over her. He wore the customary heavyset Remnant armor and pointed an arm’s length laserbolt at her. 
 
    “Get up!” he snapped. 
 
    Trinket obeyed, body tense and alert. 
 
    The soldier’s visor was covered in dust, so he lifted it to see her better. As he did so, the laserbolt lowered a little. 
 
    That was all Trinket needed. She thrust her left fist at him, releasing the dirt she had been grasping. 
 
    The dust and pebbles landed in the soldier’s eyes. He screamed, accidentally firing the weapon. A sharp beam shot out of it, landing a few inches from Trinket’s carbon fiber foot. He dropped the laserbolt and flung his arms around wildly, trying to catch her, roaring in anger. 
 
    Trinket whirled around to flee. She lunged forward but felt the tip of his fingers on her shoulder. He yanked off her headscarf, making her head snap back. The forceful tug released a cascade of curly white hair down her back and caused Empty to slip from behind her ear. She barely caught the MT Device from falling. 
 
    She glanced through her bobbing curls, fully expecting the soldier to dive at her, but found him with a contorted face, eyes tightly shut, and tears streaming down his cheeks. He pressed a button on the left side of his helmet. “A spy!” he screamed. “Section five! A spy!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Count Solomon Drakir huffed as he climbed out of the grave, his short legs trembling as they carried his weight up each rung. He held the book tightly under his arm and growled at a helpful soldier who wanted to take it from him. The soldier backed away in a hurry and was about to salute when he suddenly pressed his hand against his helmet. 
 
    “A spy!” he burst out, tensing. “I’m receiving a report that there is a spy in section five!” 
 
    Drakir flung a hand to his temple to activate his comms, then remembered he had refused his helmet. More annoyed than worried, he barked at the soldier, “Well, what are you waiting for, you flub! Get on with it. I want that spy brought to me at once!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” The soldier scrambled, calling for reinforcements as he ran. 
 
    Drakir rolled his neck to release some tension, then headed for the run-down shack made from ochre mud walls and covered with a corrugated iron roof. Spies. Spies everywhere! Axiopolis was full of them. As if the miserable townsfolk thought they could find a way to break free from Remnant oppression. Drakir smirked. He enjoyed watching them try and then crushing them for it. 
 
    A small cloud of winged insects blocked the entrance to the shack. Muttering under his breath, Drakir waved his handkerchief at them before entering. 
 
    He found his Secretary taking notes inside. 
 
    “Riker,” Drakir said, blinking through the gloom. “Tell me, have you discovered the dead man’s identity?” 
 
    “Your Excellency,” the lanky man replied, bowing briefly in a sign of greeting. “I have questioned the locals of Axiopolis. This shack belonged to a man the townsfolk referred to as the Old Scientist. They say he lived alone and was some mad hermit who tampered with biotech, computers, androids, and such. In the room at the back, you will find carbon fiber limbs, droid heads, and a stock of liquified electricity. Who knows what he was experimenting with? But like most of the inhabitants of Axiopolis, he seems to have been an outcast—possibly a fugitive from Interstellar Alliance Law Enforcement.” 
 
    Drakir glanced around the cluttered space. There was a table in the middle, some knocked-over stools, and the semblance of a kitchen. Lines of sunlight seeped through slits in the rusting roof. To the right of the central room was a small space with a broken bed and a curtain hung limply to the left. 
 
    Drakir reached for the curtain and pushed it aside with his handkerchief, revealing another space with a bed. He pointed at it as he turned toward Riker, whose eyes widened behind his visor. 
 
    “Alone, you said?” Drakir asked, letting the question hang. 
 
    Riker cleared his throat. 
 
    “The Old Scientist didn’t bury himself, Riker,” Drakir growled before exiting the shack and walking around it. 
 
    Broken-down fencing indicated that the Old Scientist had once kept small farm animals—long gone now. And next to this, a few dry grain stalks danced in the hot breeze. And next to the grain stalks… 
 
    Drakir held his breath. Another clue! He knelt, groaning under the weight of his own body. He reached for a tiny green plant covered in small silver flowers. He plucked one off and sniffed at its distinct aroma. 
 
    “Sir! Sir!” A soldier hurried over to him. 
 
    Drakir set his jaw. He really was going to need to discipline his men for calling him Sir. Your Excellency sounded so much better. 
 
    “Sir!” the soldier insisted. “We have found something that you will find very interesting.” 
 
    Drakir stood slowly, glancing darkly at the soldier. “What is it? Did you catch the spy?” 
 
    The soldier shook his head. “No, Sir. This is something else entirely. Please, follow me.” The soldier gestured, his brow tightening as he checked whether Drakir was following him. 
 
    “Is it far?” Drakir wanted to know. 
 
    “No, Sir, not far.” 
 
    Drakir grumbled but set off grudgingly behind the soldier. Still, it took twenty minutes of heavy sweating and raucous breathing before they reached the middle of the maze of mounds that all looked the same: ochre sand, hard ground, and no shrub in sight. The more time that went by, the more Drakir imagined delectable ways he would make the soldier pay for this disrespectful stroll in the wilderness. Not far, huh? 
 
    The soldier must have felt his discontent because he wouldn’t meet Drakir’s eyes when he turned around. “This way, Sir,” he said, then hurriedly began to climb. 
 
    Drakir bared his teeth at the man’s agility, then spotted another soldier emerging from between two mounds up above. 
 
    The second soldier spotted him. “Sir! Come quickly! You will want to see this!” he called down. 
 
    Sir? Come quickly? He’d have to take their names down later. 
 
    With the sun beating down on his sparsely-haired head, Drakir regretted once more not having accepted the protective helmet. He found himself squinting, for his eyes couldn’t take the brightness of the Kepran day. Still, he couldn’t show weakness, so he clambered along a narrow path up to the second soldier. 
 
    When Drakir reached the soldier, he realized there was a slit between the two mounds, just wide enough to let them through. For a second, Drakir feared the space wasn’t big enough for his pot belly, but the tunnel widened to a comfortable size once inside. Stuffy and oppressive air replaced the heat of the day and, as Drakir made his way further in, the idea that he might be walking into an ambush made him falter. 
 
    He glanced at the two soldiers. Their ghostly pale skin and pupils the size of pin-pricks indicated they were Remnants, not townsfolk in disguise. But, just to be safe, he mentally scanned his past orders to determine whether he should be worried about his own men. He certainly wasn’t popular among them and wasn’t trying to be. Yet he didn’t believe they were up to anything. Even though he had fallen out of favor, he remained the Supreme Leader’s distant cousin. And the Remnants were too focused on their common goal and had too much respect for the Supreme Leader to think of mutiny. 
 
    The soldier in front of him stopped, turned to face him, and indicated a cave to Drakir’s left. The soldier sent a hovering light into the cave, and as it lit up, Drakir’s eyes widened—his thoughts of ambushes and spies vanishing. 
 
    He rushed inside. 
 
    The two soldiers remained at a distance as if hesitant to venture any further. 
 
    The hovering light revealed a self-supporting cryogenic chamber large enough to fit one sleep-induced being and travel unaided through space. 
 
    Drakir bent down and wiped away the dust at the end of the chamber, revealing the same type of symbols inscribed on it: 
 
      
 
    ⏏⏬⏫⏫VIII▶⏭☑⏸⏏ 
 
      
 
    A name! Surely this is a name! Goosebumps rose on Drakir’s skin. A ripple of excitement traveled up his spine. There was no doubt in his mind: this cryogenic chamber and the skeleton of the Old Scientist belonged together. And if this was what he thought it was, then he had just made a life-altering discovery that would shape his future. 
 
    The Supreme Leader would have no choice but to bring him back into the inner circle. No more sweating and suffering on this flubbing planet. 
 
    “Sir?” one of the soldiers breathed. 
 
    Drakir glanced at the soldier, who pointed further into the cave. He snapped his head around, searching through the gloom, and then he saw it: the second cryogenic chamber. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 The Precipice 
 
      
 
    “A spy!” the soldier shouted into his comms. 
 
    Quarks! His yells would attract the whole Remnant garrison! Trinket fled down the hill as fast as her prosthetic leg allowed. She tapped on her MT Device. “Empty!” she yelled. “Update me on the location of the soldiers ASAP!” 
 
    “…eleven against one. That is way too many for you to take on,” Empty said in his usual calm voice, then fell silent as he processed her order. Empty always repeated his last sentence while rebooting. It was one of those minor problems linked to old models. 
 
    “Empty!” she urged. 
 
    The dry hillside rolled down to the valley of Axiopolis, with few hiding options along the way. With her precarious mobility issue, she would never make it to town, which was a problem because she would have known how to blend in on the streets there. 
 
    I need to hide—NOW! 
 
    “The probability of getting caught by the Remnants has risen substantially,” Empty reported. “At this speed, four soldiers will catch up with you in three minutes and twenty-six seconds. Unless they opt to shoot you, in which case you will be dead in a few seconds.” 
 
    Trinket almost switched off the device again. She had needed a familiar voice in this time of need, but Empty sucked at comforting. 
 
    She reached a stack of maroon-colored boulders near the edge of the cliff. She could either continue down the hill in the slim hopes of getting to Axiopolis or hide among the boulders where the Remnants would surely end up finding her. 
 
    “The odds are fifty-fifty,” Empty pointed out as if reading her mind. 
 
    Acting in the moment, Trinket picked up the heaviest rock she could carry and threw it down the slope. It rolled away, lifting a trail of dust in its path and causing a tiny avalanche of pebbles. With that, she flung herself behind the nearest boulder and made herself as small as possible. She peeked back the way she had come, catching sight of four other soldiers as they reached the one she had left in agony. The soldiers pointed at the line of dust lifted by Trinket’s rock and headed in its direction. 
 
    “What is your course of action, Trin?” Empty wanted to know. 
 
    Although Empty had a deep male voice, Trinket often pictured the device as being a real adult who would take the lead instead of leaving the tough decision-making to her. 
 
    She glanced around, wondering if she could find a good enough hiding spot to escape detection, when a third escape route popped into her mind. But this route was perhaps even more dangerous than the others. “Empty?” she said, making her way further into the stack of boulders. “I hope you don’t suffer from vertigo.” 
 
    “Vertigo,” Empty stated, “is a symptom of acrophobia or fear of heights. That’s an emotion common to biological beings. So, no, Trin, I don’t suffer from vertigo.” Then, after a silence, Empty added, “Note that most android models don’t suffer from vertigo, either, Trin.” 
 
    Trinket paused at that. When she and Empty had introduced themselves to each other, she had admitted to the device that she didn’t know whether she was a mortal being with a metal leg or an android with artificial emotions. Empty had not been able to determine her dominant composition, but in this case, the device was telling her that if she was indeed a simple android, she might not be afraid of heights. The comment was a curious—and slightly twisted—statement, but the idea that her emotions were synthetic gave her courage, and a good thing, too. 
 
    At this point, she was deep among the boulders, so much so that she had to squeeze her way through tight gaps. It wasn’t long before she reached a natural tunnel that ended at a mind-boggling precipice. Powerful waves crashed against this cliff wall below, sending spray and foam sky-high, and from there, the dark-green ocean spread out into the distance. 
 
    This wasn’t a dead end, thankfully. If she remembered correctly, from having played here as a child, a narrow ledge to the left followed the precipice down to the beach. She had only used this narrow path once and had vowed never to do so again. 
 
    Yup, there it is! 
 
    “Trin, the probability of falli—,” 
 
    “Shh, Empty! Androids don’t suffer from vertigo, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not wh—” 
 
    “It will be fine, don’t worry.” 
 
    “MT Devices are not capable of worrying, Trin.” 
 
    Even if she really was an android, Trinket knew that the insertion of high-tech programming in the android’s brain allowed it to mimic the emotions of mortal beings. This guaranteed that these expensive and evolved machines could protect themselves from harmful situations. As proof, goosebumps began rising on her arms. Lab-grown biotechnological skin could do that. 
 
    With this in mind, Trinket ignored her (presumably mechanical) heart that was beating too hard in her chest and reached for a jutting rock along the precipice. “Just keep talking, Empty,” she grunted, clasping the rock. “I’m going to need the distraction.” She swung her biological-looking leg onto the ledge, making sure not to put too much pressure on her prosthetic one. 
 
    “Yes, Trin,” Empty complied. “Is this a good time to remind you that Champ has a rusty screw and that sweat and dust on your leg stump could loosen the—” 
 
    “Can we talk about something else?” Trinket interrupted. 
 
    “Of course, Trin.” There was a pause that was filled with the sound of pounding waves. “Would you like me to play your favorite tune?” 
 
    Trinket stuck out her tongue in concentration. She pulled her metal leg onto the ledge, where she now resembled an insect stuck to the wall. Gusts of hot wind whipped at her hair, sending her curls in all directions. Albagulls squawked as they soared far below, making her seriously doubt her plan. The ledge had been wider in her memory, but then she realized that she had grown since the last time she had come here. Babbo had also given her a bigger prosthetic foot shell since then, and it stuck half over the ledge. 
 
    “Yes, Empty. Better play that tune now,” she panted. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 Modicums 
 
      
 
    Trinket made it down to the beach as the red Kepran sun lowered over the deep green sea. In a couple more hours, the ochre mountains would reflect the blazing red rays from the sunset. 
 
    She jumped the remaining short distance from the ledge into the rough sand, her limbs trembling from the effort of having climbed down the precipice with such painstaking care. With both feet firmly on the ground, only now did the danger of the situation truly sink in. She had promised herself never to get into trouble with the Remnants, especially now that she was so close to getting off Kepra-2. And today, they had almost caught her! Her eyes suddenly welled up. “Stupid wind,” she muttered, blaming the hot breeze. 
 
    Her clothes were humid and smelled of salty foam, and her hair was a mass of knots. “You can stop the music now, Empty,” she said, wiping her blurry eyes with the back of her arm. 
 
    The delicate strings and haunting voice of the Gemelan singer died away in her ear. 
 
    She checked that her prosthetic leg was still firmly attached to her leg stump, astonished that it had survived her descent. “Great job, Champ,” she told it before making her way up the beach. 
 
    She passed a group of Sea Kepran children playing with seashells. The young natives to the planet sat cross-legged in a circle, their globular fish eyes following her with brief interest. The reddish fin on their backs ruffled skittishly at her proximity before they returned to their game as she passed. 
 
    The Sea Keprans had always remained among themselves, even after exiles and cutthroats from the Interstellar Alliance had begun to settle on their planet some six generations ago. The twin planets, Kepra-1 and Kepra-2, lay at a safe enough distance outside the Interstellar Alliance borders, yet close enough to use nuclear thermal rocket spacecraft for a possible return. Over the decades, Axiopolis had become quietly known as a haven from Interstellar Alliance Law Enforcement and grew into a messy town that crawled with disorderly rule and gang squabbles. 
 
    Yet, even the Remnants left the Sea Keprans alone. The delicate creatures didn’t survive the conditions in the mines, and—in any case—even the alien invaders needed someone to grow their food. 
 
    Adult Sea Keprans busied themselves in their boats not far from the shore, thrusting tight-knit tunnel nets into the water, which allowed them to climb down to the sea bed. They were then able to harvest seaweed and sea crunchumbers—the staple foods of Axiopolis—without getting wet. 
 
    Trinket eyed the sea delicacies drying in neat stacks on the boats moored along the beach. She hadn’t eaten since last night. 
 
    “Your energy level is at seventy-three percent,” Empty pointed out, no doubt scanning her empty stomach. 
 
    “How did you know I was thinking about food? Are you sure you can’t read my mind?” she teased. 
 
    “I can’t read your mind, Trin,” Empty explained matter-of-factly. “However, all forms of artificial intelligence are equipped with similar threads of basic data, which could explain our synchronicity.” 
 
    Quarks! Empty had just called her a robot. “Check this out,” she said to change the subject. One of the boats had a small jade-colored picnic blanket with traditional Kepran fish designs in it. 
 
    She needed the food and picnic blanket but wavered. She couldn’t afford to use her modicums to buy these items—not with the tricky situation in which she found herself. Now, more than ever, she needed every cent in her possession to get off-world. And now that she couldn’t get any more merchandise from the Old Scientist’s shack, her only hope lay with a local shop owner, to whom she had given her last item. Until she could find out whether he had sold it, she reluctantly pressed a tiny button on the front of her mechanical leg, revealing a small, hidden compartment in the tibia area. She pulled out one of the two plastic pouches that she kept there and glanced at the dry silver flowers inside. She made sure there were no Sea Keprans nearby, flung the pouch into the boat as payment, then grabbed a handful of palm-sized crunchumbers and the picnic blanket in return. 
 
    Sea Keprans were fascinated with unusual land objects and would consider this a worthy payment. Soon, they would gather around to hand the silver flowers from one to the other, praising and admiring the lovely gift. They would make a necklace out of them and embroider the design on their blankets. 
 
    “Two Remnants at one o’clock,” Empty warned. 
 
    Trinket’s head snapped up. She spotted the soldiers on the other side of the beach. Swiftly, she headed behind a jutting rock glistening with seaweed. Her back and shoulders tense, she slipped the sea crunchumbers in a large pocket of her desert robe, then spread out the dainty blanket. She rolled it up to tie it around her head, expertly tucking every strand of hair beneath it. 
 
    She didn’t think the Remnant soldier on top of the hill, who she had momentarily blinded by throwing dust into his eyes, had seen the color of her hair when he had tugged off her headband. That was a relief because otherwise, she would have been an easy target to find. Many townsfolk knew about the piece-of-scrap with unnatural white hair. 
 
    She repeatedly glanced around the rock. The soldiers were still some way off, stopping Sea Keprans to question them and searching their marooned boats. She checked that she was presentable: the fingerless gloves hid the veins in her hands, the thin picnic blanket covered her white hair, and her ankle-length desert robe hid her prosthetic leg. She pulled down her one-legged trouser until it reached just above her right leather sandal and tightened the knot of her robe over her chest. 
 
    There. All traces of my android body are hidden. “Ready, Empty?” she spoke in a whisper. 
 
    “Ready, Trin.” 
 
    She stepped away from the rock, joining a group of Kepran natives who happened to be passing by as they pulled their nets onto the beach to dry for the afternoon. Making it across the beach was slow and painstaking, what with her prosthetic leg sinking into the sand with each step. Yet, somehow, she made it into the outskirts of Axiopolis without being noticed and dove straight into the local market, where Sea Keprans sold their fresh produce. Now that she could mingle with the native merchants and alien shoppers, she breathed a little easier. She grabbed a sea crunchumber from her robe pocket and tore into it with her teeth, letting the salty flavor cover her tongue. A sweet juiciness released from the delicacy, providing much-needed hydration. 
 
    She made her way further into town, passing the Axiopolis Train Station. One of the last hovertrains in and out of town whizzed into the outdoor station and settled on the ground as the air cushion beneath it dissipated. Outside of Axiopolis, the train traveled at the speed of sound and connected Axiopolis with Space Central in a single minute (whereas walking could take six to seven hours). 
 
    The train doors slid open, and a few aliens and robots stepped out. Few people visited Axiopolis these days, with the Remnants having taken over the town. Not many inhabitants could leave, either, because they couldn’t afford the fare. 
 
    “Well, now, Empty,” she said, contemplating the train. “It looks like we’re going to have to head off-world sooner than I expected. I can’t stick around here for two days while the Remnants search for me. I’ll have to leave tomorrow.” 
 
    “I agree, Trin,” Empty replied. “However, you are short on modicums. What will you do? You can’t return to Babbo’s house to get more merchandise to sell.” 
 
    Trinket sighed. She hadn’t looked forward to this conversation. “Show me my funds,” she said, knowing very well how many modicums she had but secretly hoping a glitch would reveal she was, in fact, a millionaire. 
 
    A thin hologram appeared before her eyes. “You have two-thousand modicums,” Empty said as a green bar shot up from a virtual chart that only she could see. A red portion topped it. “You need another four-hundred modicums to reach a total of two-thousand-four-hundred. That will buy you two hovertrain tickets to Space Central and two Shuttle tickets to Kepra-1. Your funds upon arrival will be zero.” 
 
    Trinket considered the information. She had more than enough modicums to get on this hovertrain right now… if she traveled alone. She could hide out at Space Central until tomorrow, then get on the Shuttle with her fake identity. She would still have one-thousand-two-hundred modicums left over to start a new life on Kepra-1. Perhaps enough, even, for a new leg. But that would mean leaving the little orphan boy behind. 
 
    She bit her lip. 
 
    The little boy had arrived at the orphanage four months ago. No one knew his name. No one knew what had happened to his family. He never talked. He hadn’t said a word since Stinge had taken him under her malicious wing. 
 
    Yet he had bonded with Trinket. He would hide behind her while she prepared dinner for the orphans, grabbing onto the back of her desert robe and tagging along while she set the table. Then, at night, when everyone was asleep and Stinge was no longer counting the wages brought in by the children that day, he would sneak into her bunk bed and snuggle up against her. He would turn six in a week—according to Stinge—meaning that he was ready to work in the mines. 
 
    Trinket watched the light spill out of the train carriages. The open doors taunted her. All she had to do was step on board in one of the middle carriages, away from the bored Remnant guards stationed at the front of the Station. It was easy. 
 
    “If I may say, Trin, boarding this hovertrain increases your chance of survival by ninety-four percent,” Empty informed her. 
 
    Trinket closed her eyes. That was one of the best numbers she had heard in a long time. She shook her head, imagining the little boy with frightened eyes, covered in soot, shoveling away deep in the mines. “I can’t leave him, Empty,” she said, “I just can’t.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 The Terrorist 
 
      
 
    Woolver Talandrin faced his opponent with glee. 
 
    Around him, a handful of onlookers cheered on the fight from the coolness of the arched passageway surrounding the enclosure of the Remnant stronghold. 
 
    The Plethoran stood his ground, knowing that his Remnant armor and the Kepran gravity were too heavy for him to be able to side-step quickly. Instead, he braced himself and met his Remnant attacker head-on. At the last second, he swung his battle stick down to shove his opponent’s weapon out of the way, then thrust out his other metal glove to slam it into his opponent’s helmet. 
 
    The force of the blow sent the Remnant’s head back while his legs flew out from under him. He landed with a heavy thud on the ground, ochre dust rising all around him. 
 
    “Ouch!” most of the bystanders groaned audibly. “Come on, Captain!” one of them yelled over the others. “You show him!” 
 
    Woolver grinned triumphantly at the Captain, reaching out his hand to help him up. The Remnant Captain accepted the gesture of peace, clamped onto Woolver’s hand but then yanked him downward instead. 
 
    Having gotten used to Remnant ways by now, Woolver foresaw the move. He adjusted his balance and stomped his boot onto the Captain’s armored chest, swinging his battle stick toward the Remnant’s visor like a laserbolt. “Zap! You’re dead. Sorry, Captain.” He still had a strong accent when he spoke Remnant, the tongue-twisting words being difficult to pronounce, but he managed to make himself understood. Plus, the Remnants felt smug about having an Alliance alien attempt to learn their language. As Non-Alliance aliens, Remnants didn’t own Mass Transfer Devices to translate for them, nor did they care for the less extravagant plugs. Their subjects had to adapt to them, not the other way around. 
 
    The bystanders chuckled and clapped lazily. 
 
    The Captain groaned and got to his feet. 
 
    Woolver backed away, flinging his battle stick back and forth between his hands and slightly bending his knees to take on a fighting stance. “Come on, Captain,” he taunted. “What are you waiting for? Remember your training.” 
 
    Instead, the Captain removed his helmet and wiped off the sweat from his brow. He tossed his battle stick to one of his men. The soldier caught it promptly, wiped away the dust, and placed the weapon back in the armory. “That’s enough for today, farmer-boy.” He nudged his head at Woolver. “You’ve got some dirt on that beautiful fur of yours. I wouldn’t want to delay your afternoon grooming.” 
 
    Unfazed by the Captain’s snarky comment, Woolver straightened, understanding that the lesson was over. Even though he and the Captain were adult men and Woolver stood a head taller than his alien opponent, he was used to being mocked for the short cyan-colored fur that covered his entire body and face. He took off his own helmet and gave the flattened fur on his scalp a good rub, playing along. “Seems more likely your bones are getting old, Captain.” 
 
    The Captain threw him a dark look, but was still up for some jesting, “Not at all, farmer-boy. I let you win—again. It is you who should pack your bags and return to Plethora. A bit of farming would do you good. Plethorans aren’t made to fight, and you know it. I’d prove it to you if I didn’t have to head out. Count Drakir has required my services.” 
 
    Woolver barely took note of the jab aimed at his planet of origin. Instead, the Captain’s last words made him tense. “I see,” he said, forcing himself to maintain a laid-back attitude while stroking his whiskers. “Trouble brewing in town again?” 
 
    The Remnant Captain accepted a pint of fermented seaweed drink from a soldier in the shade of the arched passageway. “I guess.” He shrugged. “Count Drakir never leaves the stronghold, so something’s up, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Count Drakir left the stronghold? Woolver felt like the Remnant had just thrown a bucket of ice down his back. “Any idea what it could be?” He leaned casually against a table and sipped from his own jug. He was pushing his luck with this extra question, but he needed to know. 
 
    The Captain thrust his empty jug into the cradle of Woolver’s arm and wagged a finger at him. “You ask too many questions, farmer-boy. Too many questions.” He burped, slapped Woolver on the arm, and walked away, calling for his men to follow him. 
 
    Woolver stared after them, his mood having dropped significantly. 
 
    Remnant soldiers rarely left the stronghold in the late afternoon unless they were on night-guard duty in Axiopolis or at the mines or unless it was their day off and they were headed for the pub. But Count Solomon Drakir had been away all day, and it didn’t look like he was coming back anytime soon. That wasn’t a good sign. What’s the Remnant chief up to? 
 
    Woolver gulped down his fermented drink, curling his lips at the inevitable acrid aftertaste, then left both jugs on the table before heading for his quarters. He climbed a set of stairs to the first floor of the stronghold, checked the corridor surrounding the enclosure to ensure no one was spying on him, and then entered his room. He shut and locked the door. Without taking off his Remnant armor, he climbed onto the end of his bunk bed and reached his arm out the window to release a small box that he had stuck in the nook where the jutting roof met the wall. 
 
    After hopping off his bed, Woolver opened the box and pulled out his MT Device and a metal orb. The orb resembled one of those pretty silvery pearls that Sea Keprans would pry off the rocks on the ocean floor and sell at the market. He stuffed both items into the chest pocket of the shirt he wore under his armor, hid the box in the nook above his window again, and headed out. 
 
    Without delay, he returned to the corridor, took another flight of stairs that gave out on the flat roof of the stronghold, crossed it to where it joined the mountain, then climbed some more. Here, his MT Device could catch a better signal. 
 
    A hot breeze ruffled through his short fur. The stronghold, cut out directly into the mountain cliff, stretched below him, overlooking Axiopolis that lay nestled in the valley. The town’s western edge ended at the beach, where the deep green sea stretched out to the horizon. The dry hills and mountains surrounding the town fought to outshine the reds of the Kepran sun, which cast fiery shadows over the land. 
 
    To his right, a flat stretch of the mountain had been transformed into a temporary Off-World Terminal. No one except for the Remnants were allowed there. It always amazed Woolver that Remnant spacecraft looked so rudimentary, yet, he also knew that what looked like carelessly built spacecraft pasted together with old-fashioned bits and pieces were, in fact, sturdy, powerful military spaceships that one needed to be wary of. 
 
    The last hovertrain of the day snaked along the valley floor, heading for Space Central. In spite of the lawlessness of the town, the train was one of the few things that remained untouched by gang wars and skirmishes between locals and the Remnants. Anyone who was not a Remnant knew that the train was the only way out of town and, more precisely, off-planet. It was a miracle that the Remnants hadn’t blown up the train tracks and Space Central yet, but even they occasionally needed the locals to transport supplies to and from Omopolis. 
 
    Woolver removed his helmet and quickly attached his MT Device around his ear. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Woolver,” the smooth female voice spoke from the device. “How may I be of assistance?” 
 
    “Hey, MADAT, prepare an encrypted message,” Woolver ordered. 
 
    The name MADAT—short for Mass Data Transfer Device Incorporate—was engraved into every device, following the Interstellar Alliance Quality Seal guidelines. Woolver had had so many devices in his life that he didn’t even bother to personalize them anymore. He just called them all MADAT. 
 
    A hologram projected out of the mini-camera above his ear and spread out before his eyes. “Initiate encrypted message,” the device said. 
 
    Woolver held up the orb before his face and crafted his secret message. “Warning! The rodent has left his hole. Enemy suspects something. Watch your backs.” Woolver paused, then added, “Rise-and-Shine, D-1, 1800 lph. We are still on.” 
 
    Rodent referred to Count Solomon Drakir. Hole meant the Remnant stronghold. And Rise-and-Shine referred to a plan to overthrow the Remnants. The uprising was still on for the next day at eighteen-hundred-local-planetary hours… for now. 
 
    MADAT scanned the metal orb, inscribing the message within its core. “Message inserted,” it confirmed. 
 
    Woolver stared at the orb, pushing down the feeling of dread festering at the bottom of his gut. What if Count Drakir had gone out to investigate rumors of the rebellion—a rebellion that Woolver himself had brainstormed? What if the Remnants were on to him? He knew that the Remnants were smarter than they looked. He had learned that the hard way. 
 
    “MADAT, show me the Most Wanted List.” 
 
    The hologram switched to a virtual information screen titled Interstellar Alliance Law Enforcement. Faces belonging to different alien species scrolled across the bottom, most topped with words such as DANGEROUS, ESCAPED FELON, ARMED, DO NOT APPROACH, etc. It wasn’t long before his face appeared with his name below it: WOOLVER TALANDRIN, CITIZEN OF PLETHORA. Above his picture flashed the word: #1 TERRORIST. 
 
    Woolver rubbed his goatee. He had been branded a terrorist three years ago. Remnants who consulted the Most Wanted List would know that he was wanted by the Interstellar Alliance. It was a fitting cover. As far as he could tell, the Remnants, who hated the Alliance, still believed he was an outlaw. And that suited him fine. 
 
    He thought back on the unsmiling Captain. The Remnant’s distant attitude earlier was more likely due to him being preoccupied with Count Drakir’s orders rather than a show of distrust towards Woolver. But Woolver could never be sure. 
 
    Remnants were so distrustful of foreigners. It had taken Woolver six months to gain their trust and have them hire him for hand-to-hand combat training. But even after a year, they still hadn’t opened up to him. 
 
    No one knew where the Remnants had come from in the galaxy or their intentions. Sure, they searched planets for tethasium—a somewhat outdated fuel source that fed their spacecraft’s nuclear thermal rocket engines. They also enslaved local populations to reach this goal. Except Woolver sensed that there was something more profound, more secretive. There was something that every Remnant knew but was careful not to share. A common objective guided their decisions almost religiously, but the reasons behind their actions remained elusive to Woolver, making him increasingly uneasy. 
 
    “If only we had stronger weapons,” he mulled. 
 
    “You don’t have enough modicums to buy stronger weapons, Woolver,” MADAT stated. 
 
    Woolver grimaced, painfully aware of this fact. “Ah, to own the Exostar,” he lamented, quoting a poverty-stricken poet from Enillon who had become famous decades after his death. 
 
    MADAT took the phrase literally. “The value of the biggest diamond in the known galaxy would certainly buy you stronger weapons, Woolver. In fact, it would buy you the entire weapons stockpile of the Interstellar All—” 
 
    “How about you dispatch that encrypted message now, MADAT?” Woolver interrupted. He squeezed the orb, then opened the palm of his hand. 
 
    “Yes, Woolver. Dispatching.” His ear device sent a signal to the orb, which unfurled tiny blades. The blades began to spin, and the orb took off over the mountain’s edge with a faint whir, heading for Axiopolis. 
 
    “Check team status,” Woolver ordered. 
 
    A holographic map of Axiopolis spread out before his eyes, and two green dots appeared. One was topped by the name Keshia. She was handling the ground rebellion and would receive the message first, then pass it on to his second friend, Vondor-3, before he headed into the mines tomorrow to manage the underground uprising. Woolver was in charge of creating a massive diversion within the Remnant stronghold and opening the main gates. 
 
    The dots were green, indicating that none of his friends were requesting help. So, why had Count Drakir left the stronghold if he wasn’t investigating the uprising? “What are you up to, my sneaky little rodent?” Woolver wondered. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 A Piece of Scrap 
 
      
 
    Trinket made her way through the bustling streets of Axiopolis. A late afternoon breeze brought in a poignant smell of ocean salt and seaweed, although it failed to dissipate the heat of the day. 
 
    The citizens of the town rushed to get their last shopping done before heading home. No one wanted to be caught in the streets of Axiopolis by nightfall. 
 
    Noticeably, the town was filled with A’hmun and Civican women. There were also the rare Lluunides and Vunkotune beings, though whether these were females was up for debate. Remnants usually avoided sending women into the mines, preferring to use them as servants to keep the town running, prepare food, watch over the children, and clean their stronghold. 
 
    “Move aside, piece of scrap!” A short woman snarled in the Alliance tongue, commonly used in Axiopolis. The Civican, with ears as big as her head and vertical eyelids blinking over huge black eyeballs, walked purposefully in the middle of the narrow street, forcing Trinket to step aside to let her pass. 
 
    Empty’s voice burst into Trinket’s ear. “Move over yourself, useless albagull. Squawk! Squawk!” 
 
    Trinket covered her mouth with her hand to stop a giggle. “Quiet, Empty!” she muttered, glancing back to see if the woman had overheard Empty’s insult, but the Civican hurried on and disappeared behind the street corner. “I really need to change your reply settings. You can’t go memorizing and repeating every slander I say under my breath. It’s not proper.” 
 
    Empty was quick with his reply. “And they can’t go about accusing you of being a botched experiment, Trin. You are not a piece of scrap pasted together by a mad scientist. You are a fully functional being with complex awareness and emotions.” 
 
    Trinket dropped her gaze to the ground. Empty had avoided calling her a mortal being. “Thanks, Empty,” she said hollowly. In truth, she was probably just that: a piece of high-end artificial intelligence put together by a twisted scientific mind. Axiopolis was filled with lab researchers who had fled the Interstellar Alliance after being chased away for working on dubious (and often dangerous) experiments. Proof that these so-called scientists resided in Axiopolis was evident by the creations they set loose in the town: contorted androids with doll heads, robots with limbs sticking out in the wrong places, walking computers with incomplete AI-coding… These distorted experiments either ended up in the scrap yard or, if they were functional enough, in the mines. People had a deep distrust of them. 
 
    “I have to get out of here, Empty,” Trinket said with renewed conviction. She had been lucky so far. She had avoided falling under the radar of the Remnants. She had made herself useful by helping to care for the orphans, thus avoiding gruesome hours of work cleaning the stronghold or digging in the mines. But today, that luck had run out. 
 
    “I need those four-hundred modicums,” she stated, stepping with determined strides toward her destination. The shop she was heading for would close in five minutes. With a bit of luck, the shop owner had sold Trinket’s very last item. That would give her an extra three-hundred modicums. Then she would only be another one-hundred modicums away from getting off-world with the little orphan boy! 
 
    The Your Trash, My Treasure store window was so dirty and filled with odds-and-ends that Trinket could barely see inside. 
 
    “Hide, Trin!” Empty burst out. 
 
    Trinket stepped back in alarm. “What?” She stuck against the wall, away from the window. 
 
    “I detect three Remnant soldiers inside the store.” 
 
    Trinket caught her breath. Plucking up courage, she peeked through the window and found a Civican man reaching for a plant with silver flowers on a dirty shelf. 
 
    The stocky shop owner spotted her. His compound ears flipped back, his big black eyes widened, and he shook his head in a barely perceptible manner. Don’t come in, he was signaling. Without waiting for her to react, he straightened and handed the plant to a Remnant dressed in a black robe standing behind him. The Remnant took it without providing any modicums in return. 
 
    Trinket recognized him. “Count Drakir’s secretary!” she exclaimed. She had spotted the lanky Remnant going into Babbo’s shack earlier. Everyone in town knew him as Riker. He was the face of the Remnant oppression, seeing as Count Drakir wouldn’t stoop as low as to show himself to the public. 
 
    Trinket had seen enough. She slid away, scrunching her eyebrows. In a single day, the Remnants had taken possession of her only source of income. The plants that she had so painstakingly grown by the side of her former home were now in enemy hands. 
 
    What could they possibly want with them? They were a source of wealth and medicine for Trinket. Sales of these particular plants had provided her modicums over the years, and the crushed silver flowers formed a soothing balm that she used to heal blisters forming on her stump. Babbo had called these plants Silver Galandalums. He had taught her how to grow them from seed and benefit from their healing properties. 
 
    But what could that little wealth possibly mean for the Remnants? Did Count Drakir want the plants to adorn his much-talked-about pool? Greenery was a luxury on this dry planet. Maybe that was all there was to it. Maybe it was just the Silver Galandalums they were interested in, not her. But I can’t risk everything on a hunch. 
 
    “Trin, the shopkeeper gave away your last Silver Galandalum. You have none left to sell,” Empty stated. 
 
    Trinket didn’t know how to respond. She hobbled away from the store, wandering aimlessly, as the shadows lengthened and dusk descended on Axiopolis. The end of her leg stump was beginning to seriously ache from the strains of the day. Grains of sand had somehow gotten into the liner and scratched her skin. 
 
    She thought of the shopkeeper. He was a tough, surly man—a forgivable trait given that his only son had died in the mines soon after the Remnant invasion. Nonetheless, his heart was in the right place, and she didn’t think he would reveal her identity to the Remnants. But then again, the Remnants could be cruel and persuasive. It was best she didn’t count on his silence. 
 
    “I can’t go back to the orphanage tonight, Empty,” Trinket said finally. The realization struck her. She had always had a trick up her sleeve to pay Stinge for a safe night’s lodging off the streets. She had never gone home empty-handed. She didn’t think Stinge would snitch on her. The A’hmun woman was smart enough to stay away from the Remnants. But she was also greedy. Very greedy. “Stinge won’t let me in unless I give her modicums, and I can’t afford to give her anything right now.” She thought of the orphans. They would be wondering why she hadn’t come home yet. Who will make their dinner tonight? 
 
    “You can’t stay out in the open, either, Trin,” Empty noted. 
 
    Trinket pictured Empty as a robot with arms that could give her a hug. She turned a corner and found a crowd gathered in front of Axio Pub, waiting for it to open for the night. There were all kinds of aliens—including Remnants. Fermented seaweed drink seemed to be the only thing that united the different peoples of Axiopolis. 
 
    Trinket watched from a distance. Twilight had settled, and the light splashing out of the pub windows offered the only comfort around her. Although she couldn’t join the crowd, the presence of other people drew her to the pub, and she headed along its side into a closed alley filled with boxes, metal junk, and a rickety scaffold lining one wall. It wouldn’t have surprised Trinket if the owners had intended to give the pub a new coat of paint when the Remnant invasion foiled their plans. Many Axiopolis buildings suffered the same fate. But, for now, it was as good a hiding place as any, and, in any case, it was high time she took care of her leg. 
 
    She clambered over rusty poles and slid out of sight, leaning against some broken arcade gaming consoles—then immediately regretted her actions. 
 
    “C-c-c-can I of-fer you a d-drink?” The voice belonged to a discarded droid. All that was left was its metal frame, emotionless face, and a bowtie around its neck. The neck hung on to the rest of the body by a mere cable. “C-c-c… c-c-can I… o-f-f,” it stuttered, “a d d-d-d-drink-k-k…” 
 
    Trinket found its off switch, flipped it, and watched the droid wind down. Do I have an off switch, too? 
 
    “Look, Trin,” Empty said. “The droid is wearing a plug.” 
 
    It was. 
 
    Trinket removed the unlicensed device from the droid’s ear to get a better look. She had to squint in the gloom to read the letters imprinted on it. “It’s not a plug, Empty!” she exclaimed. “I can see the Interstellar Alliance Quality Seal. It’s a thirty-year-old MADAT Device, a simple service model. But it’s the real thing. Like you!” 
 
    MADAT Inc. kept a close tab on every device it created after handing out one per Alliance citizen at their birth or artificial creation. Finding not one but two official MT Devices outside the borders of the Interstellar Alliance was like winning the Wanderer’s Supermarket Lottery or discovering the last gold nuggets in the dry riverbeds of Vunkotune twice! 
 
    But then, Trinket groaned as she analyzed the inside of the device. “Oh, too bad.” Her shoulders drooped. “The casing is intact, but the inner wiring is scorched.” 
 
    “You don’t need two MADAT Devices,” Empty said. “Possessing two MADAT Devices is illegal. I am enough.” 
 
    Trinket snorted. “Yes, indeed, Empty. You are quite a handful all on your own.” 
 
    Empty didn’t pause. “You must remove my core hardware from its casing and place it into this more modern version.” 
 
    “What? No way!” 
 
    “The casing on this more modern device will mold to your ear. There will be less risk of me falling off.” 
 
    Trinket fell silent. 
 
    Empty insisted. “You won’t be able to get on the Shuttle if I fall off your ear, Trin. It has happened before.” 
 
    Trinket knew that Empty was right. If she lost Empty, she was done for. Not only because she wouldn’t be able to get off-world but because she would be losing her closest friend. 
 
    “I don’t know, Empty.” She glanced around the dark, cluttered area. A small light on a service door of the pub stretched gnarly shadows against the alley wall. 
 
    “What if I damage you during the transfer?” she asked, trying to delay the inevitable. She knew she could do it, but loneliness loomed. 
 
    “You won’t,” Empty stated. 
 
    Still, Trinket hesitated. She stared at the abandoned droid next to her. She could see its inactive heart among the metal bones. It was a transparent, oblong thing filled with liquid electricity and thin wiring. Is that what my heart looks like? 
 
    How could such a small apparatus contain so many emotions? She closed her hand around the droid’s heart and pulled gently. It came out with ease. “Sorry, Droid,” she whispered, putting the heart away in her leg drawer. “I might need this someday.” 
 
    “The droid can’t hear you, Trin. It has been deactivated,” Empty said. 
 
    “I know, Empty.” Trinket swallowed. “How long will it take you to reboot?” 
 
    “An estimated four hours and thirteen minutes.” 
 
    That wasn’t too bad. 
 
    “Fine,” she sighed. “See you in a bit, then.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Trin,” Empty switched itself off. 
 
    Trin threw away Empty’s old adult casing and replaced it with the newer one. The whole operation took ten minutes, and only because she was extra careful. She placed the device around her ear again and felt it curve around the back, molding into shape until it sat tightly without hurting her. 
 
    Then, at last, she got to peel off the socket and liner from her leg stump and massage some feeling back into her muscles and irritated skin. Her carbon fiber leg had been exposed to humidity and sea salt, which would further corrode the screws and bolts. Had she been at the orphanage, she would have unscrewed all the parts, then washed and dried them—a painstaking but necessary chore. But she was alone, hiding in a risky part of town in the middle of the night. This was not a good time to be without her prosthetic leg. “Sorry, Champ,” she told it, wiping away sand and grime as best she could, then putting it back on. “That’s the best I can do for now.” 
 
    She settled on the hard ground and struggled to catch some sleep while waiting for Empty to reboot. Sounds of laughter and buzzing conversation came from the pub, but all she could think of were the skeletal remains of the droid lying next to her. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 Axio Pub 
 
      
 
    Woolver crossed his arms over his chest as he watched the mysterious comings-and-goings from Count Drakir’s spaceship. The cylindrical Class One spacecraft had landed on the Remnant Off-World Terminal an hour ago. Woolver had found a window within the stronghold where he could observe the unusual activity. He wasn’t the only one who was wondering what was going on. 
 
    Many onlookers gathered around and whispered of unrest as they watched the bodies of nine Remnant soldiers being brought out of the spaceship on stretchers. Drakir and his Secretary were the only ones who had returned unharmed. It wasn’t uncommon for Remnants to get killed in skirmishes in the mines and in town, but it astounded Woolver that Drakir had been involved this time. The Count didn’t strike Woolver as a man of action who would put himself in harm’s way. 
 
    Enigmatic boxes that had to be carried by six soldiers followed the nine stretchers out of the spacecraft and were brought deep into the lower dungeons of the stronghold. Woolver discovered that even the soldiers who stood guard at the entrance to the dungeons didn’t know what they were protecting. 
 
    An empty feeling opened up in the pit of Woolver’s stomach. What if the boxes contain weapons? What if Drakir is aware that a major insurrection is brewing? Where and why did nine soldiers die? He almost regretted having sent his encrypted message confirming tomorrow’s Rise-and-Shine. Crippling doubt assailed him. 
 
    These feelings were new to him—being hesitant, uncertain. Where are my razor-sharp instincts? Where’s my fearless inner fire? He used to make decisions in the spur of the moment. He used to be sure of his choices. But the Remnants had ruined things for him because he had underestimated them once before, on the planet Thypso. 
 
    Back then, he had thought the Remnants were fractioned, dimwitted raiders incapable of organizing themselves. 
 
    He had been wrong. 
 
    Not only were these mysterious aliens smart, coordinated, and a tightly knit community; he suspected they represented a vast population, most of whom lurked on spaceships somewhere in the galaxy. 
 
    Woolver tightened his fists while pacing the corridor. He needed to reconvene with his companions to find out if they knew anything or had noticed any other suspicious movements from the Remnants. 
 
    He rushed to his room to remove his heavy Remnant armor and change into more comfortable civilian clothing. Then he headed to the inner enclosure of the stronghold and out through its main gates. 
 
    “Heading to the pub!” he called out to the guards with a vague gesture. They chuckled back. Meeting with Keshia and Vondor-3 so close to Rise-and-Shine was risky, but underestimating the Remnants like last time could be fatal. 
 
    Woolver headed into town without delay, hoping to catch at least one of his companions at the pub. The sign on top of the establishment blinked on and off, accompanied by occasional sizzling sounds as the old lightbulbs struggled to function. One of the arms on the letter ‘X’ had fallen, so that it looked like the pub was called AYIO PUB instead of AXIO PUB. 
 
    The pungent smell of rotten seaweed wafted into the street when Woolver opened the door. The place was crowded and rowdy. Pints of fermented drinks passed around faster than he could count, and every table was taken. He squeezed his way through the crowd, most of whom stayed away from a group of Remnant soldiers standing arrogantly by the bar. One of them caught Woolver’s eye. 
 
    Woolver ducked his head and dove through a thick group of A’hmuns. He reached the back of the pub but found no sign of his friends. He retraced his steps, keeping an eye out whenever the front door opened and a new group of people entered. 
 
    “Do I know you from somewhere?” The Remnant soldier who had been staring at him earlier blocked his way. He spoke in broken Alliance, probably unaware that Woolver spoke Remnant. 
 
    Woolver’s stance hardened. “I imagine so,” he answered. “You must have taken my hand-to-hand combat training at the stronghold.” 
 
    The Remnant eyed him over the edge of his jug. “Mmm,” he said thoughtfully, licking frothy foam from his upper lip. “I don’t think so. I just arrived on Kepra-2 yesterday.” 
 
    Woolver tensed. “Ah, welcome to Kepra-2, then. And feel free to join the training tomorrow.” He tried to step forward, but the Remnant kept barring his way. 
 
    “You’re a Plethoran,” he stated, frowning. “It’s quite rare to run into a Plethoran so far away from home… and giving Remnants hand-to-hand combat at that. How odd!” 
 
    “Indeed,” Woolver replied coldly. “Count Drakir made the same comment when he hired me.” He glanced over the Remnant’s head. “Now, excuse me, I must return to the stronghold.” I need to get out of here. Coming to the pub had been a very bad idea. 
 
    He was about to sidestep past the soldier when something sharp dug into his side. 
 
    “Just a minute,” the soldier said in a low voice. 
 
    Woolver glanced down and noticed the laserbolt that the Remnant was aiming at him. 
 
    The soldier searched the crowds for his companions, but the other Remnants had left without him. He leaned in so only Woolver could hear, “You and I are going to have a little chat.” He nudged his head, indicating a service door. “Outside. Now!” he ordered. 
 
    Woolver considered his options. Disarming the soldier amid the overcrowded pub would be messy. He would have to take his chances outside before the soldier could call for help. 
 
    With his instincts on high alert, Woolver obliged. He pushed the service door open and found himself in a side alley beside the pub, the deadly weapon pressing hard into his back. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 The Last Pouch 
 
      
 
    The Remnant soldier threw his half-full jug against the pub wall, still holding the weapon against Woolver’s back with his other hand. It crashed into pieces, and sticky froth oozed to the ground. Next, he searched Woolver’s pockets, removing and casting aside his laserbolt to leave Woolver defenseless. Finally, he shoved Woolver in the back, indicating he should turn around, so they were facing each other, standing a few feet apart. 
 
    Woolver waited, his whiskers twitching, as he looked for a moment to strike, but his attacker stayed at a safe distance from him. 
 
    The service door swung shut, muffling conversations from inside the pub, and Woolver and the Remnant were left alone, glaring at each other under a dim light hanging above the door. 
 
    Woolver’s pupils widened, his sight adapting to the darkness. He took a few steps back, having noticed heaps of rusting metal poles and pub garbage stacked at the end of the alley behind him. He needed to find a makeshift weapon to defend himself. 
 
    The Remnant shadowed his steps, his pinprick eyes glinting. “I’ve seen you before,” he said, scrutinizing him. “On Thypso.” 
 
    Woolver’s heart dropped. 
 
    “From what I remember,” the soldier drooled, “you weren’t very friendly to my kin back then. In fact, it was quite the opposite. I saw you attack a horde of Remnants during the Thypso uprising. I’m surprised you would dare show your face around here. I guess harmless-looking blue-furs all look the same.” He considered Woolver. “What should I do with you?” he spoke half to himself. “Bring you in for questioning?” He paused, then smirked. “Or kill you?” 
 
    Woolver glanced around. He was still too far from the garbage pile. And he was too far from the Remnant. The soldier would shoot faster than he could lunge. “You are playing with fire,” he snarled, anxious to gain time. “I told you before: Count Drakir hired me himself. Do you think he will be pleased if you kill me?” 
 
    The Remnant’s face darkened as he considered Woolver’s words, then he growled, “I’ll take my chances.” He raised the laserbolt, his finger curling around the trigger. 
 
    Just then, a round object flew past Woolver’s ear and smacked into the Remnant’s hand just as he fired. A sharp beam shot out of the laserbolt as it was knocked into the air. 
 
    Woolver ducked. Too late! The beam crackled through the air and burned his side. His knees buckled, and he held back a cry as the world spun. Blinking rapidly, trying not to lose consciousness, Woolver spotted a droid’s head with a bowtie around its neck slam against the pub wall. It rolled on the ground next to the laserbolt. 
 
    The Remnant saw it. 
 
    Woolver saw it. 
 
    They both lunged. 
 
    Woolver dove for the weapon, but the Remnant kicked it away and it slid under a heap of poles. Woolver grasped the soldier’s shirt, sending them both tumbling to the ground. They rolled over several times until they smashed into a mound of boxes and garbage bags. The force of the blow destabilized rusting scaffolds placed against the wall behind the bags. 
 
    Woolver saw the whole structure wobble. 
 
    He broke free of the Remnant and dove to the side just as the structure came crashing down with a deafening noise. The Remnant screamed. Woolver threw his arms over his head and curled up into a ball to protect himself from the metal poles rolling and bouncing his way. Torn garbage bags spilled their contents on top of the Remnant; then all went quiet. 
 
    Woolver grimaced and dragged himself to a sitting position. The falling poles hadn’t hit him too severely, but the shot wound burned at his side. 
 
    Clank! 
 
    A tiny sound alerted him to another presence to his left. That was the direction the droid head had come from. 
 
    “Who’s there?” he panted, pressing a hand below his ribs. He sensed that he was not alone, but nothing moved. “You can come out. Don’t be afraid.” His wound gnawed at him, spreading to his spine and making him groan. 
 
    A girl with a scarf headband appeared. She peeked at him from behind a stack of boxes, probably judging whether it was safe to come out. 
 
    Just then, the service door to the pub swung open and loud voices erupted into the alley. 
 
    The girl’s eyes widened, and she dove back behind the boxes. Woolver clamped his hand over the wound and ducked after her. 
 
    “Blazing ions! What happened here?” a small Civican yelled, taking in the clutter. He wore an apron with the faded letters AXIO PUB printed on it. “Oh, quarks, Brother, the scaffolds have toppled over. Now it’s an even bigger mess than before. I told you to get rid of it!” 
 
    “Me?” a second Civican retorted. “You’re in charge of the garbage, Brother. You never do anything around here.” He waved his hand dismissively at the chaos and stomped back to the door. The first one followed him, and they both returned to the pub, quarreling. 
 
    Tension melted off Woolver’s shoulders, and he slumped back, letting out a long puff of breath. 
 
    The young girl crouched not far from him, staring at him with intense sapphire blue eyes, poised as if ready to flee. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Woolver said, wincing. “I won’t hurt you.” He lifted the side of his shirt carefully. A few drops of gold-colored blood oozed out of a dark hole just below his ribs, and half his side was turning a bruised dark blue as if the Remnant had hit him with a bat. He groaned, more out of anger at himself than out of pain. He didn’t need this, not with Rise-and-Shine a day away. 
 
    The girl approached, her stance softening as she glanced at the wound. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Woolver said, covering the injury. She was too young to be dealing with pub fights and nasty weapon injuries. 
 
    “Show me,” she said determinedly, dragging herself the short distance between them. She lifted the side of his shirt herself to examine the damage, then frowned in concentration as if trying to decide something. 
 
    He thought she was probably A’hmun, judging from her typical A’hmun features, warm beige skin, and sunburnt cheeks the color of the ochre dust on Kepra-2, though Woolver wasn’t quite sure. There was something odd about her, and it wasn’t just the color of her eyes. 
 
    Seeming to have come to a decision, she swiped aside her desert robe and revealed a prosthetic limb. 
 
    Ah! That made more sense. She’s probably an android or a cyborg. 
 
    She must have guessed his thoughts because she wouldn’t meet his eyes. 
 
    He considered telling her not to worry. It didn’t matter to him whether she was a robot with life-like traits or a living being with robot parts. He had met so many of both specimens in his lifetime that it made no difference to him what she was, but he figured it might come off as rude if he pointed this out. So he remained silent and watched as she pressed a button on the front of her prosthetic leg. A hidden compartment sprung open in the tibia area. 
 
    Woolver stared at the cleverly integrated pocket. 
 
    Still avoiding his eyes, she pulled out a small plastic pouch from the compartment and quickly covered her prosthetic leg again. 
 
    Woolver tried to lighten the mood. “That was a brave thing you did, throwing that droid head just now. You saved my life.” 
 
    The girl didn’t reply, too focused on the little pouch she now held. It was filled with dried silver flowers. Woolver wondered what she was planning to do with them. 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked, hoping that small talk might release some tension between them. The whole attack couldn’t have been pleasant for her to witness. “Mine’s Woolver Talandrin.” 
 
    She barely glanced at him. “Trin Astera,” she said curtly, then swore under her breath. 
 
    “Astera?” The name rang a bell in Woolver’s mind. “Uh-oh. Did I land in the hands of the fearsome mobster clan?” He was teasing, but—blistering quarks!—he hadn’t planned on getting involved with the local mob. 
 
    The girl bit her lip, and Woolver realized she had lied. Using the mobster’s family name had been her way of saying, “Don’t mess with me, or I’ll send my murderous family after you.” 
 
    Smart! He fought back a smile and watched her search for something else. 
 
    “I need water and a small jar,” she said, searching through the nearby garbage with her eyes. “Or a bowl.” 
 
    Woolver pointed at the headless droid. “Check the robot. It must have an integrated humidifier that kept its biotechnological skin moist.” 
 
    She hesitated for a brief instant, clearly unhappy with the prospect, but then searched under the droid’s exposed rib cage. 
 
    Woolver heard her mutter, “Sorry, Droid,” as she pulled out the humidifier. 
 
    Her words startled him. If the girl was an android, she came with a complex emotion program that included empathy. Sophisticated androids like that were rare, expensive and uncommon outside the Alliance. He’d have to be careful not to hurt her feelings, even if they were synthetic. 
 
    Trin unscrewed the lid of the humidifier, nodded in approval when she glanced inside and proceeded to empty the contents of the pouch into the water it still contained. She crushed the dried petals with the tip of her fingers and kept mixing them until a creamy paste formed. 
 
    Curious, Woolver let her apply the ointment onto the wound. The effect was instant. The burning sensation lessened, and a coolness spread over the affected area. 
 
    “Wow!” Woolver exclaimed, genuinely impressed. “What’s this stuff?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s just a healing remedy I learned about. It should stop the wound from getting infected. Apply it twice a day until you run out.” She screwed the lid back on the humidifier and handed him the receptacle but seemed reluctant to let go. 
 
    Woolver glanced at her and noticed a tear rolling down her cheek. “What’s the matter?” he asked in alarm. She really was an advanced artificial being! 
 
    “Nothing,” she sniffed, letting go of the ointment. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 Coming into Awareness 
 
      
 
    That was it. Trinket had officially lost her last merchandise today. Strangely, it wasn’t that she had just used up the last Silver Galandalums that made her pause. Rather, by giving away the last thing that had linked her to Babbo, a sudden flood of crystal-clear memories of the Old Scientist flashed before her eyes. 
 
    Babbo, telling her stories around a campfire. Babbo, teaching her to read and write in the common language of the Interstellar Alliance. Babbo, arguing with her about mathematics, history, and planetary science. Babbo, tinkering away for hours in the back room, peering through a monocle caught between the folds of his right eye. Babbo, lost in an envelope of melancholy, becoming ever more distant and morose with age; his last glimmer of quiet contentment extinguishing with the arrival of the Remnants. He had passed away within a month of their coming. 
 
    She had heard a little girl call her father Babbo at the Kepran market and had timidly tried it on the old man. When he hadn’t reacted, she had continued using the name until she had convinced herself that that was what he really was: her father and creator. She wouldn’t have been alive—she wouldn’t have come into awareness—if it hadn’t been for him. 
 
    She thought of the Remnants, who would have found Babbo’s book by now. She could still picture the old man writing symbols in it with painstaking accuracy. She had seen him flip lovingly through its pages many, many times, and, although the book had formed an important part of his life, it was not a part he had been willing to share with her. And so, out of respect and because it hadn’t felt right to delve deeper into something he hadn’t wanted to share with her in life, she had buried him along with his book and his secrets. 
 
    She wiped her cheek gruffly with the back of her hand, realizing that the old man’s secrets were out in the open again. It was as if his tomb had been desecrated twice: not only in body but in memory. 
 
    She glanced at the empty pouch in her hand, then crumpled it tightly in her fist and pulled away from Woolver. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” the Plethoran said, grabbing her wrist and yanking her back to the present. The softness of his short fur startled her. She had never met a Plethoran before. Plethorans were mostly known for their farming abilities, which made Woolver’s presence so far away from home all the more intriguing. 
 
    Although it wasn’t a tight grasp, and she couldn’t read his intentions from his sharp cheekbones marked with gold-hued blood veins, she eyed the Plethoran warily. For all she knew, this troublemaker could be a hired assassin of the Astera family himself. She wished she hadn’t blurted out that mobster name earlier. 
 
    What was his name again? Woolver-Something-or-Other… Trinket stopped trying to remember. It was safer to forget the names of questionable characters one came across in dark Axiopolis alleys—even Plethoran ones. 
 
    “What are you doing here, anyway?” he asked. His dark eyes, occasionally broken by glints of deep gold and cyan blue, were stern but not unkind. “It’s not safe for you to be out in Axiopolis at night. Don’t you have somewhere to stay?” He released her. 
 
    She pulled in her arm, senses on high alert, but didn’t move away. It was best if they left on good terms so she wouldn’t have to worry about him or the Astera family coming after her later. “I was actually on my way home.” 
 
    He raised a gold-hued eyebrow. “In a garbage pile at the back of a pub?” 
 
    Trinket had had enough. She stood with care, testing that her stump hadn’t loosened in her socket. 
 
    “I know your name isn’t Astera,” he said, his voice gentle. “And that’s fine. It’s best to keep your real name to yourself. But you can’t stay out here. You risk running into ruffians—” he broke into a half-grin, showing a couple of short but sharp canines, “—like me.” 
 
    Trinket relaxed a bit. For some reason, the Plethoran didn’t seem threatening. He hadn’t moved from his sitting position and was still pressing his hand against his wound. Even wearing a prosthetic leg, she believed she had a good chance of outrunning him. “I wasn’t planning on staying out here,” she lied, “I was on my way to the orphanage.” She caught herself. Quarks! Why did I say that? Not that it mattered. She would be in Omopolis by tomorrow, even if it meant sneaking on board the Shuttle. 
 
    “You live with the Stinge-woman?” Woolver exclaimed, then shook his head in disgust. “That’s one nasty person!” 
 
    Trinket broke into a quick smile, surprised that he had heard of the orphanage caretaker and would speak out against her. 
 
    “Listen,” he said, searching through a side pocket of his desert robe, “I can never repay you for saving my life, but what I have is yours.” He pulled out a wad of modicums and stretched out his arm to hand them to her. “Take them!” he said. 
 
    Trinket shook her head, stepping back. She couldn’t very well take payment from an Astera assassin, could she? 
 
    “I insist!” he said, waving the modicums at her. “I’ve heard of that awful woman. She would sell off her own parents to get rich. But, until Axiopolis is a safer town, the orphanage is still the best place for you to stay. This will keep you off the streets for a good while. Just don’t give it to her all at once!” 
 
    Trinket hesitated. The man was offering her a way out of here. She had to accept the modicums to save the little orphan boy. 
 
    Seeing her hesitate, Woolver stood stiffly, his tall frame rising above her. “And… er… I would highly appreciate you keeping our little encounter to yourself. Trust me. You wouldn’t want the Remnants to hear about this.” 
 
    Trinket didn’t need convincing. 
 
    Something clicked in her ear. She had totally forgotten about Empty. The device whirred on as it finished rebooting. “Goodnight, Trin,” it repeated. 
 
    Not now, Empty! 
 
    “The casing transfer was a success,” Empty informed her. “All my functions are optim— Oh! Who’s this?” A hologram that only Trinket could see scanned the facial features of the Plethoran standing in front of her. Almost immediately, a big red X-mark flashed before her eyes. 
 
    “Warning! Dangerous individual! Warning!” Empty’s voice burst out in her ear. 
 
    Trinket reeled. 
 
    An image of the Plethoran’s face scrolled before her with the words WOOLVER TALANDRIN, CITIZEN OF PLETHORA, #1 TERRORIST flashing below it. 
 
    “Trin, this man is on the Most Wanted List of the Interstellar Alliance Law Enforcement,” Empty warned. 
 
    Trinket snatched the wad of modicums out of Woolver’s hand. “I have to go!” she blurted out, whirling around and half-sprinting, half-hopping down the alley. 
 
    “Hey!” the Plethoran yelled after her. “Stay off the streets tomorrow, d’you hear?” 
 
    That sounded like a threat. Trinket had no idea what he meant, and she wasn’t about to stick around to find out. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 The Orphanage 
 
      
 
    Trinket hurried through the streets of Axiopolis, hugging the walls of the houses and staying in the shadows. She had exerted herself too much climbing down the cliff and urgently needed to rest her leg stump. She felt the thick wad of modicums in her hand. Woolver must have given her at least two thousand of them! The combined amount of the physical modicums and her virtual modicums, would easily cover Stinge’s orphanage fee and get her and the little orphan boy to Omopolis. They might even be able to scrape by with whatever was left! 
 
    Having reached the neighborhood of the orphanage, she hid behind a street corner and checked for any sign of life. The houses were dark and quiet. 
 
    “Empty? Do you detect any Remnant soldiers?” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence, then Empty replied. “No, Trin. My infra-red scan is not detecting any moving body heat sources in the vicinity.” 
 
    “Good.” She nodded approvingly. “I’m going to put you away now. The next time we talk, we’ll be on our way to Space Central.” Hearing her own words, she silently clapped her hands together. 
 
    “Very good, Trin. Would you like to input your identity before I switch off?” 
 
    Trinket stopped cheering. “Hmm, good idea. Might as well get that out of the way.” She crouched down and opened her leg compartment. “Initiate identity input.” 
 
    “Yes, Trin.” The device whirred softly, and a hologram unfolded before Trinket’s eyes. While Empty scrolled through its programming to pull up the identity file from deep within its core memory, Trinket separated four-hundred modicums from the wad and stuffed the rest into her leg compartment. 
 
    Her MT Device opened up the identity form and said, “Please enter your full name.” 
 
    Trinket didn’t hesitate. “Trin Moonrise,” she said. 
 
    “Please enter your date of birth.” 
 
    Trinket calculated. “The year one thousand three hundred and twenty-seven a.i.a.[1] of the Third Quadrant.” She counted again, just to be sure. The Interstellar Alliance date system was accurate but tricky. Even though Kepra-2 didn’t belong to the Interstellar Alliance, its time system had been adopted by all inhabited planets of the Magnus Star Cluster. 
 
    “That makes you thirteen, Trin. Do you accept this?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Please enter your place of birth.” 
 
    Trinket paused. She had initially meant to say Kepra-2, but her options were wide open at this point. “Skyport, Civicus-3,” she decided. There. Now she was born in one of the major cities of the Interstellar Alliance. At this rate, she might even be able to settle on one of the beautiful Alliance planets one day! She smiled at the thought. 
 
    “Please enter your address of residency.” 
 
    Her brain scrambled. “Er… Number seven, Market Street, Skyport, Civicus-3.” Any location would do, but still, she held her breath, having no idea if the address existed. 
 
    A moment of silence, then, “Identity input completed. Please review and confirm the data.” 
 
    Trinket double-checked the information, then puffed out a breath of air. This is it. “Identity confirmed.” 
 
    “Very well. Identity confirmed and imprinted. Congratulations, Trin Moonrise of Skyport.” 
 
    Trinket grinned. “Thanks, Empty. You’re the best.” 
 
    “Yes, I am. My generation of MT Devices was the most advanced of its time.” 
 
    Trinket snorted. “No need to brag,” she teased, then giggled. “Go to sleep, Empty.” 
 
    “Yes, Trin. Goodnight.” The device switched itself off. 
 
    Still grinning, Trinket removed the device from her ear, slipped it into her leg compartment, and closed the lid. After a rough night on the streets, things had turned out quite well. Empty had a malleable casing, and she had sufficient modicums to get off-world. 
 
    Dawn was a couple of hours away, enough time to gather her few belongings and get the little boy ready for their big departure. They would take the first hovertrain out of Axiopolis. Her stomach was empty again, and she had run out of sea crunchumbers. Some food and sleep would have been nice, but she couldn’t afford to delay until she had safely lifted off from Space Central. Only then would she be able to drop her guard. 
 
    She stood, straightened her desert robe, and took a deep breath. Then, she stepped confidently towards the orphanage, holding the four-hundred modicums tightly. A camera in the wall of the orphanage scanned her iris, and the door slid open. 
 
    Whew! At least Stinge didn’t lock me out. 
 
    She stepped into a short, musty vestibule, which led to a set of dysfunctional automatic stairs. Nervous children would always run up them because—once in a while—the stair mechanism would unexpectedly jerk to life, startling whoever was on them and knocking them over. 
 
    On the ground floor behind the stairs lay a large room that had once been a classroom, but it had fallen into disuse after the arrival of the Remnants. There was no time to learn numbers and letters when one worked in the mines. 
 
    Trinket couldn’t run up the automatic stairs, so she grabbed the railing and carefully climbed the steps. 
 
    She reached the landing on the first floor and found that Stinge had installed a new camera on the apartment door. She cursed under her breath. Axiopolis was unsafe, but Stinge was really exaggerating on the security side of things. The woman had an innate fear of the outer world, preferring to hunker behind the closed doors of her orphanage and send children to do her bidding outside. 
 
    “She wouldn’t last a day out there,” Trinket muttered, scanning her retina again and entering the apartment. 
 
    The first floor was divided into three areas: a main room with a run-down kitchen against the wall to Trinket’s left, a dining table in the middle, and two doors on the opposite wall, one leading to a large bedroom for the orphans and the other, to a smaller bedroom for Stinge. 
 
    Trinket found the kitchen shrouded in silence. She felt her way through the darkness and left the modicums at the edge of the rickety table. It was enough for two nights of lodging. Stinge wouldn’t go looking for her until well into the following evening when it would be time for Trinket to bring a new sum of modicums. A couple of almost empty boxes of dried seaweed remained by the sink, and Trinket suspected that Stinge had sent the orphans to bed on half-empty stomachs. Crippling doubt seeped into her mind. Who will take care of them? Who will cook their meals? 
 
    She pressed her lips together into a fine line and tiptoed hurriedly to the children’s room before she could second-guess herself. She would find a way to smuggle the rest of the orphans over to Omopolis as soon as she was established there. But first, she needed to save the little boy because she knew, deep down, that of all the orphans, he wouldn’t survive the harsh conditions in the mines. 
 
    There was no time to waste. She reached for the little boy on the top bunk… only to find his bed empty. What? She stood on the tips of her toes to peek at the mattress. He truly wasn’t there! A little rag doll that she had made him stared at her with an indifferent smile, leaning against his pillow. 
 
    She clasped it and rushed to her own bunk but found it empty as well. She searched around the room, trying to make out the features of the children sleeping soundly in their bunks. The little boy wasn’t in any of them. Clinging onto the doll, Trinket rushed back into the main room and bumped straight into Stinge. 
 
    The woman was leaning against her bedroom door. Since Trinket was tall for her age, both woman and girl glared at each other almost at eye level. 
 
    “Is this when you get home, then?” the A’hmun woman growled in a low voice, clipping her black hair in a messy tangle of curls above her head. 
 
    Trinket flinched. 
 
    Stinge moved away from the door, which slid open, and Trinket saw a small form lying on the woman’s bed. Catching her breath, Trinket stepped forward, but Stinge barred the way. She grabbed the girl’s shoulders and shoved her backward. 
 
    “Sit!” she ordered, no longer attempting to speak quietly. 
 
    Trinket stumbled into a stool, her back knocking into the dining table. The modicums she’d left there scattered to the floor. She braced herself for Stinge’s scathing reprimand. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what I’ve been through?” the woman raged. The little boy whimpered from her bedroom. “You rusting piece of scrap! How dare you come in here at this hour! I’ve been sitting here all night, waiting for you. Not a word, not a glimmer of help, has come from you. Do you realize the serious danger you have put me in by not coming home? Serious danger, I tell you! Not that you would care. All you ever think about is yourself. Not a fleeting thought for your devoted Auntie Stinge, even when her life hangs on the line. Do you know who came in here last night? Well, do you?” 
 
    The woman paused for effect, and Trinket gripped the doll. 
 
    “The Remnants were here last night looking for you, you good-for-nothing piece of metal. And not just any Remnants. Count Solomon Drakir’s Secretary himself! He stood in this very room. Do you understand what I’m saying? Secretary Riker came here to my orphanage!” Stinge fanned her face with her hand as if she was about to faint. “They were looking for you, can you believe that? And—surprise, surprise—you weren’t here! How do you think that made me look? They think I can’t run the orphanage, that I have no control over a bunch of snotlings. They threatened to send me to the mines…” She ended with an exaggerated wail. “Me! In the mines!” She let out a loud, tearless sob. 
 
    By now, several of the children had grouped by the bedroom door, wiping the sleep from their eyes, to stare fearfully at the scene. 
 
    The little boy peered out of Stinge’s room, spotted Trinket, and rushed into her arms. She wrapped him into a hug, his warm body quivering against hers, and gave him his doll. 
 
    The loving gesture fueled Stinge’s anger. “I am to deliver you at the stronghold first thing in the morning. The Count is looking for a new house cleaner. You, of all the useless pieces of scrap! I have, of course, accepted the deal. Your work there will feed us poor, hungry souls.” 
 
    Trinket stood up so fast she knocked over the stool. She held the little boy firmly by the wrist. They were going to have to fight her way out of here. She eyed the exit. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Stinge warned, waving a hand at a small panel next to her bedroom. “Input command: no one leaves the orphanage without my authorization.” 
 
    A green light blinked as it accepted the order, and Trinket heard door locks sliding into place. 
 
    “You will accompany me to the stronghold without a fuss,” Stinge threatened, glancing at the little boy, “or I will take him to the mines myself, come first light of day.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 Organic Footprint 
 
      
 
    Count Solomon Drakir woke up refreshed. He had slept well last night. He shuffled to his pool in his slippers at the break of dawn, where he let the water support his aching limbs. Yesterday’s outing had been harsh on his body, and he reveled in the cool weightlessness that enveloped him while eating a hearty plateful of ocean sharimp, albagull egg omelet, and freshly baked seaweed bread. 
 
    Still, he didn’t stay long. There was too much to do. He left the pool and his untouched third serving of breakfast, feeling lighter than he had in months. He even hummed as he dressed and headed for his office. 
 
    His Secretary arrived shortly after. 
 
    “Any news, Riker?” he asked, settling down at his desk. 
 
    “Good morning, Your Excellency. Yes, I have an update on yesterday’s lurker. The spy left footprints on the hillside. I believe they belong to an android or a cyborg of some sort.” 
 
    “An android?” Drakir sniffed. “How odd.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, Your Excellency. The Old Scientist had a room full of droid parts in his shack. The spy could possibly be one of his creations.” 
 
    Drakir drummed his meaty fingers on the table. “Hmm, I see. In that case, it is imperative that we find it.” 
 
    Riker nodded. “I have already looked into it. I believe this spy is currently employed by the orphanage. I have made sure the orphanage caretaker brings it to us.” 
 
    “Good,” Drakir said, leaning forward. “We must find out who occupied the second cryogenic chamber. Perhaps this android can provide answers. And if that person is still alive, we must find him at all costs. Do you realize what this could mean, Riker, if this man is still alive?” His face flushed from excitement. “Our search would be over. Our people would be freed of their misery!” He leaned back again. “Have this android’s memory storage removed and analyzed by our data analysts. We must find out everything it knows. And have the rest of its carbon fiber body melted. I need a deck chair for my pool.” 
 
    Riker bowed. “Of course, Your Excellency.” 
 
    “But bring it to me first. I want to see this Old Scientist’s creation for myself.” 
 
    Riker bowed again, then turned to leave. 
 
    “And… Riker?” Drakir called after him. 
 
    The Secretary paused. “Yes, Your Excellency?” 
 
    “What are our men saying about the nine dead soldiers?” 
 
    Riker’s face remained impassive. “It is under control, Your Excellency. I have spread the rumor that the nine died in an altercation with the miners. Our men are angry.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Drakir approved. “Keep stoking that rumor. Let our men blame the deaths on the miners. These nine would have prattled on about our discoveries. I had to kill them. No one other than the two of us is to know what we have uncovered—at least until I have had time to figure things out. Secrecy is crucial, do you understand?” 
 
    “I do, Your Excellency.” 
 
    “And, Riker?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “This spy matter must also be treated with the utmost discretion.” 
 
    “I understand, Your Excellency. I have told the orphanage caretaker that you are in need of a new house cleaner. However, she will likely request some form of payment.” 
 
    Drakir pursed his lips, displeased. He briefly considered killing the caretaker, but then he would be left with a bunch of snotty orphans on his hands. “Oh, flub. Fine, then. Give her what she wants. Now, leave me. I have work to do.” 
 
    Riker bowed and left the office. 
 
    Drakir sat still for a moment, making sure he had covered every aspect of his great discovery. If things ended the way he hoped, the android data would reveal its secrets by this afternoon. Meaning that, by this afternoon, he would be the talk of the entire Remnant population. He would be hailed a hero. “Divine Dyad, let me find that second cryosleep traveler,” he muttered. 
 
    His eyes fell on the leather-bound book that he had uncovered in the Old Scientist’s grave. What a primitive form of recording. The pages could rip, get wet, and the ink could fade. On top of that, the information could not easily be duplicated or shared with others. He much rather preferred digital documents. 
 
    Nevertheless, he needed to work with what he had. He moved the book aside and reached for the plant with silver flowers that he had unearthed behind the Old Scientist’s shack. How odd that this insignificant-looking plant had started everything. 
 
    Two days ago, he had found an identical plant at the edge of his swimming pool. Greenery was an expensive product, for lush bushes and trees were rare on this planet, but the few he possessed provided the Count with some much-needed shade. A servant had brought the plant from an Axiopolis store called Your Trash, My Treasure, no doubt thinking it would please the Count. Instead, Drakir had sulked upon seeing it, thinking how miserable it looked. Then, all of a sudden, it had dawned on him that he had seen this plant before in a very special, very sacred book. Many of the Remnant high society considered him dimwitted, but this was far from the truth. Count Drakir was well-read and knowledgeable in many themes related to Remnant history. He had studied the Ancient Remnant Scriptures and knew the Prophecy of the First Exemplar by heart. 
 
    And now, switching on a hovering virtual computer screen on his desk, Drakir was going to confirm his own intelligence. He searched through his extensive library until he found the virtual book he was looking for. The original one had also been made of ink and paper and had crumbled into dust generations ago. Good thing it had been scanned first! Drakir’s chubby fingers flipped through the virtual pages. He took his time. He needed to be sure. 
 
    Half an hour later, he found it. 
 
    He stared at the illustration of the plant in the book, which matched the one on his desk. The name and description were written in the same alphabet as in the Old Scientist’s book, and it took him a few moments to decipher the meaning with the translation application. 
 
      
 
    Silver Galandalum = Medicinal plant of the fleshy-leaved Kessula family. Its silver-tinted flowers alleviate all types of ailments. 
 
      
 
    Drakir leaned back in wonder. He didn’t care about the plant. He didn’t care what it was called or that it could be used to treat ailments. What he cared about was the origin of the plant. He closed the virtual book to reread the title: 
 
      
 
    Organic Footprints 
 
    Of  
 
    The Keepers Of The Terra Vault. 
 
      
 
    The Remnants had discovered this book thousands of years ago on a planet previously colonized by the Keepers. 
 
    Drakir stared at the wall. His hands began to shake. His heart rate quickened. Things were looking more and more promising. The cryogenic chambers, the skeletal remains, the leather-bound book. And now this Silver Galandalum. All these pieces of evidence were linked to the same thing. They were linked to the Keepers of the Lost Space Treasure, and the Keepers had visited Kepra-2. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 His Glorious Superbness 
 
      
 
    By the time Stinge left the orphanage, clasping Trinket firmly by the arm, the sun had risen over the southern hills. It took all of Trinket’s concentration to keep up with the woman’s fast strides as she squinted against the sharp daylight. It was going to be a sweltering day. 
 
    Weary-eyed, muted people bustled about their morning business: Remnant soldiers herded men and young boys from the town center to the mines, and women hastened to begin their chores. Droids ambled about, carrying heavy loads, while occasional Sea Keprans ventured into stores to buy material to repair their fishing nets. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Trinket and Stinge passed Axiopolis Train Station, and Trinket felt the urge once more to hop onto the hovertrain. She could easily outrun the orphanage caretaker. She had the modicums. 
 
    And yet, she hesitated. 
 
    Stinge had pointed a gnarled finger at Trinket earlier, warning, “If you try something funny, I’ll come back for the boy and take him to the mines myself.” 
 
    The little boy had stared at Trinket with teary eyes, so she had complied. Following Stinge’s instructions, the orphan girls had filled a tub with hot water, and—while Trinket bathed—they had washed, dried, and mended her clothes and even her fingerless gloves. 
 
    Stinge had taken on Trinket’s hair. The woman had pulled so hard at the knots that Trinket had thought nothing would remain on her scalp. Then the woman had wrapped the jade-colored picnic blanket tightly around her head, hiding every curly white strand that dared peek out. “Nasty things,” the woman had muttered, referring either to Trinket’s locks or the delicate Sea Kepran designs on her headscarf. Then, she had stormed off, shouting at the other orphans to get ready for the day. 
 
    Trinket would have liked to use the time to rest for an hour or two, but her prosthetic leg didn’t allow her that luxury. She painstakingly unscrewed all the parts to clean and dry them, then assembled everything back together: the liner in the socket, the socket with the suction valve followed by the kneecap, the rotator, the knee joint, the pylon, and the prosthetic foot shell. It had been a relief to put on a clean, tightly gripping prosthetic leg again. In case I need to run… 
 
    Now, faced with the hovertrain, Trinket wondered for the hundredth time what the Remnants wanted with her. It seemed highly unlikely that the Count needed a new house cleaner. His Secretary had been at Babbo’s shack, the Your Trash, My Treasure store, and the orphanage. So, no, Trinket didn’t think this was about scrubbing the floor of the Count’s office. This was about Babbo. The Remnants wanted something that had to do with the Old Scientist. What did they want, and could Trinket give it to them? 
 
    Nothing good comes from dealing with the Remnants. She swallowed and watched the hovertrain fill with a handful of travelers before tearing her attention away. While Stinge yanked her through the town, muddled thoughts flopped around in Trinket’s mind. She and the little boy needed to escape to Space Central by this afternoon. How am I going to achieve that? 
 
    They climbed the sharply-inclined path that led to the stronghold. The Remnants had cut their building straight into the granite mountain, using small explosive charges at regular intervals, then cutting away at the maroon-colored stone to form rooms, dormitories, offices, windows, and doors. The stronghold lay embedded high up in the mountain, yet they reached it way too quickly for Trinket’s liking. The guards at the main gate let them in before she could come up with a glimmer of a plan. Riker came for them himself. The lanky Secretary led them through a passageway bordered by a succession of open arches, each supported by maroon and ochre-colored columns. They followed the enclosure, which lay open to the deep blue sky. 
 
    Trinket spotted a few Civican women sweeping the dusty ground. They glanced her way mournfully as if they already knew why she was there and pitied her. Was this her future, then: to clean up after the Remnants from sunrise to sunset? 
 
    They headed up a flight of granite stairs, down a wide corridor bordering the enclosure, and up to large double doors flanked by a couple of guards. 
 
    Riker knocked on the door. There was a faint “Come in,” and then they were inside Count Drakir’s office. 
 
    Count Drakir was focused on his virtual computer, which was placed on an imposing desk. His round face was tilted, and his rosy lips pouted between his pale, sickly white cheeks. His forehead creased in concentration. 
 
    Riker gave a little cough. “Your new house cleaner, Your Excellency,” he announced in the common language. “And the orphanage caretaker, Stinge. They are the ones I told you about?” 
 
    From the corner of her eye, Trinket saw Stinge puff out her chest at the mention of her name. The woman was still trying to catch her breath after the steep climb, and sweat rolled down her temple. 
 
    “Good,” Drakir said without lifting his head. “Leave us.” 
 
    Riker was gone in one swift movement. 
 
    Trinket and Stinge stood stiffly, not daring to move. Trinket’s attention fell on the plant on Count Drakir’s desk. A Silver Galandalum. Her Silver Galandalum. That’s mine! They stole it from me! What could a war-mongering Remnant possibly want with a plant? 
 
    She pictured herself—not for the first time—listening to Empty’s voice, talking nonsense in her ear or offering to play her favorite tune, but her MT Device remained hidden in her leg compartment. 
 
    Count Drakir cleared his throat, the raucous sound filling the large, plain room. He looked up then, and his pinprick eyes fell on Trinket. 
 
    Goosebumps rose on her arms. Androids know no fear, she reminded herself. 
 
    Stinge bowed quickly, giving Trinket a sharp nudge in the back to do the same. The woman drooled over her own words, voice shaking slightly as her nose almost touched her knees. “Your Divine Greatness, we thank you for this opportunity to show our allegiance to you.” 
 
    Trinket risked a glance up and saw the Count curl up his nose at the caretaker. Stinge’s honey-covered words clearly weren’t working on the Remnant chief. Drakir got up from his chair and strolled towards them, his hands behind his back, his pot-belly reaching his thighs. 
 
    Trinket bowed deeper and saw his slippers stop before her on the polished maroon-colored floor. He smelled of chlorine and lavandel soap, and the sweet-and-pungent mixture irritated her nostrils. 
 
    “Your Glorious Superbness,” Stinge quipped in her exaggerated doubled-over position, “I bring you my best element. Her name is Trinket. She will serve you well. She is capable of long working hours, no matter the arduousness of the task.” 
 
    Count Drakir harrumphed. “Stand up straight,” he ordered. 
 
    Stinge and Trinket obeyed at once. Stinge’s back cracked as she straightened, and Trinket heard her suppress a tiny whimper. 
 
    Count Drakir frowned, looking Trinket up and down, pausing on her carbon fiber leg. “What are you? You are not an android. Or are you? I’m confused.” 
 
    “Most understandably, Your Brilliancy,” Stinge jumped in. “She’s a piece of scra… er… piece of artificial intelligence.”—Trinket shot her a dark look. So Stinge did know how inappropriate the term was!—“But a highly efficient one at that, though she may not seem it. See here, her hands?” She tore off one of Trinket’s fingerless gloves before Trinket could object, revealing deep blue veins that looked like a river system protruding from under the skin, flowing from her palm to her fingers. Trinket resisted, but Stinge held her in a steel clamp. “This is a high-quality craftsmanship, as you can see,” Stinge continued. "You can count on Auntie Stinge to bring you only the best.” 
 
    Count Drakir’s frown deepened as he saw Trinket’s hand. An uneasy look crept into his eyes. He studied Trinket’s face. “How strange… I feel like I have seen you before…” 
 
    Trinket dared not breathe. What does he mean? 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so,” Stinge said jumpily. “W-we had not yet had the honor of meeting Your Esteemed Emine-na-nancy,” she stuttered. 
 
    Count Drakir suddenly reached for Trinket’s headscarf and tugged it off with a rough pull. 
 
    “Ouch!” Trinket yelped as a few strands left her scalp. Thick, white curls dropped beyond her shoulders, and she found herself glaring through her hair as she rubbed her head. 
 
    Count Drakir’s face went deathly pale. 
 
    “Oh, Your Dazzling Lordship!” Stinge burst out in panic. “I’m sorry! We didn’t mean to startle you!” The woman proceeded to grab tufts of Trinket’s hair, clumsily piling them on top of the girl’s head as she tried to hide them with her hands. “It-it is a hideous sight, I-I understand. I’m so s-sorry…” 
 
    Drakir’s eyes bulged so hard Trinket thought they would pop out of his head. He stumbled back, tremors coursing visibly through his body. He looked ready to faint. 
 
    “Oh, dear!” Stinge gasped, giving up on the hair and pressing a hand against her mouth. “Your S-Sublemacy! Are… are you all right?” 
 
    Count Drakir staggered further back so fast that he tripped over himself. He landed bum-first on the floor, whimpering, raising an arm to his face as if trying to ward off a nightmarish monster that was about to devour him. “Holy Mother of the Dyad, preserve me!” he exclaimed in Remnant, casting feverish glances on Trinket. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 A Trade 
 
      
 
    Stinge leaped before Trinket, spreading her arms as if that would make the girl disappear completely. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry…” she repeated over and over, sobbing frantically. 
 
    Count Drakir rolled onto his stomach and had to heave himself up to his feet twice before he managed to scramble away. “Divine Dyad, have mercy on us!” he wailed, his voice rising above Stinge’s. And with that, he fled through the back door of his office. He was gone in a blink, leaving Trinket and Stinge gawking after him. 
 
    A sudden and eerie silence fell over the office, only broken by occasional albagulls squawking as they flew by the open window. 
 
    Trinket stood frozen on the spot. What had gotten into the Count? It was as if he had come face to face with a demon. She folded her arms over her stomach and, without meaning to, glanced at Stinge. 
 
    The woman opened her mouth to say something when the back door slowly creaked open, and the Count peered back inside. His Secretary’s head popped into view above him. They whispered hoarsely, staring from afar through the crack in the door. Then the door shut again, and they were gone. 
 
    Stinge exploded. “This is all your fault!” she shrieked, snatching up the discarded headscarf and thrusting it at Trinket. “I knew this was a bad idea! No one trusts a piece of scrap! My reputation is ruined! What am I going to do?” She wailed mournfully, seeking a pity she would never find. Her eyes widened, and she raised a hand to her mouth. “Oh, what am I going to do?” 
 
    Trinket stomped her foot. Enough! She was getting out of here, no matter how many doors she had to break through or how many Remnants she had to fight. It was best no one stood in her way. 
 
    She tied the headscarf in rough, jerky movements around her head, whirled around, and stormed to the main office doors. She swung both of them open wide and halted. 
 
    A group of soldiers stood outside, most likely waiting for their turn to speak with the Count. Their eyes met. 
 
    Quarks! 
 
    She pulled both doors shut again and slammed her back against them. Her eyes scanned the room. 
 
    Through the windows, then. 
 
    She rushed to the left one, ignoring Stinge, who was sobbing pathetically on the floor. She leaned out of the glassless window frame, then grasped the windowsill with a gasp. 
 
    A hair-raising precipice. Instant death. 
 
    She pulled back, breathing fast, her mind scrambling, then sprinted across the room to the opposite window, which looked more promising. This glassless window gave out onto the enclosure below, and it teemed with soldiers coming in and out of the stronghold. 
 
    Trinket gripped the edge of the wall. She might survive the jump, but her prosthetic leg would surely twist off, leaving her unable to run. She whirled and searched the office with her eyes again. Maybe she could find a weapon? 
 
    Too late. The back door opened once more, and the Count’s Secretary peered inside. “You,” he snapped, pointing at Stinge. 
 
    The caretaker peeked through her fingers, then bounced to her feet. 
 
    “Come!” the Secretary ordered sharply. 
 
    Whimpering, Stinge hurried over. 
 
    Riker glanced at Trinket, face paling as if he were seeing a ghost. Then he and the caretaker were gone, leaving Trinket alone. 
 
    Trinket pressed her hand against her chest, wondering if she was going to need a new heart if it kept beating this fast. Do I look that hideous, then? She couldn’t make heads or tails of the Remnants’ reactions. 
 
    Her eyes darted around the room and fell on the potted plant. She would not leave this office without taking back what was hers. She raced to Drakir’s desk, snatched up as many silver flowers as possible, and stuffed them in her leg compartment. She almost pulled out Empty and placed him around her ear, eager for his company, but knew she couldn’t take the risk. She closed the leg compartment, and as she straightened up, she noticed Babbo’s book. It lay on the other end of the desk. Her heart skipped a beat. Babbo! What’s going on? She swayed. What must I do? She lifted the heavy book and tucked it under her arm. 
 
    Swallowing hard, she rushed back to the window overlooking the enclosure, judging the height. How bad would the fall be if she jumped while carrying the book? 
 
    Just then, an all too familiar person appeared right below her, at ground level. A woman with messy black hair opened a pouch and took out a big lump of modicums, fanning them out in her hand as if to count them. 
 
    Trinket’s jaw dropped. “Stinge!” she cried, her voice thick. 
 
    The woman must have taken a separate set of stairs down to the enclosure. Her head snapped up, a faint trace of guilt briefly passing over her face. 
 
    “You… you sold me?” Trinket couldn’t believe it. It was one thing to be forcefully employed by the Remnants. It was a whole other thing, never to be able to leave again. 
 
    Stinge clasped the modicums against her chest, opening and closing her mouth, then slunk away in a hurry. 
 
    “STINGE!” Trinket bellowed after her. She backed away from the window, only then noticing that Count Drakir, Riker, and two Remnant soldiers were quietly closing in on her from behind. 
 
    Catching her breath, Trinket acted without thinking. She thrust out her metal leg and kicked the closest soldier so hard against his chest armor that he staggered back in shock. She dashed to the main office doors, confident that her prosthetic leg was still tightly wrapped around her stump. She swung the doors open, plunged into the hallway, and barged through the group of soldiers. They yelled in surprise. One of them lost his balance and fell to the ground, taking a second down with him as he tried to steady himself. The others froze as they tried to figure out what was happening. 
 
    Trinket didn’t look back to see what other chaos she had caused. She raced towards the corridor and turned the corner. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    She slammed head-first into the hard armor of another Remnant. This one sent her on her rear and made spots dance before her eyes. The book slipped out of her hands. Rubbing her throbbing forehead, the face of this new Remnant came into focus. Except that it wasn’t a Remnant. It was Woolver! 
 
    Her mind did a double-flip. The Plethoran? In Remnant armor? Her mouth dropped open. “Woolv—?” She almost blurted out his name, but his eyes widened so large her voice died in her throat. 
 
    Don’t! They warned. Don’t say it! 
 
    At a loss for words, Trinket went completely still. It was all Drakir’s guards needed to catch up with her. They surrounded her so fast that she didn’t have time to process anything more. Swiftly, they picked her and the book up off the floor and dragged her back to the Count’s office, and all she could think of was Woolver standing there, staring after her. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 High Stakes 
 
      
 
    Woolver wheezed. The girl had slammed into the side where he had been shot last night and, despite his armor, the wound screamed at him. He recognized her right away—Trin Astera, she had called herself. Blistering ions! What’s she doing here? Had she saved him from a Remnant attacker, merely to be captured by them hours later? It took him several seconds to wipe the shock off his face. 
 
    “Ha, ha, ha!” The Remnant Captain standing beside him guffawed, reminding Woolver that they had been on their way to their daily combat training. The Remnant language had an uncanny way of sounding sinister, even when the speaker was laughing. “Did you see the terror on her face? You made quite an impression, farmer-boy! Ha, ha, ha!” 
 
    Woolver’s blood boiled, and he watched in dismay as Count Drakir’s guards took away the poor girl. 
 
    “Come on,” the Captain slapped him on the back. “Our fermented seaweed isn’t going to get any cooler. I need a drink before you start bashing me in front of my men.” 
 
    Woolver made a monstrous effort to compose himself. “Don’t worry, Captain,” he winced. “I’ll save a fair share of punches for your men as well.” 
 
    “Ha, ha, ha! We’ll get the better of you yet, farmer-boy. You wait and see.” 
 
    Woolver forced a chuckle, thoughts spinning in his head as he tried to decide on a course of action. “You go on ahead, Captain. I just remembered I have a new technique to show you, but I forgot the weapon that goes with it.” 
 
    “Humph. Make it quick, then. I have a lot of work to do.” 
 
    Woolver nodded, and they parted ways. 
 
    With his heart hammering in his chest, Woolver rushed back to his room, swung the door shut, and plonked against it with his back. They caught the girl! How’s that possible? How did they link Trin to the pub attack? How did they find her so fast? He had scanned the pub alley and neighboring streets for surveillance drones but hadn’t located any that functioned. Surveillance drones never lasted long in crime-infested Axiopolis. So how did the Remnants link Trin to the attack? 
 
    Not only was Trin’s existence hanging by a thread, but now the whole Rise-and-Shine operation was also on the verge of collapsing! 
 
    Woolver reeled in his chaotic thoughts and tried to focus. Why haven’t they arrested me yet? If the Remnants knew about Trin, then it meant they must have found the dead soldier in the pub alley. They had linked Trin to the unfortunate event but not to him yet. His luck wouldn’t hold out long. 
 
    With Trin now in Remnant hands, it wouldn’t be long before she talked. She had overheard his conversation with the Remnant attacker. They had mentioned the uprising on Thypso. His chest squeezed, and he hoped, for her sake, that she would talk quickly. He couldn’t bear the thought that she would suffer. 
 
    He paused. What if she was indeed an android with a highly evolved artificial brain? Then it wouldn’t be long before the Remnants found a way to download her memories… 
 
    Either way, the viability of Rise-and-Shine depended on how long the girl could resist questioning. And as soon as she revealed that Woolver had killed the soldier at the pub, they would come for him. 
 
    He caught his breath. Was there enough time for the uprising to start before he was unmasked? He would have to find Trin. He would have to save her yet remain within the stronghold to do his part in the operation. 
 
    He rushed to his bed, jumped onto the mattress, and reached for the box hidden in the nook above the window. He hurriedly placed his device around his ear and snatched up one of his message orbs. There was no time to climb higher up the mountain. He would have to risk sending the orb from his room. 
 
    The MT Device whirred on with a click. 
 
    “MADAT, send message!” he ordered without waiting for the standard greeting. 
 
    “Good morning, Woolver,” MADAT said anyway. “Initiate message.” 
 
    He didn’t even bother to encrypt it this time, either. He dove right in. “Am compromised! All assets must assume that the Remnants will be ready for us. We could be heading into a bloodbath. Aborting Rise-and-Shine is advised. Awaiting your feedback.” 
 
    The message scanned into the little orb, which unfolded and whirred out the window. Woolver watched tensely until it flew out of sight. He would have preferred to cancel the operation altogether, but he needed to hear his team’s opinions on the matter. 
 
    He put away the box and took a few minutes to calm his nerves. He would have to go out and give his daily combat training. He would have to try to find the girl. And he would have to be ready if the Remnants came for him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Do you think it’s her?” 
 
    The voice was muffled, and drifted into Trinket’s ears as if coming from far away. She floated in a peaceful fog, mind and body relaxed, hovering between lucidity and unconsciousness. She wouldn’t have minded sinking into a deep sleep if only the two voices nearby would stop whispering. Some part of her knew she should pay attention, but trying to wake up was proving too difficult, so she absorbed the words without analyzing them. 
 
    “I don’t know, Riker.” That was Count Drakir’s voice. He paused. “But imagine if it was!” His tone was thick with wonder and fear. 
 
    A silence followed. 
 
    “She sure looks familiar,” Riker observed. 
 
    “She does, doesn’t she? I was expecting a mere android servant created by the Old Scientist. Never in my wildest dreams did I think she might be the actual traveler from the second cryogenic chamber.” 
 
    “Are we sure of that? What if the resemblance is just a coincidence? There have been so many fake ones before her. Or what if she’s a copy of the original?” 
 
    “You mean a clone?” Drakir asked. 
 
    “She could be a clone made of flesh and blood…” Riker mused. 
 
    “…or an android with added features,” Drakir agreed. 
 
    Silence, again. 
 
    “But look at her hands, Riker. It’s the hands that convinced me she came from the cryogenic chamber.” 
 
    His Secretary let out a little gasp. “Those veins… is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “Yes, Riker,” Drakir answered in a low voice. “It is.” 
 
    “The mark of the Vault Keepers!” Riker exclaimed. He fell silent, then added, “But I still don’t understand. How could that be?” 
 
    Drakir quoted, “Behold the day when the Dark Entity reveals herself. On this day, Remnants shall overcome the darkness she cast unto them. On this day, Remnants shall reclaim the legacy she stole from them. Forsaken people of Taranis, on this day, you shall cast the Dark Entity back into the shadows and rise into your rightful glory!” 
 
    Riker drew a sharp intake of breath. “Holy Mother of the Dyad! You think this is about the Prophecy made by the First Exemplar?” 
 
    “I do. Bear with me, Riker. Not only could she be the one from the Prophecy, but the lines on her hands could unlock the Terra Vault.” 
 
    Riker gave a long, low whistle. “The Dark Entity and the Vault Keeper rolled into one.” His voice trembled. 
 
    “Indeed,” Drakir replied heavily. “If the markings on her hands truly are the key to the Lost Space Treasure, then, very soon, our people will enter a new era of interstellar dominance. We shall rise into our rightful glory once more. But most of all, Riker, we will be flubbing rich!” 
 
    Riker didn’t sound confident. “But… to have found the Dark Entity herself… Your Excellency! That is nothing short of a miracle!” 
 
    “Yes,” Drakir agreed. “A miracle.” He paused, then added, “Our miracle! We will be greatly rewarded for this.” 
 
    “Divine Dyad, have mercy on us. I… I need to sit down,” Riker said in a meek voice. “Th-this is a b-blessed day, Your Excellency.” He sounded terrified. 
 
    “Pull yourself together, Riker. We’re not there yet. Keep her sedated. It is crucial that no one enters this room until we can confirm who she is.” The silence was much longer this time, then Drakir added, “Riker? What’s the matter? Don’t tell me you’re afraid?” 
 
    Riker’s voice was small. “Well, I mean, if she truly is the Dark Entity… she… she could…” 
 
    “…take revenge?” 
 
    Pause. 
 
    “You flub! Look at her. She’s just a little girl. Dark Entity or not, the markings on her hands are the future of our people. You wouldn’t want to be the one to lose the key to the Lost Space Treasure now, would you?” 
 
    “N-no, Your Excellency. Of course not. B-but… how can we know for sure?” 
 
    “There is only one who can validate the Prophecy of the First Exemplar,” Drakir mulled, “and that would be the Sixth Exemplar: our very own Supreme Leader.”  

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 Total Disaster 
 
      
 
    For the third time that day, Woolver walked past the entrance to the stronghold dungeon, inventing tasks that required him to pass that way. With each passage, he counted twelve soldiers guarding the great, double doors. What could be so important that it needed the protection of twelve men? Whatever it was, Woolver suspected the girl was down there as well. 
 
    There was no way to be sure, though. After giving the Captain and his men their daily training, Woolver had offered several rounds of seaweed ale in the hopes of loosening their tongues. But no one knew what had happened to Trin. 
 
    “That piece of scrap got melted a long time ago, farmer-boy,” the Captain hiccupped. “Count Drakir would never forgive a house cleaner for trying to escape, not even a robot one.” 
 
    The others guffawed in agreement. Woolver laughed with them, though hollowly. The mere suggestion of Trin’s fate sent a shiver down his spine. Trin can’t be dead, can she? 
 
    Guilt gnawed at his stomach. It was his fault that she had gotten into trouble. He needed to get into the dungeons, but how? He could take on the twelve men, but the fight would cause too much of a ruckus and attract the rest of the stronghold. 
 
    He ruminated over this while heading back to his room, where he found a little orb waiting for him on the windowsill. He rushed to retrieve it. 
 
    The message from Keshia and Vondor-3 was unequivocal. “Woolver, the miners won’t back down. Not this late in the game. Rise-and-Shine is still on, whether we go along for the ride or not. As you may be compromised, we are moving operations to 1800 lph—three hours earlier than planned. That’s the best we can do. Vondor-3 and I will stand by the people of Axiopolis to the end. Get out of there, Woolver! Tell the Bureau what is happening!” There was a pause, then, “Goodbye, friend.” The message ended. 
 
    Woolver stared at the orb, which crackled under a sudden electrical discharge that destroyed the message it contained. Rise-and-Shine was still on in spite of his warning. His friends were willing to die for the cause, and they were asking him to flee and convince the Bureau of the severity of the situation. 
 
    It’s not like I haven’t tried before. 
 
    When the Interstellar Alliance Bureau for Investigation had sent Woolver to the planet Thypso to find out why the A’hmun settlement there had gone quiet, he had found that its inhabitants had been invaded by the Remnants—an alien species previously unknown to the Alliance. Woolver had pleaded with the Bureau to send help to the defenseless Thypsans, but to no avail. They had waved away Woolver’s accounts of a well-equipped, well-organized Remnant military civilization that could potentially pose a future threat to the Alliance. The Bureau wasn’t interested in ruffians who wandered outside its borders. Ruffians! That’s what the Bureau had called the Remnants. The Thypsans were left to their fate, and Woolver had escaped a deadly rebellion by the skin of his teeth. 
 
    And now here he was, organizing a new uprising on Kepra-2—one that could end up going as horribly wrong as it had on Thypso. 
 
    There was no doubt in his mind. He wouldn’t leave his friends or Trin behind. For better or for worse, he was in on this up to his neck, and he needed to do everything in his power to free Axiopolis from Remnant dictatorship. 
 
    1800 lph… According to local planetary time, Rise-and-Shine would initiate at six o’clock in the evening. Two hours from now… 
 
    THUD-THUD-THUD! 
 
    Woolver’s fur stood on end. Someone banged on his door forcefully and deliberately. 
 
    THUD-THUD-THUD! 
 
    He glanced around, all instincts on high alert. His time had run out. They had come for him! He had a couple of minutes before they broke down his door. Balling his fists, he barred his teeth. Time to shake up the stronghold! He snatched up his weapon, hopped onto his mattress, and clasped the edge of the roof above his window. But before he could heave himself out, a voice shouted through the door. 
 
    “Farmer-boy! Hey! Are you in there? Get up, you lazy flub! I have news!” It was the Remnant Captain. 
 
    Woolver hesitated. Maybe they hadn’t come for him after all. 
 
    THUD-THUD-THUD! 
 
    With his whiskers quivering, he lowered himself to the floor and approached the door, his laserbolt in his grasp. He placed his ear against the cold metal and listened, but the Captain seemed to be alone. He unlocked the door and opened it a crack, fully expecting to be swarmed. 
 
    “Are you done with your grooming or what?” the Captain fumed. He was alone. 
 
    Stress melted from Woolver’s shoulders. His fur settled. He let out a low breath and put away the weapon he had been holding behind his back. “What’s up, Captain?” he asked gruffly, opening the door wider and letting out a fake yawn. 
 
    The Captain’s face was flushed, and he bounced from foot to foot. “Haven’t you heard? Divine Dyad, farmer-boy! How could you not have heard?” 
 
    Woolver blinked. “Heard what?” 
 
    “Our Supreme Leader! Our Supreme Leader is here! Our most holy, most illustrious Sixth Exemplar is about to land on Keplar-2! This is your lucky day, farmer-boy! Few outsiders can claim to have laid eyes on our Divine Dyad. We must leave at once! All troops must report to the Off-World Terminal. There’s no time to shine those boots. Grab your helmet, and let’s go!” 
 
    Woolver froze on the spot, stupefied. His brain numbed over. Soldiers rushed down the corridor. Yells and orders lifted from the enclosure. The stronghold was awake with movement. Still, Woolver stared blankly at the Captain. “Th-the… Supreme Leader?” he spluttered. The great Remnant leader hadn’t even deigned to show up for the Thypso uprising. 
 
    “I know, right?” The Captain beamed, grabbing his arm. “Come on, hurry! You don’t want to be late to hail the Divine Dyad. Believe me. You do not want to be late!” 
 
    After hurriedly putting on his helmet, Woolver let the Captain lead him down the corridor, across the enclosure, and out of a side entrance leading up to the Remnant Off-World Terminal. His mind whirled. The Supreme Leader? Here? 
 
    He focused on mirroring the Captain’s footsteps, trying not to give in to panic. He needed to get away. Warn the others. They needed to save as many civilians as they could and hide them now! 
 
    He should have seen the signs: Count Drakir’s absences from the stronghold, the mysterious boxes he had hidden in the dungeons, the pub attacker who had recognized him last night… None of these things could have been a coincidence. Woolver didn’t know how, but it was clear that the Remnants had found out about Rise-and-Shine. They had called in their Supreme Leader, and this commander was so confident of his might that he didn’t fear entering the heart of what would soon become a war zone. The Supreme Leader had come to crush every moving thing that lived on Kepra-2. And he had come in person to send a clear message to other enslaved planets that considered insurrection. Don’t you dare mess with us! was going to be this message. 
 
    Woolver’s plans were doomed. Axiopolis was hurtling toward total disaster! 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 The Supreme Leader 
 
    The spaceship of the Remnant Supreme Leader arrived while soldiers were sprinting across the runway, taking orderly positions around the allotted landing spot of the craft. Billowing clouds of ochre dust clogged the air and the senses as it touched down. 
 
    Woolver and the Captain slid in place between troops standing on a ledge overlooking the Off-World Terminal. The spaceship’s engines died down just as the Captain’s men marched to a standstill around them. 
 
    Woolver wiped the grime off his visor with his gloved hand. “Captain,” he panted, “whatever could be the reason for this most sudden and honorable visit?” 
 
    The Captain shrugged. “It’s probably just a courtesy visit. Count Solomon Drakir is the Supreme Leader’s distant cousin, after all. Everyone knows that the Count fell out of grace with the Divine Dyad. They probably have a thing or two to say to each other.” He paused. “Or maybe the Supreme Leader just wants an update on our tethasium extractions.” 
 
    Woolver raised an eyebrow. A courtesy visit, eh? How odd that the Captain didn’t seem aware of the upcoming revolt. It probably wouldn’t be long before he got his orders to arrest Woolver, though. 
 
    The dust settled, leaving heat waves to distort the outline of the dark craft. A torrid afternoon breeze blew against Woolver’s cheeks. The surrounding mountains turned a fiery red as they reflected the rays from the low sun. The color of blood, Woolver thought with a shudder. 
 
    The Supreme Leader’s spaceship added to the chilling view, resembling a nightmarish mega-moth with two triangular wings spanning out on either side of its main body. The tip of the hindwings ended in long thrusters. The horizontal windows in its head gave it an angry-looking face. Six retractable landing gears that resembled insect legs made it look like it was ready to pounce. Its forewings folded in on top of its hindwings, and the back of the main body lowered to allow its occupants to exit the spacecraft. 
 
    Then Woolver noticed something unexpected. A large lump jutted out of the middle of the spaceship. It looked like an extra addition to the original craft as if it had been added as an afterthought. He recognized it at once. It was a quantum engine. Quantum engines were unique to the Interstellar Alliance, where they were manufactured and used. Yet here was a Remnant spacecraft, which had nothing to do with the Interstellar Alliance, using one of these highly advanced travel mechanisms. It made sense now how the Supreme Leader had arrived so fast. 
 
    Woolver voiced his musings. “I didn’t know Remnants used quantum travel. I thought you used tethasium to fuel your nuclear thermal rocket engines?” 
 
    “Ah, you noticed the new engine.” The Captain’s small pearly teeth grinned beneath his dust-covered visor. “We may seem like an underdeveloped civilization to you, farmer-boy, but believe me, generations of hardships have taught us to become ingenious and resourceful. It only took one stolen Alliance spacecraft for our engineers to figure out quantum travel and duplicate your engines. Our Supreme Leader’s spacecraft is among the first to be equipped with one. You should stick around, Woolver. If the Count is pleased with you, he might lend you one to visit home one day. But, shush now, the Divine Dyad is coming!” 
 
    Woolver went cold. The Remnants… with quantum ships! If they replaced their slow nuclear thermal rocket engines with quantum ones, they would soon be crawling all over the Alliance like a pest. 
 
    Curiously, though, the Remnants didn’t seem to realize how dangerous it was to land a spacecraft with a quantum engine still attached to it. The Alliance had long since discovered that it was safer to leave quantum engines in orbit around a planet and land by wing power or engine thrusters instead. 
 
    Many mishaps had taught unfortunate travelers that unstable quantum engines could lead to colossal explosions. These, in turn, could leave deep gashes in the earth, opening messy space-time breaches that disintegrated anything and anyone that came in its path. The Remnants’ ignorance of this piece of information led Woolver to form a plan. 
 
    By now, a reverent silence had fallen over the assembly. Only the distant rumble of the afternoon Shuttle to Kepra-1 briefly interrupted the solemn atmosphere. Woolver watched as the civilian spaceship left Space Central in the distance, cutting through the sky in an arc. The automated craft didn’t care what was happening on the planet it was leaving behind. 
 
    Half-a-dozen Remnants in white armor exited the insect craft, their dark orange capes billowing in their wake. 
 
    “Dyad Sentinels!” the Captain whispered in awe. 
 
    Woolver glanced sideways at the Captain. In the span of five minutes, the Remnant had revealed more information than he had been able to collect in a year. The Captain’s enthusiasm at the distinguished leader’s arrival was making him sloppy. 
 
    The Supreme Leader followed immediately after the Sentinels. 
 
    “Hail, Divine Dyad!” the crowd burst out. Fists thumped against chest armor in a single, deafening beat. “Hail, Divine Dyad!” they repeated three more times. 
 
    Woolver’s skin crawled. If only he had had time to sneak MADAT around his ear to film this. It was all he would have needed to convince the Bureau of the Remnant’s might. 
 
    Count Solomon Drakir and his personal Secretary greeted the Remnant leader with a pronounced bow. They exchanged a few words; then the Supreme Leader strode off towards the stronghold without even waiting for them, his Sentinels in tow. 
 
    Count Drakir and Riker sprinted after their boss, hopping onto a drone hoverboard large enough to accommodate them both, then speeding it up to match the Supreme Leader’s fast pace. 
 
    Woolver couldn’t stop staring at the Remnant leader, who was at least a head taller than most soldiers. He was covered in white armor and a nasty skeletal-looking helmet that was dominated by two huge compound eyes. Both the armor and helmet had dark-orange markings on them. Curious orange wings were folded under the armored arms. There was no way to know what creature inhabited this steel envelope: droid, cyborg, animal, mortal being, or something else. 
 
    But what struck Woolver the most was the deep devotion with which the Remnants received their leader. Since the very beginning, he had sensed that something fundamental united these aliens, and now he believed he was staring straight at it. What could it be that made the whole Remnant civilization rotate around this Divine Dyad? What made this leader so special? Woolver couldn’t picture anyone—the Captain, the Count, nor any of the other Remnants—taking up this Supreme Leader’s place. The mere presence of the Divine Dyad had Woolver’s pulse racing, and not a shred of doubt remained in his mind: this was an extraordinary leader. One potentially powerful and clever enough to overthrow the Alliance. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 Trigger Mania 
 
      
 
    Trinket’s eyes flew open. She stared at the maroon ceiling, listening. There wasn’t a sound, yet something had woken her. 
 
    Her senses became sharp, pushing through waves of grogginess. She forced herself to a sitting position on a hard, hovering cot, and found two Remnant guards snapping to attention before her. 
 
    She barely noticed them because she knew, without a glimmer of a doubt, that someone—or something—was coming. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The fur on Woolver’s neck prickled when he saw the Supreme Leader heading for the dungeon entrance. Trin’s time was running out! He couldn’t believe that he still hadn’t been arrested. This meant that Trin hadn’t revealed his involvement in the pub attack yet. The girl was proving a lot braver than he had anticipated. 
 
    As soon as the Supreme Leader disappeared into the dungeons, Remnant soldiers rushed to their chores. A buzz of excitement filled the air, sparked by the great leader’s presence, and Woolver sensed that the Remnants felt the need to look important and busy. 
 
    It wasn’t hard, then, for Woolver to slip away as soon as the Captain took his leave. He headed to the highest point of the mountain from where he usually sent encrypted messages. This would be the last time he came here. He would, at last, shed his fake identity and be Woolver Talandrin again, an undercover agent for the Interstellar Alliance Bureau of Investigation—even if the Bureau had rejected him for his involvement in the Thypso rebellion. 
 
    He placed MADAT around his right ear, switching it on. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Woolver,” the device greeted him. “How may I be of assistance?” 
 
    “MADAT, scan the sky for me,” he ordered, looking up at the blazing sunset sky. “Display list of orbiting spacecraft.” 
 
    “Yes, Woolver,” the female voice oozed into his ear. 
 
    The virtual screen that unfolded before Woolver’s eyes pinpointed the receding civilian Shuttle on its way to Kepra-1 and a colossal Remnant battleship stationed right above Axiopolis. 
 
    “Oh, quarks!” Woolver muttered. 
 
    “Remnant battleship identified. Approximate weight: seven point two tetra masses. Space travel mechanism: both nuclear thermal rocket and quantum engines detected. Capacity: crew of four hundred and thirty-thousand. Weapons: one hundred laser cannons. City destroyer. Planet invasive capacity.” 
 
    “Of all the blistering, blazing quarks!” 
 
    Woolver only had one message orb left. He needed to see if he could contact his friends directly before using it, even if it meant pointing out his location to unfriendly eavesdroppers on the Interstellar Alliance Communications Network. 
 
    “MADAT, contact Keshia,” Woolver ordered while removing his heavy Remnant armor. The armor was solid, but he would be far more agile and efficient without it. 
 
    “Yes, Woolver.” There was a moment’s silence. “Keshia is not connected to the Network.” 
 
    “Try Vondor-3.” 
 
    “Yes, Woolver.” Pause, then, “Vondor-3 is not connected to the Network.” 
 
    Woolver checked the tender spot under his ribs where the Remnant had shot him last night. The area was an ugly black and purple, but Trin’s curious remedy had closed up the wound nicely. “All right, then,” he said, grabbing the last orb. His friends were no doubt remaining off-line until the start of Rise-and-Shine, which, he noted, was an hour away. “MADAT, encrypt following message,” he instructed. “This is a direct order. Abort mission! Remnant Supreme Leader has landed on Kepra-2. Remnant battleship orbiting the planet. Estimated Remnant army aboard the battleship is ten soldiers to one civilian. Hide as many as you can. Regroup at meeting point at 1900 lph.” He paused, then added. “And don’t think you’ll get rid of me that easily, friends!” There was no way he was fleeing to the Alliance and leaving them behind. 
 
    Smiling grimly, he released the orb, letting it whir away toward Axiopolis. The tiny blades spun, taking the device over the cliff edge and into the distance. “I hope you get this, guys,” he breathed, just before an albagull swooped in from above and snapped the mini-orb out of the sky. 
 
    “NO!” Woolver cried, waving his arms like a madman. “NO! You hippopus-dung-headed creature! Drop that! Shoo! Shoo!” 
 
    The albagull flew off, squawking indignantly, and, shortly after, dropped the crippled gadget. The orb fell straight into the valley, mirroring the sinking feeling in the pit of Woolver’s stomach. 
 
    He roared, launching swear words into the wind. 
 
    MADAT announced helpfully. “Your blasphemy count is ten-thousand-and-forty-five… six… seven…” 
 
    “MADAT!” Woolver boomed, ignoring his not-so-honorable score. “Contact Bureau agent 351. Code name, Fennec! NOW!” 
 
    Throwing all caution to the wind, MADAT expanded its connection to the Alliance Network. “Contacting Bureau agent 351. Code name, Fennec. Please hold.” 
 
    As he paced back and forth, Woolver stroked his thin whiskers so hard he almost pulled one out. Axiopolis was going to get crushed. They needed immediate assistance! 
 
    The device crackled in his ear as a connection was made, and a live video feed filled the virtual screen unfolding before his eyes. The camera was facing away from the responder, swinging over a wide meeting room filled with Alliance aliens sitting or standing around a large, circular table. They talked in a loud ruckus over each other. His contact jumped to his feet and hurried to a corner of the room. “Woolver?” The man’s voice spoke hoarsely into his MT Device, using the common Alliance tongue. “Have you gone out of your mind? I told you never to contact me directly!” 
 
    “Sorry, Fennec,” Woolver jumped in. “Life-and-death situation here. I’m on Kepra-2. I have a team ready to liberate the people from Remnant oppression, but the creeps called in their mega-boss, and I now have a seven-point-two tetra-mass Remnant battleship hanging over my head. We’re going to get obliterated! We need Alliance protection, Fennec. We need the Star Squadron, now!” 
 
    “Woolver, you fool!” Fennec hissed. “What did you get yourself into? I told you to stop messing around with those ruffians! Your timing is the worst! Do you have any idea what I’m dealing with right now? Do you even know what happened to the Interstellar Alliance while you were plotting your little revolution?” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know?” Woolver retorted. “You cut me off from the Bureau. Seriously, Fennec! Terrorist #1? Don’t you think you exaggerated a bit?” 
 
    “You know that didn’t come from me!” his contact snapped back while his camera scanned the meeting room. 
 
    “Where are you, anyway?” Woolver asked impatiently. “I don’t recognize that room.” 
 
    His contact dashed through swinging doors and headed down a posh corridor at a fast pace. “I’m under a hastily built dome on Luna Duo, one of Gallivanto’s moons. You need to forget your little charity project and quantum your butt over here! We need you. The Alliance is on the brink of war!” 
 
    “War?” Woolver exclaimed. “What do you mean? A war with whom?” 
 
    “A war with itself, dummy,” Fennec retorted, running up some stairs and crashing through another set of doors. 
 
    “Again?” Woolver rolled his eyes. The planets of the Interstellar Alliance were always bickering about one thing or another. He sighed, exasperated. “I don’t have time for this, Fennec. Tell me, what’s going on?” 
 
    Fennec approached a window. “This is what’s going on!” Woolver’s contact stood on an empty terrace under the massive, transparent dome. On his left side was a handrail that overlooked the meeting room. The camera pointed out the window to the right, swinging over the vast blue planet of Gallivanto before settling on a moon a few decimal parsecs away. 
 
    This moon was not like the other moons orbiting the ocean planet. This was an artificial moon made from metal and hollow inside. It was the hub of the Interstellar Alliance, the center of the federal government, and home to the most famous museum in the Magnus Star Cluster. This moon was called Exhibitus. Or, at least, it used to be. 
 
    Usually, it would have been surrounded by a busy flow of spaceships coming and going from all over the Alliance. But now it looked like a lifeless, empty shell with a conical warship sticking out of it. Bits and pieces of Exhibitus flew around, scattering into the void. 
 
    “Blistering ions! What happened there?” Woolver gasped, watching chunks of the once best-protected place in the Interstellar Alliance zoom by. 
 
    “Exactly what it looks like, Woolver!” Fennec snapped. “Exhibitus was attacked! A warship rammed straight into it. The Interstellar Alliance has been stabbed right at its heart! We had to build this makeshift dome in a hurry to deal with the aftermath of the attack.” 
 
    “But that’s a Vunkotune warship sticking out of Exhibitus!” 
 
    “Well aren’t you a smarty-blue-fur,” Fennec seethed. “Don’t you think we know that already? But it wasn’t the Vunkotunians—at least, I don’t think so. This warship was reported stolen two years ago. No, Woolver, this was someone else. And the attackers were after something specific, something we all feared might get stolen one day.” 
 
    Woolver stiffened because he already knew what it was. “What did they steal, Fennec?” he asked, dread filling his mind. 
 
    Fennec rotated his camera so that Woolver was staring straight at his pitch-black eyeballs. “The Exostar!” he burst out, his vertical eyelids blinking fast. “Those crooks stole the Exostar!” 
 
    Woolver’s jaw dropped. The Exostar—the most priceless diamond in the known Universe, the crown jewel of the Interstellar Alliance, and the one thing that glued the alien civilizations together. 
 
    Angry voices erupted from the meeting room. Fennec focused the camera forwards again and glanced down at the attendees. A scuffle had broken out, and aliens were shoving each other. “The A’hmuns are accusing the Vunkotunians,” Fennec explained. “The Vunkotunians are accusing the Civicans. The Lluunidens are jumping on every opportunity to stoke fires wherever they can… You know how it is.” He sighed deeply. “We barely survived hundred-and-fifty years of war over that cursed diamond, Woolver. We can’t let this theft hurl us into a Second Exostar War. The Bureau needs you. Find out who stole the Exostar and bring it back before things get out of hand. I’ll open a border loop so you can enter the Alliance undetected.” 
 
    Shrieks broke out on the ground floor below Fennec. Someone had been punched. “Gotta go and defuse some bombs here, Buddy. See you around!” The connection was cut. 
 
    Woolver blinked as the virtual screen vanished, and he was left staring at the darkening valley of Axiopolis. His friends would blast up the mines in an hour. 
 
    “Time to set off some bombs of my own,” he muttered before starting his descent towards the Supreme Leader’s mega-moth-ship. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 The Tenth Keeper 
 
      
 
    Trinket felt the presence long before it entered the room. It appeared in the doorway and strode towards her, stopping a foot away. Her ears rang with a warning as if her whole body had fallen in tune with the being who stood before her. As if its inner core vibrated at the same wavelength as hers. 
 
    A long, heavy silence followed where it seemed the whole Universe waited to see what would happen between them. 
 
    Head whirling, Trinket’s mind patched together a fearsome image of the being: white armor, dark-orange wings under the arms, and an evil skull-like helmet. Its globular eyes, made up of thousands of miniature lenses, broke up the reflection of her face into tiny fractions. The being resembled a giant insect considering its next meal. 
 
    Half of Trinket’s body was on high alert; the other half remained dazed from sedation. 
 
    Still, the silence between them continued for a long minute, but with each passing second, a rasping breath from inside the helmet became more pronounced. Its posture slumped suddenly as if the weight of an entire planet had unexpectedly been placed on its shoulders, and the being to take a step back to steady itself. 
 
    Seeing this, Drakir’s eyes widened, his cheeks going paler than usual. “Supreme Leader,” he spoke in a hoarse whisper. “What is your opinion?” He glanced fearfully at Trinket. “It’s her, isn’t it?” 
 
    Trinket didn’t dare move, focusing on capturing the meaning of every Remnant word. Why was her presence causing such strong reactions in the enemy? 
 
    It took the being a full minute to compose itself and control its breathing. Then, it pulled itself together, straightened, and raised its eyes on Trinket as if needing to prove that it had found the strength to face her again. 
 
    Count Drakir and Riker waited tensely to the side. 
 
    A croaking voice came out of the helmet, making Trinket cringe. “Show me the cryogenic chambers.” 
 
    “Of course, Supreme Leader.” The Count’s Secretary jumped aside, then bowed deeply. “They are right here: two of them. We believe the first one belonged to an old scientist who lived up on the hills of Axiopolis. See here. We placed his bones inside the chamber. He is of A’hmun build. The encryptions on the side of the chambers are unique to the Terra Vault.” 
 
    Count Drakir took over. He pressed a button on a metal box placed on an elevated base, and the box unfolded to unveil Babbo’s book (Trinket’s nostrils flared). “I found this book buried with the body, Supreme Leader,” Drakir said in an overly eager voice, like a child showing off a drawing to an adult. “This is not just any book. I have had a look at it, and I believe it recounts the travels of the Vault Keepers. It has different authors. There are nine different handwritings, as far as I can tell. The name of the last author in the book matches the name on the first cryogenic chamber. If my translation is correct, the Old Scientist was called Padremis, Eighth Keeper of the Terra Vault.” 
 
    “Nine authors,” the helmet rasped. “And yet, the Ancient Scriptures mention ten.” 
 
    “Yes,” Drakir agreed. “There should have been ten.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    The Supreme Leader croaked, “When we discovered the Terra Vault six years ago and waged war on Adequin, Ninth Keeper of the Terra Vault, the battle scattered debris into space. It has recently come to light that a piece of that debris was, in fact, a space-faring object with an engine. It escaped our detection at the time, but I now believe it could be the second cryogenic chamber you have here.” 
 
    “How interesting!” Drakir tapped his chin with a chubby finger, thinking. “It’s all beginning to make sense, then.” He jabbed the finger in the air as if to make a point. “To sum up, we know for a fact that seven of the ten Keepers are dead. The Eighth Keeper was called Padremis, and after finishing his life’s work on Alluvium, he retired on Kepra-2.” 
 
    “Weird place for a retirement,” Riker mused. 
 
    Drakir ignored him, caught up in his narrative. “But before leaving for Kepra-2, Padremis handed over the Terra Vault to Adequin, Ninth Keeper.” 
 
    The Supreme Leader agreed. “Yes, and that’s where we came in. We traced down the Terra Vault, attacked Adequin, and almost laid claim to the Treasure. But, before dying, Adequin sealed the Terra Vault and sent off the Tenth Keeper in a self-sustaining cryogenic chamber.” 
 
    “This cryogenic chamber,” Drakir said, leaning over and squinting at the inscription on the side of the second chamber. “And its occupant was called Jer… Jer-ma… Jere-miah. His name was Jeremiah!” 
 
    “Jeremiah, Tenth Keeper of the Terra Vault,” The Supreme Leader repeated, pacing back and forth. “So the second cryogenic chamber landed here on Kepra-2, where Jeremiah would have reunited with Padremis. Both Keepers would then have planned to take back the Terra Vault together.” 
 
    Count Drakir’s cheeks flushed in excitement. “Except, when Padremis opened the cryogenic chamber, it wasn’t the Tenth Keeper that he found, but instead…” 
 
    All eyes fell on Trinket. 
 
    A new, heavy silence filled the room, and Trinket didn’t know what was worse: that they ignored her and talked as if she wasn’t there or that they placed all their attention on her. 
 
    Drakir spoke quickly. “Not only did Padremis find the girl in the second cryogenic chamber. He also found the book. The book must have traveled with her. That’s how Padremis was able to write in it at the very end.” 
 
    Riker looked like he was about to pass out. His words came out slowly as if he needed time to absorb their meaning. “So the Prophecy is true. Not only could this girl be the Dark Entity, but she could also have become the Tenth Keeper of the Terra Vault…” 
 
    “NO!” The Supreme Leader’s voice roared, making Riker flinch. “Not the Tenth Keeper! Don’t call her that! The Ancient Scriptures state that the Dark Entity killed the original Tenth Keeper and took his spot on the Terra Vault. She wanted to keep the Treasure to herself. She robbed him! She robbed us!” 
 
    “Y-yes, yes, of course, Supreme Leader,” Riker stuttered, blinking Trinket’s way. 
 
    “But all the original Keepers are dead,” Drakir pointed out, unfazed by the Supreme Leader’s outburst. “All that remains is the girl. She is the only one who can unlock the Vault for us now.” 
 
    “Indeed.” The Supreme Leader eyed Trinket, and its voice sent shivers down her spine. ”Who knows about this, Drakir?” 
 
    Drakir answered immediately. “Just us, Supreme Leader. Me, Riker, yourself, and your Sentinels. I have taken care of the soldiers who were involved in the discovery of the chambers.” 
 
    “Good,” the Supreme Leader said, lifting an arm with an integrated weapon, aiming it at Riker, and firing. The lanky Secretary collapsed on the ground without as much as a gasp. 
 
    “EEK!” Drakir yelped, leaping aside. 
 
    Trinket wrapped her arms tightly around her waist, suddenly very much awake. 
 
    Drakir’s small eyes looked like they might pop out of his head. He stared from his dead Secretary to the Supreme Leader to the raised weapon. His rosy cheeks paled. 
 
    It took a while for the Supreme Leader to lower the weapon. “You have done well, cousin,” the voice rasped finally. “But there must be no further witnesses until we are sure.” The being turned, and Trinket caught Count Drakir’s mouth curling downward as he gave his boss a dirty look. 
 
    However, she didn’t have time to ponder this further, because the Supreme Leader’s armor suddenly began to split open. The slit ran vertically from head to foot, like the twisted mouth of a Sea Kepran oyster. The being that occupied it revealed itself. 
 
    It was a woman. A thin, bony woman with long fingers, a hairless skull-shaped head, and the darkest eyes Trinket had ever seen. Black, pointy tattoos on her cheekbones and head made her look even more skeletal, and she emerged from her armor like a dead thing from a coffin. 
 
    Trinket cringed. 
 
    “Behold, Dark Entity, I show myself to you, for I do not fear you.” She paused, the air around them thickening with anticipation as if she was challenging Trinket to a duel. It took Trinket a moment to realize she had spoken in the common Alliance tongue. “State your name. I want to hear it. What is your name?” The gaunt woman’s voice no longer sounded robotic but cold and lifeless. 
 
    “Trinket,” she answered at once. She couldn’t hold anything back, even if she wanted to. There was something about this grim being that made resisting impossible. 
 
    The woman stepped towards her. “Your real name,” she seethed. 
 
    Trinket’s frantic mind looked for an answer. Real name… What’s my real name? She couldn’t come up with anything. Astera and Moonrise had no meaning here. “Trinket,” she repeated lamely. The more the woman approached, the smaller she felt. 
 
    “Supreme Leader,” Drakir ventured, curling his nose as he took a big, awkward step over his dead Secretary. “Her memory may have been damaged in the cryogenic chamber.” 
 
    “Hmm.” The Supreme Leader halted, and Trinket almost wanted to hug the man. “I may have something that will jolt her recollections.” The woman detached a small disc that topped a ring she wore. She flicked the disc, and it somersaulted into the air, dropping beside her. 
 
    To Trinket’s surprise, it didn’t hit the ground. It hovered a few inches from it, expanding and rotating until it was about the circumference of Drakir’s belly. And in its center, an object materialized—the most beautiful, dazzling object Trinket had ever seen. 
 
    Drakir’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “The Interstellar Alliance calls it the Exostar,” the woman explained in the common tongue. “The fools thought they could keep it from us. But the diamond belongs to us, as does the rest of the Lost Space Treasure. The Exostar shall return to the Terra Vault,” her dark eyes fell on Trinket, “as soon as you unlock it for us.” She removed Babbo’s book from its elevated base and placed it inside the ring’s mysterious aura, where it floated above the magnificent diamond. 
 
    “Stop drooling, cousin,” the woman warned in Remnant, snapping her long fingers. The book and the Exostar vanished into thin air, and the disc somersaulted into the Supreme Leader’s hand. She clasped it firmly in her fist before attaching it to the top of her ring again. “While you were lazing by your pool, I struck the Interstellar Alliance at its core and took the diamond from them. It now floats at an undisclosed location only accessible through this quantum disc. It’s quite a practical safety box for such a fine gem, don’t you think?” 
 
    Drakir tried to compose himself as he eyed the disc with envy. 
 
    The Supreme Leader focused on Trinket. “Once you open the Terra Vault, there will be enough treasure to go around for my people. And then, not even the Interstellar Alliance will dare stand in our way. What say you, Dark Entity? Surely the sight of the Exostar has stirred memories in you?” 
 
    Trinket shook her head quickly. Why did the woman keep on calling her the Dark Entity? What was this Terra Vault? Or the Exostar? Or this talk about a treasure? 
 
    The woman’s skeletal face leaned closer until their noses almost touched. Trinket clutched the side of the hovering cot. The Supreme Leader’s voice came out low and emotionless. “I have searched for you throughout the galaxy. I have followed your trail and unmasked many imposters.” She spoke slowly and purposefully, observing Trinket like a scientist would a bug under a microscope. “But there is no imposter here. I sensed it as soon as I entered the room. I know it is you. And I want to hear you admit it.” 
 
    Trinket’s breathing quickened. Who am I? 
 
    Piece of scra— 
 
    No! Not a piece of scrap! She shut her eyes, fighting that snarky inner voice that had begun whispering to her again. She searched her mind, frantically looking for clues but finding none. Clearly, they had the wrong person. They were mistaking her for someone else. 
 
    Just say it: piece of s— 
 
    “NO!” She would never give the Supreme Leader the satisfaction of calling her that. She opened her eyes a crack, realizing she had spoken that last word out loud, then set her jaw. 
 
    With one hand, the woman grasped the side of Trinket’s head, pressing her thumb into the middle of her forehead. Dizziness swept over Trinket. “Then we will have to delve deeper,” the woman said, and Trinket felt herself fall into a whirlpool of darkness. 
 
    “I don’t fear you!” the woman repeated vehemently as if needing to convince herself. “State your name!” 
 
    Trinket recoiled. She dropped deep within herself, her mind whimpering and huddling, while an unknown, terrifying version of herself began to manifest. It rose to the surface, strong and real, and somewhere far away, she heard the sound of her voice. It spoke for a long time, sharing her deepest secrets in an unknown language, revealing everything that she was until Trinket thought her brain would be raked empty. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 Caught in the Crossfire 
 
      
 
    Trinket sank into a timeless memory, a memory that was soft as a feather and light as a cloud. In it, her younger self tiptoed through the dark dining room of the little shack up on the hill. Dull sounds of waves crashed against the cliffs of Axiopolis, and starlight seeped through the windows. Curiously, in this memory, she had two biological legs. Or was it a dream? But androids don’t dream, do they? No matter. This was a good dream-memory, so she let it be and savored the moment. 
 
    She approached Babbo’s office and peered through the slit of the half-open door. The Old Scientist sat at a crude table, writing patiently in his big book by the light of a simple candle. Babbo muttered to himself, deep in concentration. She smiled as she watched him lean in to study details through his monocle. Then, he wrote some more. 
 
    Trinket could have watched him all night, except that he suddenly let out a deep, rumbling cough and straightened in his chair, indicating that he was heading for bed. Trinket pulled back, realizing she had better slip away before she got into trouble. 
 
    And, all the while, as she crossed the dining room, entered her cramped bedroom, and lay down, she knew that she had missed something important. Something that she had always known yet had never paid attention to. It was only when she snuggled under the covers that she understood. Babbo had removed his fingerless gloves to write in his book, and the blue veins in the back of his hands had stood out in the dancing candlelight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Trinket didn’t know how much time had passed, but when she regained consciousness, it was in a slow, tortuous way. Her body felt battered and hollow as if she had made such an extreme effort to suppress her other self that her muscles no longer responded. 
 
    Something had changed. There was a constant, bothersome whistling sound in her ears, mingled with muffled screaming and banging. Something hard pressed against her back. She blinked her eyes open and gasped. The floor swayed. Or was it the ceiling? Her mind spun as she tried to figure out which way was up or down. 
 
    Then she realized the whistling sound came from a wind so powerful that it had her pinned against the wall. The floor was a few inches to her right. She tried to reach for it, but her hands were glued to the wall from the pressure. 
 
    A Remnant soldier came running through the door across from her. Bad choice. The wind picked him up and spun him across the messy dungeon. He yelped and disappeared through a gaping hole just above Trinket’s head. 
 
    Flinching, Trinket forced herself around until her stomach was glued to where the wall and floor met. She dragged herself up to the edge of the hole and peered out, her hair pulling in all directions. Some explosion had torn a hole into the side of the stronghold, and Trinket found herself staring outside at a cliff that led down into the valley. The sun had set, but there was still enough light to see Remnant fighter craft swooping into Axiopolis, firing at the town, which was in flames. Swarms of soldiers marched down the road leading from the stronghold into town. 
 
    What the quarks is going on? 
 
    To her right, she located the source of the mysterious wind. It came from the Remnant Off-World Terminal, over which a bubble of distorted air filled with dark spots and crackling lightning hung. 
 
    Another scream. Trinket watched a soldier from a higher level fly through the air and get sucked into the bubble. His body stretched unnaturally, then seemed to scatter into a sprinkle of dust that couldn’t seem to glue itself together again. The particles whirled around for a horrible two seconds, then vanished. 
 
    Shuddering, Trinket backed away from the hole. She searched for a way out, then froze when she spotted the empty armor of the Supreme Leader standing in full exposure of the hole, yet remaining rooted to the spot. As if answering a silent call, it lowered to a crouch and crawled toward the farthest end of the room like a contorted creature. Trinket spotted the Remnant woman struggling to get to her feet. Soon, the insect woman and her insect shell would be reunited. 
 
    Trinket only had a few minutes to escape. She looked around for something to grab onto that would allow her to pull herself away from the hole and closer to the door. She found a ventilation grate on the left wall, but it was out of reach. 
 
    My leg! 
 
    Maybe she could use her prosthetic leg to reach the ventilation grate. She reached down with difficulty to remove it from her stump, but as she did so, her eyes fell on the Supreme Leader’s quantum disc. The blast must have tugged it loose from the woman’s ring, and it stuck to the wall above Trinket, close to the hole. If the wind dropped or changed direction, it would get sucked out. 
 
    Babbo’s book is in there! 
 
    Risking getting sucked out herself, Trinket stretched her arm up the wall, staying as flat as possible so the wind wouldn’t latch on to her and flip her over into the void. Glancing across the room, she watched the Supreme Leader heaving herself into her armor, which zipped up over her. The insect eyes fell on Trinket just as her fingers clasped onto the disc. 
 
    The skeleton helmet roared. 
 
    Trinket recoiled. She clenched the disc between her teeth. Her hands were now free to deal with her prosthetic leg, which she practically tore off and nearly lost to the vacuum in her haste. She stretched against the floor and reached for the ventilation grate, trying to hook the carbon fiber toes around one of its bars. 
 
    She missed. 
 
    Peeking sideways, she found the ghastly Remnant heading her way, the armor’s thick robotic boots stomping across the room. The Supreme Leader took one step at a time, fighting not to get sucked out by the wind. 
 
    Trinket made another attempt to reach the grate, her heart beating in her throat. 
 
    She missed. Again. 
 
    The Supreme Leader was four steps away from her now. 
 
    Another soldier barged through the door. He barely had time to register the scene when, just like the previous one, the wind picked him up and thrust him across the room. He slammed into the Supreme Leader, knocked the woman off the ground, and sent them both spinning into the void. 
 
    Trinket shrieked and slid back against the wall into a fetal position. Unable to help herself, she peered over the side of the hole and watched the soldier spiral into the unnatural bubble, where he dematerialized. But the Supreme Leader curled into a ball, so her weight allowed her to break free from the bubble’s traction. Now the woman was dropping full-speed into the valley, heading for certain death. Instead, halfway down, she spread out her arms, unfurling her dark orange wings. With a swift movement, she glided straight toward the cliff wall, landing with a visible smack. She hunched in on herself, clinging tightly onto the rock with her hands and feet, resembling a grotesque nightcreeper. She lifted her head, aiming her globular eyes at Trinket. 
 
    Trinket pulled away, breathing hard. For all she knew, the insect-woman could climb the rocky cliff almost as fast as she had fallen. 
 
    With no time to lose, Trinket stretched out once more and, this time caught the ventilation grate with her carbon fiber foot. She pulled herself across the floor, clung to the grate, then hooked on to the edge of the first cryogenic chamber. Taking refuge behind it, she reattached her prosthetic leg to her stump, muttering fast, “Four steps to walking! Four steps to walking!” She dropped the disc into her leg compartment and searched for Empty. She slapped the device behind her ear. 
 
    The device whirred. “Yes, Trin. Goodnight,” it said amicably. 
 
    Goodnight? Trinket’s mind whirled. How long had it been since she and Empty had last spoken? It felt like an eternity. 
 
    Empty bleeped in her ear, and for a moment, she was afraid the device had become defective, but then it continued, “Trin, you missed the Shuttle to Omopolis. You are still on Kepra-2. Please provide an update.” 
 
    Letting out a huge breath at having recovered her friend intact, Trin realized how haywire everything had gone. “Not now, Empty,” she said, crouching on all fours to make her way to the second cryogenic chamber. Fortunately, the screaming wind had begun to die down, and she could move forward without risking getting sucked through the hole. 
 
    A good thing, too. 
 
    Hearing a groan, she turned to find Drakir in the farthest corner of the room, shoving the cot she had been lying on off of him. 
 
    Quarks! I completely forgot about the Count! 
 
    “Trin, that is Count Solomon Drakir, Head of the Remnants on Axiop—” 
 
    “I know! I know!” Trinket scrambled for the door and made her way up the gloomy stairs of the stronghold, struggling to climb over broken slabs of rock that had dropped from the granite roof. The walls were black with soot, and she could hear the sounds of fighting. She emerged into the enclosure. Chunks of granite littered the ground. A fire raged from an upper window, lighting up the darkening sky. Soldiers fired laserbolts from the rooftops, targeting enemies she couldn’t see. A shot barely missed her and slammed into the wall behind her. She dove behind a broken piece of column that had no doubt been torn off the arched passageways by a blast. 
 
    “Trin, you are in grave danger. I detect forty armed entities in the vicinity, though I can’t tell if they are Remnant or others. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I wish I knew, Empty!” Trinket gasped, peering over the edge towards the main stronghold gates, which had also been ripped apart by an explosion. Who was fighting whom? 
 
    A white bolt smashed into the granite slab, flinging rubble into her face. She covered her head with her arms to protect herself and then hunkered down. “Empty! I’m caught in the crossfire. Find me a way out of here!” 
 
    “There is fighting all around, Trin. You are surrounded. The safest route is to retreat the way you came.” 
 
    She glanced back, freezing in mid-movement at the thought that she would have to return to the dungeons. Instead, she found someone staring at her from behind a column. 
 
    “Warning!” Empty burst out. “The way back is no longer safe! I repeat. The way back is no longer safe!” A virtual screen deployed before Trinket’s eyes, zooming in on the person’s face. Red letters flashed before her: TERRORIST #1, TERRORIST #1… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 22 Sorry, Not Sorry 
 
      
 
    “That’s Woolver!” Trinket exclaimed. She was trapped. The Plethoran had taken refuge behind a column of the arched passageway, holding a laserbolt in front of his face. To her surprise, he waved his other hand at her in a come here gesture. 
 
    Trinket’s eyes widened. No way! Even though he was no longer wearing the Remnant armor, there was no way she would approach the most sought-after criminal in the entire Interstellar Alliance. She faced forward again. If she was quick enough, she might be able to reach the main gates by jumping from one granite slab to the next. 
 
    “No! Trin!” 
 
    She glanced back at the terrorist. He was vigorously shaking his head. Ignoring him, Trinket squatted and placed her prosthetic foot firmly on the ground, then leaped forward as planned. 
 
    Woolver was faster. He caught up to her in a few strides, dove to the ground and snagged her right ankle. She fell flat on her chest, the wind knocked out of her, just as more lasers showered down from above. Woolver dragged her back behind the slab. 
 
    “Lemme go!” she cried, turning and slamming her prosthetic foot into his cheek. 
 
    “Ouch!” he yelled, pushing her foot away. “Will you stop that? I’m trying to help!” 
 
    “I don’t want your help!” She kicked some more but missed every time because he leaned back out of reach. “Y-you’re a terrorist! Lemme go!” 
 
    “I’m not a terrorist! Hold on a minute! Will… you… stop that?” 
 
    Trinket stopped and glared at his cyan face, noticing that she had covered it with ochre dust. 
 
    “I’m not a terrorist,” he repeated, gasping. “The terrorist thing is just a cover-up.” He let go of her ankle. “I swear. I’m a spy. I work for the Interstellar Alliance Bureau of Investigation. I’m on your side.” 
 
    Trinket stared at him, still in full flight mode. “A spy?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m sorry, Trin. It’s my fault if you got into trouble.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    Empty was still flashing the word TERRORIST #1 before her eyes. 
 
    Woolver nodded again, then peered over the side of the broken column to check on the enemy. Leaning back, he swiftly checked that his laserbolt was recharging. “I’ve been trying to rescue you since the Remnants arrested you. I’m sorry you got caught up in the pub attack. That should never have happened. I should have foreseen that the Remnants would go after anyone involved in the assault. But don’t worry. I don’t blame you for revealing my identity.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I would never want anyone to get tortured in my name.” 
 
    “Tortured?” Trinket’s mouth went dry. 
 
    Woolver stopped checking his weapon and glanced at her. “Did they hurt you? Are you alright?” His brow creased. 
 
    Trinket swallowed. “I’m fine,” she said, even though she felt like she had undergone a brain extraction. She thought back on hearing her voice, talking and talking for hours on end. Had she mentioned Woolver? Had she mentioned the pub attack? There was no way to know. That other being who had emerged from deep within her now lay dormant again, and she had no way of knowing what secrets the other one had revealed. 
 
    Dark secrets of the Dark Entity… 
 
    She shuddered, absentmindedly waving away Empty’s blinking warning, and whispered quickly behind her hand, “Tone down, Empty. I can’t focus!” She glanced over at Woolver, who was shooting at Remnant soldiers positioned on the roof around the enclosure. Can I trust him? She didn’t know much about Plethorans, aside from the fact that most didn’t like space travel. 
 
    Woolver pressed his own MT Device around his ear. “Vondor-3!” he yelled. “This would be a good time for a fly-over, Buddy. Where are you?” 
 
    “Farmer-boy!” someone roared over the racket of firing laserbolts. 
 
    “Uh-oh.” Woolver slid down abruptly beside Trinket. 
 
    “What?” She tensed. “Who’s that?” 
 
    Woolver rolled his eyes, groaning. “That’s my friend. A Remnant Captain. I don’t think he likes me much anymore.” 
 
    The Captain shouted, “I know it’s you, you traitor! You think you can get away with this?” 
 
    “Quarks,” Woolver muttered. He glanced over the edge of the boulder, then, “Blistering quarks!” 
 
    Trinket peeked the same way and spotted half-a-dozen Remnants in white armor and dark orange capes jogging through the main gates. 
 
    “Dyad Sentinels,” Woolver grumbled. “That means the Supreme Leader can’t be far.” 
 
    Trinket clutched her arms to her chest. “You know about the Supreme Leader?” 
 
    “Of course!” he replied. “As soon as the Count found out about my plan to free Axiopolis, he called in his mega-boss to come and crush our little revolution.” 
 
    A revolution? To free Axiopolis? Trinket hadn’t heard any rumor of the sort. “Did you cause the blast at the Remnant Off-World Terminal?” she asked suddenly. 
 
    Woolver smiled darkly. “Yup. That was me. I blew up the Supreme Leader’s spaceship. The explosion turned out to be a lot more powerful than I expected, but that’s always the risk when you tamper with quantum engines.” 
 
    Trinket frowned at him. “Quarks! I almost got sucked up in that blast.” 
 
    “Sorry, Trin.” 
 
    “You say sorry a lot.” 
 
    Woolver grinned wildly. “It’s a Plethoran curse. But don’t worry. We don’t always mean it.” He pressed his MT Device. “Vondor-3? Give it a little speed, would you? We’re about to get fried.” 
 
    “Hey, farmer-boy!” the Captain shouted. “Hand yourself in. And the girl, too! You have one minute!” 
 
    Trinket and Woolver glanced at each other. 
 
    “Time to get out of here,” Woolver decided. 
 
    “S-sounds good to m-me,” Trinket agreed, her teeth chattering. Anything was better than falling back into the Supreme Leader’s grasp. 
 
    Woolver set his dark eyes on her, a glint of gold flickering there as he placed a hand on her shoulder. “You saved my life,” he said. “Now it’s my turn to save yours. I’ll get you out of here, I promise.” His face had become serious, and she truly wanted to believe him. 
 
    Woolver nudged his head the way Trinket had come. “Head that way. I’ll cover for you.” He pulled something out of his trouser pockets and gave it to her. “This is a smoke bomb. Head for the passageway and hide behind the nearest column, then throw it at the Sentinels. I’ll catch up.” 
 
    She nodded, curling her nose at the smoke bomb and holding it away from her with the tips of her fingers as if it were a rotting crunchumber. 
 
    “On the count of three,” Woolver said, whirling around and shooting a volley of lasers at precise targets around them. “Three!” he yelled. “Go! Go! Go!” 
 
    What happened to one and two? Trinket wondered, hunching forward and scrambling to reach the nearest column. Two Dyad Sentinels barged down the passageway from the main gates, heading her way. She swung and released the smoke bomb in their direction, then crouched down with her hands over her head. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “The bomb!” Woolver yelled from the middle of the enclosure, shooting all over the place. “Did you activate it?” 
 
    Trinket stared at him. “What?” 
 
    “DID YOU ACTIVATE THE SMOKE BOMB?” 
 
    Trinket scrunched up her face. “Activate? What? You didn’t sa—” 
 
    Too late. The Sentinels emerged and grabbed her. 
 
    Seeing this, Woolver roared like a wild animal and barreled across the enclosure. He leaped in a swirl of blue over a waist-high chunk of granite wall, rolled on the ground, then slammed into the first Sentinel, sending him sprawling. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 23 Trust Issues 
 
      
 
    Trinket had never seen anyone fight like Woolver. Not that she had ever seen any serious fighting beyond the occasional skirmishes between Civicans and A’hmuns or A’hmuns and Remnants. One time, she had witnessed a rare squabble between Sea Keprans, which had consisted of the opponents standing with their backs to each other and bending over on their legs so that they could flap their tail fins at each other. 
 
    But Woolver’s fighting was on a whole other level. He moved with the grace of a dancer, seamlessly transitioning from one move to the next. As he rolled on the ground and took out the first Sentinel, he quickly regained his footing and placed himself back-to-back with the second Sentinel. With a swift and almost imperceptible motion, he struck the Sentinel in the back of the neck with his elbow, causing the Sentinel to fall to his knees, winded. Without missing a beat, Woolver pivoted, extending one leg to deliver a powerful strike to the first Sentinel's chin. The Remnant, who had just begun to rise, never stood a chance. 
 
    Two more Dyad Sentinels charged towards him, but Woolver dove forward, placing both hands firmly on the ground and performing a swift handstand. He kicked his legs over his head, delivering a crushing blow to both Sentinels as they collapsed to the ground. 
 
    Even so, the Sentinels were far stronger than most Remnants and wouldn’t go down easily. 
 
    Woolver chopped and smacked and punched at the enemy with such precise movements that Trinket had a hard time following all of them. “The stairs!” he yelled, punching a fist into one Sentinel’s face so that the back of the guy’s head slammed into the Sentinel standing behind him. The former staggered back, gargling, his hands covering his crooked nose. 
 
    Woolver hastened her on. “Take the stairs! Head for the roof!” 
 
    Trinket whirled. The stairs were right in front of her, but a Remnant soldier was making his way down. 
 
    ZAP! 
 
    A white bolt whizzed past Trinket’s ear, hitting the soldier full in the chest. He slumped and rolled down the steps. Trinket turned to find Woolver grasping a Sentinel’s weaponed arm, which he had pointed at the stairs. He threw her a glance to make sure she was alright, then whacked the weapon out of the Sentinel’s hand. 
 
    Without delay, Trinket took two steps at a time on her biological leg, resting her prosthetic leg next to it before proceeding upward, praying with each step that Champ would hold. Thundering sounds of laserbolts rained down on the enclosure the entire way, convincing her that Woolver would never make it out alive. She reached the first floor, then swung around to take the next flight of stairs. 
 
    “Trin,” Empty ventured, making her halt. She had forgotten her device was still on. “There is no way to escape off the roof. I recommend taking the corridor to your right. It follows the mountain and and comes out on a path that leads to the Remnant Off-World Terminal. You should be able to find a natural path up to the mountaintop before reaching the Terminal. Then, you can make your way across the mountain, and head back down to Axiopolis.” 
 
    Trinket hesitated. 
 
    Just then, Woolver sprinted up the stairs behind her. “What are you waiting for?” he panted, grabbing her below the armpit to help her up the second flight of stairs. 
 
    Never mind, Trinket thought, glancing longingly at Empty’s escape route. 
 
    Soon enough, they emerged onto the main rooftop of the stronghold. Smoke billowed from the left side. Behind them, the building was embedded into the mountain, which was too steep to climb.To their right, the quantum breach caused by Woolver’s first bomb shimmered and crackled over the Remnant Off-World Terminal. Trinket could see the path leading out of the stronghold to the Terminal, just as Empty had said. 
 
    “This way,” Woolver said, heading towards the precipice. 
 
    Empty repeated in her ear, “Trin, there is no way off the roof!” 
 
    “Wait!” she called after Woolver, but dusk made it hard to see. Her prosthetic foot shell landed on a pebble, and she slipped. She fell hard on her side, her stump loosening from the socket as she did so. “Ouch!” 
 
    “Trin!” Woolver cried, racing back for her. He helped her up, but with her carbon fiber leg now at an angle, she could no longer stand on it. Noticing the problem, Woolver swooped her into his arms and kept running towards the edge. 
 
    “Woolver!” Trinket yelped, eyes bulging as they approached the hundred-foot drop into the valley. 
 
    A shot fired above them. “Hold it!” 
 
    Woolver froze. He turned around. The Remnant Captain was aiming his weapon at them, advancing carefully in their direction. Four Dyad Sentinels followed, rising through the open stairwell with the aid of small drones attached to the bottom of their boots. They fanned out across the roof, hovering a few feet above it with their dark orange capes flowing. 
 
    Woolver took a step back towards the edge. 
 
    “Woolv—” Trinket began, her voice dying in her throat as she spotted something detaching from a shadowy nook of the mountain cliff. It swooped through a thick waft of smoke and ochre dust and down to the roof. 
 
    The Supreme Leader landed heavily, one knee bent to catch her fall. She stood slowly, her large insect eyes glued on them, and she extended her arms momentarily to let her wings fold like a fan. 
 
    Trinket held back a whimper. 
 
    Woolver risked another step back. 
 
    The Captain rushed before his boss, raised his weapon higher, and took aim. “Dust to dust, eh, farmer-boy?” He smirked. 
 
    His shot never came. Instead, a white bolt smacked into his back, and he keeled over. 
 
    The Supreme Leader lowered her weapon. “I want them alive!” her voice croaked through her helmet over the sounds of distant explosions, crackling fire, and general chaos. The Sentinels descended in a tightening half-circle, cornering Woolver and Trin. 
 
    “Trin?” Woolver yelled, holding her tightly. 
 
    “Yes? 
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Then, we jump!” 
 
    Maybe he had expected her to say, “Yes,” but there was no time to explain. Woolver leaped off the roof. 
 
    Trinket screamed. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 24 The IQURUS 
 
      
 
    WHAM! 
 
    They slammed into something hard a few feet below them. It was the platform of a spherical spaceship. Trinket lifted her head in time to watch the Supreme Leader and her Dyad Sentinels reach the edge of the roof and watch them fly away. 
 
    The platform retracted into the safety of the craft. A curious, tingling sensation enveloped her as the platform passed over the door frame. The spaceship, she discovered, was made up of two hollow spheres, one placed inside another bigger one. Two curved wings were attached on either side of the outer sphere by a short arm. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Woolver asked, rushing to her side. “It’s a magnetic field,” he explained, pointing at an empty layer between both spheres just before the door slid shut. “It keeps the outer and inner hull separated. That way, the outer hull—to which the wings are attached—can rotate in any direction while the inner hull remains in a stable, upright position. It prevents us from somersaulting inside the spaceship at every turn while puking out our stomachs.” 
 
    “Er… OK…” was all Trinket could come up with. The air inside the spaceship had the stuffy smell of recycled oxygen. She was still lying flat on her stomach, trying to register what had happened. The socket of her prosthetic leg had come loose but was still hanging on to her thigh thanks to the outer sleeve, but the hard carbon fiber edge was cutting into her stump. 
 
    “Do you need help?” 
 
    Trinket waved her hand at him. “I think you’ve done enough helping for today.” She realized that the Remnants had taken her fingerless gloves from her. She quickly pulled her sleeves over her unnatural-looking veins. 
 
    Fortunately, Woolver didn’t notice. He threw her a grin. “See? I told you I’d get you out of there. Welcome on board my spaceship, the IQURUS. It’s a Civican model—one of the smallest yet handiest designs in the Alliance. I named it after a famous spaceship—you may have heard of it.” 
 
    Trinket hadn’t heard of it, but she didn’t want to seem ignorant, so she replied vaguely, “Uh-huh.” 
 
    He helped her sit against the spaceship wall, where she could take in her surroundings. “WHOA!” she yelled, latching on so hard to his arm it was a miracle she didn’t break it. 
 
    The wall was transparent. In fact, the whole dome of the spaceship looked transparent—except for the smooth gray floor. The dark landscape whizzed by around her at terrifying speed. She spotted Remnant spacecraft barreling after them. 
 
    “Vondor-3,” Woolver commanded over his shoulder. “Reduce visibility to ninety degrees, would you?” 
 
    The hair-raising panorama surrounding Trinket broke down into pixels and turned into a smooth, gray wall. Now half of the spaceship’s dome became solid-looking, while the other half served as a window from which she could see the barren horizon and star-studded sky. They seemed to be in the upper circular level of the spaceship, and Trinket guessed there must be other circular levels below, judging from a narrow pneumatic vacuum elevator to her right. 
 
    Woolver gently unfurled her grip. “It’s all right,” he reassured her, rubbing his freed arm. “The hull of the spaceship is solid. What you see on its wall is a projection of what’s going on outside the IQURUS.” He knocked on the hard frame behind her to prove his point. 
 
    “Ah. Right,” Trinket muttered, her cheeks flushing. Now he knows I’ve never flown before. She focused her attention on her carbon fiber leg, straightening it, so the foot shell was facing the right way, but her hands were shaking. 
 
    A dull thud hit the craft, making it wobble. Woolver caught himself just in time from falling over her. 
 
    “Hey, Woolver!” a voice shouted from the middle of the craft. “A little help here?” 
 
    Trinket glanced up and spotted an A’hmun woman sitting inside a slightly elevated circular command deck in the middle of the spherical-shaped craft. Her rich skin was as black as midnight, and her ebony hair was as short as desert moss. She wore a tightfitting black outfit that ended in an elegant ruby-red neck collar. 
 
    “You guys are late!” Woolver complained, straightening up and joining his companion inside the command deck. He took a seat beside the woman. 
 
    “Vondor-3 is incapable of arriving late,” another voice spoke, but Trinket couldn’t see its owner as a hovering computer screen hid him. The metallic voice continued, “We waited for you at the appointed place, but you never showed up. Keshia said you’d probably fled to the Alliance without us.” 
 
    “Hey!” the woman objected indignantly. “I didn’t say that. You did!” 
 
    Another blast rocked the ship. 
 
    “He, he, he,” the mechanical voice cackled, seemingly unfazed by the deadly attacks. “Alright, maybe I said that. You’re lucky, Woolver. We saw the quantum explosion and decided to take a closer look. We figured only Woolver Talandrin could have pulled off such an attack.” 
 
    “I wish I had time to revel in your praise, Vondor-3. But things are about to get a lot messier,” Woolver replied, calling up a virtual screen before him. “Taking flight control,” he announced. “Trin, you had better take a seat. We are in for a rough ride.” 
 
    Trinket stood and hobbled over to join them, trying to ignore the suicidal view before her. 
 
    “Aaawww!” the mechanical voice cooed. 
 
    Trinket stepped into the command deck and came face-to-face with the largest robot she had ever seen. 
 
    He had a dark-gray body, four long arms, and a head shaped like an oval cut at the bottom to accommodate the neck. Camera-like lenses were placed at equal intervals in a row all around the head, thus giving him a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view at all times. His mouth was a rounded trapezoid sticking out of the bottom half of his head as if someone had glued a cup onto his face. He wore a black t-shirt with a glow-in-the-dark imprint of a robot crushing silver rocks between its hands. The image was topped with the words METAL ROCKS in the Alliance alphabet. 
 
    “Aaaaww!” the robot repeated gleefully, a couple of his cameras zooming in on her. “A greenfoot! I love greenfoots. They have such cute expressions when they fly for the first time.” 
 
    “Knock it off, Vondor-3.” Woolver scolded, helping Trinket into the circular deck and sit in a chair beside him, then showing her how to put on her seatbelt. “You couldn’t tell a cute expression from an angry one.” 
 
    “Ouch! That hurt my emotionless heart, Woolver. Boo-hoo.” Vondor-3 sniffed, his eye lenses rotating around his head so he could take in what was happening inside and outside of the craft. “But… she’s staring at me. Woolver? Why is the greenfoot staring at me?” 
 
    Woolver rolled his eyes, the tips of his fingers latching on to the virtual screen before him, and the spaceship responded to his movements. “That’s probably because her MT Device is telling her that you are on the Interstellar Alliance Most Wanted List. How did they put it again? Vunkotune’s master hacker?” He winked at Trinket. “Don’t believe everything those MT’s tell you, Trin.” He turned to the robot. “And her name is Trin Astera, by the way, not greenfoot.” 
 
    “Moonrise,” Trin whispered behind her hand, correcting him quickly. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “It’s Trin Moonrise, not Astera.” 
 
    “Ah.” Woolver nodded, catching on. “Trin Moonrise, then, meet Vondor-3 from Vunkotune. Vondor-3, meet Trin Moonrise.” 
 
    “Hello!” Vondor-3 said, waving one of his four hands enthusiastically before swiveling in his chair, so he had his back turned towards her. 
 
    “And this is Keshia Ayedi from Thypso,” Woolver continued, gesturing towards the woman sitting behind him inside the circle. 
 
    “Hey, Sweetie,” the woman said, glancing over the shoulder. “There’ll be time for hugs and kisses later.” Trinket noticed small but bright ruby-red tattoos along her cheekbones, which made the gracefully sharp features of her face stand out even more. Keshia’s thin but muscled arms moved fast over the hovering screens as she aimed at half-a-dozen Remnant spacecraft tailing them. Trinket watched in awe as she shot one down with precise aim, but green spots on Keshia’s screens showed the remaining Remnant spacecraft taking formation in a V-shape behind them. “I… I think I’m going to be sick…” 
 
    “Mother of Ka, Woolver! Get that poor kid off the command deck. You can’t put a greenfoot in here!” Keshia scolded. 
 
    The spaceship was hit full-on. It shuddered so hard Trinket thought it would tear into pieces. 
 
    “Shields are holding!” Keshia announced, then turned to Trinket. “Go on, Sweetie,” she nudged her head. “You’d best join the others below.” 
 
    “What others?” Woolver snapped his head around to stare at her. “Take over a minute, would you, Keshia?” He swerved the ship in a tight turn to the right so they were now facing the Remnant ships. 
 
    “With pleasure, Starpilot,” Keshia grinned, baring her white teeth in full fighting mode. 
 
    Woolver flicked his fingers, and the flight screen he had been operating slid around the command deck until it stopped in front of Keshia. She took over the spaceship’s steering and launched the IQURUS straight at the Remnant crafts. 
 
    “Come on,” Woolver said, gently guiding Trinket out of the command deck as if he had nothing else to do, clearly at total ease with Keshia’s fight and flight-capabilities. “This is definitely not how one would introduce a greenfoot to space-flight. But you’ll get used to it, you’ll see.” 
 
    The IQURUS would sometimes veer sharply to the left or right, yet the gray floor would always remain straight so that they never lost their footing from a sudden swerve—just like Woolver had explained. The inner hull remained stable, while the outer hull with the wings rotated in all directions. Still, the feeling that she might topple through the projected screen and fall to her death made Trinket’s stomach lurch. 
 
    Woolver led her to the transparent shaft of the pneumatic vacuum elevator, and both stopped at the entrance, staring down. The circular level below was larger than the upper one, and it was packed with people: Civicans, A’hmuns, and all sorts of civilians from Axiopolis. They huddled together, their faces haggard and their eyes wide as they glanced up at them. 
 
    “Keshia?” Woolver yelled back at his friend. 
 
    “What?” Keshia retorted, desperately shooting at the oncoming enemy. “You weren’t the only one getting hammered, Woolver! We had to save them. We gathered all we could and fled Axiopolis.” 
 
    “Find yourself a spot, Trin, and sit tight,” Woolver instructed. “We’re going to pick up some speed.” He held on to her arm to help her step into the elevator, then hurried back to his seat. “No more fancy attack tactics,” he told his crew. “We can’t risk it with so many civilians in our belly. Vondor-3, project the shortest path to the mountains.” 
 
    The elevator sucked Trinket down to the lower level. She made her way through the survivors, trying not to lose her balance from the sudden jolts of the craft or accidentally stepping on someone’s foot. She was scanning the crowd, searching for a spot to sit, when she detected a familiar face, making her nostrils flare and her hands clench. “You!” she raged, her ears pounding. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 25 It’s a She 
 
      
 
    Against the farthest side of the spacecraft, stuck between a group of civilians, Trinket found Stinge hunkering. The orphanage caretaker’s face grew pale, and her eyes widened as soon as she saw Trinket. 
 
    Forgetting to tread carefully, Trinket clambered over people. A Sea Kepran squealed as she stepped on its fin. Hands pushed her out of the way to avoid her reckless stomping. She was on top of the woman before she could stop herself. 
 
    “Eek!” Stinge yelped, covering her head with her arms. 
 
    Trinket slapped the woman like a Sea Kepran wagging its tail fin. Voices protested angrily, and small droids crawled up to the ceiling to avoid getting crushed in the tumult. Hands tore her off the caretaker and dropped her unceremoniously against the opposite wall. 
 
    Trinket breathed hard and glared at Stinge, trying to free herself from those holding her down. “The children!” she yelled. “What did you do with the children?” She hadn’t spotted the little boy or any of the other orphans. 
 
    Stinge whimpered, hunching in on herself while wringing her hands together. A glazed look came over her eyes. “I lost them… Lost them all… Can’t find them…” 
 
    Trinket stared at the woman, gaping. Were the orphans still in Axiopolis? 
 
    “Can’t find them… Modicums… Can’t find my modicums… Who took them? Who took my modicums?” She foraged through a small bag on her lap, muttering. 
 
    Trinket tensed like a bowstring. Her modicums? She’s thinking about her modicums? She tried to break free again, but a jolt shook the spaceship, making everyone scream. A steel arm slapped across her body, pinning her to the wall while everyone else did a little bounce off the floor. Trinket looked up and stared at her neighbor. 
 
    His face was as round as a moon’s, his skin a translucent white. There wasn’t a single hair on his head, and he smiled at her so peacefully that her muscles slackened instantly. His eyes were stunning: one was the color of lapis lazuli, the other the color of red jasper. They shimmered like a sun would shine through two colorful gems. 
 
    Speaking in Trinket’s ear, Empty scanned the being, searching for information. “Name: unknown. Planet of origin: unknown. Species: unknown. This alien is not from the Interstellar Alliance, Trin,” the device said. “In fact, I doubt he is even from the Magnus Star Cluster. I may not be able to translate his language.” 
 
    “Hello,” the stranger said in the common Alliance tongue, smiling down at her from his tall frame. He had a massive fiber bag at his feet. 
 
    Trinket gawked. “Er… hello.” She knew she was being impolite by staring at him, but she couldn’t help it. She had never met an alien from outside the Magnus Star Cluster before. She hadn’t even realized there were any! And yet, oddly, the sense of immediate danger abated in her mind. The pursuing Remnants, the sharp jolts as they fired against the spaceship, the civilians’ terrified screams—everything had become muted. 
 
    “Our name is ƪƆƳƥƎƼǤ. What is yours?” the being asked calmly. 
 
    “Er…” Trinket frowned. Our name? She leaned forward to check if there were others of his kind. There weren’t. 
 
    “We apologize,” the being said. “Our name is difficult to pronounce. You may call us Tulo if you wish.” 
 
    Trinket raised an eyebrow. “Er… our name is… I mean, my name is Trin,” she stuttered. 
 
    Tulo nodded amiably, still smiling. “We enjoy making friends during our travels. Would you like to be our friend?” 
 
    Trinket didn’t know what to say to that. Strange time to be making friends! “Uh… sure…” She was charmed by the honesty radiating from the round face, and the last thing she wanted was to hurt his feelings. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Tulo said, looking forward and releasing her from his strange eyes. “We will be fine.” The jolts from the Remnant attacks died down, so he removed the arm he had used like a seatbelt. 
 
    Trinket didn’t know if he meant we as in I will be fine or we as in we will all be fine, so she mumbled, “I sure hope so.” She glanced at Stinge again. The woman was sobbing freely and muttering as she searched through her bag. Trinket shook her head. “She’s lost it, Empty,” she whispered to her device. 
 
    “Yes, she has. She has repeatedly mentioned that she has lost her modicums,” Empty agreed. 
 
    Trinket shook her head. “That’s not quite what I meant.” She stood slowly, checking that no one would tell her to sit again. When her actions only incited some irritated glares, she told her neighbor, “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    The strange alien gave her a slight bow with his head, then leaned back and closed his unnatural eyes as if he were ready to nap. 
 
    Trinket made her way through the seated crowd again, causing a new wave of grumpy comments. She took the pneumatic vacuum elevator up, bracing herself as she was thrust into the full hundred-and-eighty-degree virtual display of Kepra-2’s twilight landscape on the dome again. She shut her eyes momentarily, focusing on the solid ground beneath her feet, then found her way to a seat beside Woolver inside the circular command deck. 
 
    “Back already?” Woolver asked without looking at her. He was fixated on his flying. The golden veins on his cheekbones and temples pulsated, and his whiskers were pulled back almost against his cheeks as he maneuvered the spaceship at a hair-raising speed towards a dark slit in the even darker mountain. “What was all that racket about down there?” 
 
    He must have heard me squabble with Stinge. “Noth—” 
 
    “Hang tight!” Woolver cut in as they shot through the slit. 
 
    Trinket slid down in a chair. She clutched the edge of her seat, which seemed to graze the black mountain cliffs on either side of the ship. A Remnant spacecraft splattered into the mountain entrance behind them, sending an explosive heat wave after them and momentarily lighting up the way ahead. 
 
    “This is our chance!” Woolver exclaimed. “Vondor-3, find us a hiding spot in the mountains. Hurry!” 
 
    “Yes, Starpilot!” the robot replied, his arms and fingers fluttering back and forth over the command screens. 
 
    Woolver relaxed somewhat. “What were you saying, Trin?” 
 
    “Er… The orphans!” Trinket exclaimed, remembering why she had come back up. “Are they on board? Is there another level on this ship with more survivors?” 
 
    “Keshia?” Woolver shouted without turning around. 
 
    “Orphans?” Keshia answered. “I don’t know anything about orphans. There’s a storage and machinery hold, two floors down, but there’s no one in it. It’s too narrow.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Trinket gasped, her hands flying to her cheeks. “Then they’re still in Axiopolis. They’ll never make it! They’re just children, Woolver! We have to go back!” 
 
    The Plethoran glanced at her, then shook his head. “We’ve got to save you and this lot first. We need to make room before we can save any others.” 
 
    “Woolver, something’s wrong,” Keshia interrupted them from behind. She had pulled up a virtual model of the IQURUS and was looking at the damage. “Did you notice how the Remnants are attacking us?” 
 
    Woolver glanced gravely at a copy of her screen. “Yes, I noticed, Keshia.” 
 
    She continued. “They’ve been aiming for our wings. They’re not trying to shoot us down—just maim the ship and force us to land. I think they’re trying to capture us.” 
 
    Trinket flinched. The croaking voice of the Remnant Supreme Leader echoed in her head. “I want them alive!” 
 
    “Yup. That would be my fault,” Woolver admitted, setting his jaw. “I may have irritated the Remnant mega-boss somewhat.” 
 
    “Then you really did it this time,” Keshia retorted in fake mockery. “It would explain why half the Remnant stronghold is after us. They’re looking for you.” 
 
    And me… Trinket swallowed. 
 
    Woolver shrugged. “Comes with the job. Sorry, guys.” 
 
    “He said sorry,” Vondor-3 pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, he did,” Keshia agreed, grimacing at Woolver. “Which means he obviously doesn’t mean it. Nasty Plethoran.” 
 
    Woolver grinned evilly at her while ensuring the spacecraft exited the rocky slit safely and then setting it down next to a cave opening near the top of a mountain. “What can I say? I don’t think mega-boss appreciated what I did to his spacecraft.” 
 
    “Her,” Trinket corrected. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Not his spacecraft, but her spacecraft. She’s a woman.” All eyes turned her way. Trinket shrunk further back into her chair. 
 
    “A woman?” Woolver repeated. 
 
    Trinket nodded. 
 
    “You saw the face of the Remnant Supreme Leader?” Keshia exclaimed. 
 
    Trinket nodded again, wishing they would talk about anything else but the skeletal leader. She didn’t want to delve into what had happened in the dungeons. She didn’t want to mention the other entity living within her. She didn’t want to talk about the Lost Space Treasure, the Exostar, or the Dark Entity. The Remnants have gotten me confused with someone else, she reminded herself. 
 
    Woolver cut through the tense silence, standing abruptly. “This is where you get off,” he told her, looking extremely serious. 
 
    “Woolver!” Keshia objected. “She has to stay with us. She’s a witness!” 
 
    “No,” Woolver cut in. “It’s too dangerous. We came to free Axiopolis from Remnant oppression. Our job isn’t finished. Escort the civilians out. And hurry before we’re spotted.” 
 
    Keshia and Vondor-3 obeyed, opening the spaceship’s main door and extending the platform from the craft to the cave opening. Located about six-thousand feet from the valley floor, the granite shelter looked about as big as the Remnant stronghold, and would offer shade and protection from prying eyes in the daytime. The survivors spilled out of the IQURUS, tripping over each other as they hurriedly filled the dark space. 
 
    Trinket stood from her chair on the command deck but didn’t move to follow the survivors. She didn’t want to admit it, but Woolver had become her refuge. Also, Empty was nagging in her ear about survival percentages. 
 
    “Go on, Trin,” Woolver encouraged her. “Wait for me here. I’ll come back for you. I promise.” 
 
    “I want to come with you!” she objected. “Please?” She clasped and unclasped her hands. “I need to find someone. A little boy. And the other orphans. They could be in danger!” 
 
    “I understand,” Woolver answered gently. “But with half the Remnant garrison looking for me, it’s not safe for you to be near me right now. Let us do the fighting. That’s what we came here for. We’ll save as many as possible and make some breathing room to escape. Until then, stay in the cave and wait for us.” 
 
    “But Woolver…” Trinket caught herself. Should she tell him that the Remnants were looking for her, too? 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    She bit her lip, then let her shoulders sag. “Just be careful,” she said instead. She let him lead her out of the spacecraft, feeling ever more exposed as the door shut behind her. The spherical spaceship slid away, and, just like that, Woolver was swallowed up by the night, leaving the crowd—and Trinket—to fend for themselves.

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 26 The Soul of an Android 
 
      
 
    Trinket watched Woolver’s spaceship dash to her left, following the mountainside. Not three seconds later, to her right, two Remnant spacecraft spewed through the slit they had used just minutes ago and bolted after the IQURUS. 
 
    She retreated into the shadow of the cave, joining the hunkering survivors. They whispered fearfully among each other and only relaxed once they were sure the Remnants were truly gone. 
 
    Yet Trinket wasn’t quite able to shake off the tension from her shoulders. She cautiously approached the edge again, observing the starlit valley below. With such a view, they could at least spot any oncoming enemies for miles. On the other hand, escaping down the mountain would be slow and arduous. 
 
    The Sea Keprans didn’t have much choice but to leave, however. They couldn’t stay away from the sea too long as they risked drying out. No sooner had they exited the spaceship than they began their descent of the mountain, using their night vision to carefully make their way down natural trails on their stumpy legs. They would rejoin one of their thousands of small native communities along the ocean shores of the planet. 
 
    There was a brief scuffle as someone insisted on lighting a fire to keep warm, but this idea was quickly suppressed since the smoke would surely give their hiding place away. The group spent the rest of the night settling down and trying to sleep. 
 
    The next day, everyone gathered together to place whatever food and drink they had in a pile—a rare show of collaboration between the usually aggressive inhabitants of Axiopolis. Some scavenged the barren mountain above and caught edible snapes and myse, which could be found under rocks and crevasses. These added delicacies were roasted over a low fire. In the simmering heat of the day, they hoped the embers were less likely to be spotted. 
 
    By late afternoon, Civicans and A’hmuns lined up to get their tiny portion of food. Trinket joined them, her empty stomach nagging at her. She reached out to receive a juicy chunk of snape and berries wrapped in dry seaweed. 
 
    “Not her!” someone cried out. 
 
    Everyone turned to see Stinge crouching between some rocks, tearing at her roll of meat with her teeth. She glared at Trinket. “Pieces of scrap don’t need food.” 
 
    “What? But…” Trinket stammered. 
 
    Too late. Even though she had wrapped her hair and hands in pieces of material that she had torn off her desert robe, the others noticed her prosthetic leg. 
 
    “Move over!” the Civican serving the meal snapped at her. 
 
    People lining up behind her protested, throwing her disgusted looks. “Nasty droid!” someone muttered. “Taking food from mortal beings. How shameful!” 
 
    Trinket bit her tongue as she moved aside. 
 
    “You need sustenance, Trin,” Empty pointed out. “Your energy level is at sixty-five percent.” 
 
    “Not now, Empty,” Trinket grumbled, retreating to the edge of the ledge. They didn’t want to give her food? Fine! She was just as capable of finding some herself. But for now, she crossed her arms and sat with her back towards the eating crowd. 
 
    “Would you like some?” a voice said. 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, Trinket found Tulo coming to sit beside her. He held a roll of meat-filled seaweed in one hand and carried his big bag in the other. She stared at the alien, then at the food. 
 
    He offered it to her. 
 
    “You eat first,” she said quickly, waving a hand at the roll. 
 
    He shook his head. “We don’t eat solid foods.” 
 
    Trinket raised an eyebrow. “You don’t?” 
 
    He shook his head again. 
 
    “Um, alright, thanks.” She accepted the steaming food gratefully. “How do you function, then? Don’t you need a source of energy to stay alive?” 
 
    He waved vaguely at the scenery. “This will do,” he answered, smiling and leaving her with more questions than before. 
 
    She glanced at the mysterious being several times while munching on the warm seaweed roll. She couldn’t get used to his strange eyes, yet his face was placid and calm, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “Why are you giving me your food? You know they think I’m an android, right?” 
 
    “And, are you?” 
 
    Trinket swallowed hard, taken aback by the question. “I… er… I don’t know,” she admitted, dropping her chin to her chest. How could I not know what I am? 
 
    Tulo looked at her, then leaned in closer, his face beaming. “And, what if you are?” 
 
    Trinket frowned. Didn’t he know what it was like to be a second-grade citizen, to be looked down on and considered expendable? Of course not! He’s a mortal being! What would he know? 
 
    The alien straightened his back. “There are many types of androids, all of which need energy to function. Some need liquid electricity. Others were built to process natural foods to fuel their dark synthetic blood. We have been to many places. In one of them, androids have become masters of the living. In another, sentient androids are well on their way to developing a soul.” He paused. “The point is, no matter what evolutionary step you find yourself in, in the end, it is how you treat yourself and how you treat others that will make a difference.” 
 
    Trinket stared at him. “You… You think I might have a soul?” The idea was mind boggling. 
 
    Tulo shrugged. “I don’t see why not, though I also don’t see why it would matter. The question you should ask is not, what am I, but who am I? Soul or no soul, it’s the combination of life experiences and how you react to them that define who you are. And that, right there, is what really matters.” 
 
    Trinket bit absentmindedly into her roll. “How do you know this?” she asked at last. 
 
    Tulo smiled serenely, opened his heavy-looking bag, and began to remove objects from it. “We know many things. We are data collectors,” he explained. “We travel the planets and collect information on the civilizations we encounter. See here? This bundle of strings with different colored beads tells the history of the Gona people. Each round bead is a word, and each long bead is a historical character. The square ones indicate a date. The trick is to understand what it says. And this,” he said, pulling up a long, metallic object covered in a soft glow, “is a memory device that contains the advanced scientific discoveries of the Jocoba civilization. Unfortunately, we have not yet found the accompanying machine to read it. And these,” he stacked a pile of books on top of each other, “are ancient A’hmun books made from paper and leather. They are quite rare, of course. Paper is an expensive commodity. It is made from tree bark, and—as you most likely know—forest-covered planets are as rare as rain on Kepra-2.” 
 
    Trinket’s smile quickly vanished. Her thoughts shifted to the quantum disc in her leg compartment. It held a book, too. Maybe she should show it to Tulo. But that would mean showing him the other thing… She hadn’t allowed herself to think about it. The Exostar. Her throat constricted. Did I really do what I did? She had stolen something important, something major, from the Supreme Leader herself. I’m so stupid! 
 
    Shuddering and wondering if her energy level had suddenly dipped to twenty percent in spite of the seaweed roll, she shuffled back until she could lean against the rocky wall, trying to suppress thoughts of what the Supreme Leader would do to her if she caught her with the Exostar. She hadn’t slept well the night before. Distorted memories had haunted her slumber. She removed her prosthetic leg to rest her stump, then focused on her new alien friend, who flipped through the pages of his collection. It reminded her of Babbo, and the calm movement sent her into a deep sleep. 
 
    Dawn arrived the next day with no sign of Woolver. After putting on her leg again, Trinket stepped over several sleeping people, wanting a head start to find food so she wouldn’t have to face the same shameful situation as yesterday. 
 
    “Trinket? Is that you?” 
 
    The low whisper made her turn. A Civican man lay on the ground, blinking big black eyes at her. It was the owner of the Your Trash, My Treasure shop! He had a large bandage on his head between his compound ears. She rushed to his side. “Oh! You’re hurt!” 
 
    He straightened up a bit. “I’ll live,” he said, feeling the bandage. “I’m sorry about what happened at the store, Trinket,” he told her. “I had to give your merchandise to the Remnants. I didn’t give your name away, I promise. But I did end up telling them the plant came from the Old Scientist’s shack. I just wanted them out of my store.” 
 
    Trinket placed her hand on his arm. “It’s alright,” she said. “I understand.” 
 
    The stocky Civican settled back. “I sure hope that Plethoran comes back. We can’t stay here forever.” 
 
    “He will!” Trinket said fervently, needing to believe her own words. “You’ll see!” 
 
    The man nodded. “I’m glad the Remnants didn’t get a hold of you—the creeps!” he snarled, curling his lips to show two tiny incisors in his small mouth. 
 
    Trinket forced a smile, then said, “You stay right here. I’ll get you some water.” Without waiting for an answer, she exited the cave and began the short climb to the top of the mountain, carefully choosing where to place her feet on the rugged terrain. Please come back, Woolver. Please come back! 
 
    As the Kepran sun rose, warming the land, the morning mist that had clung to the valley floor began to rise to the mountaintop. When Trinket reached its flat peak, white fog swirled around her, reducing visibility and blanketing bushes and moss with dew. This offered a perfect source of hydration if one knew how to collect it. 
 
    After a bit of searching, Trinket found a round succulent with nasty spines. People tended to avoid these, but not Trinket. She scraped the spines off with a rock, then tore the succulent from the ground and turned it over. The inside was soft. She dug out the pulp with her fingers, savoring its juicy contents. Now she had an empty bowl ready to fill with dew dripping from nearby shrubs. After drinking her fill, she collected more dew and prepared to head back when doubt crept in. 
 
    The quantum disc had been on her mind ever since her escape. She had avoided looking at it, as it reminded her of her ordeal in the dungeons, but at the same time, she wanted to make sure Babbo’s book was still in there. 
 
    Lifting her chin, she made up her mind and searched for a secluded spot. Having found one among some tall rocks, she checked all around to ensure that no one was watching, then removed the disc from her leg compartment. She swung it toward the ground, the way she had seen the Supreme Leader do before, and called forth the Exostar. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 27 The Richest Kid in the Galaxy 
 
      
 
    The disc hovered a few inches from the ground, expanding and swirling until it was big enough to reveal its contents. The Exostar emerged in all its glory. The diamond was so big it reached Trinket’s waist, and she estimated that she would barely be able to wrap her arms around it if she tried. A ray of the morning sun broke through the mist and fell on the gem, making it flare up into a cascade of glittering light, leaving Trinket gaping. It was like staring at a compact galaxy of stars with a glowing blue heart. 
 
    “Trin.” Empty spoke in her ear, scanning the diamond over and over. “That is the Exostar. That is the Exostar, Trin. Trin, my scanner indicates that this is the E—” 
 
    “Alright! Alright!” Trinket exclaimed, breathless at the sight. Goosebumps rose on her skin at the confirmation. “What do you know about the Exostar, Empty?” 
 
    Empty searched its memory. “The Exostar, also known as the Jewel of the Interstellar Alliance, was discovered in the year one-hundred-and-ninety-six b.i.a.[2] by the famous space explorer, Professor Nando Pazorri, on a remote Non-Alliance planet called Alluvium. The name derives from exo and star. Exo, meaning external, or coming from beyond the Magnus Star Cluster. 
 
    Professor Pazorri lost his life to the cannibalistic tribe of the Atunket while attempting to save the Exostar. Fortunately, his crew safely transported the diamond to Enillon on the renowned IQURUS spaceship, where its incredible beauty and wealth caused major rifts between the civilized planets of the Magnus Star Cluster. Greed and jealousy festered among the alien worlds and led to the catastrophic Exostar War, which lasted one hundred and fifty years. In the year zero a.i.a.[3], the Exostar Peace Treaty was signed, and the Interstellar Alliance was formed to promote peace and cooperation among its members. The Exostar was placed in the Exhibitus Museum, at the heart of the Interstellar Alliance, to be enjoyed and shared by all. 
 
    “Legend states that the Exostar belonged to a mighty treasure—the greatest in the galaxy—known in general folklore as The Lost Space Treasure. Unfortunately, many attempts to discover the origins of the Exostar have remained unfruitful. But the markings on the cave wall where the Exostar was found on Alluvium are still a powerful source of inspiration even to this day: 
 
      
 
    Fields of diamonds, columns of gold, 
 
    Ceilings of emeralds, a wonder to behold. 
 
    Fountains of silver, rubies they hold. 
 
    Share your treasure, 
 
    oh, Keeper of the Terra Vault.” 
 
      
 
    Trinket had to sit. “The Terra Vault?” she whispered, her voice shaking. “You know about the Terra Vault? And the Lost Space Treasure?” 
 
    “Of course, Trin. I was made by MADAT Inc., a company of the Interstellar Alliance. My memory contains the full edition of the History of the Interstellar Alliance if you would like me to go over it. The Lost Space Treasure is one of the most famous legends of the Magnus Star Cluster, known and loved by all.” 
 
    “So it’s real!” Trinket uttered, clutching her arms over her stomach. “The Terra Vault is real!” 
 
    “I repeat,” Empty said patiently. “The story of The Lost Space Treasure is a legend, meaning it is an unauthenticated piece of folklore. Currently, there is no way to know if it is based on fact or fiction.” 
 
    Trinket stared at the diamond, swaying slightly. Here she was, staring at the Jewel of the Interstellar Alliance, a source of decades of war, and she had stolen it from the Remnant Supreme Leader! 
 
    “What if I leave it here?” she mulled, resisting a sudden urge to flee from it. 
 
    “Leave it here?” Empty echoed. “You can’t leave it here, Trin. The Exostar is valued at fourteen quadrillion modicums. You could buy an estimated twelve quadrillion prosthetic legs with it. You could buy an entire planet of the Interstellar Alliance or the whole Alliance military fleet. You could buy Kepra-1 and Kepra-2, and the Shuttle and…” 
 
    “Shush, Empty!” Trinket burst out, shuddering. Buy the entire Alliance military fleet? Blazing ions! She pressed the palms of her hands against her cheeks. What was the Supreme Leader doing with the Exostar? Was she planning on buying an army to take over the Alliance? “This thing is going to cause me a whole lot of trouble, Empty!” she exclaimed, getting to her feet again. 
 
    Then she noted Babbo’s book hovering above the diamond. She had almost forgotten about it, with the biggest diamond in the entire galaxy taunting her with its mesmerizing glow. She reached out and lowered the book, going over its pages even though she couldn’t read a single word of its alien language. She realized that Empty had never seen Babbo’s book before. She had buried the book along with the Old Scientist a year before she had met Empty. “What about this book?” she asked, carefully flipping the ancient pages. “Can you make anything of the writing?” 
 
    The device scanned one of the pages. “A first analysis indicates that this data source is filled with astronomical calculations, planetary facts, and space maps. Also, the alphabet matches the one used for the Exostar poem that I mentioned before. See here…” 
 
    An image deployed before Trinket’s eyes, depicting a rock with an ancient inscription on it: 
 
      
 
    ▶⏹⏸⏏��⏭☑⏫⏺⏹ 
 
    ⏹▶⏹⏸⏏��⏭☑⏫⏺ 
 
    ⏏��⏭☑⏺⏹⏫▶⏹⏸ 
 
    ▶⏭☑⏫⏺⏹⏹⏸⏏ 
 
    ⏹▶⏭☑⏸⏏ 
 
      
 
    “…this image comes from the Professor Nando Pazorri Special Archive Collection and was taken by the explorer himself at the cave entrance leading to the Exostar on the planet Alluvium. 
 
    “As far as my records go, the symbols haven’t been completely deciphered as yet, though the A’hmun claim that it resembles an ancient alphabet used many generations ago by their spacefaring ancestors. I am currently unable to translate the book you hold in your hands, but if you were to connect me to MADAT’s Mainframe, perhaps I could find updates on the archaeological research.” 
 
    Trinket plopped right back down, head spinning. “So the Exostar, Babbo’s book, the Remnants, The Lost Space Treasure, the Terra Vault… They are all interconnected,” she paused. “But where does that leave me?” Her heart skipped a beat, and she had to ask. “Empty, does the History of the Interstellar Alliance say anything about a Dark Entity?” 
 
    The device hummed for a moment. “No, Trin. I have searched all my files. There is no reference to a Dark Entity. Please provide more information.” 
 
    Trinket blew air out of her cheeks. “I have none, Empty.” 
 
    “Then I’m afraid I can offer no further assistance.” 
 
    “Thanks, anyway,” Trinket whispered. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Trin.” 
 
    A pause. Trinket’s mind whirled. Where do I fit into all this? The mist closed in around her, reflecting her thoughts. She returned the book and snapped her fingers at the quantum disc, just like the Supreme Leader had done. It took a few tries, but by the fourth, the disc swallowed up the Exostar and Babbo’s book, then somersaulted through the air to land in the palm of her hand. “And now…?” Trinket wondered aloud, “What do I do with this?” She had just wanted Babbo’s book. She hadn’t meant to steal the Exostar. The Supreme Leader would never forgive her for what she had done. “Who am I going to give it to?” 
 
    “You can’t give away the Exostar, Trin,” Empty said. “You have just become the richest being in the entire galaxy. You have surpassed the wealth of MADAT Inc.’s Executive Director a thousand-fold.” 
 
    Trinket placed the disc back in her leg compartment and snorted. “Yeah, right. But the Exostar is just a pretty rock, Empty. I can’t eat it or drink it. It’s not going to shield me from a storm. It’s not going to hug me or love me. I have no use for it.” She tightened the loosening strips of cloth around her hands and fingers. 
 
    “I can’t give you those things, either, Trin,” the ear device pointed out. “Are you going to give me away, too?” 
 
    For a second, Trinket thought her heart would melt. “Of course not, Empty! It’s true that you can’t quench my thirst, shelter me, or hug me, but you offer me something much more valuable.” 
 
    “What’s that, Trin?” 
 
    “Friendship, of course!” 
 
    “Friendship?” Empty repeated. “Friendship can be defined as a state of mutual trust and safe-keeping between two entities. I am not equipped to analyze trust, but my programming is built on the notion of protection. So, yes, that is a beneficial state for us to be in. And you are correct. The Exostar can’t offer friendship.” 
 
    Trinket smiled. 
 
    “Trin?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My sensors detect movement,” the device said. “And lots of it.”

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 28 Alone… Almost 
 
      
 
    “They’re here! They’re here!” Trinket shouted, almost tripping over rocks in her haste to return to the cave. 
 
    People stood up to look at her, worry painted on their faces. Others shielded their eyes and stared at the sky. “What’s she saying? I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “Not up there!” Trinket yelled. “In the valley! They’re in the valley!” 
 
    People approached the edge of the cave and gazed down, murmuring to each other. “There’s nothing there. Can you see anything?” 
 
    Trinket joined them. “Look!” she said, out of breath. “Down there. Do you see the tracks of the hovertrain?” She pointed down toward the bottom of the gorge. 
 
    People squinted. 
 
    Then, some of them gasped. “Oh! I see them! Look!” They pointed as well. 
 
    “Survivors!” someone exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes! Survivors!” a Civican yelled. “They made it out of Axiopolis!” 
 
    The crowd broke into exclamations of surprise. Everybody wanted to have a look. “They’re heading for Space Central!” they noted. “The hovertrain must have been damaged in the fighting. They are going on foot!” 
 
    Trinket laid down on her stomach and glanced at the track of the hovertrain that wound its way across the valley. Small spots moved along it in a long row, and she judged that they were located about halfway between Axiopolis to the west and Space Central to the East. “Empty! Zoom in, will you?” 
 
    “Yes, Trin.” 
 
    A virtual screen unfolded before her eyes and zoomed in on the fleeing crowd. There were men, women, children, cyborgs, and androids. Many men were covered in soot, meaning they had come from the mines. Her attention fell on a group of children who didn’t seem to be accompanied by adults. “The orphans!” she shouted, a wide grin spreading on her face. “The orphans are alive!” She scrunched up her eyes to try and identify the children and saw the little boy. “Oh!” she exclaimed, letting out a shaky laugh. 
 
    She turned to find several people gathering their things. Her smile vanished. “Hey! Wait a minute! What are you all doing?” 
 
    They ignored her and ushered each other onto the natural path down the mountain, used only days ago by the Sea Keprans. 
 
    Trinket scrambled to her feet. “Wait! Where are you going?” Her voice strained. 
 
    “Move aside, piece of scrap,” a Civican ordered, joining the line forming at the start of the path. 
 
    “But… what about Woolver?” Trinket protested. 
 
    “The Plethoran is likely dead, kid,” an A’hmun man replied. “There’s no point in waiting.” 
 
    “We’ll join the others and head to Space Central. It should take us two hours to get down the mountain, then another three or four to the Shuttle,” another shouted, to which many nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve got a cousin in Omopolis. He’ll take me in,” an A’hmun woman said. 
 
    “But Woolver told us to wait! He promised to return!” Trinket cried. “He promised…” Her voice died in her throat. She stared at the departing people, then down into the gorge. If she left with the others now, she could join the exiled group and be on today’s Shuttle with the little boy by late afternoon. She rushed forward, her pulse quickening, then slowed down. She bit her lip. What am I doing? If she went down the mountain, got on the Shuttle, and traveled to Omopolis, she would put the little boy in danger. In fact, she would put everyone in danger. The Supreme Leader would never let her get away with the Exostar. 
 
    She froze up, not knowing what to do. Woolver had promised to come back. But what if he’s dead? What if he lied and is already traveling halfway to the Interstellar Alliance? She stared at the fleeing civilians, her face tightening. She could fulfill her original plan: she had the modicums, she had an official identity, she could join the little boy… She licked her lips. Then, her shoulders sagged. I can’t do it. 
 
    The crowd thinned in the cave. Soon, she would be alone. 
 
    “Time to go, Trinket,” the man from the Your Trash, My Treasure shop said, joining the back of the line. 
 
    Trinket stared at him, a sudden idea forming in her mind. She rushed to the back of the cave and crouched down. She opened her leg compartment and took out all the remaining modicums that Woolver had given her, which totaled sixteen hundred. Then, she removed what was left of her desert robe that covered her shirt and trousers and placed six hundred modicums inside it. She rolled part of the robe up into a ball, then tied a piece of abandoned string below it so it wouldn’t unfold. Now it resembled a head with a loose dress. Finally, she dabbed her fingers in the remaining coals of the fire and painted two eyes and a smile on the ball of material. The little boy would find the hidden modicums, eventually. 
 
    “Wait!” she called, hurrying to the man’s side. “I need to ask you a favor. Please! This is really important!” 
 
    The A’hmun stopped and looked at her. 
 
    “Here!” she said, stuffing the remaining money in his hand. “There’s an orphan A’hmun boy down there. He’s six years old. I want you to take care of him. Please! There’s a thousand modicums right here. That’s plenty for you to start a new business! And here! Give him this.” She thrust the makeshift doll into his other hand before he could object. “He’ll know it’s from me. Please? Will you do it?” 
 
    “Huh? No, but…” 
 
    “He can help you set up a new store in Omopolis,” she insisted. “He’ll be good. I promise!” She stared at him with begging eyes. “And… he needs a father. He doesn’t have one. Please?” 
 
    “You take care of him!” he frowned, handing her the doll again. “Come on! Let’s go!” 
 
    She shook her head, then forced the words out of her mouth. “I’m staying.” 
 
    “Staying? I don’t think so. That would be silly.” 
 
    “I’m staying!” she insisted, pushing his hand away. “Please?” 
 
    He thought about it for a minute, glancing at the modicums she had given him, then shrugged. “Whatever.” He headed down the path. “See you in Omopolis, I’m sure.” 
 
    Trinket stared after him, and for a moment, she thought her heart had turned into an imploding star. Omopolis was becoming an ever-receding objective. She didn’t move until the very last person had disappeared from view down the trail, resigning herself to a long and lonely wait, telling herself that the little boy was safe and would be well looked after. The store owner would warm up to him, eventually. 
 
    “My modicums… Can’t find my modicums…” 
 
    Trinket whirled. 
 
    Stinge was sitting in the shadows, behind a jutting portion of the cave, searching through her bag for the hundredth time. 
 
    Trinket’s imploding heart suddenly turned into a scorching one. “What are you doing here?” she snapped. 
 
    The caretaker muttered with her nose in her bag. “Can’t find them. Who took them?” 
 
    “Stinge!” Trinket waved a hand at her. “Hello? You have to go! The orphans are down there! They need you!” 
 
    Stinge took no notice of her. “It’s the Plethoran,” she muttered to no one in particular. “It’s all his fault. He owes me.” 
 
    “Stinge!” Trinket groaned, throwing her hands in the air. There was no talking to the woman. Why does she have to be the one to stay behind? Why can’t she just leave? 
 
    A movement made her glance to her left. Tulo was sitting with his legs dangling over the edge of the cave. He pulled a thick book out of his bag and began flipping through the pages. 
 
    “Tulo!” she cried, rushing to his side. “Aren’t you leaving?” 
 
    His moon-face looked up at her. “Oh, hello, Trin. No, we are not leaving. The Plethoran said he would come back. We will wait for him.” 
 
    “But didn’t you hear? People say he might be dead.” 
 
    “Yes, people say he might be dead. But, is he dead?” Tulo gazed in the distance, thinking, then shrugged. “If he’s not dead, then he will return.” He flipped patiently through the pages again. 
 
    Trinket wrung her hands together but needed to make sure he understood the consequences of his choice. “You do know there’s a Shuttle leaving for Kepra-1 this afternoon, right? If you go with the others, they will take you there.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Tulo shook his head. “We need a much more powerful ride than that. Woolver is from the Interstellar Alliance, isn’t he? That’s where we need to go.” 
 
    Trinket stared at him. He seemed confident that Woolver would return. So she sat beside him, watching him read his book. It was a relief not to be alone, even if it meant being stuck between a mysterious alien and a mad caretaker. She remained there for the rest of the day, her heart slowly imploding again as she watched the survivors make it down the mountain and rejoin the fleeing civilians. Soon, they disappeared into the distance, following the tracks of the hovertrain. In a few hours, they would be on the Shuttle to Kepra-1. 
 
    She laid down on her back, hugging herself. Had she made a mistake? 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 29 Battleships Abound 
 
      
 
    “State your name!” the Supreme Leader’s voice croaked through the helmet. 
 
    Trinket squirmed. 
 
    “Your name!” the Remnant demanded. “State your name!” 
 
    “I don’t know! I swear I don’t know!” Trinket cried out. 
 
    Somebody shook her. “Trin?” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open. She was back in the cave. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Tulo’s round face stared at her. 
 
    She blinked, breathing fast. “Uh. I-I think so. It was just a b-bad memory.” Because androids don’t dream, do they? She forced herself to a sitting position, her joints stiff from falling asleep on the hard ground. “How long have I been out?” she asked. 
 
    “Five hours, maybe six. But, look,” Tulo said, pointing below. “They have come.” 
 
    Trinket glanced down hurriedly, noticing a dark craft rising to the cave entrance. The Supreme Leader! She tensed like an ice pick. But her mind was playing tricks on her. She recognized the spherical shape. It’s OK. It’s the IQURUS. It’s just the IQURUS. She breathed out cautiously. 
 
    The spaceship rose to their level, and a door slid open. The tall Plethoran appeared, smiling her way. 
 
    “Woolver!” she cried, getting to her feet and hurrying forward as the platform extended towards them. Then she stopped and caught herself just in time from hugging him. 
 
    “Hey, Trin,” he said, looking relieved at seeing her, then motioned towards the empty cave. “What happened? Where are the others?” 
 
    “They left,” she explained. “We spotted a group of survivors down the mountain. The others decided to join them. They are heading for Space Central to take the Shuttle to Omopolis.” 
 
    “Ah,” Woolver said, rubbing his neck. He nodded slowly, “Well, maybe that’s a good thing.” 
 
    Trin shifted on her feet. “We… er… we decided to stay and wait for you, though.” She suddenly wondered if he saw her as a burden. 
 
    But Woolver smiled. “Smart move. I’m glad you waited. Sorry we took so long. Things didn’t go well.” His face sombered. 
 
    Keshia appeared beside him, looking exhausted. “Hi, Sweetie. Best get going. Won’t be long before they find us again.” 
 
    Trinket didn’t need convincing. She rushed onto the platform linking the cave to the spaceship. 
 
    “Mind the gap,” Woolver warned, pointing at the edge of the door. 
 
    Trinket understood that he was reminding her of the magnetic field between the two spheres of the IQURUS that caused a tingling sensation when she boarded. The closed-in smell of the spaceship’s recycled air enveloped her. 
 
    Tulo and Stinge boarded next. Stinge cast dark looks at Woolver before promptly taking the pneumatic vacuum elevator to the lower level. But Tulo and Trinket hung around the command deck. 
 
    “What happened?” Trinket asked, sensing the heavy mood and trying to adapt again to the full hundred-and-eighty-degree landscape projected on the spaceship’s dome around her. She and Tulo unfolded a couple of seats outside the circular command deck next to the elevator shaft so as not to be in the way of the pilots. 
 
    “We lost Axiopolis,” Woolver admitted, the cyan fur on his forehead creasing in worry lines. 
 
    Trinket gasped. “Y-you lost Axiopolis?” 
 
    Woolver nodded, stroking his thin whiskers thoughtfully. “The Remnants keep foiling our plans. They crushed us on Thypso, and now they crushed us on Kepra-2. We diverted as much attention to ourselves to give the civilians a chance to escape—which they did, by your accounts—but Axiopolis is in ruins.” 
 
    “It still doesn’t make sense, Woolver,” Keshia noted while busying herself with the computers. “They didn’t need to send a full-blown battleship to take us down. Their response is disproportionate to the importance of Axiopolis. Don’t get me wrong, Woolver, but I’m not sure this is all for you.” 
 
    “I agree,” Woolver replied. “There’s something else going on that’s still a mystery to me. But our task is done here. There’s nothing more we can do for Axiopolis. Time to make our escape and rethink our strategies.” 
 
    “Better do it fast, then, Woolver!” Vondor-3 shouted from his position at the controls. “Check the sky!” he ordered, adding, “Maximizing visibility.” He removed pixelated clouds from the ship’s virtual dome and manually darkened the sky so they could focus on what was going on beyond the planet’s atmosphere. 
 
    Kepra-1 appeared in the distance, hovering to their right. And approaching from all sides, an unbelievable number of Remnant battleships made their appearance, surrounding Kepra-2 in a tight grip. The biggest, most terrifying one taunted them from right beyond the horizon. 
 
    “Of all the blistering quarks!” Woolver burst out. “What in Plethora’s name is happening?” 
 
    Keshia swore, “Mother of Ka! We’ve attracted the whole Remnant fleet!” 
 
    “One battleship at seven-point-two tetra-masses!” Vondor-3 yelled, calling up a list of Remnant ships on a screen. His eyes swirled around his head. “Ten battleships at five-point-five tetra-masses. Twenty-six battleships at one-point-two tetra-masses. More are arriving. The planet is crawling with space fighters and probe ships! There are too many to count!” 
 
    “Woolver!” Keshia snapped. “What did you do this time?” 
 
    “What did I do?” Woolver cried, raising his hands in defense. “I’m flattered by the attention, but we’ve already established that this can hardly be for me!” He rushed to his seat. “Vondor-3, can we recover our quantum engine?” 
 
    The screen zoomed in on a round, black object in the distant sky. “It’s still in orbit,” Vondor-3 said. “But the minute we lift off from Kepra-2 to retrieve it, our thrusters will alert half the Remnant fleet to our presence. We’ll never make it.” 
 
    “Empty?” Trinket whispered to her device. “Why would they leave their quantum engine out in space?” 
 
    “Quantum engines are extremely volatile,” Empty explained in her ear. “It’s against Interstellar Alliance Law to land a spaceship with a quantum engine still attached to it. A malfunction can cause a catastrophic space-time breach on the planet…” 
 
    “OK, I get it,” Trinket interrupted, suddenly reminded of the unnatural explosion at the Remnant Space Terminal. Serves me right for asking. 
 
    “Starpilot? What are your orders?” Vondor-3 insisted. 
 
    Woolver set his jaw, then his face brightened. “The Shuttle!” he said. “Trin, didn’t you say the civilians were heading for Space Central to take the Shuttle to Omopolis?” 
 
    Trinket nodded. 
 
    “We’ll latch ourselves onto the Shuttle,” Woolver decided. “It’s an automated craft, isn’t it? So unless the Remnants shoot it down, it will continue to run. We’ll take a silent ride up until we are level with our quantum engine.” 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t think they’ve thought of focusing their attention on the Shuttle yet,” Keshia reasoned, jumping into action. “If the Remnants had wanted to destroy it, they would have done so by now. But they haven’t. They’re too intent on finding something.” 
 
    “Or someone,” Vondor-3 added, glancing at Woolver. “Maybe we should leave you here, Woolver,” he taunted. 
 
    “Well, thanks a lot, team,” Woolver grumbled. “Just remember, though, that I’m your ticket into the Alliance, so I’m sorry, but you’ll have to let me stick around.” 
 
    “He said sorry,” Vondor-3 snickered. 
 
    “Not now, Vondor-3,” Keshia snapped, feverishly typing away at her screens. “My sensors indicate a hot spot point-zero-zero-zero-nine parsecs east from here. The Shuttle’s thrusters must have ignited. Time to grab our ride, partner!” 
 
    “Yes, Madam,” Vondor-3 replied meekly. 
 
    “Buckle in, everybody!” Woolver ordered. 
 
    Trinket snapped on her seatbelt, wondering if Stinge had heard Woolver’s order in the lower deck and was obeying him. 
 
    The spaceship swooped across the valley floor, following the train tracks towards Space Central. They could already see a heavy cloud of condensation lifting above mountain tops from the distant spot where the Shuttle was taking off. 
 
    Trinket wondered if the survivors had made it on board or if Space Central was teeming with Remnant soldiers. I guess we’ll find out soon enough. 
 
    “Hang on tightly, everyone!” Woolver warned through clenched teeth, thrusting the spaceship forward at a nail-biting speed. 
 
    The Shuttle roared off the ground two mountains further ahead. Trinket had never seen a lift-off from this close, and her eyes goggled at how enormous the cloud of condensation was. 
 
    “Give me a distance, Vondor-3!” Woolver yelled just as they zoomed over the second mountain. 
 
    “Point-zero-zero-zero-four… three… two…” the robot counted. They entered the thick white cloud from the Shuttle’s boosters, then, “Latch!” 
 
    The wings on the IQURUS’ outer hull veered upright, stopping the spaceship in its tracks. 
 
    Trinket grabbed her stomach. 
 
    CLONK! 
 
    The spaceship slammed against the side of the Shuttle. 
 
    “Latched!” Woolver shouted. “Vondor-3, keep our thrusters going. With our added weight, we’ll need to give the Shuttle an extra push to help it break free from the planet’s gravity.” 
 
    Vondor-3 obliged. “Keeping thrusters going.” 
 
    The massive stick-shaped Shuttle roared and pushed into the sky. Even though the inner sphere of the IQURUS protected them from experiencing the near-deadly pressure of the lift-off, Trinket shut her eyes as they fought to free themselves from Kepra-2. 
 
    After several harrowing minutes, the roaring died down, and she could breathe again. 
 
    “We’re space-bound. Switch off engines!” Woolver ordered. 
 
    “Engines off!” Vondor-3 confirmed. 
 
    The engines of the IQURUS and the Shuttle shut down at the same time. Trinket peeked through her eyelids and gurgled. She was sitting on a chair with only the solid gray floor of the IQURUS below her feet. Behind her, she could look straight at the Shuttle, which was vertical to the command deck. On the other side of the command deck, her home planet was shrinking away in an endless landscape of stars. Meanwhile, Tulo sat peacefully beside her with his hands folded in his lap. She shut her eyes again. 
 
    “Vondor-3, reduce visibility by two-thirds! Quickly, before our guests faint,” Woolver ordered. 
 
    “Hi, hi, hi. The greenfoot has turned green.” 
 
    “Vondor-3!” Woolver scolded. 
 
    “Right, sorry, Starpilot. Visibility reduced by two-thirds.” 
 
    Keshia said, “Our air quality is at 100%. Our artificial gravity is at 100%. The wings took a few hits, but the damage is minimal. We are still operating at full capacity.” 
 
    Trinket let out a breath of air. She heard someone unbuckling their seatbelt and sensed Woolver approaching. “You can open your eyes now.” 
 
    Trinket opened half an eye again. She no longer had a one-hundred-and-eighty percent view of the outside. Instead, she now saw four acceptable windows at equal intervals around her and a fifth above her. It no longer felt like she would tumble off the ship into emptiness. 
 
    “Better?” Woolver asked, resting his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    She nodded, not daring to speak in case she puked. 
 
    “Civicus models are the safest in the flight industry,” Woolver reassured her, pulling back. “The thick double hull makes it so. There’s no reason to worry.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Keshia muttered from her pilot seat. 
 
    “Keshia!” Woolver scolded. 
 
    “Sorry, Sweetie,” the woman addressed Trinket, shrugging. “But these Remnant battleships are making me nervous.” 
 
    They automatically glanced at the dramatic-looking crafts, which were closing ranks around Kepra-2. 
 
    “What do you think they are looking for?” Keshia breathed. 
 
    “Beats me.” Woolver approached the nearest pixelated window and stared out, rubbing his goatee. “But I sure hope it’s not us.” 
 
    This was all a bit too much. Trinket’s throat blocked up. “Um…” she ventured. “About that…” 
 
    “Woolver, if you caused this, I will erase our friendship from my memory!” the Vunkotune robot threatened, not having heard Trinket. 
 
    “Don’t scorch your electric wiring over me, Buddy,” Woolver retorted without taking his eyes off the virtual window. “We’re not that important.” 
 
    “Um…” Trinket’s voice sounded tiny. “Actually…” 
 
    Woolver glanced over his shoulder at her, then frowned. “What is it, Trin?” 
 
    Trinket found herself speechless. 
 
    “Trin?” His frown deepened. “What is it?” 
 
    “Um…” Trinket stared helplessly at him, struggling to get the words through the lump in her throat. “I-I think I might know what they’re looking for.” Her voice was barely audible. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She placed her hands over her mouth, her voice coming out muffled. “I… I think this might be my fault…” 
 
    Woolver rushed to her side, taking a knee beside her. “What are you talking about? This isn’t your fault, Trin.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” A thick tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
    The others stared at her. 
 
    “What do you mean, Sweetie?” Keshia looked alarmed. 
 
    Trinket considered them. She could take on space travel, hair-raising pursuits, rude scrap comments, squeaking screws in her prosthetic leg, but she couldn’t take on the burden of the Supreme Leader or the Exostar. Not on her own, anyway. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she bent over and opened her leg compartment. She took out the quantum disc, watching the light catch its smooth edge in the palm of her hand. Then, she held her breath and tossed the device to the ground. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 30 New Horizons 
 
      
 
    “BLISTERING IONS!” 
 
    “Mother of Ka!” 
 
    “By the beards of my ancestors!” That was Vondor-3. 
 
    An excruciating silence, then, “You must be kidding!” 
 
    “Is it real?” 
 
    “No, it’s not!” 
 
    “It can’t be!” 
 
    “But it is!” 
 
    Silence, again. 
 
    “That looks like the Exostar!” Vondor-3’s camera eyes zoomed in and out. “Why does it look like the Exostar?” 
 
    Keshia shook her head feverishly. “Not the Exostar. It can’t be!” She gawked at Woolver. “That’s not the Exostar, is it, Woolver?” 
 
    Woolver stood, eyes locked on the diamond. He reached out and touched it, admiration painted on his face. “It looks so real!” he exclaimed. The shimmering blue heart of the diamond reflected on him, intensifying the blue coloring of his short fur. 
 
    They stared at the beautiful gem, their faces bathed in its soft glittery light. 
 
    “I’ve seen the Exostar before,” Woolver noted with awe, “at the Exhibitus Museum. And this sure looks like it.” He pressed his ear device. “MADAT: analyze.” 
 
    There was a pause, then Woolver’s eyes widened. “Guys? It’s real!” he declared. “MADAT confirms that this is the Exostar!” 
 
    Keshia whistled. 
 
    Vondor-3 stared from the diamond to Trinket. “Woolver? Where did you say you found this girl again?” 
 
    All eyes fell on Trinket. 
 
    “Er…” Woolver began, rubbing the back of his neck. “Trin? Would you care to explain…” he gestured at the gem. “…this?” 
 
    Trinket pulled up her legs and wrapped her arms around them. “The Supreme Leader had it. I didn’t mean to take it. I swear!” 
 
    Keshia’s eyes almost popped out of her head. “Mother of Ka! You took the Exostar from the Remnant Supreme Leader?” she shouted. 
 
    Trinket squeezed her knees, then gave a small nod. 
 
    The Thypsan swore. “You’ve got a death wish, girl!” 
 
    “Keshia!” Woolver warned gently before facing Trinket again. “Well, I’ll be! Everything makes a lot more sense now. The Exostar would explain the presence of the entire Remnant fleet. Their mega-boss is looking for her lost gem. And to think the Bureau wanted me home to investigate its theft, and lo-and-behold, here it sits, right before me!” 
 
    “You knew about this?” Keshia exclaimed. 
 
    Woolver shook his head. “My contact at the Bureau warned me that the Exostar had been stolen, but I had no idea the Remnants had it! The whole Interstellar Alliance is on edge, trying to find it. A Vunkotune warship rammed into Exhibitus—that’s how the thieves got into the Museum and stole it.” 
 
    “A Vunkotune warship?” Vondor-3 burst out. “Are you saying my people colluded with the Remnants and attacked Exhibitus?” 
 
    “No, Vondor-3. I suspect the Remnants attacked Exhibitus under the disguise of Vunkotunians. And now, as you can imagine, half the Alliance is blaming Vunkotune. At this point, everybody is accusing everybody else. Officially, the Alliance is working to recover the Exostar and return it to its rightful place. Yet, underneath all that, you can bet on it that every unscrupulous being in the Alliance is secretly scrambling to get their hands on the Exostar first.” 
 
    “But that’s what happened the first time the Exostar was discovered!” Vondor-3 exclaimed. “Everyone was fighting over it! As long as the diamond is not at Exhibitus, we risk heading straight into a Second Exostar War!” 
 
    “Exactly,” Woolver replied darkly. “We need to get it back to Exhibitus at once… or what remains of the Alliance headquarters. And we need to tell the Alliance that it wasn’t any of its members that stole it. It was the Remnants! Who knows why they would do such a thing? How did they even know the Exostar existed?” He rubbed his goatee, thinking, then dropped down on one knee to be level with Trinket again. “Trin, you have been beyond brave. And yet, I need to ask you to be even braver. You will have to tell me everything that happened while you were in the dungeons.” 
 
    Trinket paled. “E-everything?” 
 
    He put a hand on hers. “Anything you can remember. You said you saw the face of the Supreme Leader. The Remnants destroyed your home. Will you come with me to the Interstellar Alliance? We need to convince the Bureau that the Remnants are a much greater threat than is commonly believed. They need to be stopped! Will you bear witness to what you saw? Will you tell the Alliance how you recovered the Exostar?” 
 
    Trinket bit her lip. What Woolver was asking of her sounded overwhelming. She knew nothing outside of Axiopolis, yet he was asking her to travel across the Magnus Star Cluster, light years from home, to speak to the leaders of the Interstellar Alliance—the heads of the most powerful planets in the known galaxy. This went way beyond a short trip to Omopolis to get a new leg. 
 
    “B-but… I’m just a piece of scrap.” Her voice sounded tiny. “No one will ever listen to me!” 
 
    “Hey!” Woolver jabbed a finger toward her face. “Why would you think that? Who put that silly idea in your head? Don’t you ever let anyone call you names! I mean it!” 
 
    She blinked at him. She wasn’t used to having people take her side. And, yet, he was offering her an entrance into the Interstellar Alliance—the best-defended area in the entire Magnus Star Cluster, far out of reach from the Remnants. 
 
    “You won’t be alone,” Woolver encouraged her. “Keshia will lay out what happened on Thypso, and Vondor-3 and I will also testify. As for… er…” he turned to Tulo, raising an eyebrow, “…maybe our friend here will help us, too?” 
 
    Tulo gave a slight bow of the head, his hands still folded in his lap. “Of course! And you may call us Tulo if you wish.” 
 
    “Right. Tulo.” Woolver nodded in appreciation, touching his MT Device distractedly and probably learning that Tulo was an alien from another part of the galaxy. 
 
    Trinket stared from one to the other while Empty was whispering in her ear, “An excellent plan.” Woolver wanted her to tell the Alliance about everything that had happened in the Remnant dungeon. But I won’t need to tell them about the Dark Entity or that I’m supposed to be the key to some Lost Space Treasure. Instead, she could tell them how the Remnants had enslaved Axiopolis and how she had stolen the Exostar from the Supreme Leader. In exchange for the diamond, she would get protection. 
 
    She stopped biting her lip, remembering images from Babbo’s many books related to the  Interstellar Alliance: the daunting skyscrapers of Civicus, the endless fields of Plethora, the renowned gardens of Enillon, the divine singers of Gemelo, the beautiful sea people of Gallivanto, the lavish Wanderer’s Supermarket… She wanted to see them all. Her heart skipped a beat. She would see them all! At this point, her options were limitless! 
 
    She made eye contact with Woolver, and they both broke into a smile. Yes, it was an excellent plan. 
 
    A movement made her turn. 
 
    Stinge stood peering from the elevator shaft, her eyes glinting. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER 31 Quantum Shift 
 
      
 
    Trinket noted that no one paid attention to Babbo’s book. Not even when Woolver snapped his fingers, and the device swallowed up the Exostar and the book, then somersaulted through the air to land in the palm of his hand. “Ingenious!” he proclaimed, examining the device. “The Supreme Leader knows what she’s doing! This is a miniature quantum disc. They are rare and costly. Anything inside this disc currently exists in two places at once: the particles that make up the Exostar exist here, but they also exist in another location determined by the Supreme Leader. When we open the disc, the physical qualities of the Exostar materialize here, but when the disc is closed, the Exostar materializes elsewhere. This causes the diamond to look like it vanished.” 
 
    “Quantum superposition.” Vondor-3 nodded wisely. 
 
    “Yes,” Woolver agreed, giving the disc back to Trinket as if he were handling a fragile crystal. “That’s the scientific name for it. And that’s how our quantum engine will take us back to the Alliance as soon as we can connect with it.” 
 
    “You might want to rethink that, Woolver,” Keshia warned. “Look!” 
 
    Their heads snapped up to look out the virtual windows. A massive Remnant battleship was heading their way, and the front of its hull began to open like the mouth of a hungry colossosaurus. 
 
    “They’re going to capture the Shuttle!” Vondor-3 exclaimed. 
 
    Trinket reeled. “But the survivors! The orphans! They’re on the Shuttle! And we’re stuck to the Shuttle!” 
 
    “The Remnants saw Trin board our ship!” Woolver’s brow furrowed in concentration, his brain clearly hatching a plan. He bounded back to his pilot seat. “If we unlatch now, they will follow us and leave the Shuttle alone!” 
 
    “It’s too soon!” Keshia shouted. “We’re not level with our engine yet!” 
 
    “We have no choice. It’s that, or we all get captured—survivors and all! Vondor-3, unlatch!” 
 
    “We won’t make i—” 
 
    “I said, UNLATCH! That’s an order!” 
 
    “Yes, Starpilot!” 
 
    CLONK! 
 
    The IQURUS disconnected from the Shuttle. It floated backward, away from the civilian craft, which continued its steady flight towards Kepra-1. 
 
    “Engines on!” Woolver shouted. 
 
    A rumble shook the IQURUS. 
 
    “Engines are on!” Vondor-3 confirmed. 
 
    “Keshia! Make some noise, will you? Open communication channels. Let our Remnant friends know we’re here!” 
 
    An evil grin spread across Keshia’s face. “I always knew you were a crazy Plethoran! And that’s why I love flying with you. Communications, open!” 
 
    “Vondor-3, project a straight trajectory to the quantum engine!” Woolver barked. “And hand over navigation! I’ll take us in manually.” 
 
    Vondor-3 snorted. “Humph! Biological beings. They always think they can fly better than robots…” 
 
    “NOW!” 
 
    “Yes, yes! Navigation is yours,” the robot grumbled. “Point-zero-two parsecs to quantum engine contact,” he added. 
 
    “It’s working!” Keshia announced. “The battleship has spotted us. It’s changing course and moving away from the Shuttle.” 
 
    “And following us!” Vondor-3 added. “Prepare for full-on assault! Fifty space fighters are leaving the battleship and heading our way! Fifty-one, fifty-three, sixty-seven…” 
 
    Trinket cringed as a swarm of small fighter craft left the massive battleship, racing after them and firing missiles in their direction. 
 
    Keshia fired back with every ounce of her being, taking down one missile after another. They exploded noiselessly around them, the emptiness of space robbing them of sound. But shockwaves sent the spaceship spinning, and Trinket’s teeth rattled. “They’re not shooting at us directly,” Keshia shouted. “Only trying to slow down our progress!” 
 
    “Point-zero-one parsecs to quantum engine contact!” the robot yelled. 
 
    Then a slightly bigger craft ejected out of the battleship’s cavernous jaw, heading straight toward them. A close-up of it displayed on the side of one of Vondor-3’s screens. It looked like a mega-moth with its wings pulled back. 
 
    Woolver swore. “I thought I’d blown that one up? How many copies does she have? Blazing ions, people! We’ve got the Supreme Leader herself on our tail!” 
 
    Trinket’s pulse raced. The Supreme Leader? Would she ever get away from that skeletal woman? 
 
    The communication’s channel crackled, and a hideous voice boomed into the ship’s command deck. “Surrender!” The Supreme Leader’s croak sent an earthquake down Trinket’s spine. Her ears rang, dulling out the noise around her. The inner being within her rose to the surface, reaching out with mental tentacles towards the enemy, looking to connect with the Supreme Leader, sensing familiarity... 
 
    “Sorry, mega-boss,” Woolver seethed under his breath from somewhere far away. “There will be no surrendering today.” His body arched over the controls as he pressed the spaceship forward. 
 
    “Point-zero-zero-five parsecs to engine contact! Four… three… two…” 
 
    “The Exostar is ours!” the Remnant leader’s voice burst throatily throughout the ship. “The key to the Treasure is ours! Return them, or you will suffer the consequences!” 
 
    “…one parsec to engine contact!” 
 
    Woolver straightened the ship’s wings. 
 
    “Don’t think you can get away from me!” The Supreme Leader snarled. “I will find you!” 
 
    Trinket wheezed, the sound of her heartbeat thrashing in her ears. Her inner being pushed through, hungrily searching for attention, for recognition. It longed to suppress the one that was called Trinket. It longed to embrace the Supreme Leader, and Trinket swayed under the thought that it might succeed. I will find you! The words echoed in her brain, and her inner being replied with a resounding, Yes! Find me! 
 
    “CONTACT!” 
 
    The ship came to a complete standstill, inches away from a dark gray ball floating in space. The tip of the spaceship’s wings clicked into place on either side of it. 
 
    “Initiate quantum engine!” Woolver commanded. 
 
    The ball burst into a flow of energy blacker than the black canvas of space. 
 
    “Destination confirmed!” Woolver yelled. “SHIFT, NOW!” 
 
    One second, Trinket was staring straight into the Supreme Leader’s cockpit as the woman’s ship swooped upside-down over the IQURUS, and the next, every atom of her being jolted forward and leaped halfway across space. Yet still, the Supreme Leader and the inner being’s voices called out to each other. 
 
    “I will find you!” 
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    Trinket’s body quantum-shifted across space. Her breathing cut off. Blurry lights. Ringing ears. A warm hand touching hers, the sensation bringing her back to reality. Opening her eyes a crack, Trinket found Tulo sitting beside her, holding her hand. The outline of the alien’s body went from hazy to solid as her eyesight focused. Her skin prickled as if half her atoms were still figuring out where they belonged. The inner being within her retreated, melting like ice in the sun. 
 
    For the first time, Tulo’s usually tranquil face held a faint look of worry, as if he could see through her—as if he knew. Had he sensed her inner being during the transfer? Had he seen the one who lived within Trinket, the one who yearned to join the enemy? Had he caught a glimpse of the Dark Entity? 
 
    HELP! Trinket tried to scream. But her cry didn’t materialize with her voice, and it remained unheard. She took in a big gulp of the spaceship’s recycled air. 
 
    She released Tulo’s hand, distracted by a dark red glow that covered the dome of the spaceship as if they were flying close to the dying embers of a massive fire. 
 
    Vondor-3 was the first to break the stunned silence of the crew. “Aaargh!” the robot from Vunkotune gurgled in an exaggerated voice, letting his head drop. He would have rested his forehead on the controls of the command deck, except that, instead, it was his protruding cup-shaped mouth that landed on the commands so that it looked like he was kissing the top of a table. 
 
    Keshia stared wide-eyed at her screen, still tense as an arrow. “That was too close,” she gasped, leaning back and digging her fingers through her short, ebony-colored hair. 
 
    “Way too close,” Woolver agreed, slowly swiveling in his chair with a dazed look. “Is everybody OK?” 
 
    The Plethoran got vague nods in return. 
 
    Trinket dropped her knees, which she had been pressing hard against her chest. “What happened? Where are we?” This time, her voice worked. 
 
    “Yes, Woolver, where are we?” Keshia echoed her question. “Did you just quantum-shift us to a random place?” 
 
    Woolver checked his screens. “Nope. We are exactly where we need to be,” he replied. “Vondor-3, expand visibility.” 
 
    Trinket automatically clung onto the side of her chair, having rapidly learned that that meant a virtual representation of space would be projected around her. And, indeed, a few seconds later, pixels filled up the dome of the spaceship to offer her the strangest and most daunting sight she had ever seen. The wings of the spacecraft dipped so that they were now facing the source of the angry, swirling light. 
 
    Like the crater of a raging volcano boiling with festering lava, spread a gargantuan sun. It simmered in wavy patches of red and black as if struggling to ignite properly. It looked grim and deadly, and bathed the inside of the spaceship in a ghostly red. Catching her breath, Trinket lifted her feet off the floor again, fighting the sensation that the star’s heat would burn the bottom of her soles. 
 
    “A supergiant!” Tulo said, looking around in wonder. 
 
    “Yes, and a mightily unstable one at that,” Woolver muttered. 
 
    “By the beards of my ancestors!” Vondor-3 burst out, suddenly jerking upright. “Woolver! What have you done?” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Woolver grumbled. “I thought you’d be happy.” 
 
    The robot jumped to his feet, his large metal frame outlining against the fiery background. “Are you insane? Get us out of here!” 
 
    “Mother of Ka!” Keshia exclaimed, glancing at her screens and realizing whatever it was that Vondor-3 already knew. “That’s Vunkotune! Woolver, you brought us to Vunkotune!” 
 
    Woolver spun his chair around again, holding his hands up before him. “Calm down, guys!” 
 
    “Vunkotune?” Trinket whispered to Tulo, “What’s wrong with Vunkotune?” Spiders crawled up her spine. Had they quantum-shifted from one danger into another? 
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