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Stripped of its divine vestments, like an idol defaced for its precious jewels that adorned it by the cruel pickax of the treasure hunter, the sun at the center of the Cozore system was nearly naked to any eyes foolish enough to stare at it. 

Without its vast shroud of gas to envelop it, the cobalt-blue sun at the center of the system revealed its nuclear fusion powered core to all willing to stare at it from the lone planet that still supported life. Though the most complex life that had survived the millennia of solar bombardment was merely lichen that survived in the shadows and was without sight, it was the newly arrived invaders who were at risk, but their gaze focused downward, not up. 

As electromagnetic radiation flew unhindered through the icy void of space, it met the rarefied atmosphere of the devastated planet Cozore at the far edge of the system, and shredded the tattered remnants of the ozone layer as it blasted through in its never-ending assault. 

The few microbes in the atmosphere still living on the stricken planet had long since adapted to the harsh conditions, and while not thriving, had at least survived, for now. It wasn’t until the radiation struck the half-mile high spires of smoky amethyst crystal that ringed the coastline of the planet’s largest landmass that any noticeable reaction happened.

Instead of reflecting off the mirror finish of the crystalline artifacts, the glassy surface of each spire hungrily absorbed the lethal energy, channeling it inwards as the designers from ten millennia ago had planned, knowing their future depended upon it.

The millions of shards of crystal making up the exterior of each spire served as leaves of a mighty oak, absorbing and channeling the energy of the Cozorian sun through a maze of fragile arteries. From these arteries the energy moved to insulated branches that funneled it ever deeper until it reached the core and the being who slept there.

Far from prying eyes, in the center of each spire was a massive sphere of crystal, the nexus of all energies funneled inward. Dark and featureless, a hasty glance might have assumed the crystalline sphere was inert, dead, like so much of this sun-ravaged world, but they would be wrong. The countless joules of energy that flowed into the sphere were used to keep the intellect imprinted upon the sphere alive, but not all of the spheres sat silent as they absorbed their sun’s energy, some of them screamed.


      [image: ]“Second Technician Vritazs! it’s happening again,” the ghav’eol miner yelled weakly over her shoulder, as she stabbed at the controls of her mining laser, her taloned hands shaking as if numb with cold or a lifetime of drink. The night air was warm, and she didn’t drink.

The tripod of heavy steel vibrated as its clawed feet struggled to find purchase on the shifting floor of crushed crystal. Twisting power cables feeding the laser slithered in and out of view like a serpent on the hunt, their heavy rubber covering festered with slivers of purple crystal. The reptilian miner, bigger and stronger than an average human, tried to steady the mining laser with one hand while the other continued stabbing at the controls, her motions sluggish as if she were underwater.

But no matter how much power the miner sent through her laser, even when the tip turned white hot and started smoking, the amethyst exterior of the spire continued to defy the efforts of its attackers. As quickly as the cutting beam carved out a sizable chunk of the crystal, big enough for heavy equipment to haul it away to the waiting space shuttles, it fractured into slivers the size of a grain of sand, making it impossible to reach their daily quota.

Trudging through the sea of crystals that came up to nearly his knees, the gleaming amethyst contrasting against the dull beige of his scales, the hardened enamel no match for the abrasive gems he waded through daily, the second technician came up behind the miner. Pausing his never-ending circuit around the spire assigned to him by his first technician, Vritazs pretended to straighten his plain leather kilt and chest harness as he caught his breath under the Cozorian stars, wondering how much of his water ration remained in his canteen.

Pulling his panting tongue back between his needle-sharp teeth, Vritazs shook his head and reached past the miner, hitting the shutdown button, allowing the light from the massive laser to sputter and flicker out. The loud hum gone, Vritazs realized he wasn’t the only one laboring to breathe as the miner leaned upon the tripod, the cracking of heat-fused crystal filled the air between her ragged breaths.

“Dil’ar. What did I tell you?” Vritazs said, shaking his head, the scar above his left eye giving his expression a look of disappointment even if his voice suggested tired annoyance. “Dumping more power into it won’t work. Remember the evening briefing? Shift frequencies and…” Dil’ar swayed and would have fallen had not Vritazs held her up. 

“By the Exalted Creator, not another,” Vritazs said, but Dil’ar was past hearing as her reptilian pupils struggled to focus and Vritazs eased her to the crystal-covered ground. “Medic!” Vritazs bellowed down the long line of miners who encircled their assigned spire. A handful of nearby lasers shut down as their operators realized one of their own was down and called to teammates around the other side of the two-hundred-foot diameter crystalline spire. But once the medics, and their collapsible stretcher slung over their shoulders, ran to Dil’ar‘s position, they turned away, reigniting their lasers, knowing that food and water ration was now in jeopardy as they were a miner down.

“Burned?” the lead medic asked hopefully, as he skidded to a stop, a fine spray of amethyst flowing over Dil’ar like a silk shroud, but even as the medic knelt down, the slump in his shoulders told Vritazs all he needed to know.

“Radiation poisoning?” Knowing he was right, Vritazs just nodded as the medic confirmed what he could see with his eyes. 

“Yes, Second Technician. The third this week in this section, though I heard it’s worse a couple miles down the coastline,” the medic replied as he and his companion lifted Dil’ar from her bed of ground crystal and onto their stretcher.

“Any hope?” Vritazs asked, but when the medic wouldn’t meet his eye, he got his answer. The answer he knew before asking but had prayed he was wrong.

“We’ll make her as comfortable as possible, but she’s in the Exalted Creator’s hands now, Second Technician.”

Vritazs watched as the medics strapped Dil’ar into the stretcher and began the long, laborious trek back to the mining camp and its minimal comforts. From his position, looking down the coastline, he could see the stumps of the four dozen spires that he and those that came before him had broken up and cart away to the waiting shuttles. His superiors had never explained the purpose and destination of these purple rocks his people were dying for, why they needed to destroy the half-mile tall spires that lined the coastline of this inhospitable planet.

“We’re all in the Exalted Creators hands now,” Vritazs muttered to himself as he powered up Dil’ar‘s laser to resume her work, but the spire was angry and sought vengeance, and Vritazs was there.

No sooner had Vritazs touched the cutting ray of the laser against the spire, than a sliver of amethyst crystal, the size of an arm bone flew out of the spire as if it had a mind of its own, striking the second technician in the chest, piercing his heart. With all eyes watching the medics carrying Dil’ar away, Vritazs staggered backwards, sliding down the slope, and when he came to rest, a tiny wave of amethyst-colored crystals covered him, and in minutes, they completely buried him. 








  
  
Chapter 1



A flurry of punches and kicks exploded from Asa as her augmented muscles, thanks to her edo suit, struck glossy black flesh faster than the eye could travel. 

With a punishing effect, the rain of blows continued, each as swift and sure as the one before it, until Asa’s auburn hair stuck to her neck with sweat. Feeling her suit drinking up her perspiration and the rumble in her stomach signaling her symbiotic suit was drawing extra strength from her, Asa dropped her shaking hands and collapsed in exhaustion upon the deck of the ship.

Between heaving breaths, Asa clasped the stitch in her side with one hand, and raked back her hair with the other, while staring up at her ‘sparring’ partner. 

“You know you’re allowed to fight back, right?”

A glossy black head, devoid of features, turned towards Asa and spoke. Sounding as if it came from the bottom of a well, Asa wondered, not for the first time, how the internal components of the alien lyk worked. 

“This construct is unskilled in physical confrontation. We would not want to harm you unintentionally through our negligence, agent Asa,” said Book-18 in a monotone voice.

Giggling, Asa waved away the comment and wondered once again if the lyk spoke from a place of naivety or was in fact laughing at her from the other side of its featureless face. So much of the lyk alien race was unknown within the Consensus, even though they had been members for thousands of years. 

“Never mind, you’re a good sport to put up with my boredom,” said Asa as she hoisted herself off the warm flesh of the living ship and grabbed her water bottle from her bridge chair. After quenching her thirst, “I hope I’m not taking you away from anything?” Asa said while nodding at the short black pillar that dominated the bridge of their transition ship.

Space being at a premium, Asa should have been exercising in the small hold of the ship, but if she was being honest with herself, company, even that of the enigmatic lyk, was preferable to spending more time with herself.

With Book-18 standing well within her comfort-zone, Asa threw herself into one of the three bridge chairs that they had grown from the floor, and stared at the familiar surroundings as she waited for a response.

While each rokke ship was unique unto itself, they all followed a similar pattern, as there was only so much room within the living vessel where the smaller races could survive. Resembling a stingray of earth, though one as big as a family home, those female rokke willing to sacrifice a lung and their reproductive organs for a chance to explore new worlds could supply a small lounge area for up to a dozen human-sized beings, a small cargo hold for supplies, and the bridge to direct movement between Consensus worlds. Asa supposed someone from outside the Consensus worlds, such as Earth, might find the mixture of living beings augmented with organic technology confusing, but as Asa’s people had lived amongst aliens since they were rescued thirty generations ago, it was home. 

As her mind wandered and her breathing slowed, Asa watched as Book-18 walked to its station and stepped atop the control router. Resembling the same material as the lyk, the glossy black living rubber accepted Book-18 and in seconds Asa couldn’t see where Book-18 ended and the control router began.

“Well?”

Without turning and standing as still as the statue it resembled, Book-18 responded. “The experimental edo suit around this vessel is handling the radiation from the Cozorian sun, even with the noticeable increase since yesterday.”

Asa was sitting upright in a flash. “Do I need to get the team onboard? How much time do we have until it’s critical? Will our personal radiation shielding hold?”

Wishing that Book-18 would face her when it spoke, Asa leaned forward in her chair, ready to dash off.

“Based on what this construct understands from the router, we now have 87 years until the solar radiation builds to lethal levels.”

Deflated, Asa collapsed into her chair, her legs dangling over the arm. “And this morning it was around 101, right? Does this jump worry you?” said Asa, her tone morbidly hopeful.

Book-18 finally turned to face Asa and tilted its head to the left. “This construct is confused. Would you like the risk of cellular destruction and death to be increased?”

Scissoring her legs, “Maybe a little,” Asa said and giggled again as Book-18 reared back on the router. “Ok, no,” and waved away the Book’s obvious concern and wished for the thousandth time that the Edokloren, who had created the lyk race, had seen fit to give them proper faces and not just a glossy blank canvas.

“I’m just bored!” Asa said and flung herself out of the chair and started pacing around the small command room. “When I became a Consensus Agent, I thought I would be storming Menace fortresses to rescue councilors and making first contact with new alien races, not delivering groceries to a bunch of archaeologists digging through garbage heaps!”

Book-18 tilted its head once again. “This construct has had limited dealings with humanity. Are you a normal example, Agent Asa or an aberration?”

Asa held her side until the laugh cramp passed. Wiping tears from her eyes, Asa waved Book-18 off as it stepped off the router to come to her aid. “I don’t think there is any normal example of humanity. We’re as diverse and fickle as a flock of Kayala during breeding season.”

When Book-18 tilted its head again, Asa struggled to stop the laughter from overtaking her again. “I need some fresh air. I’ll go tell Director Grux the happy news. Is there anything else you want me to relay to the scientists?”

“This construct regrets you must physically relay messages. Attempts to improve communications are ongoing, though with the increase in radiation, and the crystalline structures outside reflecting our signals, the outlook is problematic.”

“Got it. Radios are still out and not going to get better.” Dusting her hands, Asa turned to leave the ship’s bridge. “Don’t worry about it. At least being the errand girl gives me something to do, I must be giving the ship indigestion with all my pacing. Do you want anything brought back? I could break off a piece from a tower, so you could take it home as a souvenir.”

If a being without a face could look shocked, Book-18 was doing it. “Agent Asa, unauthorized removal of alien artifacts is strictly against the mandate of this mission and against Consensus law. If you did so, this construct would be forced to report you for the violation.”

“Ease up,” Asa said from the doorway, her hands raised. “I was just kidding.” Shaking her head, Asa gave Book-18 a tiny wave and headed for the airlock.


      [image: ]Breathing deeply until she felt her edo suit pull tight against her chest, Asa sighed. “Nothing like sterilized air first thing in the morning, or is it late afternoon?” Asa raise a hand in front of her face, peaked between her fingers and looked at Cozore’s sun. 

Neon blue-white lightning ringed the flaming orb that was this system’s sun. What it didn’t dominate, it left fractured as the sky was a twisted mosaic of purple and gray. Knowing that only her edo suit and the preventative treatment everyone on this mission had undergone before they left Nabui saved her from serious harm, Asa still found the sight beautiful in a cataclysmic kind of way. 

Even with her protection, Asa felt her cheeks tingling, so she lowered her gaze to the alien city and the reason the Consensus science team was on Cozore.

City is a strong word, Asa thought. The last I heard, there was no consensus on if the spire were buildings, artificial constructs, or even some kind of natural crystalline growths that only happened around coastlines. But how half-mile tall crystal towers grow naturally, I have no clue.

When the Consensus authorities had told Asa that she would be the official liaison with the Bureau of Uncharted Civilizations & Cultures, and shown the initial reports on Cozore, she’d been thrilled. Here was a world that the academics had been waiting the better part of a thousand years to visit, but because of bureaucracy and persistent waves of chaotic solar activity, keeping missions away, and she would be one of the first to see it. 

But that rush of excitement faded after the first week and turned into a chore by the second. When she had expected the team of scientists to rush to the crystalline towers and try to find a way inside, however only a single geologist was tasked with mapping the massive structures and the last time Asa had spoken to Scoweq, the Kayala hadn’t been even able to tell Asa if the structures were solid or hollow inside, only that each had a different energy signature, as unique as a fingerprint, that interfered with his mapping equipment.

And the worst thing was, that molting old fool didn’t seem to care. He was too busy mapping the desolate landscape, as if sun-cracked rocks were more interesting that the dominating amethyst spires that ringed their section of coastline.

“How could you not want to know what was inside them?” Asa said, as she turned away from the temporary dock and the rokke ship that floated lazily beside it. Even the Nabui, the ancient jellyfish-resembling beings that had birthed the Consensus and controlled travel between worlds, had shown no interest in the original inhabitants of this world. She’s just been worrying about potential damage she and the rokke might receive under this sun. I mean, I get that she’s concerned. She and the rokke are sharing a nervous system until they transport us back, but come on! Asa flung her arms wide to take in the crystalline beauty of Cozore. 

“They have to be crafted by intelligent minds!” Asa said, as she placed her hands on hips and stared. “There’s no way they’re a natural phenomenon, and how they ring the coastline like amethyst-colored pearls in a continent long necklace proves it to me at least,” Asa said and allowed her gaze to travel up and down the coastline. While each spire was unique in width, and the shape of the steps that made up their bases, they all shared the causeway.

No one remembers who first coined the term, but the narrow paths made of stone and woven through with smokey amethyst crystal linked each spire like roots and were wide enough for two people walking side by side. They reminded Asa of some of the ancient sites on her birth planet of Adogit, where the Nabui, after rescuing her ancestors from Scandinavia on earth, would build causeways through marshes to points of dry high ground for religious ceremonies. The organized organic feel to the landscape was undeniable. 

After the scientists had conducted a quick exam in the shallow water under the causeways showing nothing of interest, any offerings that native Cozorians might have tossed into the waters, having long since crumbled to dust, the science team focused on the labyrinth. It was the one thing everyone agreed upon that intelligent hands had formed. And while the term labyrinth was likely taking a bit of poetic license on Asa’s part, the meandering tunnels under the blasted landscape lent themselves to things crafted from myth. And that they protected the science team from the deadly radiation outside was no small thing, now only the team’s geologist and Asa spent any amount of time outside.

“Nigel would love to explore this world,” Asa sighed, before punching her open palm. The loud smack echoed over the ocean waves, as she willed herself to not go down this train of thought again, but knew it was hopeless.








  
  
Chapter 2



Forcing herself not to sigh again, Asa turned her back to the lifeless water and the thoughts it invoked and headed for the opening to the underground that would take her to the science team. 

Gravel, the color of slate, crunched under Asa’s feet as she trod the path from the docks to the labyrinth opening. Her feet knowing the way through the sun-ravaged landscape, Asa allowed her gaze to meander, without really looking, and tried to distract herself. Well, it’s not like there’s anything to see, bare rock here, bare rock there, oh look, more sun-blasted bare rock with a thimble full of irradiated soil trapped in its cracks. Asa paused and ran her finger through the lifeless soil. She felt the fine flakes of purple mica-like crystal that seemed to be everywhere on this part of the planet find a home in the fine ridges of her finger. 

Not for the first time, Asa wondered what this world would have looked like before this system’s sun turned deadly. The current theory proposed by the geologist Scoweq was that they were at the bottom of what was once Cozore’s largest ocean, and the small sea that allowed their living ship to travel here was all that remained, the rest sublimated and lost through the ravaged atmosphere. Wiping the fine sapphire crystals from her fingers, which fluttered to the ground like dying fireflies, Asa pushed aside her idle thoughts and found herself in front of the labyrinth opening.

Whether formed by the elements being so close to the shoreline or intelligent hands, the cavern opening resembled a fearsome maw just waiting to grind up all that dare walk through. Just one of countless such labyrinth openings that ringed this section of the coast; Asa pulled her gaze away from the darkened opening wide enough for ten people to walk abreast through, and looked up. Wherever there are caverns, a spire isn’t far away. What the connection was between the mysterious half-mile tall spires and the underground labyrinths that encircled them like tree roots was part of why the Bureau of Uncharted Civilizations & Cultures was on Cozore, and if an intelligent hand had guided the process. Asa had her own theories, but the science team rarely listened to their chaperone. 

Her eyes aching from the glare of the nearest crystalline spire, Asa wiped tears from her face, lowered her gaze and walked into the cavern and into the twilight-like illumination of the twisting tunnels as sunlight reflected off scattered crystal. Immediately, Asa felt her edo suit relax from being taxed by the harsh sun, and wished she felt the same.

How long am I expected to wait? Asa kicked a mound of cracked crystals that had sat undisturbed for who knows how long, sending them bouncing off walls and knocking over the nearest flood lamp her team had installed when they moved underground a week ago, plunging the tunnel into a maze of lavender shadows as the light outside faded with the sunset. 

“Just great!” Asa shouted as she raced to upright the floodlight, once again allowing the artificial light to reflect off the crystals embedded in the slate tunnel walls, providing a warm light that usually relaxed Asa, but not today. Leaning against the stone wall, Asa allowed gravity to take over and sat. Why do I keep doing this to myself? He’s just a man, and not even a particularly handsome one. You’ve managed thirty years with no one holding you down, been making your own way. Why him? Why Nigel Meredith?

Raking her fingers through her hair, Asa sat huddled in the shadows behind the flood lamp, the cool stone against her back, and examined her life. 

You know why, you can talk to him.

When the bumbling idiot from Earth had shown up on Nabui, Asa barely spared him a glance. Her focus was on her own career and not on someone from a backwater world that didn’t even know the Consensus existed. And why would she? He was uncouth in the ways of civilized culture and couldn’t even speak their language. If it hadn’t been for his bonding to Vivian, a young Nabui like the one connected to the team’s rokke ship, they wouldn’t have considered him for a Consensus agent. But the word of the enigmatic Nabui held sway, and they forced Asa to go through training with Nigel and act as his tutor. 

Despite her, Asa chuckled as the memories of Nigel struggling to come to terms with alien cultures, peoples and ideas, basically put him so far behind that a three-year-old child was better prepared for life in the Consensus than he was. 

But he didn’t give up. I think that’s when I really started to look at him, and not just because the flab was coming off his butt, but because it was like something was chasing him. Whether it was classroom work or something out in the field, Nigel gave it his all, trying to rebuild who he was. And I admit it was nice to talk to someone new, who was also away from home and unsure of themselves. He didn’t judge, just listened and understood. 

“Things would be so much easier if we just screwed,” but as soon as the words were out of her mouth, Asa knew she was glad they hadn’t. Far from a prude, Asa liked sex, and how her body felt when enjoyed with another, but knew that if she and Nigel had taken that step, it would have put up a wall between them instead of taking one down. 

Stacking splintered pieces of purple-tinged crystal one atop another, Asa formed a wobbling tower in front of her and couldn’t help seeing the similarities with her relationship with Nigel. The tipping point between them was coming, someone would have to decide. As the tower started a fatal lean, Asa grabbed the crystals and laid them gently on the stone floor before pushing herself to her feet. 

Enough of this. Waiting for him to make the first move will give me gray hairs, so the next time I see him, he and I are going to have a heart to heart. We’ll either be friends, or risk trying for something more. No more hiding for either of us.

With her decision made and vowing to stop spending so much of her time thinking about a man, Asa walked straighter and allowed the wonder of this alien world to seep back into her thoughts as she hurried down the labyrinthine tunnel towards the science team. 

Following the pools of light from the widely spaced flood lamps, Asa allowed her mind’s eye to see shapes reflected in the embedded crystals within the stone walls. The flickering lights reminded Asa of when she would stare into the flames at her grandmother’s house, as she regaled her and her cousins with fanciful stories of Old Earth and the myths they brought with them to their adopted world of Adogit.

There was the flash of an arrow sent by a woodland elf to discourage trespassers from entering their territory. There was a stab of lightning thrown by Thor to vanquish the giants raiding the village and there was the dark and dangerous cavern mouth where hordes of dwarves waited to spill forth and attack!

Asa threw up her hands and shadow-boxed against the imaginary enemies who surrounded her. Each lightning quick jab broke a dwarven nose, each kick shattered a rib, but the hordes didn’t stop, they just kept pouring out of the darkened tunnel, just waiting…

“Excuse me, Agent? Asa?”

Asa skidded to a stop so fast that she lost her balance and if not for the wall behind her, she would have landed on her backside, her fists raised to strike.

As the last shreds of her imaginary adversaries dissolved into the surrounding shadows, Asa swept back her sweaty hair and stared up at Finn and forced herself not to groan.

By the gods of Valhalla, why did it have to be Finn?

Asa hurriedly finger-combed sweaty hair over ears that felt like they were blistering and hoped the poor lighting hid the red she felt on her cheeks as she faced the younger man, brushing rock dust from her edo suit, the flakes of amethyst crystals that contaminated the area stone glittered and flowed away like an ethereal cloak, and tried to capture her fading dignity.

Dressed in the tunic and leggings common with the people of Adogit but sporting the distinctive pin of a Consensus civil servant, the golden circle of interlocking appendages of Consensus members made a striking if asymmetrical design on the young man. Asa forced herself to see the twenty-five-year-old before her, not the youth that used to dog her heels when they were kids back in their village. Finn noticed her attention, straightened, and pulled his tunic taut. 

Asa’s embarrassment faded as she shook her head and smiled at herself. “Don’t mind me, Finn. I thought I was alone and, if I’m honest, I’ve been a little bored as you science types have been having all the fun,” Asa said and gave a slight nod to the badge on Finn’s chest.

And just like that, the young man puffed out his chest and Asa couldn’t help but giggle. Color flushed Finn’s cheeks, and before indignation took hold, he followed Asa’s lead and soon the pair were laughing outloud at themselves.

Wiping warm tears from her cheeks, Asa waved Finn to her side. “I guess you can take the kids out of the village, but not the village out of the kids.” Asa felt some of the stress that had gripped her shoulders flow away, as she privately acknowledged that maybe a good laugh had done more good than all her working out did. “I remember when your sisters and I broke into my Uncle Bjarne’s garden shed looking for his stash of mead and you upset the beehive trying to follow us, and you got stung on your…” Seeing Finn’s eyes go wide and red rush to his cheeks, Asa waved her words. “But that life is all behind us now, isn’t it?”

Hurrying to fill the pause before Finn could answer her, Asa arched an eyebrow and asked, “So what’s up that has you out from under Grux’s nose?”

Finn’s budding embarrassment faded, his lips grew thin and colorless, and a seriousness overtook the man that was greater than his years. “Something isn’t right, Asa. Apparently, some scientists noticed a signal or something a few days ago, but Director Grux told them to keep quiet about it. I’m not really sure, I just overheard it. They kept it from me, afraid I’d tell you.”

And running you came, Asa thought, confused by Finn’s seriousness.

“You mean the vibrations from the crystalline spires are intelligent? That’s good news, isn’t it?” Until now, the massive structures that had drawn the team to this world hadn’t revealed a single secret, only asked more questions. None of the science team would even definitively say they were artificial, and the only hint that they might be something other than a unique geological phenomenon was the lone cavern showing what looked like ancient mining activities hinted otherwise. 

Finn shook his head. “Not the spires, at least no one thinks so, but something or someone else is on Cozore. But that isn’t why I came. Director Grux directed that a signal be sent back, and I guess they got a reply.” Finn rubbed his arms as if cool, even though the air was warm and thick with humidity, being so close to the ocean. “I only heard accidentally. No one notices a technician. We’re basically mobile furniture to the scientists, but something isn’t right, Asa. I can feel it.”

Instead of dismissing the younger man, Asa knew that if Finn was openly going around Director Grux, then his concerns had weight. The light-hearted trip down memory lane evaporated like moisture exposed to the killing solar radiation outside, and Asa sped off down the labyrinth. 

Finn sighed, grateful that he no longer carried the burden, and he hurried to catch up with Asa. 
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