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To those who believe in fate, the universe and whose stars seem to cross backwards.


There are a million billion stars in the galaxy alone, of which there are millions of people I want to thank; you do the math.


To the following in no particular order: Larry Corriea, Steve Diamond, Zoog Von Rock (Karl Learmont), Mike Mayhem (Michael Maniscalco), Sue and Fred, Church Haley, Steve Siegelbaum, Laura Milanovich, and everyone who puts up with my half-baked shenanigans. My family and the people who claim me as their family.


For Amelia Morningstar, my partner in crime.  










  
  
Never trust a deity that isn't musical.Zoog Von Rock (Karl Learmont), Angelspit 











  
  
Villain's Playlist




The villain’s playlist to destroy a planet to in no particular order: 

"Olson"—Boards of Canada

"Space Oddity"—David Bowie

"Knights of Cydonia"—Muse

"Belfast"—Orbital

"Belfast/Wasted (Wasted Vocal Mix)"—Orbital (from The Green Album)

"Dazzle"—Siouxsie and the Banshees

"Iambic 5 Poetry, Iambic 9 Poetry"—Squarepusher

"Bells & Circles"—Iggy Pop and Underworld

"Born Slippy (Nuxx)/Between Stars"—Underworld

"The Great Empty"—Ice Planet 9000, Angelspit

"All Along the Watchtower"—Jimi Hendrix

"The Monkey King"—William Orbit

"Spacelab"—Kraftwerk

"Uncomfortable Numb"—Scissor Sisters

"Paint It Black"—The Rolling Stones

"Atlantis Child"—Asura

"Cosmic Love"—Florence + The Machine

"Bad Moon Rising"—Creedence Clearwater Revival

"1/1, The Big Ship, An Ending (Ascent), The Ship"—Brian Eno

"Xtal, Tha, Pulsewidth, 4, Girl/Boy Song"—Aphex Twin

"Between Stars, Black Poppies, Nylon Strung"—Underworld










  
  
Chapter One




The stars flickered across the fractured sky of the universe. Streaks of red and blue rained down from the cosmos, rippling like waves against soft white clouds. The light show distracted the gallery and jury who presided over the single greatest blunder the universe encountered. Onlookers’ faces whispered hints of despair and dread. It became damning and clear that the very fabric of the universe was screwed. 

The trial had humanity hooked more than any reality show, lighting up dinner-table debates and online conspiracy forums alike. Even your sleazy racist uncle sided with the universe. The murder of a god and the universe being reset played like prestige tv: enthralling drama, complete with surprising plot twists, expert testimony and guest witnesses who spoke like they were on a press tour. Some even compared it to a runaway rollercoaster hurtling full speed towards an imminent collision into a brick wall, but with more legal jargon and existential stakes. Each witness took the stand with the same story: they were only trying to reduce harm, mitigate destruction, and avoid a galactic lawsuit or two. You know—the usual.

Ruby listened to the muffled voices and prior testimonies emanating from the closed-circuit TV in an overflow room. To put it mildly, it was the worst greenroom she had ever been in. The coffee was expensive and yet cold, the chairs were plastic, and the fate of humanity hung in the balance which on a given day she wouldn’t care but this killed the vibe. The world might have been ending, but all she cared about was the bitter sludge in her cup and the person who she selected to replace her as grand matron of the universe. It was the most important trial in the galaxy and yet, somehow, they still hadn’t sprung for decent chairs or coffee. 

As she absorbed the footage from the grainy tv screen on a wheeled chair, she rolled her eyes and dismissed the testimony without hesitation. ‘Fake News.’ Each witness pointed fingers blaming everything from relentless off-world rain to global elitism. The most unhinged theory came courtesy of a tiny Alpha-Centaurian with a towering afro who blamed aliens (legal and otherwise), pivoted to flat-earth theory and claimed the universe had gone on strike that day—right before security dragged him off the stand. 

Then the large figure loomed in the doorway of the overflow room. Ruby peaked her head out of the doorway and stared at the Alpha-Centaurian now adjusting his afro with a comb. He tugged on his suit before walking down the opposite hallway.  

Ruby could swear it was seconds after that, the judge, adorned in a black robe, summoned Ruby Morningstar to the witness stand. The Ethical Villainess™ was quick to clarify: this was ‘her story’. Not ‘old history’, or ‘his story’, and certainly not the sanitized tales spun by the Federation, spoken by a third-party arbitrator who might have taken a few bribes to leave out a few key details.

After all, for a thousand years of galactic history, heroes and villains alike considered piloting a moon-sized, phallic-shaped death station or taking on a supernova in a fistfight a totally reasonable career choice. To steady herself, Ruby ran through the names of three powerful women in her mind. ‘Ripley.’ ‘Starbuck.’ ‘Samus.’ The mantra echoed, calming her nerves.  The cosmos could judge her all it wanted. She’d show them what a real redemption arc looked. 

The prosecution and defense sat on opposite ends of the courtroom. Ruby recognized the prosecution from a black and white photo and shook off a smirk, realizing the celestial pantheon of gods hired a lawyer from one of those 1-800 ads in an outdated yellow and-blue phonebook, bought with a pink phone which once sat in the kitchen next to a wall. 

The defense with theatrics argued not for Ruby’s innocence but for exposing a conspiracy that reached higher than anyone dared imagine. 

Ruby’s mind was focused on the type of kitchen she dreamed of, the type of kitchen with automatic drip coffee machines, rounded instant espresso dropped into a small cylinder, and roaring cake mixers for homemade focaccia farcita calabrese.

The kitchen she remembered, and her amusement faded as the weight of the moment circled back and settled over her. The entire courtroom and their stare pressed against her.

Divine creatures, majestic beings, humans, and cosmic oddities alike held their breath, creating an electric stillness in the courtroom, as if the entire cosmos expected the impending doom. Even the resident mouse of the courtroom halted, its tiny paws frozen mid-nibble on a pilfered cheese crumb—not from fear of the world ending, but with a curious pause as a plush cat—with a two-tone monochromic facial pattern and donning a billowing cloak, sauntered through the wooden double doors 

Even universal annihilation gets boring after hour three. Humans go through the same stages of grief whether it's a breakup, zombie apocalypse, or watching their beloved car get a Viking burial at sea. Denial, anger, bargaining, and finally that ah-ha moment—not the band, of course—where you reach that shoulder-shrug acceptance of "well, this happened."

The jury—human, well mostly human—had reached that final stage. They shared the universal sentiment of being stuck in hell, which was loosely defined as jury duty. The fate of everything hung in the balance, but it was still a Tuesday, and Tuesdays always sucked no matter what dimension you were in. The Ethical Villainess™, infamous for her role in orchestrating cosmic catastrophes and undermining divine authority (the prosecution’s words, not hers), found herself in a standard human-sized courtroom with a looming judge that made her five feet of doom small and compact. She heard the judge’s gavel quiver in anticipation as if the cold wooden gavel grew heavy alongside her anxious breaths. As if it, too, feared the moral ambiguity Ruby Morningstar was about to unleash. Ruby crossed her arms, fighting the urge to ask for a five-minute recess to be escorted to the cafeteria—if she was going for universal chaos, she deserved a last meal or at least some popcorn.

When the universe declared this trial as a moment of historical significance—the first time in recorded history where the fates of gods, mortals, and cosmic laws mattered—they glossed over the fact that the villainess was the first female under thirty to upset the balance of nature. To Ruby Morningstar, the distinction of being under thirty wasn’t a grand celebration. The universe wanted to reach out and correct their narrative that, in cat years, Ruby Morningstar had more experience, better insurance, and had accepted the compliment with the uneasy swagger of someone who knew exactly how many lives she had left but, preferred not to think about it. 

Ruby Morningstar—an expert in skirting accountability, who made it in an art form, now sat in the witness box, trapped and harmed with testimony that could unravel hidden truths, break hearts, and maybe, if she was lucky, grant her the freedom and retirement she always wanted and deserved. 

Only Ruby knew the truth. It dawned on her that she had to testify as one of the good guys. She had felt the polished wood of the witness stand before, but never in circumstances like this. She often faced mundane lawsuits where the prosecution had labeled her as a British long-haired feline villainess who enjoyed anarchy, starting alleged underground fight clubs, or crafting magical illegal uploads of heinous karaoke renditions of Britney Spears and Cher songs on social media.  In her defense, those covers she did were spot on. Even her Smiths and Morrissey covers were reminiscent of a true Irish tenor. Ruby recognized the irony: her impeccable covers went unnoticed, unliked, and swiped left on Tikoft.

Even Morrissey wasn’t amused. Despite the legal difficulties, this was not the case. In this universe, mortals were mere spectators in the grand theater of life and death. Heaven knows she’s miserable now, and yet she found herself facing the grand accusation of the universe. This went beyond simple cover songs, late-night shenanigans, and deviance.

This was different. This wasn’t a lawsuit about offending someone on the internet and mocking them in public. This was the literal end of the world, the murder of a god and the destabilization of a few planets. You know, basic villainess stuff where the bad person signs a deal with the federal government in offer for their testimony. The villainess disappears, only to find out that one day, the bigger fish in the ocean hints at a larger conspiracy. 

As for the villainess, every whispered rumor and hinted conspiracy about her reached its zenith; all eyes were on her, awaiting the story that would shape her destiny. Her eyes flicked to the clock, then to the exit. She did not have time to field questions from lawyers about any potential involvement with destroying the universe. All she wanted was the simple comforts of home, expensive caviar, and a handler to give her proper massages under her chin and neck. She closed her eyes, picturing retirement as plush couches cradling her as she watched reality stars prance across a ballroom floor bathed in celestial moonlight gracing the waters. She dreamed of fights between alcoholic, divorced housewives and some docuseries about a Monkey or Tiger King. When she opened her eyes, there was no glowing white moonlight, no jumbo flat-screen TV, and no pint of ice cream. Just two courtroom lawyers screaming and hurling the pleas and cries of competing arguments. At least the courtroom vending machines had sketchy, cheap caviar, but trusting her better judgment, she railed against it. She would rather sit in court hungry than risk three days of food poisoning.

Celestial beings with hidden agendas, intent on watching the universe to fail loomed over her and criticized her actions. This wasn’t the beginning of a peaceful retirement from villainy she had hoped for. She sought after the luxury of putting her paws up on a 16-century ottoman, leaving the legality, grime, grit, and potential lawsuits to her successor. Her lone consolation was the promise of a DVR recording of “Dancing with the Multiverse,” which would prove short-lived, as tonight’s episode turned out to be a recap/results show.

The lawyers' heated shouts echoed like bad advice at a dinner party, their legal jargon cutting through the chaos while popcorn bags rustled in the gallery. Every obscure term they threw around had both the jury and Ruby Morningstar secretly googling to make sure it was real. 

Spoiler alert, they were. 

“Demurrer.” The prosecutor announced, raised an eyebrow as if it threw chips on a casino table, sure of themselves and up the ante. 

“Desuetude,” The defense countered with a smirk as if he called their bluff. 

The jury captivated by the verbal beatdown between two outlandish lawyers, as the tension in the room was thick, it felt less like a trial and more like a hockey game or pro wrestling match. More than one juror looked ready to duck, half-expecting someone to hurl a steel chair or body-check a witness through the stand.  The rest of the time, the jury waited on the edge of their seats but got disappointed when nothing exploded.  Their moods shifted like cosmic tides—riveted one minute, dead-eyed the next, all while knowing they were going to die without ever getting back the twenty bucks they lost on a bet. Ruby didn’t blame them. Even she didn’t want to be in court.

On the witness stand, Ruby Morningstar rubbed her forehead exhausted at the lawyers hell-bent on fulfilling their purpose in life: to irritate her into a cosmic aneurysm. She always wondered if lawyers had special training or they all made a blood pact to weaponize stupidity and their ultimate weapon was a long-winded soul crushing monologue like the ones delivered in movies.

All she knew was that every time a question was asked she paused grimaced and felt her IQ drop ten points—thanks to invasive, probably sexist questions that painted her as some cartoon villain with a twirling mustache. And just when she was ready to fire back with the perfect, sass-laced reply, either the defense or prosecution would shout “Objection! Badgering the witness!” 

She’d come to terms and accepted the whole surreal over-the-top spectacle as the universe’s most annoying form of community theater. 

The obnoxious little green with tacky outfits and all hurled questions like confetti at a birthday party that nobody was invited to.  Ruby thought to herself, if this was the galactic standard for lawyers no wonder the universe was broken.  

Whether or not she said it out loud was immediately stricken from the record-- though the jury clearly agreed. 

Then came the prosecution.  Clad in a gaudy leather suit adorned with purple pinstripes and oozing desperation, he captivated the jury’s attention like a roadside accident. The suit dangled downward, topped off with a streaked blonde toupee that tried-- and failed-- to look natural. The hairpiece alone removed all reasonable doubt and screamed “imposter” louder than a bad alibi. Anyone on Mars could spot the faux flaxen synthetic straw from orbit.

Ruby Morningstar, however, had mistaken it for a notorious barbering mishap until the hairpiece plotted their escape and attempted a getaway. 

She cringed and focused on the defense attorney. At least his hair was perfect, but his outfit was still questionable. Probably a war crime, if we all are being honest. 

Whoever dressed these men should get their vision checked. 

The defense was an energetic blob in a tweed-color suit, trying way too hard to look young or like a university professor desperately pretending to be cool around their students. He flashed a grin, snapped his fingers and somehow a spotlight dropped from the ceiling. 

No one knew where it came from, but one thing was certain (just like ruby,) the universe knew this guy could deliver a one-man-show. The prosecution kept his gaze locked on the table, scribbling something with a ballpoint pen. Probably a resignation letter. 

The defense gestured and filled the court with enough bravado to power a star. He spoke in a sing-song voice as if he was auditioning for a Broadway role about a dead galactic Federation statesman and first known treasurer.

Every few seconds, the prosecutor would shoot up from his chair, slamming his hands onto the table, and bellow, “Objection!” 

Never in a thousand years had the universe witnessed a performance like the defense lawyer in the center of the courtroom—not even “The Ideal Husband” by Oscar Wilde could rival this level of drama. Somewhere in the ether of space, Oscar Wilde had a lone tear in his eye, a metal gauntlet he threw down with a dramatic stage left exit as if he’d just thrown a drink in someone’s face at brunch. 

The first objection came when Ruby referred to herself as “Grand Ethical Villainess of the Universe™,” with the Prosecution arguing that titles needed to be earned , not self-appointed--  And that such a title would “poison the jury.” 

The second objection was over Ruby Morningstar’s bold statement: “Humanity was fucked,” which the prosecution insisted was “too broad and too speculative” to be considered factual. 

By the third objection, even the judge raised an eyebrow, wondering if the prosecution would next object to the weather or how warm it was in the courtroom. 

The jury, taking notes with varying degrees of confusion and disdain, did their best to follow along on the trainwreck of a trial. The prosecution, unfazed, continued scribbling and didn't bother to make eye contact. 

The defense, justifying the objection, insisted the universe warped like pita, used buzz words like Alternative facts, fake news, and said the prosecution portrait of Ruby was misleading.  

Ruby and the judge exchanged glances -- the kind of glance where you weren’t sure if someone was reading your mind, or just quietly screaming out for guidance from the universe.  

The judge’s noncommittal frown and shrug said everything Ruby needed to hear.

With a long sigh, the judge allowed the questioning to continue. 

The prosecutor prepared to counter the defense’s bizarre argument that Ruby Morningstar hadn’t acted alone in the cosmic reshaping of the universe. They weren’t buying the idea that this was some grand governmental conspiracy or that the Federation was even involved. Which was technically true, the Federation mucked about later. And their so-called Cosmic Clean-up division (C-CUD), buried all the loose threads and burned all the bridges that the Federation touched. Yet, that was a story for another time. Focusing on the here and now, Ruby shrugged off the prosecutor drawling spit like a rapid-fire plasma gun. She wiped her brow from the thick mucus from his gaping maw. She side-eyed the judge and lounged in the witness box. Ruby leaned back, tilted just enough to catch the faint halo-glow of the courtroom’s harsh lighting the irony wasn’t lost on her. 

She tapped the armrest, as if keeping time with a song only she could hear. The prosecution’s question faded into background noise. Her gaze drifted to a clock, then back to the prosecutor with a mild air of disinterest and a sigh.

When the prosecutor raised their voice to a low roar, Ruby responded with a slow blink—the kind you give someone who just interrupted your daydream about literally anything else. 

“Who cares,” she muttered into the microphone. 

Whether or not that thought was meant to be spoken aloud didn’t matter. Her voice cut through the prosecutor’s momentum like a knife. If this courtroom was a theater, Ruby wasn’t buying tickets for an encore.  There was a beat of silence. Ruby didn’t flinch.  She thought again, this time she bit her lip. If the gods had cared soon, maybe if the Federation were an efficient organization instead of an actual dog and pony show, maybe the universe wouldn’t be cracking like cheap glass. Now they wanted righteous outrage. Please. 

The prosecutor bounced back as if he kept up the appearances of not being shaken at his own mortality of the pending doom of a universe on the brink of death. 

“A god is dead, and your response is that nobody cares?” the prosecution shouted, their voice cracking under the weight of frustration. They needed this moment—a dramatic crescendo, all that passion funneled into their fears of the impending doom. 

Their stale breath hit Ruby Morningstar in the face. She didn’t flinch. Instead, she arched an eyebrow, more intrigued by the prosecutor’s choice of (cheap and ambitious) cologne, their questionable fashion sense , and the leafy green bit of lunch still stuck in their teeth.

“Do you honestly expect this court to believe that resetting the galaxy wasn’t a selfish and catastrophic decision? How can you justify such an act knowing the harm it caused the entire universe?” the prosecution continued, their voice rising to a crescendo as if sheer voice could will the jury into outrage. The prosecution stood, towering over the witness box, poised to strike with their next question, and before Ruby could roll her eyes or return a response, the defense sprang into action.

“Objection! Your Honor, the prosecution is clearly badgering the witness,” the defense declared. It was part truth, part performance and on a good day Ruby would have thrown him out of an airlock. But now, powerless they weren’t wrong.

“Sustained,” the judge said with another sigh. “Please rephrase your question or move on.” The judge was on the edge of his seat, waiting to see how this would play out and whether he would have to separate the two men if the line of questioning became heated.

“Ms. Morningstar, based on your knowledge and involvement, could you shed light on the factors contributing to the impending collapse of the universe? Specifically, I want to explore the roles played by various individuals, including deities, a marshal, and the keeper of the universe. From your perspective as a renowned villainess, who bears the greatest responsibility for this catastrophic event?"

“Objection, calls for speculation,” the defense lawyer bellowed, slamming both hands on the table. The judge nodded, signaling Ruby to answer. Ruby smirked—fact or fiction, they were all just playing parts in this absurd performance. The judge compelled her, the so-called villainess, to testify, even if it meant missing her beloved K-dramas and reality TV shows. She longed for the quiet fishing trip in Minnesota she'd planned. This wasn’t how she envisioned retirement, and she certainly didn’t enjoy the way the lawyer spat when he talked. All she could do was answer their questions and endure the charade that the universe’s fate hung by a thread. She chuckled, their statements sounding like a mix of German, French, and gibberish, leaving her—and apparently the jury—baffled.

“Ms. Morningstar, were you or were you not present when the god Destiny was destroyed?” the lawyer asked. Ruby, being the unreliable narrator, added the Ze sound in her mind to keep her mind from drifting off back to the subtle imagery of her planned retirement. Ruby leaned back, her claws tapping against the polished wood of the witness stand. 

“I was present,” she admitted. “But I wasn’t the one who swung the cosmic axe, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Ruby watched as the jury rubbed their eyes, trying to be attentive given the fact that the lawyer’s voice soothed them like ambient meditation pianos. Ruby pictured the lawyer’s dialect in her head again and couldn’t place it; she thought of the French Riviera and then pictured a rural village in Germany. 

The prosecutor pressed on. “Then, who is to blame for the collapse of the universe?” 

“It was Destiny and Fate that caused the universe to collapse,” Ruby responded to the question as best she could. The villainess slid back in her seat, and looked up at the fallen sky as stars whirled by.

“The gods Destiny and Fate?” the prosecution said.

Ruby Morningstar’s reluctant “Yes,” carried an undertone of weariness that even she couldn’t suppress. The gallery, gasped in unison, a ripple of disbelief passing through divine creatures, cosmic beings, and mortals alike.  

“Destiny is dead. Fate had no idea that her role would lead us here,” Ruby said, her voice steady but tinged with exasperation, while the prosecutor’s narrow lips tightened around their gaudy outfit. The prosecution reached into his purple suit jacket, revealing a cardboard dream board that could have been mistaken for a child’s first grade science project. The dream board before the juror had misshapen yarn and a subtle belief in the interrelatedness of all things in the universe. 

“People’s Exhibit B into evidence,” the lawyer exclaimed to the judge, his flamboyant gestures pointing to the dream board like a malfunctioning GPS recalculating mid-crisis. The purple disaster—so lovingly dubbed by the villainess—floundered for direction, his weaving through the air like an over-caffeinated film editor trying to splice chaos into something resembling coherence. “So, you’re saying the gods are to blame, whereas this shows…” The lawyer spun his web of words, while they were words, to the jury, they might have been a classical Greek allegory and open to interpretation.

The jury’s—composed of exotic aliens, mermaids with tridents, and an equal part of humans and animals—collective reaction was as varied as their forms.

Juror number five, the golden-eyed ragdoll kitten, licked her lips, and tilted her head in curiosity, her daydream of makizushi rolls interrupted by the scratching sound on the notepad next to her. Juror number eight, a penguin, drew a half-hearted sketch on his notepad, a drawing of a whale, a self-portrait with a machine gun, which made him the last action hero the universe needed. Juror number twelve, a minotaur with a collection of regrettable life choices, stifled a yawn with his shoulder slouched back, resting their horns against the wall, and crossing their arms. He lamented being stuck on the jury almost as much as he regretted that useless college degree in gender studies, the constellations of piercings that followed, and the fallout from ditching the family blacksmithing business—a time-honored tradition his ancestors literally hammered into history. The other undecided jurors yawned, their weary eyes glazing over the rhetoric and conspiracy theories of outlandish claims from both lawyers.  

Ruby leaned back, her claws tapping against the polished wood of the witness stand. She wasn't concerned with the jury’s glazed-over expressions or the way juror number eight doodled a comic in a notepad no one would ever see. What mattered the most was the story she told. Good, bad, indifferent, she held steadfast to the truth. The universe thought her notorious—a villainess fit to wear the blame like a tailored cloak, but she knew better. This wasn’t about justice. It was about scapegoats, martyrs and whatever the hell was in juror number twelve’s nose that resembled a ska band and infected nose ring.  

“No further questions,” the prosecution said, nodding to the judge.

The villainess wondered if perhaps the defense’s performance had been excessive. He leaped upward, knocking the chair back, then taking the legal pad, examined his notes, and smiled with the kind of overcompensating smile that read. “I got this.” Bustling across the courtroom with a smug chuckle that screamed “checkmate,” the lawyer’s ebony hair flowed down and whispered in the wind as he advanced with haste. The subtle hint of muscles beneath his pristine blue suit was perhaps intended as a distraction for the jurors, accompanied by his husky voice filling the room. A female juror, enthralled in a trance, began to stalk him on social media as he suavely brushed his hair back from his face and smiled. His poker face revealed everything, down to the winkles in his brow and the expanded cheekbones, his confidence now overstepping the lingering trace of nervousness as if it never existed.

“So, you said the universe is dying? And the gods are to blame?” he asked, now with his back turned to the jury box, leaning into the barricade that separated the jury and the lawyer. The court caught their breath, and there was no objection from the prosecution lawyer.

“Yes,” Ruby responded. She moved closer to the microphone, and in the stillness, you could hear the hairs of the villainess stand upright as she breathed into it.

“What about humans, global warming, wars, resource hoarding? Mortals have been writing their own doomsday script before the gods got involved?” 

“Objection, Your Honor.” the prosecutor barked. “Speculation, the witness isn’t a scientist.” 

“Your Honor, the witness was a science officer before becoming a villainess,” the Defense argued.  

The judge banged his gavel, wanting this trial to be over with. “Overruled,” he said, closing his eyes and letting out a long sigh. 

“Isn’t it also true that the galactic decay of the universe is tied back to human beings way before the gods interfered? After all, they caused global warming, famine, and war.” Before an answer was given by Ruby, another objection roared from the prosecution, causing an uproar that jolted a member of the gallery.

“Your Honor, global warming isn’t an established science,” the prosecution yelled. The lawyer ranted, raved, and argued that they would need a scientific hearing to place value on the science of global warming. The judge, rolling his eyes at the defense lawyer, beckoned them to approach the bench. A fierce legal tussle ensued, with fists and words thrown as the bailiff did not want to get involved. In a nonchalant manner, the bailiff leaned against the wall and chewed bubblegum, keeping the peace on his side of the room. The universe valued honesty, plus the bailiff didn’t want to ruin his freshly pressed light dark grey uniform. 

The judge’s gavel intervening served as a symbol of justice as well as a loud boom that caused the two sides, the gallery, and the jurors to cover their ears.

The judge gave a verbal warning and set the parameters of the question.

“Overruled, keep the question focused on the legal matter before us,” the judge commanded, punctuating the statement with another gavel strike, head shaking, and a face hidden behind a palm. As much as the judge and the universe enjoyed a good trainwreck, the trial was starting to feel like a train crash into a carnival followed by a clumsy clown parade and fireworks display gone wrong, of which the judge wanted no part of this. 

The judge slapped his face to keep himself awake. The court stenographer, inconspicuous in the small corner of the room, was oblivious to the unfolding drama. The villainess wondered why, in this digital age, a court stenographer was needed. The court stenographer had taken the typed tape, rolled it upwards, and read back the question, and the proceedings continued with the villainess detailing their role in the cosmos’s decline.

“The ramifications of resetting the universe—destroying planets and stars to save it—were clear, but it was a choice I had to make. I admit my role in the universe’s downfall,” the villainess explained with a pause and sigh.

The attorney pursued. “Can you elaborate on your acts?” The villainess tried not to smirk, recalling which act they were referring to.

“My actions may have caused chaos, but isn’t chaos intrinsically human?” A hush settled as the villainess delved into humanity’s ambitions in space exploration, resource scarcity, and the rise of space pirates due to it. Through it all, the jury remained entranced yet baffled. There was a gasp and a cough from the jury, even though both were unrelated. The jury stood frozen, their faces pale and etched with horror, as if they had all consumed bad sushi. The judge reminded the jurors to keep it down to a low roar and to perform their civic duties. From the witness stand, whatever juror number eight muttered under his breath was inaudible. The courtroom simmered down. The silence and tension were so strong that the Chinese food restaurant next door dropped a dish, snapped it in half, and the radiating sound pierced the stillness of the air. The villainess gave a brief overview of the galaxy. The villainess concluded, “This isn’t the full account of the universe’s downfall, but it’s the truth.”








  
  
Chapter Two




The Ethical Villainess™ believed she was vindicated from any wrongdoing; in fact, blowing up that planet had been the greatest catalyst for the hero’s rise. From her perch high above the stars, she watched—on a ship massive enough it dwarfed entire colonies, a vessel that could be described as the size of a mid-sized sedan in comparison to a battleship. 

Total hero material, the Ethical Villainess™ thought. 

Below her, Earth II teetered on the brink of chaos. Its inhabitants clung to their fragile order–trade policies, delicate sensibilities—until the universe, or perhaps the villainess herself, chose their successor. But that is a plot point in a story for later. For now, the story begins with a hero. 

Not all riveting tales pivot around a virtuous hero or a malevolent individual. The universe revolves around a catalyst and the fairest villainess of the galaxy. Humans looked to the stars for guidance in their chaotic life on one of Earth’s Federation space colonies.

Xavier Crow was no different. He dreamed and wondered what his life could have been or what horrible fate led them to be cast aside like used toilet paper circling the drain. After all, Xavier sought the peace in the night sky, admired the vibrant hues of stars, and dreamed of distant planets. He entertained the idea of venturing among the many stars he counted, analyzed, and studied until his eyes fatigued and couldn’t take any more.

To Xavier, the universe wasn’t vast emptiness; it was a complicated ballet of their dreams and desire to be one with the galaxy. His hazel eyes lit up with a fervor, surpassing all curiosity and bordering on obsession when he saw the night sky and pulsating galaxies far away from the small colony named after a far gone dead male president. The villainess thought it was Madison or Monroe; they knew it wasn’t Cape Kennedy.

Xavier’s wolf tattoo on his left dorsum danced under the bright hues of pearl grey moonlight, making the blue wolf print animate with pulsing shades of indigo and lavender. Spoiler alert: The tattoo drew its life force and mana from the very constellations of the stars. To say magic didn’t exist in this universe was like lying on your taxes, committing bank fraud, or worse, believing your cat when it says it’s just cuddling and not plotting world domination or committing war crimes. Trust me, been there, done that, and worn the human.

The scars and markings around his tattoo marked him as a number, a drop in the bucket, providing the dual role of an underclass worker and steward of the cosmos. Xavier’s fingers brushed against the emblem, the scar, and the numbers as he felt the pull of the distant galaxies as if it whispered promises calling to a purpose greater than scrubbing glass elevators and repairing and building spacecraft. 

He thought if the wealthy could cross stars as if they were streets, he could steal a ship, fly out yonder, and start anew. He laughed, for the Federation markings were an anchor in this endless sea of the universe. His daily life was far removed from such irrational thoughts—this wasn’t the Federation’s ethos. The Federation motto was simple: failure is no option and honor guides the speaker. The underbelly served as a public work camp for those who were exiled, orphaned, or forgotten. Xavier’s circumstances went beyond all three. The Federation enlistment paperwork said his mother died, his father left when he was young, and he had familial obligations to pay off gambling debts that gained interest over the years. Xavier dedicated himself to maintaining spacecrafts at the local base, odd jobs, and cleaning after Federation officers. He coped through working hard against the sounds of machinery, serving as a lullaby cocooning him from the world’s indifference.

The villainess believed he was better off dead. But as most rivalries go, the villainess wished him the best of luck and odds forever in their favor.

Xavier shook off the grime and dirt from his day devoured by labor. An obligatory shower was in order to rinse off the grime, and even with that brief intermission between the grind of work and rest, he returned to tedious work in the labor camp.***

The labor camp in the undercity functioned like a relentless machine, driven by the working class struggling to make ends meet. This mechanical heart spat out alleys and corners that became a refuge for the world’s undesirables, oddities, and impoverished. The hum of city workers resonated in every hidden nook, each alley teeming with untold tales. Tales that were often passed down from parent to child in the form of songs and bedtime stories. These children’s nursery rhymes and sea shanties were infused with themes of death, alcoholism, and racial inequalities reminiscent of old England.

Xavier lost himself in the dreams amidst the mirrored-towered elevators, hoping to one day climb up the surface. As he cleaned the glass elevators, he scrubbed away smudges, dirt, grime, and dreams he never had.

Even the villainess’s heart pangs with sadness for about a few seconds. There were no accidents in the universe, and coincidences were rare; at least to her.

Murphy’s law of space dictated that unforeseen consequences are happy accidents. To say that the villainess didn’t enjoy blowing up the space colony and seeing Xavier happy was like denying a small child a puppy or whatever human children like.

Just like Murphy’s law, Xavier adhered to the rules of the work camp and suppressed his unique identity by covering up his glowing tattoo and wearing fabrics that conformed to his body in orange Federation colors. This was a world on the brink of war, a ceaseless scramble for dwindling resources, and mankind’s divine willingness to explore new worlds for selfish gains. The work camp had a harrowing lottery system, enlisting the brave and the foolhardy to embark on an exploration of the galaxy. These valiant souls would pilot the cosmos in search of essential resources, and yet the cosmic expanse never returned these exiled pilots. Xavier’s golden ticket out of the work camp to weave their own tale remained elusive. Xavier Crow watched from the shadows as dreams of joining these perilous endeavors fell out of reach. As the lottery proceeding unfolded, the hope inside him dwindled as they called off number after number that wasn’t of his own. The undercity buzzed, as the chosen stepped forward as if it was destiny. The lottery’s end found him unchosen again, as if the stars didn’t align in the way he expected.

Yet, in the humdrum of the crowd, a voice reverberated filled with innocence and hope. “Maybe next time,” a small voice said. Xavier turned to see a child, no older than ten, clutching a ragged doll. Her eyes held an innocence that softened the sting of disappointment.

Xavier smiled despite himself. “Maybe.” 

Ruby Morningstar, Ethical Villainess™, believed in the power of the subtle, tender moment—like when you've texted the wrong number and accidentally sent your secret evil plans to a complete stranger. It has happened multiple times. This was where the villainess made her move—because waiting around for some mythical, divine inspiration was déclassé—and all it took was a phone call, calling in a favor, and somehow preparing to give the "best human speech" at a wedding or event she had no recollection of. The universe had its own brand of humor.

Regardless of the villainess’s intentions or actions, the sirens came without warning, a hunting wail that split the air. Explosions painted the sky in hues of oranges and reds. The Federation retaliated with  artillery mechs; their colossal cannons cast shadows over the chaotic sprawl of military space fleets.

Xavier grabbed the small child off the ground.

“Where’s your mom?” he shouted. As the city fell, Xavier’s instincts transformed him into a beacon of hope amidst the chaos. The child’s finger pointed skyward.

“Up there.” She pointed to the upper worlds. The villainess didn’t plan for, nor did she care, that a ten-year-old child of a Federation officer had free reign of the colony. No, that’s the job of someone who lives for the fine print—the kind of person who points out things like “child supervision” in the middle of an intergalactic crisis.

Her voice quivered with fear; the panic masked beneath her words as she sprinted alongside Xavier. Her hollowed breaths were like a countdown. The weight of determination fueled him—he knew the gut-wrenching isolation of a fractured universe, the crushing blow of being alone in a galaxy that didn’t care. He never could wish that on anyone, especially not a child.

He swept the child into his arms, bolting towards the glass towers. As they neared them , the stunning realization sunk in: the elevators were dead, sabotaged and their hopes were thwarted. The upper elite had made sure the glass elevators were disabled with cold efficiency to trap the undesirables below. The once bustling metal contraptions, designed to carry thousands to safety, now stood frozen in place. They were lifeless, mocking as if the darkness from the approaching war ships drained the life out of them. 

Xavier’s heart pounded in his chest. His gaze fell on the cargo vessel he’d spent months repairing in secret when he had downtime on the base. The half-destroyed, salvageable ship was their only chance to escape. Xavier and Susanna sprinted to the ship, praying to the gods that the small two-seater would work. 

The villainess leaned forward, watching the duo undo the plastic tarp that held the vessel down. “Interesting choice,” the villainess mused to herself. The explosions rattled the building around them. The vessel’s engine spurred and puttered as it roared to life with a growl and black smoke of a backfire from behind the ship. The danger wasn’t over. The ship needed to hold together long enough to avoid massive warships. The warships broke through a barrier lining the sky like vultures. Xavier’s hands gripped the controls as the child’s eyes reflected the chaos around them. 

“Hold on!” he yelled as the vessel dodged and weaved through falling debris. The raining shattered wreckage created a path to an opening left by an explosion. Defying all odds the ship leaped off the ramp and plummeted through the crack in the glass tower. They broke through to the upper worlds, its engines sputtering as the ship tore through the once-majestic city, now a burning crumbling ruin leaving a trail of destruction in its wake.

This was normal for Federation space colonies--expect for the explosions. Nobody wanted those. The chromatic blue-glass towers of the upper worlds--the ones not already reduce to smoking heaps--still gleamed like everything was just fine. The Forbes 500 list of elite masters of selective vision carried on as if warships weren’t casting shadows over rooftop garden parties. Perhaps it was muscle memory. Or maybe the string orchestra playing an immortal requiem as the skyline collapsed gave the evening a touch of a class and drama. 

A malfunctioning droid, scorched and sparking from the nearby (and definitely unwanted) blasts, rolled up to Xavier Crow, misidentified him as a venture capitalist—or possibly a crypto bro—and, as programed, offered a glass of merlot and warm towelette. Because obviously, nothing sparks joy when the end is nigh-- expect for proper wine service. 

Oblivious—or perhaps too rich to care—the privileged nibbled hors d’oeuvres, sipped various vintage samples of gin made in an thousand-year-old bathtub and swapped stories about cosmetic surgery as if the apocalypse were just another guest who’d failed to RSVP.

The small ten-year-old child’s face lit up at a familiar silhouette. She cried out and jumped up and down, trying to get a better look.

“Mommy!” The child screamed, their voice pierced and echoed off the fallen debris. The woman in Federation battle fatigues spun around, her eyes wide as the chaos unfolded around them.

Xavier shook his head. His voice pierced their reunion, “We need to leave.”

A Battle Laden Automated Survival Transport attempted to land only to be blown to bits by a larger vessel with the red logo of a penguin, a foreboding sign of dominance. The ensuing air battle was swift and merciless with the smaller emergency vessels falling prey to this looming predator. They didn’t stand the four seconds that were needed to jump out of orbit. Xavier glanced at the looming ship and was able to read the words “Stellar Horizon” along the hull. The ship gracefully touched the surface.

The villainess admits that she didn’t send her best and brightest. Nevertheless, an ogre and a frog emerged from this Colossus vessel.

“We need to steal that ship,” Xavier said, taking cover behind an overturned cafe table. The ogre and frog stumbled over each other, providing an odd comedic contrast to the devastation around them. The villainess regretted hiring these mercenaries, even though she could write them off as a tax deduction because it turns out they’re better at drinking her expensive wine collection than they are executing her evil plans. At least she kept the receipts.

They stumbled into the department store and seconds later sprinted in the opposite direction. From what the villainess gathered, the mercenaries mistook the fashionably dressed mannequins for an elite hit squad of silent assassins, which, in hindsight, was both hilarious and concerning. The villainess double-checked there were no secret mannequin hit squads in that sector on that particular day on that random planet.

It's worth noting that the two dubious mercenaries were distracted long enough for the villainess to realize three universal known truths: A) The villainess paid for what she got, B) expensive wine tastes better when you’re not the one paying for it, and C) being terrible at your job is surprisingly lucrative if you pick the right employer. While the villainess should hire professionals, the charm and chaotic nature of her kawaii minions warmed her heart that was, in fact, too small to be human.  

Xavier advanced to the inside of the Stellar Horizon. A wave of relief washed over him as he ensured the mother and child’s safety. With that weight off his shoulders, he charged into the cockpit and tried to figure out how to close the bay doors. He pushed the single button that had the universal sign of two arrows facing each other, and, as if by magic, the ship lifted upward, and doors began to close.

The roar of the engines began to bleed. 

Xavier’s sudden doubt took hold of him, creeping into his very sense of being. As the doubt consumed him, he thought, Could I even pilot this vessel? Xavier wondered amidst the symphony of mechanical sounds.

The universe was strange in the sense that Xavier found himself face-to-face with a lone shadowy figure when he turned the corner of the ship. The villainess blamed the red-tailed Huli Jing. The universe knew it was a mouthful to get right, but Fate the Húxiān, the same despised red-tailed fox, caused an unintentional meet cute on an exploding colony for kicks.

Then again, this is hearsay from an unreliable narrator and only speculation from the villainess gathered from the dark web of backwater communications. 

Xavier Crow found himself face-to-face with a striking girl with distrustful eyes and blue curls dancing around her small frame. Their fates intertwined by chance as the ship jumped into orbit. The explosion of the Earth colony caused Xavier to stumble forward into her arms. As like all good citizens, the brief moment of connection was interrupted by a judo throw and a  swift kick to the ribs, knocking him out cold. 


      ***Xavier regained consciousness in a medical bay with the girl with distrusting eyes waiting for him and the little girl from before trying to squeeze her small arms around his body. The hug from the child was warm and comforting despite the wincing pain he suffered.

“You were out cold.” The rogue woman checked his pulse and blood pressure, her trained eyes scrutinizing the reading. “Also, you need to eat more fiber.”  

Xavier’s legs now dangled over the metal slab, and as his legs made contact with the floor, his body felt weak but determined.

“Oh, what happened?” he lied. He knew she kicked him in the ribs. He wanted to give her an out and try to downplay as best as possible.

She dodged the question. Xavier decided it was for the best.

“I navigated the asteroid field with some space pilot, tended to your wounds, and figured out how to set up the ship’s navigation.” She said this as she did most of the work and took the credit for herself. Xavier didn’t think less of her. All he knew they had the jump out of orbit but where the ship was heading was a mystery, even he didn’t know. 

The rogue woman studied him, her eyes flicking around the ship’s medical suite.

“Couldn’t figure out how to use the washing machine, though,” she added, her tone bitter that kept her sarcastic demeanor cold, oddly calm, and relaxed. 

Xavier couldn’t tell if that last part was a serious complaint or a subtle jab. 

Not that it mattered. According to Stan, the shady used ship dealer, this model didn’t even have a washing machine. At best, it had a sink, a prayer, and whatever the hell was nesting in the cabinet under it. 

She smirked, her eyes glinting with amusement. When their gazes met, Xavier felt exposed, as if she were probing beyond the shock and awe of surviving a planetary invasion—searching for a deeper connection. Was she wondering about his beliefs? Or perhaps recognizing some shadow from his childhood that mirrored her own. 

The fleeting, contemplative look in her eyes suggested she wasn’t guessing. She had a knack for reading people—not through their words, but in the subtle ways they wore their pain: the way  shoulders tensed when certain topics brushed too close for comfort, or the guarded edge in Xavier’s voice when he danced around a lie or the flicker of vulnerability in his gaze. She’d seen it all before—tells memorized in a world where trust was optional, but survival wasn’t. Every flicker, every twitch, every quirk became weaponized, sharpened by a life that never granted second or third chances. 

It was more than pure insight or observation. It was magic.  A deeper unexplained phenomenon even the universe itself couldn’t pin down. The wild magic coursing through her veins was both a blessing and a cruel cosmic joke—a gift that set her apart while binding her to the vast and incomprehensible weaving of existence. It wasn't just survival skills or honed intuition; it was as though she could feel the echoes of Xavier’s life, a resonance striking chords in her own. A shared rhythm in the chaos of the cosmos. This surge of ancient untamed mana, wasn’t a burden she chose—but, it made her unique and attuned to the hidden patterns of reality. She saw what others missed—because the universe willed it so.

“Thanks,” he winced as she offered up her arm, carrying him across the floor. He determined that the ache in his ribs was just a sprain; nothing was broken. He managed to remember his Federation training and managed to stand tall, minimizing the emotional response to pain.  

“Xavier Crow,” he wheezed as the pain echoed through his ribs. 

“Captain… or trying to be,” he added with a flourish, adopting the posture of a man who looked like a solider. Federation

Elizabeth snorted “You? A Captain? That’s rich,” she said between laughs, each word punctuated by a single chuckle. 

Elizabeth kept laughing like it was best told joke in the universe or that the gods themselves had handed her the tightest fie minutes of stand-up comedy, tailor-made for her alone.

The little girl rolled her eyes. 

“Yeah, right,” she muttered under her breath. No one in the entire universe was buying Xavier’s act. 

“I’m going to go," She mumbled, fidgeting like  she wanted to vanish. Deep down, she kind of wished she remembered how the mage from her birthday party had done that trick.  Even she could feel the awkward tension between the two adults like they were about to have a staring contest and neither one was going to blink. The villainess bet on Xavier losing this contest of wills, all for the sake of literal character development. The fact that the villainess had to spell it out was just asinine and beneath her. 

“Hey, what’s your name?” The woman asked her tone gentler, softer and warm. A sharp contrast from how she’d spoken to Xavier.

He didn’t know how to respond to the kindness she showed to the kid. The girl did what any normal ten-year-old human would do; she made a face at him causing Elizabeth to display a small smile. She couldn’t help but find it adorable.

There was something disarmingly cute about the girl’s blatant disdain for Xavier; something both the villainess and Elizabeth couldn’t explain. 

"I'm Susanna, and my mom's name is Kathy," she said, then scurried off, leaving Xavier and the woman in another awkward pause. Their eyes met again then darted away, both of them rubbing the back of their necks,  fascinated by either the green sludge in the air vents or the far corners of the ship.

“It’s Elizabeth,” she called out, watching as the child ran off into the shadows of the ship. Elizabeth’s faux smile with arching teeth made Xavier believe that she was vexed by the small annoyance of the child. The gaze was refocused back to Xavier. He didn’t know what to make of this woman who not only kicked him but lacked patience.

“Do you have a last name?” Xavier asked.

Elizabeth scoffed, rolling her eyes at the question. She fidgeted with the purple crystal around her neck, trying to stay calm. The last thing she needed was to accidentally unleash a space kraken—or worse, a thousand-year-old dragon god who kidnapped souls as a hobby. Or, gods forbid, cast a spell that triggered a full-blown universal retcon. The universe was always conveniently inconsistent.

The villainess bit her tongue, resisting the urge to demand better storytelling for her favorite space opera—the one with talking laser swords and peacekeeping warrior monks who dispensed cryptic, fortune-cookie wisdom strong enough to topple an empire.

Even talking about magic was taboo—as frowned upon as socks with sandals, or as illegal as cosplaying a Grand Arbiter just to score free drinks.

Not that she was a full-blooded mage. Her powers were chaos-born, stitched into the very fabric of the universe. To the Federation, she was a walking red flag. Giving out her real name meant death, prison, or—if the universe called in sick—a forced power-stripping. If not, she wouldn’t live to regret it.

The villainess had a soft spot between her heart and where her lungs should be—perhaps she should get that checked out. She felt an oddly deep connection to the outlawed wild mage, as if she herself had once danced on the edge of such chaos. Maybe it was the allure of defying the rules or the dangerous thrill of being one bad decision away from unraveling the universe.

Xavier waited for an answer as her hair returned to a darker shade of black. He thought it was just the poor lighting on the ship. 

“ Oh, you serious,” she said, letting go of the crystal between her fingers. She kept calm and answered. “I do, so does everyone. I just don’t use mine.” She crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes.

“It can’t be that bad—” Before Xavier could say another word, she punched him in the arm and then crossed her arms again. He thought her hair was on fire as the anger coursed through her veins. He rubbed his arms and winced again. 

He changed the subject to the ship, but he couldn’t help but be captivated by Elizabeth's beauty and sense of humor. Elizabeth arched an eyebrow, trying to maintain a poker face in front of Xavier. But then she made a sound—a peculiar one at that. To certain extraterrestrials, it might be deemed outright rude. To most humans, it would come across as pure arrogance. It was that unmistakable, juvenile noise one might associate with a snake sampling the air... if that snake were a cheeky preschooler. Humans had a name for it: blowing a raspberry. And if you hailed from the Bronx, you'd probably hear the villainess offering a muffled apology laced with a hint of amusement.

Elizabeth muttered the word “humans,” soft enough that Xavier might miss it but loud enough for the omniscient villainess to catch and recount.

“The ship—” she said, taking a quick glance around. “It’s a basic scavenger jump ship, basic weaponry.” She rattled on about its design and structure, as if it were some vast, labyrinthine monstrosity in need of constant repairs, like those humans convinced of government conspiracies and lizard people residing in sewers. 

In my expert opinion, as Ethical Villainess™, I must clarify: only one of those statements is true.

"Sounds like you know your ships," Xavier remarked, a playful smile crossing his face. Elizabeth blushed, her cheeks turning a shade of pinkish-red, reminiscent of a blooming rose. In the ensuing silence, her demeanor softened, evoking the image of silk rose petals drifting in the air. The lightness in her response made Xavier wonder if his words had stirred something within her, something that had been dormant, much like the chill of a crisp winter breeze.

“I don’t know,” Elizabeth began. Hearing her own words, she searched for a different answer and squirmed. “It’s not that I don't know.” She chuckled, pausing as her eyes twinkled and her hands rubbed the back of her neck. She squirmed again and decided to tell the truth and not dance around with lies and deception. "My ex was obsessed with ship design. I ended up reading some of his books out of curiosity,” she added with a shrug.

He admired Elizabeth. It was the first time he'd exchanged pleasantries and banter with another human without the intermediaries of a social caste system in place. There was no middle person who acted as the buffer between the elite, and he was no longer labeled as the help; he used his real name. He also liked how she smelt of roses and that her hair now matched the pinkish-red color of her cheeks. Had it always been pink under the ship’s harsh lights? He shook off the thought.

Elizabeth twirled her hair, leading Xavier to believe she might have been interested in what he said. He spoke about the ships he built but seldom saw their voyages afterward.

His voice hinted at his miserable existence as if every second breath he drew wanted to burst out and say I hate it here! Xavier didn’t, he just filled the conversation asking questions about her existence.

Elizabeth responded with a smile, her eyes calm and understanding as they met Xavier’s gaze. To Xavier, her smile was similar to clouds drifting in and out of existence that matched her eyes. Impressed by her knowledge of ships, he wanted to tell her stories that he wasn’t ready to share. Not yet, at least. He had butterflies in his stomach or, perhaps, indigestion.

An electromagnetic pulse rocked the ship. Lights dimmed, gravity fluctuated, and for a heart-stopping moment, Xavier felt weightless. Elizabeth, with a dexterity he hadn't anticipated, anchored herself using a nearby handle.

An enemy ship they'd stolen less than an hour ago was now attracting every missile in a thousand-mile radius, thanks to the wrong transponder signal and worse timing.

“Captain, it seems we've stumbled upon our first space battle. Thoughts?” Elizabeth asked, her dark sense of humor brought a faint chuckle from Xavier. He wasn’t sure if he was laughing from the humor or from his stomach churning like the tides on a rough sea.

He yelled to Susanna and Kathy. But his yell fell flat in the stillness of the air. As annoying as an empty hallway was on a ship, everyone except Xavier knew that in space, no one could hear you scream. 

Xavier and Elizabeth headed towards the main control room. Xavier shook off the admiration. He used Elizabeth’s arm as a crutch and hobbled into the next room.

“So, what is your intention with our ship?” She phrased it in a way that sounded awkward and lewd. Xavier laughed. He perceived this as her coping mechanism but was not sure, so he decided to play along with the joke.

"Our ship?" Xavier raised an eyebrow, gesturing towards the makeshift captain's chair that resembled something straight out of a quirky sci-fi parody. It had seen better days, that was for sure. 

“It’s a peculiar masterpiece.” He grimaced , half-expecting to wake up from a bad dream. Instead, he was staring at a chair so unfit for a space captain it wouldn’t pass federally mandated inspections even if it bribed a Hollywood prop master and cosplayed as an authentic captain’s chair from a low-budget sci-fi show.

He approached the captain's chair, a mix of amusement and fear evident in his steps. The leather upholstery, scarred from countless battles, bore claw marks testifying to its enduring strength. The armrests, embellished with an array of colorful off-world band stickers, injected a whimsy feeling into the chair's battle-hardened façade. And against all odds, the steering wheel—crafted from alien fur and fused with melted masking tape—remained steadfast in its unique design. All that was missing from the ship was a pair of tacky foam dice or loaded dice on a string. The kind that aliens would hang on their rearview mirror next to their deity of choice sitting on the control console.

As Xavier settled into the pilot's seat , his fingers gingerly pressed the sticky buttons on the control panel, each one emitting a satisfying click. The radar screen flickered to life, sparks dancing across the display as if they had a life of their own. It was far from the sleek and seamless technology he had envisioned, but in a way, it added to the charm of their peculiar space adventure.

"Let's hope this ship has as much character as its captain's chair. Now, about that battle in outer space..."  Xavier chuckled, sharing a glance with Elizabeth.

The cosmic sea stretched before them, a living canvas of nebulas, stars and galaxies blinking like distant lighthouses. Though as beautiful as space was, neither member of the crew had a second to bathe in its splendor.  Ships darted across the void firing on Xavier's six. 

Inside the cockpit, Xavier stared at the controls, unqualified and very aware of it. He hesitated and panic set as he pushed buttons in a random sequence.   

He didn't know how to pilot the ship, let alone the intricacies of space combat, a task he had to learn before being blown apart in the vast star-lit space. It was a secret to everyone, including the spaceship itself, now blinked back at him like a judgmental toaster with sociopathic tendencies. The cockpit controls were a buffet of chaos. Buttons labeled in alien font, switches that did something but god-knows-what, a dimmer switch for some reason, adjusted the cabin humidity and cabin pressure.  

The last one  e engaged the security systems instead of a plasma cannon. Each press summoned a new disaster: ranging from the absurd window wipers to an emergency klaxon horn that played a novelty song of Salt-N-Peppa’s “Push it!” in an endless loop.  The ship jittered with every press, like it too nervous to find out what button he'd push next.  

“The hell is wrong with this console?” Xavier cursed again slapping buttons in panic. 

“It’s not the console,” Elizabeth eyes darted to diagnostics print out. “It’s you. Also, autopilot’s fried. The  last hit melted the navigation systems.”

The ship bucked, throwing Xavier against the captain’s chair, while the shields absorbed most of the damage. Sparks flew and tensions rose. Getting pounded in the butt, is one thing but getting pounded in space take intimacy to another level. Especially with ships from the wrong side of the tracks, the kind you wouldn’t bring home to meet your family. 

Xavier propped himself up. “Where in Neptune’s void is Kathy?” He shouted not realizing that Elizabeth side-eyed Susanna in the corner of the ship. 

“Engineering. Hot-wiring life support through the weapons grid.” Elizabeth replied narrowing her eyes to the various buttons on the console that sparked. “She said no to touch anything.” 

“Define anything,” he said not realizing his hand was covering a button of a bottle with the number 5 in the middle of it. 

“exactly what you just touched.” She rolled her eyes. 

Cue the Mariachi remix  of Push it. Across the universe a Taco truck heard the call and answered it with hot sauce and destiny. 

The cockpit doors whooshed opened. Kathy stood at the back, arms folded, watching the spectacle unfold like a teacher observing a student attempt algebra with crayons. She shook her head, cursed under her breath, and finally stepped forward, gazing through the hum and thrum of the ship's modified mechanics. She approached them with radiating competence and barely suppressed rage. 

“Move.”  Kathy said low.

Xavier didn’t answer. He was too busy trying to figure out whether the button he’d just pressed had activated the shields or ordered thirty-seven Tacos. He scrambled out of the pilot chair like it was about to eject him on its own. Kathy slid  into place, cracked her knuckles, and touched the controls with the precision of a master  painter.

This wasn’t Kathy’s first space-wrangling expedition. In fact, she once fly a space yacht on a shadow op mission for the Federation. Yet, the only people who appreciated it was her and Susanna.

She kept her personal life separated from her professional one, just like most decorated Federation officers with traumatic backstories and unauthorized opinions on bureaucracy. She’d graduated top of her class at Fort McKinley with the embarrassing nickname Hotshot, a name earned by taking down enemy ships with the grace of a ballerina and the ferocity of a caffeinated badger. Few could match her skills in a dogfight. Even fewer survived trying.

She didn’t let her status as a commander of the U.S. Trade Federation get in the way of the one thing that truly mattered: the small child huddled in the corner. Her daughter, Susanna.

Kathy cast a glance at the girl—sitting cross-legged on the ground, twisting spare wires and metal into a lopsided doll. The jagged limbs of it mirrored the ship’s structural integrity. Kathy’s jaw tightened, her anger bubbling just below the surface. But for now, Susanna was safe.

The child looked up at her mother and then back to the doll.

The ship shifted from chaotic funk disaster to full Aphex Twin murder-mode. Somewhere in Cornwall, Richard D. James paused mid-beat and muttered, "I didn't make that... but I wish I had." Systems snapped to attention like trained soldiers, and even the console stopped its nervous breakdown and started acting downright cocky..

“are we good now?” Xavier asked as he slid into the  co-pilot seat and ready to brace for impact. 

"Kathy didn't answer. She banked the ship hard left, dodging a plasma bolt, then pulled into a vertical climb and executed a perfect hammerhead stall, flipping the ship around like a cosmic dance move.

'Welcome back, hotshot,' Elizabeth smirked.

'Let's dance,' Kathy said, flipping switches as if orchestrating a space opera with all the flair of David Bowie in his golden years—all glitter and impossible physics."

Susanna tugged at Xavier. 

“are we going to die?” she asked soft, the innocence in her voice slicing through the tension like a warm butter knife through vegan butter-flavored trauma. 

“ nah,” Xavier replied, smiling awkwardly, as if that helped. “your mom is doing the best she can. And plus we got Elizabeth shooting the bad guys.”

“cool,” Susanna said, then went back to her wire doll like Space battles were just another random Tuesday. 

The universe wants to point out, It’s not every day your planet explodes and you're forced to hijack a spaceship with strangers you met ten minutes ago. That kind of scenario only happens in bad sci-fi… or Tuesday.

Xavier caught a glimpse of Susanna’s doll—twisted wire and shattered pieces, like their colony after the blast. He pushed the memory down. There wasn’t time to mourn.

Kathy snapped into commander mode so fast it made the ship's artificial intelligence flinch. “Alright, captains,” she addressed Xavier and Elizabeth, her tone sharp and ironic, like a quiz show host giving bonus points for not dying. “How do we deal with uninvited party guests?”

She even threw air quotes around party guests, which made Susanna look confused, then worried, then hopeful. Was it her birthday? Had she forgotten? No, she would have remembered.

Xavier repeated the phrase like it was gospel. It helped no one.

“Evasive maneuvers first… then low profile… then shields up?” he stammered, reciting what sounded more like a guess than a strategy.

“Correct,” Kathy said, though her tone implied “barely.” She didn’t flaunt her Federation pedigree—she kept that ace tucked up her sleeve, like a woman who knew she’d have to pull it in a bar fight or a budget meeting.

The ship shook under another barrage. Kathy barked orders like she was commanding a star-bound symphony. Laser fire lit up the cosmic ballet beyond the view screen. Enemy ships zipped by. Elizabeth tapped into her inner weapons nerd, holding off attackers with surprising precision.

“Steer left!” Kathy shouted.

Xavier hesitated. “Which left?!”

“Your other left!”

They dove into a glowing nebula, thick with green haze and electromagnetic chaos. The radar blinked out. The instruments fizzled. Kathy called for reinforcements—“The call couldn’t be completed as dialed”—and hurled the communicator aside. “Useless as a bowling ball in a tennis match,” she muttered.

Is this normal?" Susanna asked, eyes wide, clutching her metal-limb doll like it was a space rabbit's foot.

Xavier reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Space is full of mysteries. Some terrifying. Some breathtaking. But we always find a way.”

The nebula thinned, and the stars began to peek through like distant spotlights. The music glitched, faded, and died—maybe even Aphex Twin was taking notes.

They weren’t out of danger, but for the moment, they had bought themselves a breath.








  
  
Chapter Three




Freedom, the short-lived indulgence of rich chocolate melting on the tongue of the fleeting aroma of a perfect cup of coffee, was a transient pleasure, treasured only in the moment, but impossible to hold onto. The villainess knew this well. Despite her love for endless platters of Taiwanese braised beef–tender and savory, simmered to perfection with star anise and ginger, she understood that the universe, much like a cruel mistress, had its own cold, unforgiving way of serving retribution. Xavier’s taste of freedom proved to be short-lived. The vastness of space exploded with a rumble as a burst of energy sliced through the darkness, creating streaks of light that cut diagonal across the cosmic backdrop. Their stolen ship compromised transponder had broadcast their location across the sector, drawing the enemy’s relentless pursuit from far beyond the usual patrol routes. Plus, it didn’t help that humans collectively fell for their oldest trap: greed — basically, there was a ‘finders keepers’ bounty slapped on that ship, and suddenly everyone wanted a piece of the cosmic pie. 

The stolen ship naked and vulnerable faced vessels firing aimlessly in the great expanse, shattering the peace of space. This fierce confrontation tested the universe’s foundation, leaving observers struck by raw displays of power and turmoil. Metal collided with force, resonating like a violent symphony.

The primary tenet of space travel: “Always expect the unforeseen” a tenet that Xavier would learn firsthand. It was like playing intergalactic hide-and-seek, but instead of a cozy living room, you had two spaceships hurtling through the universe at warp speed. One moment, you're admiring the beauty of a nebula, and the next, you find yourself dodging asteroid-sized projectiles and laser beams hot enough to grill a spaceship-sized burger.

“Susanna, cover your ears,” Kathy instructed. Susanna, who had a confused look on her face, still thinking it was her birthday, did so. Kathy planted her feet like a warrior ready for battle, took a deep breath, then shouted out expletives that made Shiva, the Destroyer of Worlds, visibly cringe. She pulled the throttle upward, dodging an onslaught of plasma energy now directed at them. Kathy unleashed a torrent of frustration, her voice vibrating against the universe. She vented out her emotions and the heat from the ship’s shields. It was like the universe understood her pain. Susanna, on the other hand, now wide-eyed, realized that this was no birthday surprise and that her birthday didn’t fall on a Tuesday, nor on the even more promising Friday around the corner. Kathy’s outburst was not of a trained Starfleet captain, but that of a single mother trying to survive with her child. She maneuvered the ship with such agility; it was as if the vessel itself had become a gymnast. Kathy's deft movements, reminiscent of a master tactician in the throes of battle, would have made even the most skilled contortionist blush. Her intricate weaving and dodging showcased a level of skill that could make a tactician swoon, especially when strategizing against an opponent who could pivot on a dime—assuming, of course, that dimes existed in space. It was as if she anticipated every twist and turn, effortlessly navigating through space. She glided softly like wool with a sharp wit that sliced through the fabric of space itself.  She raised her lips in a fierce, knowing smirk, her eyes locked on the view screen. A part of her missed the feeling of flying, the adrenaline coursing through her veins, the triumph of winning, and the sneaky surprise attack she planned. The small fighter craft circled the massive frigate, its hull barely visible against the colossal vessel's shadow. Completing a quarter turn around the ship, it maneuvered deftly before the sleeping giant could lock on its target. The tiny dot—like an invisible swarm of honey bees provoking a bear on a sweltering August day—fired precise, sizzling lasers. Each shot whizzed through the air, creating trails of light as they systematically disabled the frigate's turrets one by one. A wise man once told the villainess that surprises were like a malfunctioning cleaning droid forgetting to put out a "Caution: Slow Down" sign, leaving you with unexpected collisions and bewildered pedestrians. With this being said, emerging from the depths of the frigate were a band of small warrior-class ships armed to the nines with missiles.

“Oh crap,” said Elizabeth. Kathy's gaze did not falter from the view screen. Xavier huddled under the control panel next to Susanna, who handed Xavier her doll.

The smaller ships sprung out like a cosmic jack in the box, revealing its sleek hull shimmered with an ethereal blue sheen as if the interstellar polish was fresh from the factory. The engines roared with a deep rumble as the ships passed a throaty growl that sent chills down the spines of both Xavier and Elizabeth. Elizabeth now ducked down next to Xavier.

“Try your best, you mother—” Kathy screamed as the trio covered their ears, blocking out the expletives from a mother pushed to the frontlines of war. The horde of ships stretched out into the vastness of space, casting shadows over the celestial stars lighting up the night sky. Xavier glanced at the ships in the distance from the screen. He had seen Federation fleets before, these weren’t them. These metallic structures weren’t the standard models he’d serviced as a mechanic. These were sleek, menacing, beautiful, and beyond anything a “poor grease monkey” like him was ever told existed in the universe.

One couldn’t help but wonder if Kathy channeled the energy of the gods themselves or had a top-secret black hole escape plan lined up. Xavier wouldn’t be surprised if the Federation kept its boundless secrets guarded like buried treasure, even from its own. He’d learn the universe was more than a few stars and planets. His enlistment papers didn’t specify that his home world would be blown up, he would be on the run, and alien ships would attack them. No, that would be like saying his enlistment papers were as useful as parachutes on a spaceship. As the small warships held their breath preparing for the clash to unfold in the cosmic, a large Federation vessel decloaked in front of them.

“About effing time,” Kathy muttered, relief and irritation battling in her voice. She hadn’t been sure the distress call had gone through–the nebula had scrambled her comm system like eggs on a skillet. She thought perhaps the Federation traced the call somehow and determined her position. She put it out of her mind and appreciated the assist.  

The S.S. Dawnstar emerged from hyperspace  devouring  the incoming plasma rays of the warships firing on Kathy. Its energy dissipated against its massive shields.

The Dawnstar fired a flurry of missiles that streaked across the horizon resulting in a symphony of destruction turning the view screen white and gray blinding Kathy and the crew. The disabled frigate roared through the speaker of its mighty vessel, amplifying its thunderous voice that sounded like an injured animal. A declaration  that made even the most self actualized supernova question all their life choices up to this point.

"Captain, you have a fan club requesting your esteemed presence," Elizabeth jeered. Xavier's attention was drawn to the light on the blue button on the console in front of them, its presence competing for attention amidst the backdrop of a tinted window showcasing an orchestra of drifting space debris.

The screen flickered to life, revealing the wizened countenance of an aged gentleman. His face was etched with the lines of a life fully lived, a map of experience that spoke to the wisdom he had accumulated over the years. His eyes twinkled with a knowing glint, and his expression was one of calm serenity that suggested he had seen it all and wasn’t afraid of death.

The weathered captain leaned forward, his face creased with anger. When he spoke, a guttural language came out of his mouth, he shook his fist and the words mixed with Latin phrases.

Xavier’s ears perked up as he found the old man’s speech cryptic and intriguing. The words rhythmic, singsong-like with high trills and soft lows. He leaned in, brow furrowed in concentration. A pattern began to emerge—a recurring phrase here, a familiar inflection there. Like an archaeologist unearthing an ancient code, he began deciphering the hidden meanings behind the linguistic tapestry. He picked out fragments of meaning and connected them to snippets of forgotten lore and dialects he heard as ships landed and departed from the colony. The crew sat in bewildered silence, trying to understand the unfamiliar sounds. Xavier studied the man, and a wash of deja vu poured over him. It was like he knew what he was saying but failed to communicate it. 

“He’s not speaking gibberish,” Xavier murmured. He couldn’t place the dialect at first. He thought Cajun South, then French, and landed between Latin or Spanish. “This is an old Federation standard mixed with something else.”

Susanna observed the old man from behind a digital screen. Every move captivated her. She wanted to follow in her mother’s footsteps; while she may not understand the complex thought of Diplomacy, she had pure potential to be a diplomat or the next villainess. So be the universe. To the villainess, Susanna appeared to understand the secret language of looks and gestures without really trying. A skill so powerful the universe stopped time to watch her mimic the old man to try to learn what he was doing. With silent determination, she mimicked the old man's movements, a clandestine student in the shadows, driven by her thirst for understanding.

“This is the S.S Shadow Cat,” the old man declared in his peculiar tongue—a swirling blend of Latin and other ancient languages. To the villainess, it was infuriatingly comprehensible, like a universal dialect that somehow bypassed the barriers of language. She wanted to point out that every language in the known galaxy had evolved beyond such antiquated roots, but she held her tongue. The words thundered, ripping through space like bullets. The old man’s eyes narrowed as he scrutinized Xavier’s through a jumbo screen. The intense standoff created a dread in Xavier and the old man, as if this signaled the end of an era. 

Xavier took a deep breath, his mind clear on what he wanted to say. But how it was said—that was subjected to extreme scrutiny, the kind only a hypercritical comic book nerd could muster. The kind who spots every plot hole, no matter how small, and never hesitates to call it out. And just like that, in the vast uncertainty of space, nothing was ever truly certain. The villainess wants to point out the following: If, by some cosmic mischief—or fate, as humans call it—you find yourself lost in the vast sea of misunderstandings and tossed about by the waves of miscommunication, do not try to doggie paddle your way out. Fully commit to the awkwardness and intricacies of the situation, even if it involves artful negotiations between two vessels. Xavier summoned his courage and spoke, his voice echoing through the void. “This is the Stellar Horizon,” he announced, recalling the ship’s name painted alongside a kawaii penguin with designer sunglasses. It held something absurd—perhaps a toy blaster or a toy gun—Xavier forced himself to ignore the detail of the strange penguin. The point wasn’t the ridiculous mascot; it was the role he needed to play. Pretending to be the real space captain was his option, and bluffing his way through this might keep them alive. After all, no self-respecting Federation captain would sport a mascot so childish. Xavier knew they all had classy pin-up Glenn Close, Joan Collins, or the eternal Sigourney Weaver. The backlash over the poorly painted Meryl Streep and Cher pin-up was a whole other mess, back before the don’t ask, don’t tell days of the Federation. Kathy couldn’t remember if this was a Federation hostile zone or if they’d just crossed the line into treason. The laws in space were finicky as the cell reception. The chair creaked as she sank lower, pulling her face into the shadow, if anyone realized she was onboard, and they were in a neutral zone after blowing up a Federation colony and destroying an alien ship. The consequences would be catastrophic. Court-martial, dishonorable discharge, maybe even imprisonment if she was lucky. She closed her eyes, pictured her happy place filled with red pandas with bowties, and then took a breath. It didn’t matter who attacked first or that the Federation ship only showed up because she called for help. If her identity got out, she’d never be able to explain it wasn’t her fault. 

Kathy Baker was the last honest Federation space pilot, a fleet of her own; at least, the villainess thought so. 

Xavier nodded and cleared his throat as Susanna pulled on his pant leg. 

“Ask them if they have snacks, preferably chocolate raisins or cookies.”(Spoiler alert: the old man didn’t have snacks, and he hated raisins). 

Elizabeth planned on how to engage in the art of misdirection, her mind racing with ploys saying she was kidnapped. Susanna’s voice cut through the air with a demand that could be heard across the galaxy. “Ask if he has food.”

“No, we are kidnapped,” Elizabeth said. Xavier rolled his eyes, tried to mute his mic, but instead activated filters that added party hats, puppy dog eyes, and a mocking face bordering on rude. The screen looked like a carnival of oversized surreal emojis. The villainess thought the filters were a nice added touch to the view screen camera, but this wasn't the time to throw a party, pose for social media, or intimidate a foreign enemy with an outlandish battle cry. Somewhere between the annoyance of humans and the vast distance between Jupiter and Mars, Fate the Huxian, the goddess herself, played the worst practical joke in the entire universe.

What was meant to be a simple, humble plea for help had—predictably—turned into a galactic disaster.

Xavier leaned into the console, hoping to sound diplomatic. “We’re not the enemy. We’re survivors. You’re making a mistake.”

But instead of turning off the mic, he’d accidentally muted the camera feed—leaving the audio line wide open. A blinking red light warned him, but he didn’t notice.

Behind him, Elizabeth grumbled to herself while digging through a broken console panel. “This whole ship’s a hostile takeover waiting to happen. If I wanted to be insulted by a half-deaf admiral with a God complex, I’d call my ex.”

Static warped her voice into something between a sea shanty and a corrupted voice note. The admiral’s brow furrowed on the screen.

“And your dead mother was an embarrassment!” she blurted, mid-rant, not realizing they were live.

Susanna, who had climbed halfway into a cupboard, added helpfully, “Also, those chocolate-covered raisins are ours for the taking!” It sounded like a battle cry for the least important battle in history.

The admiral’s face twisted in horror. “Excuse me?”

Xavier blinked, realizing too late what had happened. He reached for the mute button like it might reverse time.

The crew froze.

Susanna stepped forward, oblivious to the tension. “Do you have any snacks?”

A beat of silence.

“You,” the admiral growled, “are under arrest for war crimes and the annihilation of an entire colony. Prepare to be boarded.”

Then—click. Transmission ended.

Susanna stared at the blank screen and sighed. “So, no snacks?”

The ship’s alarm blared instantly. “Security breach.”

Xavier slammed his head gently against the console. “Worst. First contact. Ever.”


      ***Xavier panicked, a tightness in his chest. Kathy crossed her arms, realizing the political ramifications in her head. Sure, the Federation could understand that she escaped on a ship. But to fully engage in war crimes against an already hostile race of aliens that required a judge advocate general to figure out the legal ramifications and the amount of endless paperwork was something she didn’t want to return to.

Elizabeth posed like a karate master ready to strike like a cobra standing in front of Susanna. Her fists raised, eyes white as snow.

Besides, they had been this far without dying; it was the least she could do for the child. The villainess wants to clarify, that beyond a reasonable doubt, both  Elizabeth and the villainess tried to protect the child—so that one day the child would become the master who surpasses them both and become the cliched villainess the universe didn’t see coming. The kind where the kid looks deceiving and sweet but one day would rule the galaxy with a smug smile, pet dragon or pony, all monologuing how they defeated destiny. Classic hero-to-villainess arc. 

The bridge doors slid open, and two guards barreled in. Elizabeth spun on her heel, sweeping her arms in a tight arc before driving a palm strike into the smaller guard’s chest knocking him to the ground. She grabbed the child and dove for cover as the second guard fired a stun pistol. The first shot struck the command console, sending a shower of sparks into the air. The second shot hit Elizabeth square in her back. 

The crew complied as the security team stormed aboard, stun guns raised and ready, the weapons set to stun, or in this case, a searing jolt they delivered, leaving Elizabeth crumpled and restrained on the deck, a reminder of what resistance would cost. Shackled and under guard, they were marched to the Federation security vessel, the cold, metallic grip of the restraints biting into their wrists. 

The ship descended through the dense clouds of the nebula, its destination a planet just beyond the veil of swirling gas. Behind them, the massive frigate loomed like a predator herding its prey, ensuring there was no chance of escape.

Xavier’s crew was marched past the bustling customs area, their wrists bound and their heads low to avoid the curious gazes of the tourists. Long lines of alien creatures shuffled forward, carrying interstellar items and contraband to declare, oblivious to the drama unfolding nearby. The security team ushered them through an isolated checkpoint, bypassing the main metal detectors and shimmering holograms meant for civilians.

The tourist terminal echoed with the upbeat proclamation: “Welcome to Nova Metropolia, the great new city of cosmic lights!” The words sparkled in holographic patterns, accompanied by a whimsical candle-shaped avatar that danced with glee. The ethereal voice of the terminal narrated a brief history of the planet, conjuring images of its lush landscapes and radiant cities, starkly contrasting the grim march of the captured crew.

Xavier and his crew boarded the automated rail car with the two guards, gliding past holographic projections of celestial wonders that blurred in and out of his view. He caught snippets of it—most of which were slick ads by the tourist advisory board, promising an "unparalleled experience" to every visitor.

A promise Xavier wouldn't have the privilege of seeing, not on this visit, at least. The holographic ad buzzed again, proclaiming the "New Metropolia experience" and the "luminous embrace of the Andromeda galaxy from every angle." Elizabeth shifted uncomfortably, shaking off the fatigue of being shot in the back. Security had kept a close eye on her, as though they could see through her, sensing the wild mage she truly was.

Ahead of them was another tourist group. The guards, ever the professionals, downplayed their official status, blending in like part of the usual tourist patrol. One curious tourist asked why the guards were trailing them, not realizing Xavier’s crew was not the average bunch. Rather than disclosing they had just arrested potential mass murderers, one of the guards went full villain mode.

“Oh, you know, we’re just undercover agents,” he said, with an exaggerated wink, “making sure the world is safe from pickpockets and thugs while you and your family enjoy the sights of the galaxy.”

He shot Xavier a pointed look, silently urging him to play along as the other guard smoothly worked the crowd with deft sleight of hand, pickpocketing the tourists one by one. The serious look on the security officer reassured the unsuspecting travelers that they were safe, even as their valuables slipped away. To maintain the ruse, the officer handed out his business card with a smile while the kleptomaniac guard expertly returned anything of no value to the tourists' pockets.

Despite their mischievous ways, the officers somehow pulled off the impossible—taming a crime wave in a city filled with trigger-happy tourists wielding flashy cameras. When the tour ended and the tourists were whisked deeper into the city, Xavier’s crew was processed. Any illicit items, including the broken comm device Kathy had sabotaged earlier, had been caught at the initial checkpoint and taken from them. But now, stripped of any remaining items—save for a questionable scrap doll Susanna had made—the crew were brought forward to face the High Consulars.


      ***The elevator ride through the court building was cramped, and when they ascended to the courtroom, they were met with a panel consisting of wise men, women, and cybernetic beings dressed in black robes with white wigs. The wigs were decorated as a sign of honor. To Xavier, they seemed out of place and tacky. Kathy snickered, knowing all too well how this so-called impartial justice system bent under pressure, trading fairness for favoritism. Most Federation officers knew the truth that justice here was less about fairness and more about who had the loudest voice and fattest bribe. That, justice was often a well-dressed performance.  Elizabeth worried about her record of blowing stuff with fireballs and trembled at the sight of the judges.

The villainess and unreliable narrator thought life was not fair, factoring in whether karma was involved or not. She also believed that as much as Xavier wanted a fair trial, they were not going to get one. Sure, she believed in corruption and oppression, but her gut feeling was never wrong, and Xavier was innocent, but that was left up to the judges to decide.

Their hope dwindled when they appeared in front of the judge. The judge read the arraignment against Xavier and his makeshift crew. The lawyers explained how the trial worked. If they lost, they faced immediate death. They might go easy on Susanna since she was a child—maybe life with parole in a super-max worker colony, if she was lucky. Either way, they’d keep her separate from the general population. After all, even the universe has ethics (sort of). And really, who lets their kid mingle with space warlords and intergalactic villainesses?

"How do you plead?" inquired the judge, causing the defense lawyer to hastily mop the deluge of sweat from his brow. "Not guilty," declared Xavier, with an echo of affirmation from the gallery. "Let's get this trial underway," declared one of the judges, shuffling the papers on the podium, eagerly anticipating the lawyers' opening statements. The prosecution painted Xavier as a nefarious terrorist, singlehandedly plotting the annihilation of Earth II.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the court,” the prosecutor's voice boomed, “Xavier is the mastermind behind the destruction of Earth II! The very same Earth II that’s now nothing but space debris and sorrow.”

Xavier raised an eyebrow. Earth II? Seriously? He couldn’t even remember where he put his keys most days.

The villainess, of course, knew she deserved the credit, not Xavier. Labeling him a terrorist was as absurd as putting a hat on a galaxy-sized star. He lacked the cunning and intellect to orchestrate such a grandiose scheme.

“You think I blew up a planet?” Xavier muttered under his breath, just loud enough for the court to hear. “I can’t even keep track of my laundry. And Earth II? I probably never even visited!”

Unlike some villainess we love, care to love, or just... you know, despise hearing their voice echo through the transcript.

The defense lawyer, with the confidence of someone who knew he was about to do something ridiculous, stood up. A sly grin spread across his face as he adjusted his tie.

“Your Honor, if I may,” he began, “Xavier is not the villain here. He is a mere pawn in a game of cosmic misfortune. A victim of unfortunate events—happenstance, really. He doesn’t even know where Earth II is, let alone how to destroy it.”

The villainess raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Clearly amused. In her mind, the comparison was human and relatable.

(And hey, let's face it, we've all been in the wrong place at the wrong time, like accidentally using the broom closet instead of the restroom at a fancy dinner party.

Embarrassing, yes. But criminal? Please.) 

The villainess chose silence. She pleads the fifth and avoids all questions at this time as her lawyers had so often advised.

The prosecution, with all the flair of seasoned circus performers, laid out their case from start to finish, leaving no doubt that Xavier Crow and his crew of misfits were the ringmasters who orchestrated the destruction of an Earth colony. In layperson terms or the TLDR on Reddit, they were, in fact, in deep trouble. The evidence stacked against them was as long as the stars themselves and was so overwhelming that it felt like the universe was gunning for them in a well-thought-out conspiracy theory. 

The defense, though their valiant attempt, faltered under the pressure.   

But when the defense—ever the showman—reached into their metaphorical sleeves and pulled out one last surprise. The courtroom, once filled with murmurs, fell into a hushed silence. Everyone was on the edge of their seats, waiting for some grand gesture from the lawyer. What was this mysterious trick? A hidden rabbit? A deck of playing cards? No. It was a legal maneuver so audacious and outlandish, it was as if someone tried to skateboard down the Grand Canyon on a banana peel.

The defense pulled back their suspenders and paraded around the courtroom. It was unclear how the defense knew anything about Xavier’s crew. Perhaps they had done their homework, or maybe had a knack for playing the angles. One thing was certain, actually, two things were certain. The defense had a smile that made his jawline stretch for days, and the court waited for whatever came next. 


      ***How the villainess perceived the mundane trial was different from how everyone else had pictured it. In her version of events, the defense attorney stood with a microphone, echoing the verbose personality of a daytime television host giving away a free car or shamelessly promoting a new book or movie. “Alright, ladies and gentlemen,” the attorney said in a rambunctious voice, “we're calling none other than Xavier Crow himself to the stand!" he announced with a flourish. Xavier, looking a bit nervous but determined, stepped up and stated his name for the record. The defense lawyer, in a voice that could melt butter, began to help spin Xavier’s tale, taking the courtroom on a wild journey from his humble beginnings to this very moment.

"The People v. Xavier Crow" became an infamous court case, like a torpedo spiraling sideways through history without ever reaching a verdict. It was like watching a rollercoaster ride that forgot how to end or witnessing a literal train wreck in progress.

The judge, the jury, and even the stenographer were so stunned by the proceedings that the transcript unintentionally included gasp noises and notes on who gasped when. It was like the courtroom had become a bizarre theater—everyone in a state of bewildered silence. In fact, the judge and jury decided to retire in unison, prompting the rest of the courtroom to follow suit. With no one left to preside, the case was indefinitely postponed, leaving Xavier Crow to sit in his cell, wondering if he'd ever see a courtroom again.

In the vast, unpredictable theater of space combat, there's one thing to remember: Fear is the ultimate uninvited guest. It's as if trying to play tag with a space octopus wearing roller skates—confusing, chaotic, and messy. Xavier could feel that same restless energy seeping into his bones.

As Xavier gazed upon the imposing locked metal gate, his mind raced with the restless energy of that of an animal trapped in a cage. His heartbeat faster as his body demanded freedom, yet all he could do was pace the center of the cell back and forth. His footsteps, echoing against the cold metallic silence that mirrored his desperate longing to break free from the confines of fear and the anxiety that imprisoned him. 

The man perched upon the top bunk fixated his gaze upon Xavier. A black eye patch adorned his left eye, showcasing a crimson heart at its center. With his blond hair cropped short and a stylish black vest, he exuded an aura of authority. The bounty hunter scoffed, wondering if his new bunkmates were as adept at navigating the cosmic highways as he was. But his mind quickly wandered to more pressing matters—specifically, whether any of them had smuggled in his favorite distilled whiskey blend. It was a long shot, he mused, but it had been nearly three-hundred days since a drop of real alcohol had touched his lips. His thoughts lingered on the burn of a good drink, the kind that settled deep in your bones. Real whiskey, he thought again, a quiet chuckle escaping him. It felt almost absurd—his liver, of all things, seemed to thank him for the long break. Yet he couldn’t deny the gnawing itch for that familiar warmth. Three hundred days. That’s a long time for a bounty hunter. The bounty hunter distracted himself from the thought of dragon fire whiskey and pulled a handful of cards out of his pocket, discarding the extra aces, jokers, and high numbers and replacing them with marked versions of the same suits before reshuffling the deck, thinning it to a deceptively perfect fifty-two card set, an innocent pile of normalcy. Underneath that neat exterior, there was a subtle weight to the deck, an artificial balance that didn’t belong. It was the sleight of hand that left you wondering if you’d been holding the cards at all—or if they held you tight. He shuffled the cards a third time, keeping his eyes between where Xavier paced back and forth, and his secret stash hidden in the wall.

In the villainess’s expert opinion, if one were to look up the words “unhinged, functioning alcoholic space pirate,” they would see a picture of Vladimir Mazarin. A space pirate who’s serving a sentence of twenty-five years to life for a laundry list of offenses against humanity. Most of these were petty misdemeanors: illegal time-loop parties that, while lasting only an hour, often felt like endless days and impromptu universe-wide karaoke sessions. Wild as it may be, it is worth noting these sessions so infuriated the likes of Simon Cowell, now a galactic media mogul with the power to enforce universal bans on anything he deemed too obnoxious, that he imposed a universal ban on Michael Jackson’s “Billie Jean”—the most beloved karaoke tune ever. The villainess had a soft spot for tracks by David Bowie, Neil Diamond, and Whitney Houston. That same unhinged space pirate sat in the cell plotting his escape. He knew the guards by their Christian names, legal names, and their drag personas, forging deep connections with each of the Federation officers. He was like a mage. Instead of weaving magic, he weaved words into grand gestures. He could say the sky was pink where, in fact, it was blue. Just like all con artists, his actions defied logic, veering from one extreme to another without warning. As if his mind operated on its own wavelength, disconnected from reality. He once conned the prison guards to grant him permission to put on a one-person retelling of Tennessee Williams’ iconic play, “A Streetcar Named Desire.” What became of that, the villainess didn’t know. The villainess did know how the space pirate escaped. Simply dumb luck.


      ***Elizabeth stared at the sturdy, locked metal door, frustration etched across their face. In a fit of anger, they couldn't help but shake the jail cell's bars, their fury reverberating through the confined space. Sensing the commotion, the experienced bounty hunter leaned in and whispered urgently to Elizabeth, who swiftly made her way across the room, her movements calculated and cautious. The bounty hunter, determined to attract the attention of the guards, called out to them, even as they leisurely puffed on their dew pipes, passing them around like it was a communal ritual, binding them as one in the haze of shared memories. As the effects of the stolen StarDew seeped in, the guards' eyes glazed over. They stumbled, their voices murmuring in confusion, and struggled to grasp the chaos unfolding before them.

This was their moment to escape, the opportune window of time before the weary guards were to be relieved for the night. With the clock ticking, he knew he had a small but crucial window of opportunity. Vladimir stared at the weakened guard, then toward Kathy, who nodded when Elizabeth relayed the plans to Xavier. 

“Look, what you got us into,” said Kathy. The bounty hunter winked and nodded to the crew. Elizabeth nodded back to the bounty hunter, who now was in a position to escape. She changed her stance into that of a boxer position and feint left, sliding behind the bounty hunter.  

“Elizabeth seems to have a plan to get us out of here,” Xavier whispered, placing his hand on his chin and observing the unfolding events from a distance.

“You could have punched me softer.” The bounty hunter clutched his stomach, a pained expression contorting his face, as he feigned being gut punched by Elizabeth.

“It’s not my fault you're a man-baby… I punched you as soft as I could!” Elizabeth's shout echoed through the corridor, drawing the attention of one guard. He stirred, taking notice of her. The other guard, unfazed, just chuckled, leaning over to snort a line of Stardust Gleam and Glimmer. The sound of the inhalation was akin to a pig's snort. A tidal wave of euphoria invigorated the previously lethargic guard, making him more alert than he'd been minutes earlier. The presence of the stolen drugs from the evidence locker hadn't been part of any plan. They were present because it was one of the guards' birthdays.

With a groan that was not as a theatrical tactic, the bounty hunter had doubled over in pain, convincing enough to catch the attention of the guard. The guard approached the steel bars with a smirk playing on his lips, amused by a feeble attempt to seek attention.

"Oi, I'm not falling for that again," the guard retorted, his voice thick and gravelly, a hint of phlegm clinging to his words. Closing the distance between them, he approached the cell bars, his movements unsteady, attempting to intimidate the bounty hunter. With a sneer, he spat—more of a desperate, half-choked attempt at disdain—his aim slightly off as he wiped his mouth, annoyed by the excess moisture in his throat.  Elizabeth stared at the guard and with a sly glint in her eyes, she knew how to escape. All she needed was to smile and whisper, sewing the seeds of chaos. She thought about a time she escaped a Russian prison using our her mind, she prayed that this one wouldn’t end in a prison riot or massive brawl. She didn’t want to stab anyone making the situation worse. Whisking her arms into a complete arc, she lured the guard closer to the cell. 

“oi, no magic weaving,” the guard tapped on the cell with a baton. She struck like a cobra watching their prey. 

She approached the bars and murmured something into the guard’s ear. His laughter suggested she shared a joke perhaps something about a pirate, a priest and a singularity deity walking into a bar. But beneath the surface of that casual whisper pulsed wild mana bending reality with unnerving ease. The guard blinked confused, then shrieked. 

To him, both the crew and the bounty hunter took on the forms of towering humanoid locusts, causing him to frantically swing his arms in all directions. Wild magic coursed through her veins, causing a surge that could be felt on the other side of the galaxy. The villainess remembered hearing that there was a full moon out, stealing socks from washing machines, and hiding them on the dark side of the moon. The powerful cosmic surge of raw mana was so intense that it even caused both Roger Waters and a hologram of Syd Barrett from Pink Floyd to reunite on stage for a second “final farewell” tour defying time, space, and all logic in the process by a lone blackhole. As for the other guards, they fell over, giggling, as one of the guards vomited a steady stream of glittering confetti. The last guard on duty thought it was a prank; after all, this was the best birthday wish the guard could ever remember.

"Well, shoot, I could've done that," the bounty hunter remarked, oblivious to the fact that Elizabeth had brought this illusion to life with a mere flick of her wrist and a whisper in the guard's ear. The meaning behind the bounty hunter's comment remained uncertain to the villainess.

The bounty hunter’s ego shrank to the size of an ice cube and refused to be outdone by a mage with a flair of a glam rocker on steroids. He acted on pure instinct and pride. Seizing the opportunity, he rammed his arm through the twisted metal bars, gripping the guard's uniform with an intense grasp. The element of surprise worked in his favor, leaving the guard unable to react in time. The keys slipped from the guard's grasp, clattering against the cold, unforgiving ground. In a split-second decision, Elizabeth retrieved the fallen keys. The guard, caught off balance and overwhelmed by the unexpected turn of events, crumpled to the floor, lifeless and defeated—or so it may seem. In Elizabeth’s defense—if she even needed one—that same incompetent guard should’ve been fired cycles ago. Honestly, he might as well have handed her the keys and offered to unlock the door himself. Especially considering he spent most of his shifts chasing the magic dragon through fire and ice… and not in the metaphorical sense. RIP, George R.R. Martin.

As the key unlocked the cell with a faint unmistakeable click, Elizabeth’s eyes darted to end the hall of the hall. She heard it first, then another click echoing through the hallway—some sort of silent alarm the guard had triggered in his panic. Within seconds, the blaring jail sirens shattered the air, bouncing off the rocky cliff that overlooked a vast expanse of water taking away seconds to free Susanna from captivity from the cells down the way.

Their hands trembled with a mix of nerves and excitement as they fumbled with the keys, desperately seeking the right one to free Susanna from her confining cell. Adrenaline coursed through their veins, fueling their swift and purposeful movements. With each click of the lock, their hearts thumped in rhythm with the blaring sirens, amplifying the sense of urgency that enveloped them. Time compressed, stretching the seconds into eternity as they fought against the impending arrival of reinforcements. Every sound, every breath, magnified the chaotic symphony that surrounded them, heightening their determination to liberate Susanna before it was too late. The rounded shape key was placed through the lock; it twisted and turned, and the lock disengaged with no effort. Susanna ran toward Kathy, who flung the child over her shoulders.


      ***Lesson three of space combat: never, and I mean never, indulge in the risky business of looking back. It's like trying to walk straight while moonwalking—it’s flashy but, it just doesn't work. The moment you cast a longing gaze over your shoulder, your head turns, your focus wavers, and before you know it, you're heading off in the wrong direction like a confused space chicken.

With this wisdom ingrained in his mind, Xavier sprinted toward the cluster of ships within the prison yard. His crew followed close behind, fueled by a mix of urgency and exhilaration. Their strides were a chaotic symphony of determination, avoiding collisions with one another as alarms blared and sentry guns whirred to life. The automated turrets unleashed a barrage of rockets streaking fiery trails through the darkened sky. One missile veered close to Elizabeth, who froze momentarily in its trajectory. Xavier, acting on sheer instinct, lunged towards her, pulling her prone as the missile zipped past them.

The missile collided with a rock, resulting in an explosion sending flaming and debris outward in a stunning cascade. Heat licked at their backs, and a rain of small stones patterned against them; no major harm was done. Xavier coughed, brushing ash from his hair, while Elizabeth gave him a frantic nod of thanks. The barrage continued as the crew dove for cover as if the missiles were fired sideways. Despite the chaos, their injuries were minor—scrapes, singed clothing, and bruises from hurried falls—but their spirits remained unbroken.

“This way!” a voice boomed over the tumult. The bounty hunter with the eye patch stood near a cluster of boulders, gesturing frantically. “You want out of here alive? Follow me!” “No way I’m getting on your ship!” Elizabeth shot back, her voice defiant as she helped Xavier to his feet. “We’ll find our own way out.”

“Suit yourself.” The bounty hunter smirked. He pressed a button on his wrist device, and, as if on cue, a sleek, black vessel shimmered into view, decloaking behind the rocks. The ship’s sharp edges gleamed ominously under the faint light of the prison yard. It was a miracle—or perhaps a trap. The hull of the ship slid open with a hiss, revealing an entryway bathed in faint blue light. The bounty hunter wasted no time, vanishing inside with practiced ease.

Xavier, favoring his shoulder but still moving under his own power, paused at the base of the ramp. His instincts screamed at him not to trust the bounty hunter, but there was no other option.

Elizabeth grabbed Xavier’s good arm, urgency etched across her soot-streaked face.

“We don’t have time to argue! Move!” Kathy barked, dragging Xavier up the ramp. 

Susanna watched the adults stumble and scramble, rolling her eyes. Tilting her head, she thought, “Are we in trouble, or are they just bad at running?” 

As they entered the Dark Flux, its ominous glow enveloped them. The ramp sealed shut just as another explosion rocked the yard outside. Inside, the hum of the ship’s engines grew louder, and the vessel lifted off, leaving the chaos of the prison behind.

Xavier winced as Elizabeth propped him against a bulkhead. “That... could’ve gone worse,” he muttered, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his lips.
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