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Chapter 1
An Expedition Gone Right
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Lynn leapt down the short drop, coming to a rest on one knee in the cramped, rocky cavern. A thick layer of dust covered the worn rock walls. Clearly no one had been here in a long, long time, which made it the perfect place to hide valuables.

Luckily for her, nothing could stay hidden forever.

She took a couple tentative steps forward, wary of any potential hidden traps. When nothing happened, she crossed the rest of the space confidently. Just before she turned the corner to go further into the cave, she caught sight of a golden glow that illuminated the darkness. She threw back the hood of her cloak and pressed the switch on the side of her helmet. The faceplate retracted and the helmet’s night vision capabilities shut off. The glow was strong enough that it lit up the little alcove completely.

“There we go,” she whispered to herself. “Come to mama!”

Resting in a little niche on the far wall was a golden dagger. The dais below holding it up was the source of the golden glow thanks to a small light built into it. As Lynn drew closer it grew brighter in intensity, like it knew someone was approaching, tempting her to take it. Which was great because that was exactly what she planned to do. When she was mere steps away from it, she stopped and pushed back one side of her oversized cloak with her gloved hand, revealing her trusty satchel. From its innards she retrieved a small package she estimated weighed the same as the dagger. As she palmed it, she held up her other hand, which eschewed the glove only because it was entirely mechanical.

With a simple thought, she commanded the cybernetics in her arm to activate the scanning functions embedded inside it. She slowly waved her fingers in front of the dagger and a second later the results appeared on a holographic pop up on the back of her hand.

“Golden Dagger. Approximate age: two hundred fifty years old, late twenty-first century. Suspected origin: Central Europe. Blunted blade and expensive materials suggest this was intended for decoration instead of combat,” the readout said in a harsh mechanical voice.

Europe? How the heck did something like this end up an ocean away on the North American continent in such a random cave? It wasn’t even lazily tossed on the ground. No, someone deliberately placed it here. Lynn shrugged off the questions. It didn’t matter. All that did was that she’d found the artifact the Explorer’s Guild requested. All she needed to do now was get it out of here intact.

Piece of cake.

She shut off the scanner and wiggled her fingers excitedly as she reached for the hilt. At the same time, she inched the weighted package towards the dais. She needed to time it just right. Even if it was at the bottom of a deep cave inside a mountain, if it was in the open like this with a glowing beacon pointing to it no less, then surely there was a trap here. She’d done this too many times to let her guard down now. Quick as lightning she swapped the objects and backed away. The dais stayed on and nothing happened. She let out a sigh of relief.

Then the ground began to rumble.

The light on the dais turned red and Lynn knew then for sure she’d messed up. What exactly she didn’t know, nor did it matter. She could already hear the sound of falling rocks crashing onto the ground. If she didn’t get out of here in time, she’d be buried alive! She stored the dagger in her satchel and bolted back up the cave, reengaging her helmet as she did so. A rock struck her shoulder, and she hissed in pain. The whole system was collapsing in on itself and the further she ran the worse it got. Soon enough she had to pick her way through the debris field trying not to trip on any stray pebbles or be crushed by a boulder. Thankfully, the entrance of the cave soon came into view, the light of the full moon being the only source of illumination. The bad news was that it was almost entirely blocked. This would call for drastic measures.

Lynn activated her commlink. “Here, Ralfie. Come here, boy. Lynn needs help.”

A second later a white snout appeared followed shortly by the rest of Ralf in front of the entrance and a loud woof reverberated over the shower of falling rocks. Towering at over six feet in height when on his hind legs and over three hundred pounds due to the fact he was made entirely of metal, Ralf was Lynn’s very own, trusty cyber dog. If anyone could clear the heavier rocks so she could escape it was him.

“Push the rocks out of the way, boy,” she called as she squeezed between two boulders. Her progress had nearly come to a halt with how much debris was coming down, but she persisted, nonetheless.

The commands registered with Ralf and immediately he put his bulky frame to use, shoving sizable boulders out of the way and batting away debris with his paws. It was a losing battle, Lynn knew it, but he just needed to keep it up for a few more moments until she reached him. Finally, she managed to grasp one of his forepaws and pulled herself forward. Ralf immediately switched from batting away rocks to slinging her over his back and bounding out the cave. A few seconds later and the cave fully collapsed in on itself, only a patch of rubble left to denote its previous existence. Lynn picked herself up from Ralf’s back and stared at the hole. If she’d been a touch slower...

She pushed the thought out of her mind. If there was one thing she’d learned in her seventeen years of life, it did no good to dwell on what might have been. As much as it pained her, the past couldn’t be changed. She was alive and that was that. She removed her helmet and looked down at Ralf.

“Good boy!” She cooed as she gave him several affectionate pats and pets. “You did so well! You’ve definitely earned a bowl of oil tonight.”

“Aarf!” Ralf replied, rubbing himself against her legs before trotting over to where Lynn’s hoverbike was parked. In one seamless motion his body shifted and morphed until he became a white and blue cube - albeit a quite dirty one - sticking out from the side of the rundown vehicle. The message was clear.

“Yeah, buddy,” Lynn said with a weary smile. “I agree. Let’s go home.”

She loaded up her meager gear in the rear storage chest, taking extra care to ensure the dagger wouldn’t get lost on the way back to the city. After all that, she wouldn’t want to have it be all for nothing.

~~~~~~~~~~
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Despite having to go deep into the Rocky Mountains for her quarry, it didn’t take much time for her to reach the outer limits of Estrella City. One of the benefits of living in a mega city, she supposed. The downside was that she still had quite a bit to go before reaching the Explorer’s Guild station and her apartment, and she had to deal with traffic on top of it. As she crossed the city limits, an automated message came over her radio.

“Welcome to Estrella City, the capital city of the Verdara Union, the place to be for all things twenty fourth century!” The overly chipper voice said. “Be sure to check out all the month-long celebrations going on to commemorate Hyperion’s tenth anniversary of joining the United Intergalactic Federation. You can find more information at one of our many visitor center locations. Remember! The future is what we make it!”

Lynn couldn’t help but roll her eyes. She didn’t know whose bright idea it was to have that message play every time someone crossed into the city limits, but she was so sick and tired of hearing the same annoying voice after all these years. Whoever they were, they must be raking in the money since the messages were regularly updated with whatever the latest going ons were. This month it was for the United Intergalactic Federation union anniversary, and last month advertised the Handball semifinals. Who knew what they would do for next month?

There was another reason why she didn’t care to hear about the anniversary right now, but if she dwelt on it, it would put her in a sour mood for the rest of the night.

It took another hour of muscling through traffic going through the center of the city, but she finally pulled to a stop near the Explorer’s Guild station. Unlike downtown Estrella City, where every building was polished daily, remained aglow with the fanciest of signs, and given the utmost care for maintenance, the outer slums were afforded no such luxuries. The best they got was running water and decent medical care. Otherwise, everything operated under the “fend for yourself” philosophy. That included housing, maintenance for said housing, and food. The roads got the most basic fixes every few years, if even, and between the increasing population and the varied year round weather, the potholes just kept growing larger and larger. 

Lynn was lucky since her hoverbike didn’t have to worry about such things, but she was the exception. Most people out here still relied on vehicles with tires. After finding an open parking spot, she hopped down and grabbed her bag out of the storage chest. She eschewed the helmet this time but did throw up the hood of her cloak to obscure her face. At this time of night, anonymity and aura worked wonders to keep one safe on the streets. Even though it was only a fifty foot walk to the entrance, she wanted to risk nothing. She’d had scores swiped from her mere feet away from the Guild entrance before when she was younger. She refused to let it happen again if she could help it.

The entry bell dinged as she pushed the door open and walked inside. Unlike the roughshod exterior - which it shared with all the other buildings that surrounded it - the interior looked like it was ripped right out of one of the lunar colony homes. The walls and floor were bathed in cool white light from the embedded rows of lights in the corners that ran the length of the room. The borders of the walls were painted in light gray while the floors consisted of black, marble tiles. 

Inset into the walls and protected by reinforced transparent steel were mementos of some of the most iconic discoveries turned into the guild: a one thousand year old sword from Japan, the original Pong floppy disk, the Treasure of Oak Island, and many, many more. It helped to bring some life to this otherwise extremely static space. Outside of that, the only other thing visible was the counter that took up the entire back wall. Despite the late hour, there were three attendants on duty - one never knew when someone could bring in a bounty after all - and much to her delight she recognized one of them.

“Quinn! How are you!” Lynn exclaimed as she lowered her hood, letting her shaggy, light orange hair tumble free. “Where have you been?”

The boy around her age sitting on the far left side of the massive counter looked up at the sound of her voice and gave her a big grin. “Lynn-storm! Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.”

It had only been about a month since she’d last seen him when the two of them - alongside their other friend Jai - celebrated Quinn’s seventeenth birthday, but nearly everything about him looked different. His normally buzzed black hair was now nearly as long as Lynn’s, he looked thinner, his eyes more sunken than before, and he sported a fresh scar that cut through his right eyebrow as well as a fine layer of stubble across his cheeks. There were two things that hadn’t changed though, his smile, and the sparkle in his blue eyes that echoed said smile. He reached over the counter and held out his fist, which Lynn eagerly returned with her non cybernetic hand.

“Sorry I went silent on you. Elodie hired me for an expedition in Acadia, and we couldn’t bring any communicators with us. I just got back two days ago,” he continued.

“Ah, that makes sense. Was it worth it, at least?”

Elodie Venderbar was one of the regional guild masters for the Guild and tended to take on expeditions that required lots of people, were dangerous, and involved lots of travel. Acadia certainly qualified for those latter two points - at least outside of their capital. Situated where the New England states used to be, they were one of the last few holdouts to United Intergalactic Federation rule and they didn’t welcome outsiders. Quinn was lucky he came back alive.

“You tell me.” Quinn held out a photograph for her to look at. Pictured was Quinn and another boy the same age as him smiling and posing in front of stacks of ancient looking guns. “We found this creepy bunker in the woods and inside was a giant weapons cache dating back to the early twenty second century in the basement. One of the rooms also had a huge library filled with super vintage books. It sucked lugging everything out and taking it back here, but we managed to without getting caught.”

“That looks sick!” Lynn replied with a grin. “Glad everything worked out too. Though speaking of treasure...” She reached inside her satchel and pulled out the gold dagger, giving it a flamboyant flip before placing it on the countertop. “...I’m here to claim the bounty for this bad boy here.”

Quinn picked it up and examined the dagger with a critical eye, carefully combing over every part of the ornamental weapon. When he wasn’t taking on the odd expedition, he spent his days as an intake specialist for the Guild, taking in bounties and dispensing the rewards. Even though Lynn knew what she’d brought him was authentic, he still had to ensure that was the case. Too many times did people come in and try to pass off fakes as the real thing to scam money out of the system. It was up to people like Quinn to make sure the Guild wasn’t taking a loss. After several minutes of careful examination, Quinn placed the dagger back down on the counter and turned to look at his computer screen.

“Golden Pilsen Dagger... Status: Found... Retrieved by Lynn Fitzpatrick,” he muttered to himself as he hammered away at the keyboard. When he finished he looked back up at her. “Great work, Lynn. I see that the bounty for this one was listed as one hundred credits.”

“That checks out to me,” Lynn replied, cross referencing in her mind to what she saw on the bounty board. It wasn’t a lot, but it balanced out by being a relatively easy bounty.

“Sweet! In that case, here you are.” Quinn unlocked a drawer, pulled out a handful of multicolored bills - all different credit denominations - and handed them to her. “Will that be it for the day or do you have anything else to turn in?”

“That’ll be it for now,” she replied. “It was nice seeing you again. Don’t be a stranger, okay?”

“You too, Lynn,” he echoed. “I’m sure I’ll see you in here tomorrow.”

Lynn stuffed the credits into her satchel and draped her cloak over it once more. There were two times when a scavenger was most likely to be attacked. Right before they went into the Guild station and right after they left. Before was to snag the artifact and collect the bounty themselves. Getting jumped after leaving was to steal the credits. From within the folds of the cloak, her hand rested on her electric prod. No one would take her hard earned cash if she could help it. Sure enough, as she exited the station and walked towards her bike, a group of four people prowled around it, eagerly awaiting her return. Lynn took a deep breath and puffed up. The only thing that worked in these situations was strength.

“Y’all better scram, or else,” she warned.

The lead kid snapped up and met her gaze directly. Lynn’s eyes narrowed as she recognized him. At fifteen, Bryce was fairly new to the scavenging scene of the Estrella City slums, but he’d already managed to make a name for himself in the past year and a half, and not in a good way. After working his way through some of the more established scavenger gangs he founded his own, which he called The Extraordinary Zenoles. Everyone else just called them The Leeches since they did less scavenging and more so swiping other scavenger’s hard earned credits. Lynn had her own differences with scavenging gangs - it was why she preferred to work solo as much as possible - but they were all united in their distaste for Bryce.

“But Lynn, we haven’t gotten to talk yet today,” Bryce purred. “I think you owe me, remember?”

Lynn snorted. “The only thing I owe you is a black eye if you think that. Now beat it. I won’t ask nicely again.”

“You know the rules, Lynn. You get a payout, I get a cut, or things get ugly,” Bryce sneered.

“You and I both know that’s not the rule. Maybe you should actually do some real work like everyone else instead of lounging around like bums. Or are you just as pathetic as your weak sauce threats?”

Lynn was egging him on and it was working. She’d dealt with him too many times before. Bryce was a prick. He also had a short temper and when that fuse ran out he tended to attack said insulter. It wasn’t ideal, but the only way she could put him and his cronies back in place was to rough him up a little. Bryce’s face darkened and he drew the baton that rested on his hip. Firearms were expressly forbidden in Estrella City, so things like batons, prods, knives, and swords were the best people could obtain when it came to weaponry.

That didn’t mean people couldn’t deal damage if they knew what they were doing.

Bryce lunged forward, swinging wildly. Lynn easily sidestepped his reckless attack and in one fluid motion drew and extended her electric prod. The tip flared with blue electricity before she thrust the thing into Bryce’s side. He let out a screech of pain and flopped to the ground, curling into the fetal position.

Lynn glared at the other three boys. “Anyone else?”

Bryce’s cronies apparently weren’t too bright because they drew their own weapons and charged her. She dispatched them with just as much ease as Bryce. As one final gesture, she prodded Bryce again - eliciting another yell of pain - before storing her weapon back in the hidden pocket of her cloak. This was not her first rodeo dealing with punks like them and she was certain it wouldn’t be her last. In the meantime, Lynn needed to show them she was not to be trifled with.

As she boarded her hoverbike and revved the engine, she called out, “The next time you try something like that, you’ll owe me.”

All she got were groans of pain in reply. She chuckled as she powered on the engine and sped off down the road.

~~~~~~~~~~
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Dinner for the night consisted of a tin of stew and a soda for Lynn and some gearbox motor oil for Ralf. Neither were the best, but they were the cheapest options. Plus, it left Lynn with just enough credits left over that she could put it away into her little black and red savings bag. Another quick ride from the store and she arrived at the massive apartment block she called home. It was a depressing place, all things considered. The entire thing was colored a drab, concrete gray with rusted metal patches poking through. Her place was located on the middle of the third floor and faced the street. She had to pay more for the view, but it was worth it to have the window versus being stuck in the middle of the complex with nothing. It was a tiny place, consisting only of a kitchen, a bathroom, a tiny bedroom, and a living room that doubled as a dining room - though it served more as Ralf’s recharging room. It didn’t even have a storage closet. 

After dropping off her gear and changing into her much more comfortable khakis and short sleeve shirt, she threw on her vintage sports jacket and made her way up the remaining four flights of stairs to the roof of the building, Ralf right on her heels. Despite the chill of the late night air - she guessed it was comfortably past eleven o’clock by this point - she couldn’t help but breathe a long content sigh. The rooftop was her favorite place to enjoy a meal. Hardly anyone came up here so she got to have her peace and quiet, and the best part was that she could watch the night sky for as long as she pleased. And tonight was a cloudless night!

As she settled into her favorite spot behind one of the cooling towers, she couldn’t help but be drawn upwards to a mosaic of multicolored stars that shone in the night sky. She spooned a bite of stew in her mouth as in the distance the stars began to warp and swirl around in a circle, bending until the pinpricks of light were long streaks. It was the telltale sign a spaceship was entering orbit from warp space. A few seconds later the streaks disappeared, and the sky returned to normal. The ship would be too small to see from this distance, but Lynn knew that somewhere, up there, there was now an object in Earth’s orbit that hadn’t been there before. She couldn’t help but fantasize about the next steps. Maybe it would land at Estrella City’s spaceport? Or maybe it was too big to even properly enter Hyperion’s atmosphere and would instead deploy farrier ships to shepherd its passengers to the planet.

Out loud, she said. “One day, Ralfie, I’m going to make it up there.”

It was more of an affirmation to herself than telling her pet anything he didn’t know already - nor did he necessarily have the processing capacity to care. But every once in a while, it was good to speak her dream aloud. Hopefully, it would somehow help translate it into reality sooner.

Scavenging got her by. It helped her to survive day by day, but it was just a job for Lynn. A means to an end. What she really wanted was to become an astronaut, specifically a Celestial Scout so she could be at the forefront of exploring the galaxy. When Earth joined the United Intergalactic Federation and renamed itself to Hyperion, it shook up the planet. Wars erupted, Nations vanished and reappeared, families were torn asunder. Once the dust cleared, the event became known as The Schism. It was terrible, but in the end it opened up possibilities that simply weren’t there before. It offered Lynn a glimmering hope of escaping from the perpetual rut her current life was.

She just needed to keep going a little longer.

Over the past year and a half, she’d managed to save just enough to pay for one semester at Estrella City Technical University. In six months, when she turned eighteen, she could enroll with no hassle. It would finally be her big break to pursue that dream.

From her pocket, she pulled out her communicator and from the device’s camera roll she brought up a familiar picture. It was of her at eight years old smiling up at the camera. On either side of her were two figures in their mid-thirties, a man and a woman, her parents Jack and Sterling Fitzpatrick. Her mother shared the reddish orange hair Lynn sported as well her eyebrows. Lynn had her father’s smile but eschewed any of his brown hair. Though they all shared the same pale skin that easily burned under too much time in the sun, even with sunscreen. She’d grown up a lot since then. They hadn’t.

After all, it was hard to do that when they’d been dead for eight years.

She sighed and put the photo away. It was so easy to get wrapped up in those dark thoughts, those memories, on nights like these. But there was nothing she could do about it. The Schism happened and they’d died protecting her. The best she could do to honor their memory was to survive and thrive. She just needed to reach the thrive part. She scooped the last few bites of stew into her mouth and swallowed it down with a big gulp of soda. That would have to tide her over until dinner tomorrow. With a groan, she got up and strode back downstairs to her place. She’d need at least a few hours of sleep before hitting the grind again tomorrow. Rent was due soon and she’d need to scrounge up some extra credits to cover that.

But that was tomorrow’s problem. For now, she needed rest.

~~~~~~~~~~
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Lynn knew immediately something was wrong when she woke up and it was still dark. When she could finally make out the obscured figure standing at the foot of her bed, she could pinpoint exactly why. Her mind immediately entered fight mode, and she lunged forward, using her cybernetic arm as a battering ram. The intruder grunted in surprise as Lynn made contact, forcing them to the floor.

“You’re going to regret breaking in here, punk,” she spat.

She screamed in pain as the crackle of electricity hummed in the air and twin points of hurt blossomed on either side of her ribs. She collapsed to the floor, limp as a deflated balloon. The first figure wriggled their way out from under Lynn and chuckled.

“Good job boys. That worked a treat! Just as easy as her mutt too.” The cruel voice of Bryce was clear as day. “Little Miss Lynn here thinks she’s too good to follow our rules? Well now she gets to find out the consequences firsthand.” He snapped his fingers. “She has a hidden stash of credits around here somewhere. That should make us even.”
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