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The Wish of a Dragon

Chapter 1
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“I think this world is strange. I can already see Andres laughing at me when I say this, because a lot of the worlds and a lot of the people we have met on our journey so far are strange. But out here, where the winds are yellow and the grass black and there are eyes in the ground, strange becomes a completely new meaning.”

(Notes from Scholar Otar - Journey Pack #3)

Otar was.

At this moment, there was no better description of how he existed.

He was.

He blinked and began cataloging what was around him, the same way he had learned in his training when met with a ruin or piece he couldn’t understand. Start slowly, focus on one thing and then move on from there. Describe what you see and meld it all together at the end.

What were the facts? He was in a room. It had four walls; one with a big window, two had doors—gray and metal. Doors led to other rooms or to the outside world. The floor his feet rested on was solid, scuffed at places with some unidentifiable stains, but clean. He was sitting on something soft, a bed. The bedding smelled freshly washed. On the left wall next to the door was a desk and a chair. On the chair was a pack. He remembered the pack. It was his, with all his stuff.

Otar stood up and moved around. Nothing hurt beside his head. He checked under his hair with a gentle probe of his fingers, but he found no wound or bump. The clothing he wore was his own, clean and sensible.

The first door he opened led into a hallway, with rows of identical doors, all with a sign and a number next to it. He left his door open and crept down to a humming lift, its numbers on the small display to the left moving up. Otar pressed the call button and it lit up. Over the lift a sign proclaimed, “Space Side Port Hotel” and under that, “Tetar Station”—so he was not a prisoner.

Otar moved back into his room and closed the door, leaning against it, just breathing for a moment. His head ached, and it was getting harder to string his thoughts together.

The second door revealed a small bathroom, with just a shower, a sink and the toilet. One wall was entirely made of mirror tiles, and the person looking back at him was horrendous. Gaunt and sunken in cheeks, lifeless hair hanging in disarray over his shoulders, and his eyes looked bruised. Searching in his pant pockets revealed a hair tie, and he combed his hair back into a low ponytail, his fingers lingering for the briefest of moments on the golden bead.

It revealed his neck and another missing piece: there was no leather cord. His hands frantically patted down his chest, but there was no blue stone to be found—the promise given was gone.

Andres!

At the thought, Otar’s head split open, pain racing up his spine. He cried out and sank to his knees clutching his skull, pressing against it, trying to breathe through the pain. He tasted bile and was sick on the floor. When the pain wave had rescinded enough, he rested against the cool mirrors, feeling overheated and feverish, his fingers trembling, and his stomach heaving unpleasantly.

By the lords, what was going on?

Half a small-turn—or maybe eternities—later, he had cleaned up the mess with a towel and stumbled to his pack, dissecting its contents. He found not only the intention stone Andres had given him as a promise to marry missing, but also his pad was gone. He did find a smaller field notepad left, which was more durable than his usual pad but had a limited capacity, and couldn’t load all the contents of his account. He flipped through the notes and found some research entries and correspondence with some other scholars he had made a connection with since they arrived in this world four b-years ago.

Nothing hinted why he was alone in some hotel, with no stone, no pad, no memories, but more importantly, no Andres.

Had his lover just stepped out? But Otar had checked for a second pack—or for any of Andres’ belongings in his own pack, if for some reason they decided to share one. He’d found nothing.

He swallowed another wave of nausea down. He needed information. Checking his access code for the room to make sure it was still valid, he made his way down on shaky legs.

The foyer of the hotel was clearly used but exuded the same cleanliness his room did. The person at the counter was a Phelan. They had one big eye in the middle of what for Otar would be the forehead. Their skin color was a dark shade of purple, signaling they were probably from the northern continent of their home world. They didn’t have a mouth or nose, but a collection of small tentacles, making short blubbering noises and using an array of colors to communicate meaning.

When Otar stepped closer, the Phelan—Trotrotroo, the name-display on their uniform read; which meant they identified in their second gender, which Otar’s translator interpreted as male—looked up.

“How can we be of help?”

“This sounds maybe a bit unusual, but have I arrived with someone?”

The tentacles turned a beautiful shade of red, which indicated amusement. “This is not the most unusual question I have been asked to answer, my dear. But no, you have arrived alone, a bit out of it, and since no one has asked for you or has visited you.”

“Out of it?”

Trotrotroo patted with his paw the counter a few times, the tentacles turning a blue hue, contemplation. “Vacant in gaze and mind. When you checked in, you answered the questions with barely a word.”

Otar flushed in embarrassment. “I hope I haven’t inconvenienced you.”

Trotrotroo made a wavy paw-gesture, which was equivalent to a shrug, the translator let him know.

Otar opened his mouth to ask more questions, when his stomach growled, so he changed course. “Can you point me to a street vendor, with a cheap but hearty meal?” His credit amount didn’t look good, as far as he remembered. As long as he didn’t know what was going on, he should keep the purse strings tight.

“Out the door and to the right into the next street. Most vendors can be trusted, but stay away from the Taki sellers. They are all swindlers.”

Otar thanked him and walked out. 

Tetar Station was built for utility and overrun by individuality. Between colorful banners, neon-encrusted signs, and painted facades, the utilitarian gray of many stations lurked through. The buildings all looked identical, and only the tidbits and customizations helped Otar to remember where he was and which way he was going.

The concierge hadn’t been lying. The next street was a main street, broader than the one where the hotel was located at, and filled with bars, restaurants and street vendors. The smell was overwhelming. He passed a Taki seller, who tried to push their bottle into his hands, but, heeding Trotrotroo’s warning, opted for a sit-in, so he could think while eating.

His choice was a permanent grill station, with mismatched chairs in front of a counter. After pursuing the menu, he ordered fried and grilled vegetables with two different sauces and chose a corner chair that was more to the back, as so not to be in the full energy of the bustling street.

The vegetables were hot and tender and the sauces spicy but flavorful. Otar ate and tried to make sense of his reality.

With a blank note open on the pad, he made a list: no injuries, massive headache, missing pad, missing stone, missing Andres. He underlined the last one thrice. Then he added, missing memories.

When he actively tried to think about the parts he couldn’t remember, his head hurt. He signaled the vendor for a bottle of fruit juice and took slow sips to settle his stomach.

Maybe a different approach would help. Arriving in this universe, the memory of that turn still pristine, was safe. The two of them not just navigating this strange new world, but also each other. Before leaving, while he and Andres had accepted their feelings for one another, there hadn't been enough time to learn how they could fit together as a pair. Now, they had nothing but time. 

All the memories came in quick succession: Getting help from Lord Commander Baresh and the ISA, the Intergalactic Space Alliance, to settle; finding a purpose; Andres’ hilarious first attempts to learn flying a shuttle; their first journey; the first strange otherworldly ruin, but not an Ancient one; all their travels after, joy and laughter, love and desperation, danger and excitement. Always close to each other.

By the lords, where was Andres?

Barras Station took up his mind out of nowhere. He checked the notes and found a mention of how they were making a stop there to gather resources and planned to choose the next path. They’d arrived there. He checked his credit history and found the transaction paying for the accommodations. And then nothing after...not even a single credit spent.

With trembling hands did he check the date. The last transaction was two big-turns ago. He tried to go further in his memories, but his head twinged, warning him. So, until one specific, still unidentified moment, everything was intact, and after, all was gone... He let the pad sink and stared at the back wall of the grill.

What now?
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The way back to the hotel was a blur. He waved at the concierge and swayed into the elevator. Back in the room, he fell face down onto the bed and screamed into his pillow. The confusion, the pain, and the grief, it all burst out as scream after scream until his throat was hoarse. He only felt a bit better after, but he needed to get a grip and find out what had happened. His hand reached for the stone for comfort and he felt a fresh wave of despair when he remembered it wasn’t there anymore.

No, there was no time. He called up the manifests of the shuttles docked at the harbor and plotted a route to Barras Station. His credit history gave him the name of the hotel they'd used. There was a chance the staff could remember some information, a hint, a clue, or maybe something else would jog his memory, without him trying to force it and setting off a new pain wave.

He booked a shuttle which would take him to a smaller station, from which he could catch a line-runner to Barras. Then, he re-packed and used the remaining time to fine-comb the notes he had for any other tidbits.

When his alarm went off, he was almost glad being forced to stop, because he had found nothing and the well of despair was getting deeper and deeper.

#
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His start on Portus, a metal heap that could be barely called a station, was marked by bad signs.

First, the shuttle almost broke down when trying to reach the docks. The dock clamps had just managed to secure them when the whole computer system went dead. Out on the docks, he was almost run over by a woman who muttered curses and blamed a captain about her stupid fate. Then, he found out the line-runner would not be in for the next five turns.

There was also just one inn and it was booked out.

So Otar did the sole sensible thing and went to the next bar. Not to get drunk, but to mute the creeping feeling of despondency threatening to overwhelm him.

The barkeep took one long look at him and put a glass down filled two fingers deep with an amber liquid.

“Rough journey?”

“Something like it,” Otar answered, and took the drink with a nod, before settling at a table in the corner.

He went over his memories, bits and pieces from before they had gone through the rift and all things after—a world covered in ice, and Andres rosy cheeks and the frost in his beard; gigantic fish, whales, swimming through a violet sky, Andres laughter when Otar nearly was eaten by one; one ruin after the other, Andres gentle touch when it all became too much—the more he progressed, the more it hurt.

With the memory of his breakdown fresh in his mind, he stopped the thoughts and stared at the drink.

“You should drink it. Looks like you need it.”

A woman had stopped at his table, smirking down at him. She had a lined face, no gray yet in her black hair. Her eyes were a deep green, almost unnaturally so, and her body screamed fighter, with her exposed arms showing long wired muscles and small scars.

He paused at a wave of familiarity and scrutinized her. Was it the same woman who had almost run him over?

“And you are?” he asked, leaning back in his seat.

The woman took this as a clue to sit down, putting her own glass with amber liquid onto the table. “Call me Aida.”

“And what, Aida, can I do for you?” He took up his glass to hide behind.

“Well, you owe our captain money,” she said delicately, her green eyes amused.

He took a sip and eyed her over the rim—the liquid was foul. It burned his throat, his stomach gurgling in protest when it hit. He coughed and put the glass down again, moving it away with the tip of his finger.

Aida smirked and, as if this was some kind of contest, drained her own glass, before eyeing Otar’s.

He made a “be my guest” gesture, not wanting to drink the rest anyway. She didn’t waste a small-turn and took the spoils offered with a wink. To his surprise, she didn’t drain this one, taking a small sip instead and rolled the glass between her hands.

“How much money?”

“Enough to bring you in.”

Otar searched his memories but flinched when pain laced through his head. “You got a document?”

She clicked her tongue but got her pad out. After a few taps, she put it down and turned it around so that Otar could read the text. And there was his name, the captain’s—a Veil Dreamcatcher of the Dreamcatcher—and an eye-watering sum.

“He is named?”

Aida took the pad back and nodded.

Named captains had integrity and were well-respected in flight circles. Otar thought back to his current account balance and wondered how he could get out of this mess.

“When do you—"

There was a commotion at the entrance of the bar. Aida looked around, squinted, and cursed.

“Okay, buttercup, we will need to leave through the back door. You have any more luggage we need to get?” At his head shake, she exhaled. “Good, let's go.”

She rose and hurried to a small door at the end of the bar counter Otar hadn’t registered before. He clutched his pack and followed her.

They spilled out in a dingy alley, stinking of waste and other things Otar didn’t want to identify.

“What is going on?” he pressed out, while trying not to take too deep of breaths.

“Just a minor difference in opinion.” She threw him a grin, motioning him to move faster.

Otar hoped he wasn’t going to regret this.

#
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The regret came a moment later when he stepped into the oldest shuttle he had ever seen, held together with tape and hope.

“Can this fly?” he asked when he settled into the copilot seat and buckled in. There was no other seating place. The shuttle had a singular main room with various cabinets, where Aida had instructed him to put his pack, and a small compartment with a toilet. The rest of the room was taken up by one seat for the pilot and one for the copilot.

“This baby will outrun them all,” Aida said with a laugh.

A sentiment Otar doubted, he left his commentary at a raised eyebrow.

Aida pressed the engine button and nothing happened. She blinked, hammered her fist once, twice onto the console until, with a groan and a flicker, the computer came online.

Well, here went his trust.

Sudden shouting from outside drew his attention. A group of people was coming closer, pointing and raising weapons.

“Friends of yours?”

“Hm?” Aida followed his gaze. “Oh. Not quite,” she said, while programming in the course. “Okay, this will be rocky.”

The engine stopped as the group of people were in reach of the shuttle and Otar prayed to the lords.

Aida stood and kicked the console from the side. A moment, and with a heavy sigh, the engine rumbled to life.

“Disengaging landing gear.”

“This is control,” the comms crackled to life. “Benda, you aren’t cleared for start.”

Aida hammered the comms button to answer. “Come on Victor, don’t be like that.”

A heavy sigh followed. “Again? You owe me a drink. Benda cleared. Disengaging docking clamps. Opening harbor door. Sunspeed.”

“Aye.”

The shuttle moved as an engine hiccup shoved them to the side, missing the group of people by an inch. More shouting. Aida grinned and they turned around. Accelerating while they were still inside the harbor, dancing around other shuttles, there was more than one angry flash of lights.

Otar clawed his hands into his seat and only relaxed when they shot out. He exhaled.

“What was that about?” He rolled his shoulders back to loosen his muscles.

Aida shrugged. “No one told me the chick was married and things got out of hand fast.”

He rolled his eyes. At least he and Andres had always made sure to inquire about attachments before they took someone else to bed with them. Ignoring the pain in his heart at the thought of his lover, his hand once more crept to his chest before letting it drop. He looked over and found Aida watching him.

“Mind if I take a nap?” Otar asked, exhaustion clawing at his bones.

“Knock yourself out.” Aida grinned.

Rolling his eyes, Otar curled into himself. Pain lingered still in his mind and his thoughts dragged. His memories behaved like a skittish animal toeing the line of a darkness too unfathomable to measure, fighting against it, wanting to push beyond, trying to find out what had happened.

Otar listened inside him, searching for what had once been there. Unsurprising, there was no monster to answer him. So, whatever happened had nothing to do with it or Maugi. One worry less, he let the sound of Aida’s breathing and steady hum of the engines lull him into sleep.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




“When we went to sleep, we were on a hill, rain drumming down on our water-proof tent—I’m very glad such things exist in this world. When we woke, we were on an island. Heads float in the water, eyes watch us, unblinking. This time, they are attached to actual beings and they communicate by blowing bubbles into the water; the translator just makes sad sounds. Our rations will last us four turns. Maybe we can stretch them to six. But will it be enough?”

(Notes from Scholar Otar - Journey Pack #4)

Cursing woke him. Which was never a good way to wake up to in a shuttle in space. Otar blinked into flickering lights. Which shouldn’t be this unsteady. The shuttle shuddered violently, an even worse sign.

Aida was letting out another string of profanities his translator chip had problems translating.

“What’s going on?”

“The engine broke down.”

Otar swallowed. “How far to your ship?”

Aida exhaled while hammering on the console. “You useless piece of shit.”

“How far?” Otar pressed her.

“Too far.”

“Position?” Otar was now in crisis mode. It wasn’t his first time having to think on his feet in space. And while he had usually the calming presence of Andres at his side, he had to do with what he had.

“Close to the Belrus Cluster,” she ground out.

“Give me your pad.” He held out his hand.

Aida eyed him for a small-turn then did as he wanted. They were both in this mess and to survive, they needed to work together.

He opened the map to the local cluster and shifted through the charts, while Aida tried to get the engines back online.

Belrus Cluster rang a bell. After searching around, he found what he was looking for. Andres and he had come across this bit of space a while back.

There was a small outpost—not a proper station, but the folks knew their way around an engine.

“Here are the coordinates for a place which can repair this trash heap. If we have drifting power, we can make it.” He showed her the plotted path.

This time Aida eyed him a small-turn longer, gauging his sincerity.

He let the pad sink. “Look, if the shuttle goes down, I go bust with it. Trust me this much at least, until we arrive there.”

Either his words, his tone or both convinced her enough because she nodded and stepped to the side so Otar could input the coordinates.

She checked them and the drift engines over and exhaled. “We should make it.”

It was a tense half-turn. They had been lucky to be close enough so they could make a straight line for the outpost. Had they been a bit further, they’d overshoot it to be adrift between the stars.

Not the worst way to go. Otar shook his head, which earned him a look from Aida. He ignored her and banished any further thoughts. He was sure Andres wouldn’t appreciate needing to rescue him once more from losing his way, as he had on Tr'kus VI. Otar exhaled slowly, letting the memories drift by. 

Their luck was holding enough. They were in communication range when the drift engine sputtered out with a small explosion.

“Fire!” the computer voice blared.

“I know!” Aida shouted back, while Otar took up the task of calling the outpost.

“This is...” He looked at Aida.

“Benda Shuttle,” she called over her shoulder while she tried to extinguish the fire at their backs.

“This is Benda Shuttle, calling Bellus Outpost. We need immediate assistance. Main engine down, drift engine just exploded.”

There was a pause on the other end, followed by, “Benda Shuttle, this is Bellus Outpost. Quite the mess you got there. Schlepper will come and reel you in. Get the fire under control.”

“Aye.”

“Any hasty moves and the Schlepper will open fire.”

“Aye.”

Otar clicked off and Aida said next to him, “How charming.”

“They are rough around the edges and all the way to the core. Out here, it pays to be cautious.”

“If you say so.” She attacked the fire again, getting the last flickering flames under control. The computer alarm stopped, a red warning light indicating they were now adrift.

A few small-turns later, a bulky ship appeared in their visual range—a giant ball of metal with docking clamps on both sides. “Benda Shuttle, this is Captain Beros of Salvation 1. Do you have the fire under control?”

Aida took up the comms this time. “This is Benda Shuttle. The fire is extinguished for the moment. We should get moving.”

“We will reel you in. If you’re still trying to route power to any of the engines, stop doing so now.”

Aida pressed a few buttons and the constant whine stopped.

“We are ready.”

The flying ball drifted over to them and with a shudder, they were enfolded. They started moving at a steady pace, the clamps of the Schlepper groaning around them.

After a few paces, the outpost came into view. It was orbiting a small moon which circled a larger planet. Both looked rocky and desolate.

Aida watched the view for a moment and turned to Otar.

“Time to come clean.”

“I didn’t lie.”

Aida crossed her arms.

“It is an outpost that will be able to help us, and they are kind of accommodating.” He paused and added, “They are a smuggler stop-over and always trigger ready.”

Aida sighed. “How do you know about them?”

“A while back, we needed their help with getting out of a tricky situation. They were gracious enough to help. As a payment, we ran a bit of cargo for them.” He spread his fingers. “We parted on amicable terms.”

“We?”

At the same moment the comms clicked back on.

“Benda Shuttle, prepare for disengage. You got any juice in the trusters left?”

“Hold,” Aida said, her fingertips dancing over the control board. The computer screen switched to the thruster view, indicating they were in working conditions.

“Aye, just enough. Send us straight and we can manage the rest.”

“Aim for the open dock doors, sunspeed.”

“Aye.”

The shuttle shuddered when the Salvation 1 disengaged. Something clanked against their shuttle’s behind and they started gaining speed while flying straight.

Aida stroked the console, adjusting every slight deviation with the thrusters. Otar buckled down in his seat, not wanting to be thrown around when they hit a wall.

The dock doors were coming closer too fast. They were at the opening when Aida cursed, hammering her fist on the break thrusters. Only one came online.

“Bellus, running on one burner, advising counter measures.”

“Roger, do your best.”

“Well, here goes nothing,” Aida said, her face grim.

It was more than bumpy. They almost crashed at full speed into the opposite wall. The second burner sputtered to life long enough to slow them down. They skittered over the floor into a net. It strained against their speed and bounced them back. A loud crash, another shudder, and the ship was dead.

Otar’s neck hurt and his fingernails had left marks on the armrests.

“Benda Shuttle, this is Bellus. Anyone alive and in need of medical assistance?”

They were alive, small mercies. Both waited for a few more small-turns with bated breaths, then they grinned at each other. 

"Anything broken?" Aida asked. 

Otar indicated with a small head shake he was alright. The neck pain would go away with some rest and the remaining bruises didn’t matter.

“Benda Shuttle?”

Aida took up the comms. “No medical assistance needed. We will come out now, expect two.”

“Aye.”

The comms clicked off, and Aida turned to Otar again, crossing her arms.

“So, let's do this,” Otar said, feeling drained. His head hurt, his body was bruised, and the messes kept piling up. He wanted nothing more than to crawl into Andres' arms and be held. He swallowed a sob away.

Aida exhaled. “Just my luck this trash heap dies down under me when I need it the most.” She threw him a wary look. 

“I won’t run away," he said, interpreting her expression the only way possible. Truth was, he wouldn’t even know where to run, if he could. He had no data, no solid memories, and no Andres. "I signed that contract, I stand by my word." Even if he couldn't remember doing so. 

Since getting the memory transfer on his world from the artificial intelligence Maugi, his mind had settled down. He had understood more about his past and where he had come from, to some extent. And now once more, something had played with his mind. He felt violated and scared. He needed help.

Otar rose from his seat. “Lead the way,” he said, and after another scrutinizing gaze from Aida, they stepped out.

Bellus Outpost was dingy and tiny. Tinier than Otar remembered. Three gruff looking people watched them with suspicious eyes as they walked out. They all had their hands on a holster weapon, tracking every one of their movements.

Like the first time Otar had seen them, they looked strange. They were round, on long legs and with long arms, their faces scarred over, with wild long brown hair they had all tied up in the same style. The middle one was the shortest, the one to the left the tallest. The most fascinating thing was the color of their skin, which shifted between different gray tones, sometimes white or black and with no one having the same color at the same time. They always formed a family of three.

Otar relaxed his body, making himself the non-threat he was. Since he had lost the monster, he had lost the one way to defend himself. Not that he wanted to kill someone, but knowing he could if needed had given him some form of security he was now missing.

“Names?” the middle one asked.

“I’m Aida, running under Captain Veil Dreamcatcher.”

“I’m Otar.”

When he didn’t say more, they all blinked, confused. It was uncommon to appear here without being attached to some faction or ship one way or another. It made sense. This outpost was out of the way, and only long-haul ships or smugglers would cross their path, not random shuttles without any outward affiliation.

“Otar,” the right one mused. “I remember you. You came here over a b-year ago.” They looked over Otar’s shoulder, to peer into the shuttle. “Where is your companion?” Their eyes flicked to Aida.

“He is engaged otherwise,” Otar said with a smile he hoped also reached his eyes. They might come to their own conclusions. It didn’t matter anyway. For a moment he thought about asking if they had seen Andres, but too much time had passed since their visit for them to have any information, and he had a feeling it would make him seem even less thrustworthy.

“Do you have long range comms I can use?” Aida asked.

The middle one hummed. “Why?”

None of them had taken their hands off the weapons, the glint of suspicion still in their eyes. Even with them knowing Otar, they wouldn’t let their guards down. It was suspect they had crossed paths again. 

“I want to check in with my captain, see if I can get him on the line.”

“Your pad?” Otar asked.

Aida held it up, it was busted, cracked in the middle, almost folded in half.

“How did that happen?”

Aida shrugged.

“Let’s take a look at the shuttle first. After, we can decide what to do with you. Lentos,” the middle one said with a wave of his hand.

The left one, who hadn’t said anything, moved and gestured for them to come closer.

Aida and Otar looked at each other and obeyed. The other two moved to the shuttle, and Lentos moved them down a small hallway just wide enough for Lentos to pass through to a small room.

They let Otar and Aida go in first. It wasn’t much; a small seating area, with a couch, a low table and two more chairs. To the other side against the wall was a cabinet with water flasks, cans with strange shimmering liquids, and a brewer. There was also an angled screen which could be seen from the seats but was turned off. The whole room was official enough to hint at more regular visitors. Otar hoped none of them would come knocking this turn.

Lentos pointed them to the small seating section. After their nod that they had understood, Lentos stepped away and closed the door.

Aida waited for several moments before moving to the door to check it.

“Locked.”

“Stating the obvious.”

She threw him a glare and sighed. “At least the engine did go belly up, so they won’t accuse us of sabotage and come in guns blazing.”

“We hope,” Otar said and moved to the water flasks. He opened one, sniffed it and drank. He was thirstier than he thought. When he was done, he screwed it tight and pressed his forehead against the cold metal, before moving the flask to his neck. It relieved some of the tension there.

“Tell me more about the captain,” he said, with his eyes closed. Ignoring all that was before and concentrating on the now. As long as they were stuck here, he couldn't move forward.

“What's there to tell?” Aida said, more to herself than answering him. “Dreamcatcher is a good captain, takes care of his crew, is fair, pays good. Yet isn’t above air-locking someone if they prove to be a danger.”

Otar looked at her.

She shrugged. “It's only fair. The captain’s word is law. You break it and you’re out. He breaks it and he is out.”

“Mutiny?” he asked, surprised.

Aida settled on the scuffed but clean couches. Leaning the forearms on her thighs, she said. “Maybe.” She paused gathering her thoughts. “Out there, you fend for your own, and when the captain isn’t good, you make it good. It’s the law of the stars.”

“Have you ever rebelled?”

She smirked and didn’t answer. Fair.

“What does he want with me?”

“Well, your money." She stretched the last word out.

Otar looked at her, deadpan. "But why call me in like this?" Usually, if one wanted lent money back, one hired specialists to retrieve it.

"That’s for him to tell you. I have a vague idea what it is about, and I don’t want to say anything wrong. It’s not unpleasant work or dishonest.”

“Because he is a good man?”

She snorted. “No—at least, not quite. I do think he is a good man, but a lost one. And I think you will be able to help him out.”

Lost, eh? Otar looked down onto the flask, turning it in his hands. How could a lost one help another lost one, without them getting even more lost?

"So, it's not only about the money?"

But Aida kept her mouth shut.

He sighed. Well, before making any decisions, he needed to meet the captain and go from there.

Steps echoed down the hallway and Lentos opened the door. They gestured for them to follow.

The way back was as short as the way to the room. They returned to the hangar and found the shuttle in bits and pieces.

“Oh baby, what have they done to you?” Aida exclaimed.

Lentos snorted. The smallest one came over, cleaning his hands with a rag.

“I’m Martos, I run this outpost. Your engine is a complete bust. Not sure we can restore any of it.”

Aida sighed. “I feared you’d say that.”

“We’ll grant you comms access under supervision. No funny business.”

“Aye,” Aida said.

At a nod from Martos, Lentos led her away, leaving Otar alone with the leader.

They eyed each other for a small-turn, before Martos turned around and walked back to the shuttle, grunting something to the other.

Otar used the moment to stretch a bit and roll his shoulders to lose some of the tension and pain in the neck. It had gotten better—a good night’s rest would still be preferred or a good, long hot soak somewhere.

Having nothing to do, he began snooping around, always aware of the occasional scrutinizing gaze in his back.

While the outpost was in a rough shape, it was well maintained. Clean enough, all bits and pieces having their place and nothing laying around. It was almost homey—as homey as a rundown tiny station could be, at any rate. Otar was deciphering a sign too aged to be readable when steps thundered closer. Lentos followed by Aida burst into the main room.

Martos poked his head out of the shuttle cabin, while Beros looked up from where he was taking the engine apart.

“Ships incoming,” Aida said, while Lentos gesticulated.

“Foe?” Martos asked. All their eyes were on Aida, a hard glint in them.

“Scrappers,” she said.

Otar shuddered.

Being thrust into this strange and wondrous world, Otar needed to learn a lot of things quickly: that b-years was the way they counted the shifting seasons, it was an abbreviation from beginning years, even so no one could tell him where it had come from; that space was more endless then the steppe; and that there was hierarchy in the star.

It was as follows:

Named captains, captains, pilots, pirates, smugglers, and then, at the lowest of all ends, the scrappers. They were criminals who killed and plundered because they wanted to. They had no codex, no morals, no nothing. When one crossed their path, one could do two things: run or hide. Even if neither worked most of the time.

Martos cursed. “Not again. Beros, get the guns ready. We got company.”

Without saying a word, Beros turned around and ran through a small door at the side, followed by Aida.

“What can I do?” Otar asked.

Martos eyed him for a moment and shook their head. “Don’t get in the way.”

Otar grunted, irritated, but followed Lentos, who trekked back to the hub central. It was a small room, with old but functional equipment.

Lentos flicked on the radar and stared at the incoming ships.

Four scouting units pinged. Scrappers had a loose tribe-like hierarchy, but formed larger swarms with their small weak ships, to overwhelm through numbers, not to win by sole firepower. 

A first salve went out from the outpost meant as a warning, as the scrappers were not yet in range, signaling, this wouldn’t be an easy raid.

The scrappers changed formation and came closer. More fire.

Lentos moved to the console and pressed a button, then another, followed by a few more. It took Otar a while to understand it was code. Not one he recognized.

A moment later, Martos came on over the comms.

“Yes, I saw. I’m taking the flea.” Fleas were small one-seater fliers that could pack a surprising amount of firepower.

More button pressing, this time more furious.

“I got it, big, I’ll come back in one piece.”

A single press of a button.

“Martos out.”

And the line went dead. Lentos hung their head and after a small-turn, shook it and straightened themselves out.

Despite the situation, it itched in Otar to ask more about the code and the dynamics between them. Andres would have laughed at him, teasing him about his insatiable curiosity, and once more, Otar felt his absence like he was missing a piece of himself.

When the whole outpost shuddered, he chided himself to stay in the present. He gnawed on his thumbnail, feeling helpless.

Another salvo went up from Beros, which took one fighter down, while the flea danced rings around them, drawing their fire, so they wouldn’t bomb the outpost, waiting for a chance to get his own gun fire in.

It was beautiful to watch; Martos was a skilled pilot.

Lentos stared at the screen, their hands balled into fists. Hoping he was not committing some faux-pas, Otar reached over and let his hand rest on the closest one.

Lentos didn’t react much. There was a shift in their muscles, but as Otar wasn’t shaken off, the contact seemed to be welcome for the moment.

Another fighter went down, but the happiness was short lived. A salvo hit and an explosion followed.

The guns of the outpost went silent.

Lentos turned to the door, indecisiveness on their face, while the other hand sent another wave of codes.

“Acknowledged.” It turned silent again.

Otar stepped to the door and was about to go through it when Aida walked down the hallway in their direction, hoisting up a singed Beros.

As soon as they were through the door, Lentos stepped to them and laid a hand on Beros’s face.

“I’m good, big, she got me out in time,” Beros said with a small smile.

Lentos nodded and went back to the comm unit, sending out another burst.

“Gotcha,” came down as answer right when the flea took a hit. Lentos made a sound like a wounded animal as Beros hobbled to their side. They watched as the flea hovered facing down two scrappers.

Their hands found each other.

Otar swallowed. “Can’t we—“

“Incoming,” the computer announced.

The space rippled, a jump tear forming, and through it a sleek black ship came into view. A battle cruiser.

“This is the Dreamcatcher. Who are we to take down?”

Beros moved fast. “Not the flea!”

“Aye.”

The scrappers had no chance.

The comms flickered on once more. It was Martos, though a crackling sound made it difficult to understand him. “Sorry boys. Don’t think I will make it this time.” A loud crash.

The flea hovered for a moment longer and began to slowly descend, the gravity of the planet catching up with him. For a small-turn, it looked as if Martos could stabilize the small flyer, but a sudden alarm spoke of another explosion.

Beros and Lentos moved, fingers dancing over the comms, but the Dreamcatcher was faster. A shuttle was already on the move to the flea, and after what seemed to be a docking maneuver, disengaged again, moving just out of range when the flea disintegrated, a ball of fire and nothing.

Lentos made that bone-chilling sound again and ran out the door.

Beros called after them, before following.

“This is Catcher 1. Please don’t shoot while we land.”

“Aye,” Aida answered with a sigh.

They followed at a more sedated pace, eventually finding the other two pacing the main-dock door while the depressurizing was running. The moment it pinged, they slipped through the opening doors. The pilot, a short man with gray hair and deep lines on his face, was helping a scratched-up Martos out.

He looked grumpy, until he found themselves in the arms of the other two, his face softening then.

“Looks like we made it just in time,” the pilot said with a twinkle in their eyes.

Aida rolled hers. “Otar, this is Arty, one of the navigators of the Dreamcatcher.”

Arty saluted. Otar nodded. His eyes went back to the cuddle of people. Martos’ and his eyes met, and to his surprise, he found gratitude in them.

Otar nodded and that was it.

Arty took one look at the broken-down shuttle and shook his head.

“You can scrap it.”

Martos nodded and they decided on a price. Arty also left them with a contact who would come in and inspect their defense system, even bolster it.

There were no heartfelt goodbyes. They all three shook Otar’s and Aida’s hands, before sending them off.

Then Arty took them up.
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Chapter 3
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“Andres is sick. He is feverish and groaning in his sleep. Sometimes he calls for Onder. The doctor came and gave him an injection—at least, that’s what he called it—and said something about seasonal flu and should be alright soon. I watch him and sooth him and wonder, every time the words change to tribe and the names he calls speak of home.”

(Notes from Scholar Otar - Journey Pack #4)

Captain Veil Dreamcatcher wasn’t what Otar had expected, though he wasn’t sure what he had imagined in the first place, to be honest. The captain was a tall man, towering over Otar. And skeletal. His face was haggard, with dark rings under his deep gray eyes. His hair was cropped close to the scalp, so the color was hard to determine, and three gold rings glinted in his left ear. The hand he stretched out to greet Otar had boney fingers, the grip was cool and just the right strength. His gaze was questioning, searching even, as if he was waiting for something.

Otar eyed the offered hand and Dreamcatcher smiled. It was just an uplift at the corners of his mouth, but it transformed his whole face, softening the harsher edges. Otar shook the hand, vowing to be on his best behavior until he knew what was coming for him—he hoped not slavers when he couldn't pay his debt.

“I do apologize for the rough ride," Dreamcatcher said in a smooth voice.

The captain flicked his eyes to Aida, who huffed while crossing her arms.

“The shuttle was a trash heap. I’m all surprised we made it this far,” she said.

Dreamcatcher ignored the comment. “Find him some quarters—and I guess some food,” he added when Otar’s stomach growled. "We will talk later." He turned and left.

“Aye,” Aida said, still annoyed and led Otar away. The hallways were a maze, all colored in different shades of gray. While he didn’t have an extensive knowledge of spaceships, he knew they had a more stream-lined layout—a ‘best practice’, Andres always said. Before he could ask about it, they arrived in front of a door, looking not different to the ones close by. Aida put her hand on a small plaque to the side of it, and the door glid open, with just the barest of hisses.

“This will be yours for the time being,” Aida said and then indicated for Otar to press his hand against the door key. There was a ping and Aida nodded. “You’re now keyed to it.”

Otar eyed the plate and stepped through.

It had a bed, a small desk and a chair, all of them bolted down. There was a second door which Otar hoped held his own amenities.

Aida didn’t follow him in. “I’ll come back with something to eat. In the meanwhile, make yourself at home.”

Otar snorted.

Aida grinned and then was gone, the door closing behind her. Otar wandered over to the door and it opened for him. He looked up and down the hallway. It was deserted.

At least they didn't see him as a prisoner. 

Otar filled this away and took out the small field pad from his pack, staring at it. He hoped they would be willing to lend him a better pad to use.

He settled on the edge of the bed to sort through what had happened, since coming to his senses in a hotel on Tetar Station.

The last thing he could piece together with the few remaining notes was arriving at a space station in the Barrara Cluster with Andres, while contemplating where to go next. They had checked into a small hotel room in the market district and made plans.

Otar had gotten information about a planet rumored to hold ruins that were close in description to the ones in their own world—unlike those they had encountered so far. 

Maybe finally I will be able to find a clue about the Ancients. So far, all the ruins, all the places we have traveled, have held nothing but a touch of disappointment. They are fascinating in their own right, telling tales of so many different species lived. But even so, every time they are not of the Ancients, doubt creeps into my mind.

It was one of the last entries. He still could remember writing it, in the middle of the night, Andres fast asleep and him unable to quell his own mind. 

This universe was rich with ruins, more than he had ever imagined possible. Different cultures and species, different empires had risen and fallen over a time span Otar had still problems fully comprehending, but they all had left something behind.

The world they arrived on, Aluriana, had buildings with impossible twisted structures and spires reaching into the sky. When Otar had inquired about the species with Lord Commander Baresh and described the Ancients to him, Baresh had told him that those two species, the Alurians and the Ancients, weren't the same. 

After discovering more similarities and confronting Baresh with it again, he had sat Otar down and given him a comprehensive presentation about the Alurians. Despite also being called the 'white devils' and growing their people and soldiers in big glass tubes, they had never developed the means to travel through the fabric of the universe. 

The kind of portal through which Otar and Andres arrived could never have been constructed by them. Only a handful of species could make use of the in-between, the space that lay between the observable reality, and neither of those came close to Otar's description of the Ancients.

So then, who were the Ancients? Why did no one know them? What species hid behind their mask?

Otar drummed his fingers on his thigh in thought. He needed a new pad. He needed access to his main account storing the information his past self may have written down. Otherwise, there was no chance of finding out what had happened to Andres, as long as he couldn't go beyond certain memories. Why kept his head hurting so much?

At the sound of the door opening, he raised his head. It wasn’t Aida returning with his food, but Captain Dreamcatcher. He held up a tray as if he was asking for permission to come inside. At Otar’s nod he moved in, setting the tray down on the little desk, while settling himself in the chair.

Otar could make out a bowl with something, plus slices of bread and a bottle of water.

Dreamcatcher took the bowl and handed it over with the spoon.

The bowl settled warm in Otar’s hands, and overcome with sudden hunger, he dove in. While the porridge was bland and a bit thin, he wasn’t about to complain. Food on spaceships was seldom good. He missed the food from his world, but there was no way around it. They wouldn’t go back, even if Otar could.

Dreamcatcher waited. He handed him slice after slice of bread until Otar had devoured it all. Taking the empty bowl and spoon from him, he handed over the water. And in between sips, Otar told him to get on with it.

The captain grinned. It was a harsh contrast to his otherwise stoic face.

“You might be wondering why I brought you in.”

Otar raised an eyebrow, indicating the captain was stating the obvious.

The smile broadened, but it didn't reach Dreamcatcher's eyes. "Well yes, the money, but I can be a patient man. And while I do not run a charity, my repayment rates are generous and flexible."

Otar watched him. There was a déjà vu in how the captain leaned back in the seat, while crossing his legs. But when Otar tried to press deeper into the memory, his head twinged. But the sense of familiarity must mean that they’ve met before, or...?

"No, I brought you in because I have a proposition, and depending on how it goes, we can shave off some of the debt," Dreamcatcher continued, and Otar forced himself to focus on the conversation.

"I'm a scholar. I'm not sure how I can be of use to a named captain."

Dreamcatcher pulled a pad up, which had also been laying on the tray, and showed him an article from some newspaper a few big-turns ago.
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