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Dedication:

For Kairo, I couldn’t have done this without you.
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A Word From The Author


I have taken ancient myths and re-imagined them. My goal was to bring the stories of the old gods to life in a way that feels grounded and believable. I wanted them to come across not as distant, mystical figures, but as real people—flawed, vulnerable, and deeply human. Magic or legend doesn’t conceal their struggles. They’re the same challenges we all face: love, loss, ambition, fear, and survival.

I hope you enjoy the journey.
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Chapter One

Gold and Genesis
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In an age beyond memory, when Tellus circled the stars without a moon, the Anunnaki appeared. They brought knowledge and toil, hope and ruin. And with them came the Nibiru—a hollow moon that had circled their world since before memory. And now it circles ours. Its origins forever remain a mystery.

And this is how it all began.

The corridor to Admiral Tolk’s office stretched out like a narrowing tunnel. Gestu walked with the steady gait of a man who had seen disaster and carried its weight in silence.

The sharp click of his polished boots echoed off the sterile walls of Ma’am Guardian Headquarters. The air smelled faintly of metal and antiseptic—too clean, too controlled. Gestu was in his late twenties—tall and pale, with sandy-colored hair and striking blue eyes. He adjusted the collar of his formal uniform, feeling the stiff fabric bite against his neck. It was the uniform you wore when something important was about to end... or begin. 

Just as Gestu raised his hand to knock, the door to the admiral’s office swung open. His breath hitched. Ištar—his oldest friend—stepped out. Slightly shorter than Gestu but the same age, Ištar had reddish curly hair, pale skin, and sharp gray eyes. His movements were quick and precise, the mark of a man always on alert. The sight of him—unexpected and out of place—sent a tremor through Gestu’s chest.

“Greetings, Ištar,” he said, dipping his head in the traditional Anunnaki gesture of respect.

“Gestu.” Ištar mirrored the motion, his expression unreadable. His uniform was crisp, his demeanor calm—but the tight set of his jaw and the flicker in his eyes betrayed a tension coiled beneath the surface.

Gestu watched him go. What was he doing here? Why now?

Stepping into the office, Gestu was caught off guard. He had expected grandeur—this was the Admiral, after all. But the room was modest. Functional. Tolk’s oversized wooden desk and the computer terminal resting on top of it dominated the space, flanked by a single antique bookcase lined with dusty relics—actual paper books. There was a well-worn sofa tucked in the corner and a few practical chairs, no decadence. Only what was necessary. The room’s design didn’t aim to impress, but to remind you that Tolk valued results over appearances.

“Come in,” came the gravelly voice from behind the desk. “Have a seat.”

Admiral Tolk looked up, his weathered face deeply lined, his silver-grey hair neatly combed back. His hazel eyes, sharp and watchful, held the haunted look of a man who’d lived through too much. He gestured to the chair opposite him. The old chair groaned in protest. Steepling his fingers, he studied Gestu with an expression that was all weary patience—yet something urgent shimmered beneath it.

“Thank you, sir,” Gestu said as he lowered himself into the seat, still trying to read the Admiral’s expression. His pulse quickened, his mouth dry. Why had Ištar been here? What was Tolk about to say?

Tolk didn’t waste time.

“There’s a plan in motion,” he said. “It’s ambitious. Some would say insane. But if there’s even a chance it might work, we have to save Ma’adim. That’s why you’re here.”

Gestu blinked, confused. “Sir... I thought the atmospheric collapse was beyond repair. Everyone’s talking about underground cities.”

“That’s not a viable option,” Tolk said gruffly. “This is the plan. Bioengineers believe they can restore the atmosphere.”

Gestu leaned forward, heart thudding. “How?”

Tolk gave him a sideways glance. “Do I look like a bioengineer to you?”

Gestu gave a sheepish shake of his head.

“All I know is, they need gold. Lots of it.”

“Gold?” Gestu echoed, his brow furrowing.

“Did I stutter?” Tolk growled, holding Gestu’s gaze for a long, measured moment before leaning back. The chair creaked under his weight. “Ever heard of the Nibiru?”

Gestu hesitated. “The... myth? A moon-sized ship that is supposed to roam the stars?”

“It’s real,” Tolk said flatly. “And we’re going to use it.”

Gestu tried to keep up, his mind reeling. Admiral Tolk had nearly lost him at the Nibiru was real.

Tolk paused. “We don’t have enough gold on Ma’adim. The bioengineers estimate we need tons of it. We’ve identified two places with sufficient reserves: the asteroid belt and Tellus.”

“Tellus, sir?” Gestu didn’t recognize the name.

“The third planet,” Tolk answered, as if that should explain everything.

“You’re calling it... Tellus?” The name felt strange in Gestu’s mouth, foreign and ominous all at once.

“It means Earth in the old tongue. Seemed fitting.” Tolk paused for a moment and leaned forward in his chair. “Tellus has the deposits—and a breathable atmosphere. No pressure suits needed. We’ll be avoiding the western continent entirely—our scans show the area holding the biggest deposits there is unstable. Ground quakes. The rest of the planet looks viable, but we’ll need to tread carefully.” Tolk hesitated, just for a breath. Like he knew more than he was letting on. “We can’t expect to move in without consequences. But we don’t have the luxury of waiting.”

The silence stretched. Gestu swallowed hard, his pulse thrumming in his ears. The weight of what he was being asked to do pressed down on him like a storm front.

Gestu felt an uneasiness growing within him. “Sir, how long with this mission take?”

“Unknown,” Tolk answered. “Possibly a year. Maybe more.”

“Sir... may I speak freely?”

Tolk arched an eyebrow. “Go ahead.”

“I can’t be away from my wife for that long. Our marriage wouldn’t survive it.”

Tolk’s mouth twitched into a smirk. “Good thing someone assigned her to the Nibiru, then, isn’t it?”

Gestu exhaled, the tension in his shoulders easing slightly. She’d be with him. That changed everything.

“Ištar will be your second-in-command,” Tolk continued. “You’ll need someone you trust.”

Gestu nodded, the earlier encounter with Ištar making more sense now.

“I’ve assigned Ninimma as your chief medical officer. Her expertise in biosciences will be invaluable.”

Gestu’s mind turned to his wife. She was sharp, meticulous, and a force of calm logic.

“You have two weeks,” Tolk said. “Put your affairs in order. Report to Hangar Bay Three. From there, someone will shuttle you to the Nibiru. You won’t see Ma’adim again for a long time.”

Gestu stood slowly. “Yes, sir.”

Tolk waved a dismissive hand and turned toward the monitor glowing softly atop his desk.

Gestu left the office in a daze.

The hallway seemed longer now, the air heavier. Gestu moved stiffly down the corridor. He’d been right to feel nervous—this was more than a mission. This was a pivot in the planet’s history. If they failed, the world would collapse into red dust and silence.

But if they succeeded...

Maybe Ma’adim could breathe again.

Two weeks, he thought. Just two weeks to say goodbye to everything I’ve ever known.

Gestu followed Ištar and Ninimma down the dim corridor, his nerves stretched taut. They moved in silence, boots whispering against the polished floor until Ištar stopped at an armored door marked with the seal: RESTRICTED ACCESS.

I shouldn’t be here... and yet here I am, following them into trouble again, Gestu thought.

“You’re sure about this?” Gestu whispered.

Ištar flashed him a grin. “I’ve picked up a few tricks over the years. The Admiralty calls it a security breach. I call it need to know.”

Before Gestu could reply, Ištar pulled a thin device from his jacket, fingers moving with fluid precision. A series of beeps sounded as he worked. Then—click. The door slid open.

Inside, the secure data center hummed with power—rows of servers glowing faint blue, the air heavy with air-conditioned chill. Ninimma glanced around, uneasy. “If we’re caught—”

A sound cut her off: the echo of boots in the corridor outside. The three of them froze. A shadow moved under the door’s seam. Gestu’s pulse hammered in his throat. The steps slowed... paused... then carried on down the hallway.

Ištar exhaled softly through his nose. “See? Luck’s on our side.” He slid into a terminal seat, already pulling up the system. His hands flew across the keys, bypassing firewalls like peeling back layers of an onion.

Lines of classified data appeared on the screen. At first, there were only fragments. Then full schematics.

Gestu leaned in. “What is all this?”

“Proof,” Ištar muttered. “That Tolk isn’t telling us everything.”

A file opened—an atmospheric model. Ninimma’s eyes widened. “They’re going to disperse the gold in vapor form... high in the atmosphere. It’ll act as a radiant shield, reflecting solar energy, stabilizing the environment.” She exhaled, voice soft with awe. “Gold could save us.”

Ištar switched files. A rendering unfolded on the screen: not a ship, but a vast sphere. A moon, hollow inside, with cities built along its inner crust.

Gestu’s breath caught. “That’s no ship.”

“It’s a hollowed-out moon,” Ištar confirmed. His voice carried a rare gravity. “More than transport—it’s a world of its own.”

“How did they do that?” Ninimma asked incredulously.

Ištar scanned the file. “They didn’t. It says here that one of the moon missions found an entry point. They discovered it this way.”

“What?” The shock in Gestu’s voice was apparent. “We have a fake moon?”

“Apparently,” Ištar answered. “It’s been hanging there all along, indistinguishable from any other moon. And now—I have so many more questions.”

Another file blinked open. The tag on this one showed planetary scans. Ninimma pointed. “Tellus. The third planet. Rich in deposits... but no moon.”

Ištar sat back, lips curling into a smirk. “Sure—drop a moon in orbit, no one will notice.”

Gestu shook his head, the weight of it dawning on him. “Now I know why Tolk said we can’t expect to go in unnoticed.”

“You think,” Ištar shot back, eyes still on the screen.

Gestu felt it settle in his chest like lead. This wasn’t a mission. This wasn’t mining. They were rewriting worlds.

Those two weeks blurred past like dust in a Ma’adim storm—choking, chaotic, impossible to hold on to before vanishing into the winds of change. Tolk had given them a fourteen-day window to uproot their lives and prepare for a mission unlike any mission before. Now, it was the night before departure, and their once-orderly home looked like the aftermath of an emotional hurricane. Luggage lined the walls. They had sealed nonessential items—old books, photographs, trinkets—into storage lockers at the military base.

Ninimma stood in the doorway of their bedroom, tall and slim, with long light blond hair cascading down her back and chocolate brown eyes staring out at the dim, ash-colored sky beyond the window. The faint metallic tang of a dying planet drifted through the air. Her pale skin seemed almost luminescent in the low light, her uniform catching the faintest gleam from the bedside lamp. Her thoughts wandered to Tellus, the alien world waiting for them. Would it be warmer? Certainly. Brighter? Undoubtedly. The gravity would press harder against her bones, making every step a struggle—at least at first.

"Gestu," she murmured, not turning to look at him. “What if we hate it there? What if the food runs out and the plants are poisonous? What if we can’t even drink the water?"

Gestu stepped behind her, his arms encircling her, and his muscular hands covering hers.

"What if..." he echoed softly. "There will be supply runs. Botanists. Chemists. Entire teams devoted to survival. We’re not being cast adrift, Ninimma. We’re bringing civilization with us.” He paused and held her tighter. ‘Besides, we aren’t going to the planet. We’re staying on the Nibiru. The Igigi are doing the mining."

She leaned back into his chest, letting the warmth of his body soften her tension. His sandy hair brushed her cheek as he kissed her temple. His hands—steady, familiar—rested lightly on hers, not rough with labor, but strong with the quiet endurance of a man who carried the weight of responsibility.

"It’s just... terrifying," she whispered.

"No one’s done anything like this before," Gestu replied. "But we’ll do it together. That’s what matters."

She turned to face him fully now. Her pale skin seemed fragile against the dark backdrop of the dying planet. "Let’s go do something. One last night. Something different."

He smiled—his eyes sparkling with mischief and comfort. "Something fun."

Fun on Ma’adim wasn’t what it used to be.

Gestu’s memory stirred. The device had once been called the “Tablet of Destinies”—a marvel meant to shape worlds. Gestu remembered the day too clearly. He’d been inside the garrison when it happened, bent over a data slate, when a sound like tearing metal ripped through the air. The floor shuddered beneath his boots, tools rattling from their hooks.

He staggered to the window just as the light came—blinding, white-gold, flooding the barracks as if a second sun had erupted on the horizon. Instinct forced him back, an arm raised over his eyes, but it wasn’t enough. Even through squeezed lids, the brilliance burned itself into memory. The walls trembled; the air itself seemed to crack apart.

When the shaking finally ebbed, silence pressed in, thick and wrong. Everyone knew the promise was gone. People would never mention the name “Tablet of Destinies” again. From that day forward, it was only the “Planet Killer”—a curse that had written itself into Ma’adim’s soil and sky.

The skies dulled perpetually, bruised by fallout clouds that never lifted. Rivers turned bitter, forcing reliance on recycled and filtered water. The air itself betrayed them—poisoned with ash so fine it shredded the lungs. Older adults clung to oxygen masks; the younger wore filtration masks, never knowing the air as it once was. Each time Gestu strapped his mask into place, he wondered how much longer even that would be enough.

He remembered the before, too, though it felt more like a dream. Ma’adim once mirrored Tellus—rivers flowing under clear skies, gardens alive with color, fountains glittering in the courtyards. He’d walked those paths, breathed that air. Now, when he thought back, the colors seemed too bright to be real. After the blast, Ma’adim became a ghost world, its people trapped indoors, stepping outside only with filters or oxygen gear, shadows drifting across a planet that was dying.

Even in their homes, they could smell it—the acrid scent of a planet in decline. And everyone knew—it was only getting worse.

The next morning, they loaded their belongings into the transport—a squat, dust-streaked vehicle with filters built for Ma’adim’s air. They crammed their belongings to the roof, leaving only the driver and front passenger seat free.

"How long will it take?" Ninimma asked as they entered the shuttle.

"Two hours," Gestu replied. "That’s how long the trip will take. At near-light speed."

"That fast?" she asked.

"Give or take... unloading all this," he added with a grin, gesturing to their luggage.

"Are you nervous?" she asked.

He didn’t answer right away. A flicker of vulnerability crossed his features—his hands tightened briefly on the steering column, shoulders stiffening.

"Yeah. Of course I am. But I’m more afraid of what happens if we do nothing."

At the hangar, the hustle was already in full swing. The low hum of shuttle engines reverberated through the cavernous space, punctuated by the distant clatter of tools and the hiss of hydraulic lifts. The air held a faint static charge, the tension of departure hanging heavy.

Baggage tractors hovered across the floor, each stacked with crates and suitcases. An empty one pulled up beside them as they drove into the hangar and parked near the loading zone.

As they stepped out of their transport, an ensign jogged over and saluted. “Sir, I received instructions to take your vehicle.”

Gestu nodded once. “Thank you, Ensign.”

Inside the massive hangar, the scale of the operation came into focus. Shuttles lined the space like massive beasts waiting to take flight. Each was the size of a cargo freighter, like the massive ships once used to transport containers across Ma'adim's oceans. As one filled, and it lifted off; another touched down in its place, engines hissing.

They spotted Tolk near one of the smaller shuttles, deep in conversation with a pilot. The silver in his hair caught the hangar lights, but his stance remained firm and purposeful. 

They walked over to Tolk.

“Admiral, sir. Reporting for duty,” Gestu said as they saluted.

“At ease,” Tolk replied. “Come. I’m taking you up myself. You’re sharing this shuttle with one other passenger.”

As they approached the shuttle, Gestu caught Ninimma’s eye. They exchanged a small, weighted look—unspoken fears, quiet strength.

Gestu checked their baggage one last time as the crew packed it into the shuttle’s cargo hold, making sure everything was there, and called out, “Ninimma, we’re good.”

Ninimma pulled her filtration mask off, grateful for the sealed environment inside, and nodded from her seat, fastening her harness. “Then we’re—”

The airlock hissed.

They turned.

A lone figure stepped through the doorway. The hem of his long black coat nearly brushed the floor of the shuttle, and the top of his wide-brimmed black hat almost touched the roof. Thoth. His eyes were hollow, skin paler than usual. At his side hung a satchel crammed full of various significant items, the faint rattle of metal and glass marking each step.

“Thoth?” Gestu asked. “What are you doing here?”

Dark and sullen, Thoth initially remained silent. With practiced detachment, Thoth stepped past them, took the last seat, and locked himself in place.

Tolk gave him a brief glance—cool, knowing. No words passed between them.

“I need a better look,” Thoth said. 

Gestu frowned. “At what?”

Thoth’s gaze didn’t waver. “There’s something out there. I tried to model it... but I can’t be sure from here.”

“An asteroid?” Ninimma asked, worried.

Thoth said nothing. No confirmation, no denial. Only silence. 

“I’ll know more from the station.”

Ninimma’s voice was barely above a whisper. “How bad?”

Thoth looked down at his hands—then out the viewport as if looking for something.

“I don’t know yet,” he said. “But if I’m right, we’re racing against time.”

Gestu knew Thoth. They were at the Guardian Academy together. He heard Thoth had quit the academy, and there were rumors he had become some kind of priest, but he never imagined a mission would bring them back into contact with each other.

Tolk took the pilot seat. Ištar snagged the copilot spot, grinning in victory.

“You’ll be placing the Nibiru in a synchronous orbit with Tellus,” Tolk explained as they ascended. “Always facing the same side. You’ll see why.”

As they breached the upper atmosphere, the Nibiru loomed in the distance—massive, cratered, and awe-inspiring.

Gestu’s breath caught. Goosebumps prickled across his skin as his memory stirred. He remembered being small, lying in bed while his father’s voice spun the story—about a ship as vast as a moon, drifting through the stars. A ship so big it could carry whole cities inside. He had always thought it nothing more than a bedtime tale to spark a child’s imagination. But here it was. Real.

“Shuttle 229 requesting access to Bay Two,” Tolk radioed.

“Access granted.”

“Has anyone thought about what moving a moon into Tellus' orbit is going to do to the planet?” Ištar asked, the realization of what they were about to do weighing down on him.

"Actually," Thoth spoke up, his voice calm as usual. "Moving a moon into the orbit of this planet will be beneficial to its climate. The weather patterns, the tidal flows of the oceans, and many other aspects will improve for the life forms that already inhabit this world."

"So, this will be a good thing?" Ištar asked.

"Yes," Thoth answered.

The shuttle skimmed low over the Nibiru’s scarred surface until the terrain leveled into a vast, hewn plateau. At its heart rose the Grand Observatory — a gleaming dome so immense it seemed to dwarf even the plateau itself, its curved shell glowing pale against the stark backdrop of stars. But it was not alone. From its base stretched a sprawling complex nearly a mile across, an intricate lattice of buildings linked by sleek colonnades of stone and glass. The colonnades shone faintly in the starlight, forming avenues of light that bound laboratories, archives, and residences into a single geometric whole. From above, the entire plateau resembled a sanctuary city devoted to the heavens, its centerpiece the magnificent dome with its sliding crown already half-drawn back, exposing the dark shimmer of segmented mirrors — the unblinking eye of the Anunnaki fixed upon the void.

The shuttle banked toward its destination. As they passed through the energy field of the shuttle bay, the hull shimmered briefly as a low hum vibrated through the walls. Static prickled across their skin, and the lights inside the shuttle flickered once before stabilizing. Moments later, they touched down in the shuttle bay.

Tolk stepped out first, authority etched into every motion—his stride precise, his gaze sharp, scanning the vast bay like a man who owned the ground beneath his feet. Gestu followed. He took in the cavernous space where shuttles rested like metal beasts and workers moved with purpose.

Tolk gave a nod to a nearby worker. “Deliver their luggage to quarters. Tags are attached.”

“Yes, sir.”

Without pause, Tolk turned to Thoth. “Do you know where you’re going?”

Thoth nodded silently. Even here in the shuttle bay, the path to the Grand Observatory was unmistakable. Directional glyphs glowed along the walls, their trails converging on a vaulted arch where sleek colonnades beckoned inward. Beneath the archway, holo-mosaics shimmered with constellations, and banners marked the way to the Grand Gallery — a promenade as much for citizens and dignitaries as for scholars. The observatory wasn’t merely a research center; it was a monument, a place of pilgrimage. Everyone aboard the Nibiru knew where its halls lay.

“Good. I’ll catch up with you later.” Tolk turned to the others. “Follow me.”

An elevator in the shuttle bay took them down—far down. As the doors slid shut, the ambient noise cut off abruptly, replaced by a deeper, more resonant hush. The lights were bright as daylight, casting a clean, sterile glow as the temperature rose, warming gradually from the cold void of space to the carefully regulated climate within. The elevator hummed softly as it sank into the bowels of the station.

The descent was longer than expected—minutes ticking by as the elevator car plunged down the vast shaft of the tower. Pressure shifted in their ears; the walls thrummed with the deep mechanical heartbeat of the station. At last the car slowed, brakes hissing.

When the doors slid open, they stepped into a world hidden within the shell of a moon—blooming with impossible beauty and precision-engineered life. The rotation of the Nibiru generated its own gravity, giving the illusion of planetary normalcy: solid ground beneath their feet, a small artificial sun blazing above, and entire cities sprawled across the curving inner horizon.

Trees grew beside manicured parks. Rivers and canals shimmered, boats gliding along as people waved from sidewalks. The avenues shimmered like frozen rivers of glass, catching and bending the light in prismatic colors. Every surface appeared flawless and seamless, without cracks or joints, as if someone had poured the streets from a single mold. The towers didn’t seem built; they seemed to have grown, crystalline spires spiraling into impossible curves that no Anunnaki engineer would dare attempt, and a glowing artificial sun cast light and warmth at the center of it all.

Ninimma’s breath caught in her throat. “This... this is a city. A living world.”

“Welcome to Control City,” Tolk said. “Come.”

They hailed a taxi—an electric vehicle that hovered inches above the road—and wove through the breathtaking urban sprawl.

“Taxis!” Ištar grinned.

“I can’t believe this exists,” Gestu muttered.

“Believe it,” Tolk said.

The taxi stopped in front of a glass tower labeled Nibiru Headquarters. Inside, an elevator whisked them to the 25th floor. The doors opened onto a control room larger than any ship’s bridge they’d ever seen.

“Admiral in the control room,” a voice announced.

The room snapped to attention.

“As you were.” Tolk ordered.

The crew relaxed into motion again, quiet but alert.

Tolk pointed to the central seat with controls built into the right armrest. “This is your chair, Gestu.”

It wasn’t just a seat. It was the chief seat — central, commanding, set apart from every other position on the deck.

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Ištar looked around, then raised an eyebrow. “Where am I supposed to sit?”

Tolk smirked. “You don’t. You’re second in command. Hover and look important.”

Throwing his arms out in theatrical disbelief, Ištar complained, “What is this? I risk my life alongside this guy, and I don’t even get a chair?”

Tolk gave Ištar a sideways glance. He tolerated Ištar’s flamboyant personality because he was an outstanding officer, and Ištar knew it.

Gestu fought the urge to laugh. His shoulders tightened with the effort, but when his eyes flicked toward Ištar, there was gratitude in them — a silent thank you for breaking the tension.

For the first time in the exchange, Tolk’s facade cracked into the faintest grin. He lifted a hand and pointed toward the front of the command room. Two pilot’s chairs sat side by side before the sweeping control consoles, directly ahead of Gestu’s newly claimed command seat. A lieutenant junior grade already occupied one, his posture rigid as he pretended not to notice the exchange. The other, which Ištar had overlooked, sat conspicuously empty.

“There,” Tolk said. “If you can’t hover and look important, take that one.”

Ištar gave the vacant station a long look, his brow arching. “Pilot’s chairs? On a moon? Not the weirdest thing I’ve seen today.”

The line drew a ripple of suppressed amusement, quickly smothered beneath the hum of consoles and the junior officer’s rigid silence. Tolk’s grin faded back into his usual mask of command.

Admiral Tolk turned to Ninimma. “You’ll be across the street, in the medical sciences complex. This entire sector is for high-ranking command.” He paused. “You all have your quarters assigned?”

“Yes, sir,” Gestu answered. This was it. The point of no return.

“Good. Find a taxi, give your address, and go get settled in. Tomorrow, you move the Nibiru to Tellus.” Without another word, Tolk turned and disappeared into the elevator. After a moment of hesitation and a prompt from Admiral Tolk, they followed. 

Outside, the artificial sun bathed the streets in golden light. Their taxi took them to a quiet suburb where sleek, modern homes stood spaced for privacy. Ištar’s and Gestu’s houses were side by side.

As they stepped out of the taxi, Gestu looked back toward the glowing city.

“We’re not just moving to a new place,” he said. “We’re making history.”

Ninimma slipped her hand into his.

“Then let’s make it a story worth telling.”

During the night, a noise woke Gestu woke with a jolt. The room was dark, the faint hum of their new home barely masking a soft voice.

"Ow," Ninimma muttered.

Gestu rubbed the sleep from his eyes. "What happened?"

"Stubbed my toe," she hissed, clutching her foot. "That bedframe is out for blood."

He sat up slowly, glancing at the digital clock. 4:00 AM. The world beyond their walls was quiet and unfamiliar. The air inside carried the sterile tang of recycled oxygen.

"How much did you unpack?" he asked, voice still thick with sleep.

"Almost everything," Ninimma replied, her voice a blend of exhaustion and pride. "Couldn’t sleep. New place, new bed. My mind kept racing."

Gestu stood, groaning softly as he pulled on yesterday’s slacks. Their home was compact, a single-level layout built for efficiency: a bedroom, a bath-laundry combo, a modest kitchen and dining area, and a living room.

“That’s my girl,” he murmured, padding out to the kitchen. “Did you make coffee?”

“Of course.”

Near the front door, on a little round accent table, a small box caught his eye. He hadn’t noticed it there before.

Gestu picked up the box and carried it to the bedroom as he opened it. A note inside the box, in official script, read: Replacement Universal Devices. Wear at all times.

“Hey,” he called, “looks like we've got new wrist units.”

Ninimma perked up. “Oh, that’s what that was.” She slipped one on, admiring the sleek design. “These look like high-end smart bands. I guess the old models are obsolete here.”

Gestu strapped his on, nodding. “Probably synced with the Nibiru systems,” he muttered, eyeing it curiously.

After taking a quick shower, Gestu stepped out of the bathroom dressed in uniform. Ninimma was already at the door, practically vibrating with anticipation.

“Chief Medical Officer reporting for duty,” she said with a grin. “They have a brand-new medical science building. Can you imagine?”

Gestu smirked. “Let’s hope it smells like fresh paint and not antiseptic.” They walked outside. The bright artificial sun greeted them.

Just then, Ištar approached from the sidewalk, pale gray eyes glinting with excitement, his uniform crisp and neatly pressed.

“You ready?” Ištar asked.

They hailed a taxi. The ride seemed shorter this time, the city less alien. At Nibiru Headquarters, Gestu scanned his wristband over the reader, a soft beep confirming the deduction of the taxi fee.

Ninimma gave him a quick kiss. “Good luck, Captain. I’ll catch up once I’m done.”

She crossed the street and entered the medical building, stepping into a foyer filled with soft light, artwork, and synthetic plants. The silence felt artificial, too still for a place meant to save lives.

A small white robot greeted her. It looked like a child on a pedestal, arms gesturing fluidly.

“Good morning, Chief Medical Officer Ninimma. Please report to Med Bay 1 on the first floor.”

“I thought this was a science center.”

“This facility integrates patient care with medical research,” the robot answered.

Ninimma entered the elevator, her anticipation building. She adjusted the cuff of her sleeve and tightened her grip on her bag, nerves tense beneath her focused exterior.

When the doors slid open, what met her on Med Bay 1 was not what she expected.

The waiting area was empty. No patients. No staff. Just a hollow, unsettling silence.

A hologram flickered to life over the front desk.

“Chief Medical Officer Ninimma, please report immediately to Emergency Intake. All Med Bay 1 patients rerouted to Med Bay 3.”

Her heart kicked up. She ran, following the pulsing arrows toward Emergency Intake.

Across the street, Gestu and Ištar walked through familiar corridors to the Nibiru’s control center.

“Captain in the control room,” someone called.

“Report,” Gestu said, taking his seat.

“Ma’adim HQ reports all personnel boarded,” Lieutenant Nusku, a sharp-eyed young officer at Navigation, confirmed. Her voice was all business.

“Start departure sequence.”

Ištar once again took the empty pilot seat.

The view screen flared to life. Ma’adim loomed large, scarred by the "Planet Killer." Gestu’s breath caught.

Nothing had prepared him for the devastation. A jagged scar split Ma’adim’s surface, blackened and raw. The accident had created an electrical scar, stretching over 2,500 miles long, 370 miles wide, and reaching depths of up to 5 miles, a grim reminder of the explosion that had nearly ended them all.

He swallowed, forcing down emotion. “Set course for Tellus.”

“ETA: 2.5 hours,” Lieutenant Nusku added.

Gestu stood and retreated into the ready room, the door sliding shut behind him. His shoulders were tense, his posture rigid, and the weight of the mission pressed into every muscle. The room felt almost too normal—just a desk, two chairs, and a holo-terminal. He took a seat behind the desk.

“Computer, load messages.”

One was from Admiral Tolk. Gestu opened it.

‘Captain Gestu, enclosed are the coordinates for gold deposits on Tellus. Dispatch the assigned Igigi upon arrival. I briefed them. — Admiral Tolk.’

Two and a half hours to fill.

“Computer, show me the facility map.”

Moments later, he and Ištar stood in the Tactical Simulation Room.

The chamber lights dimmed as the simulation booted up, the floor plates humming beneath their boots. Holo-targets flickered to life in a range designed to mimic unpredictable conditions—shadows twisting across low-lit corridors, silhouettes darting across broken terrain.

“Accuracy, not speed,” Gestu said with a smirk, locking a magazine into place.

Ištar returned the grin. “Try to keep up.”

Moving targets appeared, then shifted unpredictably—zigzagging, vanishing behind cover, reemerging at odd angles. Low-light filters kicked in, forcing their eyes to adjust. Obstacles forced them into unconventional firing positions, crouching low or leaning around cover.
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