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For my parents, Craig and Diane,



who showed me all the great stories.



I hope you like this one.




PART ONE


THE TRAGEDY
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Zervana and Milo, described by the papers as “an embittered rebel and her winged accomplice,” didn’t intend for people to die.

In all of their missions across the planets of Leviathan, it was always Zervana and Milo’s priority that no one got hurt. Everything they did, everything they stole, was for the marginalized communities of the Leviathan galaxy. To hurt them in the process would be to miss the point entirely.

In the rebels’ defense, it was an incredibly unlucky series of events that had to lead to the day’s catastrophe—the crashing of the Solar Express, and the destruction of Rexicon Station—but that didn’t make it okay. It would never be okay. The events of that fateful day would haunt Zervana and Milo for the rest of their lives.

It would even lead to one of their own deaths in time.

For in a strange stroke of destiny, that singular train crash had set in motion several plots all at once. Like how an island in the middle of the sea is its own center of the universe, with waves from infinite starting points sharing a single destination, so too did the tragedy of the Solar Express stand as its own beacon. A centerpiece from which all major events and happenings of the Leviathan galaxy for several years to come would radiate from. When that train crashed, so too did the universe.


2

According to The Leviathan Times, the galaxy’s premier news source, the Solar Express was running its usual route. At 0600 hours, it reached Plak Station and picked up two dozen crates of vaccitubes. The trackless train departed from Plak at 0620, and flew off to the Rexicon Station on the planet Fuul.

At 0656, the Solar Express arrived at Rexicon to unload. It was six minutes behind schedule.

When the conductor opened up her train’s cargo doors, she found that “The vaccitube crates were gone” and the train car had a “huge hole in its floor…” It seemed that the conductor was then “struck by thin air, and killed in an instant” — all according to one of the few surviving bystanders.

Perhaps they were a poor source.

Rexicon’s camera coverage was too blurry to confirm those details, and thin air is thin air, but The Times had published it anyway.

All this: a delay in a train’s arrival, the vanishing of its cargo, and the subsequent death of its conductor, would have been a minor tragedy. But then a slight issue became a major one.

The Lunar Express arrived at Rexicon at 0701, nine minutes ahead of schedule (its conductor, William Goggins, was a young man who was earnest but overeager), and though Goggins tried his best to screech the Lunar Express to a halt, the two trains collided at 0702.

That wouldn’t have been fatal for anyone but Goggins — and perhaps the Solar Express’ conductor if she wasn’t dead already. But there were 85 casualties that day at Rexicon. Not 2.

A foolhardy man had rushed to help the first fallen conductor, taking it upon himself to try and move the Solar Express out of the Lunar Express’ way. He, of course, lacked any knowledge of trackless travel and dragged the two trains, now linked together, towards the center of Rexicon Station. The Leviathan Times wrote matter-of-factly: “The two masses of steel hurtled through Rexicon, killing a dozen innocent victims in their wake.”

For those who were able to duck away from the impending doom, there was a frenzy of civilians rushing to Rexicon Station’s exit portals.

In Leviathan, scientific progress has eliminated the need for mass transportation like airplanes or buses; nearly everyone travels through portals. It’s great for quick travel, but terrible for an onslaught of desperation.

Not one person was successful in their mad dash.

The Solar and Lunar Expresses spun out, taking most of Rexicon down with them. And all that the three lonely survivors saw before being covered with rubble was the flight of a winged creature and…someone else—sporting a tunic with a broken tube, as vaccitube pirates often did—riding on its back through a portal to safety.

Ninety were present, only five survived.

The Times headline greatly embellished that: “REBELS CAUSE CATASTROPHE AT REXICON” they wrote, above the subtitle “A PIRATE ATTEMPT GONE WRONG KILLS HUNDREDS.”

Beneath that was a shaky security photo captured of the winged beast and its rebel rider. The article did not know them by their names, Milo and Zervana.
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According to Zervana, what they were doing wasn’t rebellious. It was required. Vaccitubes were overpriced; they were simply redistributing the wealth.

The history of vaccitubes is an important one, which Zervana mulled over often. At least, the parts which she was aware of.

For over two thousand years, the Leviathan galaxy operated as Earth once did. People primarily traveled via airports in major cities, and planes would take them to and from different destinations. Yet instead of planes, the galaxy had transported people in spacecrafts. In place of countries or cities, the destinations were different planets. But that had all changed far before anyone alive could remember.

Long ago, a man named Peter Gibb realized how extensive and bureaucratic space travel was.

He recognized that if someone could create some sort of instantaneous travel, then passengers wouldn’t need to go to spaceports or fly in spaceships. They wouldn’t need to spend hours waiting for take-off and eventual landing; immeasurable amounts of fuel need not be wasted every year; pilots wouldn’t need to be hired and trained, nor ports built on every major planet. If someone could create instant travel, the benefit for the galaxy would be immeasurable.

True to his vision, Gibb did exactly that. He built portals.

Always a timid man, Peter’s first true love was reading, and by the age of 38 it had still been his only lover. So with a sharp mind and a tendency towards solitude, his achievements were as impressive as they were inevitable.

It was a trait many Gibb descendants would share, making their family’s eventual control of the galaxy no great surprise. They had time on their hands, and hate in their hearts.

Gibb’s portals, always built in pairs, could break down the matter of an object in an entry port, transfer that matter to an exit port, and reconstruct it back into the object.

It was impressive, but his children’s modifications carried it even further. At age 42, Peter married a woman named Lisa. She was as beautiful as she was greedy, and unsurprisingly his portals had brought him enormous wealth. As such, in spite of their nonexistent chemistry, Lisa demanded that Peter marry her quickly. And with no previous basis for love, Peter agreed.

The Gibb family lineage continued.

Their first son Gabriel patented the portal design, realized its potential for transporting living creatures, and got it through trials. Many of those trials were… unsuccessful, but enough weren’t.

Gabriel’s own daughter, Samantha, then went on to create the GIBB corporation, which put an entry and exit portal on every planet.

GIBB tore down the old spaceports and replaced them with new stations that still allowed for cargo transport, but streamlined passenger travel significantly. One such station was Rexicon. There was an area for trains to drop off shipments of goods, and portals for passengers themselves to travel through.

Samantha’s development to her grandfather’s invention gave the family great power, but it was her adopted sons Anthony and Adrian who really had the vision for profit.

The pair had grown up in foster homes together from a young age. It had hardened them, but also given them the tools they needed to take an opportunity by its throat. By the time of their adoption, GIBB portals and stations were on nearly every planet in Leviathan, and that brought the company a nice sum of money. But once the portals were built, the money stopped coming.

GIBB had created a revolutionary invention, and yet, after a one-time assembly purchase, they stopped reaping the rewards.

From their time in foster homes, Anthony and Adrian had observed the way power was formed and maintained. Foster children who had been in the homes the longest could make up whatever ridiculous rules they wanted to, and the newer kids were stuck obeying them. And so the Gibb adoptees devised a similar plan. If they could somehow warp the galaxy’s status quo, it could allow GIBB to profit indefinitely.

Therefore, as soon as Anthony and Adrian took over the family company, they began spreading a “NEW DEVELOPMENT!”

“You can no longer travel through portals from planet to planet, as it’s lethal to undergo repeated instantaneous atmospheric change.” Though, for a small fee of 100 ice (just the cost of a pair of shoes), GIBB could supply you with an elixir called a “vaccitube”. Drink it, and you’d be safe to travel.

It didn’t take much convincing for people to accept that lie. In fact, the placebo not only increased profits—it raised travel numbers. It was nice to feel secure in your travels, even if you were just drinking rebranded water. Vaccitubes spread across Leviathan, and over the course of several generations, the GIBB corporation refined the lie even further.

First, the prices rose. 100 ice became 1000, and then the prices diversified. You could go to the barren, droll planet Onstar for 950 ice, but traveling to the luxurious ocean planet Spreek would cost you 5000.

Then, the tubes changed colors. Different planets were different colored tubes. Onstar was a sickly, bold yellow: the color of a dehydrated person’s pee. Spreek was deep, royal blue: a color so rich that everyone clamored to drink it. When Spreek became overwhelmed with visitors and the planet’s government banned tourism, a black market was born. The once-5000 ice tube quadrupled in value.

People and creatures didn’t use the tubes exclusively for travel. There are 242 planets in Leviathan, and in no time wealthy collectors made it a goal to collect them all, from Onstar yellow to Spreek blue, and everywhere in between.

So GIBB limited supply, stopped making some tubes altogether, and demand raised in turn. They even put out a special platinum tube to mark the 100th anniversary of Peter Gibb’s invention, which did nothing at all, for the price of 100,000 ice. It sold out at once.

Eventually, everyone forgot the days before vaccitubes.

People didn’t even test traveling without one; it was simply accepted that if you were going through a portal, you had to drink a vaccitube first, or the instant travel will kill you. It was just like a transaction fee, one of those scams that everyone believed in. Even though you still could travel through a portal simply by thinking of your destination, nobody dared try it. Why risk your life, when you could travel with the promise of safety?

By the time Amos Gibb took over his family’s business, it had been nearly 500 years since Anthony and Adrian first broadcast their lie, and 18 generations since the last knowledgeable people had died off. The company didn’t even have to silence the occasional protests, calling for a return to those ancient spaceports with the time-consuming crafts of old. People liked convenience, and they would swallow a lot to keep it.

GIBB was set to thrive until the end of time, and perhaps even after that.

Every planet had a station like Rexicon, even the poor ones. Stations where trackless trains hurtled to and fro daily, as the people and creatures of Leviathan entered or exited via portal. Merchants would sell, and beggars would beg, and vendors would vend. The portal stations were just the old spaceports under a different name. The Gibb family name.

There was just one small wrinkle.

There was only one way to make a scam like vaccitubes work; the tubes had to taste scientific. Just as Leviathan wouldn’t accept the tubes all being one color (the lie didn’t make sense unless there were tubes of every color, for every planet) the tubes couldn’t taste like water either. Vaccitubes needed to taste rich, their colors needed to be vibrant, and the source of the liquid had to be renewable. Otherwise, people would start to doubt that the tubes were really necessary.

Which is where Leonora Gibb came in. The callous wife to Adrian’s son, hers was the darkest branch of the Gibb family tree.

When Leonora led the company, there were roughly five million species of creatures (including humans) who occupied Leviathan. One species, the Mesitos, were a wonky creature resembling small dinosaurs. A Mesito's skin was smooth like a seal’s, and their legs were like arrowheads, pointy and thick. If the mythical Loch Ness Monster were real (and in Leviathan, it likely was), Mesitos would look like old Nessie, but the size of a small sedan. Though often overlooked, they had a very special attribute.

Mesitos could shapeshift. From a Mesito to a mosquito, or a monkey, or a moose, or any species of animal, human, or otherwise, for as long as they could hold their concentration. When they shifted, so did the blood flowing through them. From purple blood, to red, or even that bold-yet-pale yellow, or deep royal blue…

It didn’t take long for Leonora Gibb to capture a Mesito. Before her time, they traveled freely just like any other species. It was easy to kidnap a young one, separate it from its mother, and from the moment she ran her first tests, Leonora realized the potential on her hands. GIBB could put out a campaign quite easily and round up all the Mesitos of the galaxy. It took little time or money to publicize propaganda that Mesitos were malicious creatures, and needed to be captured at all costs. They even spun it as a humanitarian effort: “Help GIBB help the Mesitos. Help us give them a home, and give us all harmony.”

From there, GIBB housed the Mesitos on an abandoned planet called Bex - a small, grassy world in the center of the universe - and let them roam semi-humanely. Every now and then, some Mesitos would be forced to breed (they bred like rabbits when they were scared). From there, it was just a matter of noting which color tube GIBB needed, and bleeding those Mesitos dry.

There was a special kind of horror to Leonora. There was irony, too; the cruelest Gibb family member wasn’t even of the lineage.

If ever a Mesito got off of Bex, they didn’t last long. The company had eyes and ears across the Leviathan galaxy. A Mesito could run, they could possibly even hide, but by their very nature, Mesitos couldn’t hide forever. They could only hold form for so long. The moment they revealed their true selves, GIBB settled things as they always did, and “harmony” would be restored.

Peter Gibb once perfected instantaneous travel and provided a great service to the Leviathan galaxy. Yet it required only a few powerful individuals to transform an engineering marvel into a grisly system for profit.

No one, apart from Amos Gibb, the descendant currently in charge of GIBB corporation, and the mindless doctors harvesting the blood of innocent Mesitos on Bex, knew anything about the great lies.

Not even Zervana.

Zervana knew that vaccitubes were outrageously priced. So much so that she had devoted her life to stealing and redistributing their shipments. She also knew that her loyal sidekick Milo was one of the so-called Mesitos; she had sheltered him nearly all his life. But neither Zervana nor Milo knew about the days before the tubes, or what GIBB corp. kept hidden away on Bex.

The only fact that mattered to them on this particular day was that the Solar Express was a few kilometers off, and it was set to reach Rexicon Station at 0650, with 24 crates of fresh tubes…

Zervana checked her watch. 0656.

The Solar Express was running late.
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According to Milo, this was a bad idea.

He was worried. Milo and Zervana had pirated shipments from Rexicon Station many times. He was worried precisely because they’d done missions here many times. Milo thought they were getting too comfortable.

Rexicon was one of the least-patrolled portal stations in all of Leviathan, which made it an obvious site for pirating. The infrequent patrolling was because it was the portal station of the planet Fuul, which only had around 4,000 inhabitants - a hundred of which or less would usually be coming in and out. Additionally, it was emphasized on Fuul (and many planets of Leviathan’s Outlands) that one should only work two to four hours a day, which was roughly half of the sunlight hours for all Outlands planets.

So the conductors who ran the train route going through Rexicon didn’t intend to stay long, and there wasn’t much to unload at each stop. Most pirates avoided the route entirely; a small payload wasn’t worth the effort. Instead, they organized raids of the most populous stations, where trains would roll through and spend 30-40 minutes unloading crate after crate. But of course, the more to unload, the more heavily-patrolled a station was, and thus many raids of those stations were unsuccessful. High risk, high reward.

Zervana and Milo preferred the less-populous stations. They may only have five or ten minutes to rob a singular train car, but less people were moving throughout the station, meaning fewer guards. Truthfully, they didn’t even need five or ten minutes to be successful. Milo was a Mesito, and Zervana had spent her entire life devoted to rebellion.

Their strategy was simple. When the train stopped, Milo would shapeshift into something small - usually a mouse - and crawl into the train car which was likely to contain the most tubes (Zervana had researched average unloading numbers for weeks in advance of every mission).

Then Milo would shift again into his regular Mesito form and carve a hole into the bottom of the train car with his talon. From there, he’d throw out as many crates as he could before Zervana radioed him to leave - she’d always know the true last possible second; she had it down to a science.

Once he got the signal, Milo would hop down his hole, shifting into a Volpex while falling (Volpexes are a species in Leviathan characterized by their sticky skin, with bodies shaped like a big, shell-less tortoise), and let all the crates stick to his body while he crawled away quickly.

The conductor would open the door, realize they’ve been robbed, and sound an alarm. While the station guards rushed to the tracks, Zervana would jump out of her vantage point and cause a distraction. Never the same thing as something they’d done before — this was crucial.

Guards would either rush to Zervana then, or at least be distracted long enough for Milo to enter a predetermined hiding spot, where he’d shift back into himself and smash the crates. Then it was simply a matter of packing them all away and waiting for the drama to blow over. It always did; Milo and Zervana rarely stole enough to make a major scene.

The conductors would eventually cut their losses and pull out of station, at which point Milo would inconspicuously leave and meet Zervana with all of their new goods. Enough tubes for them to go wherever they needed, with plenty leftover to give out to the needy.

Of course there were variations and backup plans, predetermined strategies for if something went wrong: Zervana had spent her entire life conducting these missions, and therefore across hundreds of adventures on dozens of planets, she and Milo had always been successful.

Only, today would be different. Very different. And Milo was worried. Very worried.

“How are we looking, Zee?”

“Still no signs,” Zervana radioed back. “It’s running late.”

Milo knew what that meant. Every minute on an Outlands route counted. His time frame for success was shrinking by the minute.

“Maybe we should call this off?” Milo proposed, a rare suggestion from him. Usually Zervana was the more careful of the two, but today he felt something was off.

“Wait — look, it’s here.”

Zervana was right. Milo watched as the trackless wonder of steel and craftsmanship chugged into place. For half a second, he marveled at the beautifully pristine face of the train, wondering if the laborers who built it could afford its most expensive goods. The half second passed quickly, and Milo got to work.
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From her vantage point, Zervana watched as a green Mesito figure, shrouded by clothing, shrank in the corner of the train station. His body contorted, his clothes fell off, and then he was gone. Not really gone of course, but too tiny for a person’s eye to see. She pulled out a pair of binoculars and squinted through them to see Milo, now a mouse, scurrying quickly to the train.

Given the distance between Milo’s initial hiding spot and the train’s caboose, it should’ve taken about 20 seconds to get there. 20 seconds to get in, another 20 to get out by; Zervana knew they didn’t have much more time than that. The conductor today was Susan Gillmore, and from the past few weeks of scouting, Zervana knew that Gillmore wouldn’t dilly-dally.

Sure enough, within five seconds Susan was already out of the conductor’s car and fumbling for keys to the caboose. Perhaps 40 seconds wouldn’t be enough. Milo was falling behind.

Zervana waited with bated breath as 20 ticks of her watch passed. The broad-shouldered Susan Gillmore had her keys in-hand, ready to open the caboose, and Milo was barely reaching the car himself.

25 seconds: Milo was at the caboose, but not inside. He’d have almost no time to get in, cut the hole, and toss out a few crates. Zervana cursed, what was taking him so long?

She watched the mouse become a fly, buzzing through a crack in the train’s door. It flew slowly, Zervana found that odd. But she couldn’t radio Milo now. He needed to focus.

With a sinking feeling, her watch started to beep. 35 seconds. It was time for her to radio for him to get out. Susan Gillmore’s hand was on the train door. But Zervana knew Milo couldn’t have gotten anything yet – he’d taken so long to board! To radio now would be to waste the past few weeks of preparation. It would mean they’d leave empty-handed. “One more second,” she whispered. One more, and then she’d radio. They had to get something.

Gillmore’s hand gripped the door. A tenth of a second had passed. Her finger muscles tensed. Two-tenths. She shifted her weight; her hand was rigid… four-tenths; Milo had no time! Gillmore began pulling the door handle. Zervana needed to radio now; no, before now, but she still couldn’t move. Gillmore pulled the caboose handle all the way down, and if her ears were good enough, she might have heard faintly inside the sound of a radio watch whispering “Now!” and the scramble of a Mesito.

The kinds of sounds that, given half a second more, would’ve been the sounds of a ghost successfully vanished. But they didn’t have that half-second. Milo had been slow. Zervana had been careless. And Gillmore, for the last time of her short life, had been punctual. She opened the train door, and saw Milo mid-transition. It would be the last thing she ever saw.
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Milo didn’t mean to space out during the mission.

It was just in that brief moment, as he changed from Mesito to mouse, that his mind got away from the task at hand, and his body moved on auto pilot. As his whole being contorted, his biology changing, Milo wondered again if this was all worth it.

This was clearly what Zervana wanted to do with her life. Even before working with Milo, she had pirated tubes with her brother. It had been their life's work, and she hoped it would be until the end of time. But Milo never made that choice.

Zervana and her brother had found him as a baby, a tiny little green thing crying in a ship wreckage. From that moment on, Zervana raised Milo like a son, even though she was only eleven years older than him and lacked any solid parental figures of her own. He appreciated her for it, at times even loved what they did for the Leviathan galaxy. When Zervana would go on one of her idealistic, this-is-our-purpose talks, or when they personally hand-delivered tubes to less fortunate families, and Milo got to see a little child smile with the realization that they may be able to break away from poverty - those were the moments that made all of this stress and strain worth it.

Still, physically and mentally, the missions were taking a toll on Milo. A toll which he alone was burdened by.

Milo and Zervana both knew very little about Mesitos. In the seventeen years since Zervana had adopted him and they’d begun their work together, he had seen zero in the flesh. He’d try reading up on his species, but what little the history books said had scared him. They described Mesitos as ferocious creatures capable of great harm. A minimum of one paragraph was devoted to the oft-repeated story of a pack of Mesitos killing a group of schoolchildren, yet the details at times differed. Was it centuries of information watered down over time, Milo wondered, or was the entire story greatly exaggerated? He didn’t feel he could be violent, and he certainly didn’t feel ferocity pulsing through his body.

What Milo really wanted to know was his own average lifespan.

He knew Zervana would probably live another 50 years; in time she could maybe have a family and retire. She claimed she would never settle down, and he’d always concur, but deep down he was ready to move on. He had been ready for a long time. Milo often wondered if that dopamine boost he got from delivering vaccitubes to families had less to do with the tubes, and more to do with the families.

He was ready to be a dad, a husband, a family man.

Yet he felt nobody could ever love a Mesito, except perhaps maybe another of his kind. And for all Milo knew, he was the very last one left.

His time was running out. He could hope beyond hope that his time as a pirate would soon end, and his time as a father would soon begin. Yet there may be no time to settle down left. He was 17 years of age now; for all he knew Mesitos might not live past 20. Perhaps the only person who would ever love Milo the Mesito would be Zervana, and even that was in question.

Maybe it was better to just pirate vaccitubes until the day he died. At least then he’d be contributing something to this universe. Something that didn’t say that Mesitos were ferocious, and capable of great harm—

“Now!”

All at once, Milo came back to himself.

He was inside the train car, cradling a crate of vaccitubes. How he got here he could barely recall. What he knew was that Zervana had just radioed his watch; he reacted at once. Looking down through a hole his absentminded talon had carved (with the precision of an amateur surgeon), Milo saw a measly two crates on the station floor. Including the one he held in his hand, 3 out of 24 was pitiful. But he had no time for more.

Milo jumped, shifting from Mesito to Volpex; his tail retracted, his snout scrunched up, his skin became sticky, and his body became big and flat.

The shift didn’t stick the landing. Halfway through transformation, Milo watched the barn door before him pull aside. While the crates below him were out of view, he wouldn’t be by the time this conductor came closer. Milo was forced to make an executive decision, just like Zervana had. He shifted his concentration.

Instead of becoming a Volpex, Milo concentrated on something small and powerful.

He became a wasp, and went in for a sting.

Milo didn’t actually want to hurt the conductor - it would be a distraction, really. Yet, the perfect storm of misfortune continued, and Milo was between all three species when he locked eyes with Susan Gillmore.

He had the sharp talons of a Mesito, the adhesive strength of a Volpex, and the venom of a wasp, but pulsing through a much larger body. Milo’s distraction was coma-inducing. When he stung Gillmore, he wasn’t a tiny insect; he was a puppy-sized wasp with extra venom, an extra sharp stinger, and the inability to let go. For nearly four seconds Milo was embedded in Gillmore. Only when she collapsed did he finally reach the state of wasp he’d been aiming for.

Milo watched as the woman before him fell to the floor. In a daze, he heard the sound of Zervana screaming on radio, “Get out of there!”

Milo bolted down his hole, his mind spiraling. He was wrong. He’d been wrong about everything. He was a vicious creature after all.
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Rick Albertson was a doctor, one of the best in all of Leviathan. He had saved hundreds of patients across the galaxy, usually in a myriad of entertaining ways.

Once, Albertson was called to the windy planet Crimore, for a large twig had been carried by the wind and lodged itself in the throat of Crimore’s president. Dr. Albertson had to dislodge the twig and repair the president’s throat, all before he’d deliver a speech to the planet that night. It was billed as “the most dramatic surgery Doctor Albertson has ever undergone,” yet hardly anyone had tuned in. Critics lambasted the show for being “Too cartoonish,” “inconsistent with its characterization,” and “borderline offensive with its lapses in logic.” Therefore, after just 12 episodes, Doctor Albertson was canceled.

Thus, Gary Miller, the actor who had played Rick Albertson and at one time was hailed “Leviathan’s next big acting sensation” (by Miller’s mother to her friends), found himself out of work and out of confidence, and in the bottle.

Was he sober that day at Rexicon Station, when he’d watched conductor Susan Gillmore fall to the ground and exclaimed, “Stand back, I’m a doctor!”? Not in the slightest. Gary Miller also wasn’t sober when he’d reached the conductor, placed two fingers on her ear, and seconds later wailed, “She’s deadddddd!!!”

Finally, Gary Miller certainly wasn’t sober when he noticed that the Lunar Express was chugging towards Rexicon.

It was impossible to measure the insobriety that made the final decision: while Miller had never driven a train (not even on TV), he thought he would be the perfect person to move the Solar Express out of its way.

He’d be a hero. And who knows? Maybe then Doctor Albertson would get a Season 2.
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Zervana knew a bad situation when she saw one, and this one was getting worse by the second.

First, Milo had been slow. When the conductor had opened the train doors, Zervana noted that only a handful of crates were missing. She realized they had wasted all this time to get only a few less-desirable tubes. She was disappointed, though forgiving, and moving on to the distraction phase when she suddenly saw the conductor collapse to the ground.

That was unexpected. Of course, their line of work was dangerous. It certainly wasn’t the first time that Milo or Zervana had to resort to aggression for their mission to succeed. Yet both were peaceful and avoided violence at all costs. Their number one priority in every mission was to preserve every life.

Luckily, it looked like Gillmore was okay, just more stunned than Milo probably intended. Zervana pressed her radio button and shouted “Get out of there!”. Then she leaped from her vantage point to get in position.

But then Zervana heard someone yell that they were a doctor, her heart beating faster. The situation was getting more complicated by the second, and now she might need to distract guards as well as concerned citizens.

Then, she heard the wailing, and the terrible news. That doctor had pronounced Gillmore dead. In an instant, Zervana forgot all about the mission and Milo hiding away with the crates, and began to panic.

Zervana never panicked. Panicking only diluted good judgment. It wasn’t so much panic about the mission, or even really about a life lost (sadly this was not the first time someone had died because of their work). Though the image of her brother had materialized in her head, she didn’t heed it. Zervana was only panicking because she knew Milo must have heard the doctor yelling.

Milo hadn’t been himself as of late. The slow movement today was only the latest example. Zervana didn’t mind picking up the slack; at the end of the day this was her dream, and Milo was just helping her fulfill it. But she knew how peaceful he was. That he would never harm a fly; this could send him in a spiral. He could shut down. Zervana needed to get to him. She didn’t care about distracting guards anymore; she just needed to make sure Milo was okay.

That moment caused Zervana to miss the detail that could’ve changed everything that day. She didn’t see the Lunar Express as it made its way towards Rexicon, nine minutes ahead of schedule.
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Billy Goggins liked to gamble. Truthfully, it was an addiction. But the best way to ignore an addiction, Goggins found, was simply to define it as a hobby.

It was an expensive hobby. Goggins had lost over 20,000 ice at the casinos of Dinnto in the past week alone. He really didn’t mind, however. He just enjoyed himself. Unlike most gambling addicts, Goggins was genuinely just happy-go-lucky and enjoyed the thrill of the game. Besides, it wasn’t his money anyhow. His ancestors had made a fortune on GIBB stock back when Leonora led the company, and Goggins’ family had been loaded ever since.

So Billy just liked to gamble.

He liked to show up, bluff every hand, and win a surprising number of them, because you’d have to be a genius or an idiot to bluff as believably as Billy did when he had one pair on a probable flush showing. Billy was definitely the latter: his losses spoke for themselves.

It wasn’t just on Dinnto where Billy gambled, either. He’d also taken a gamble signing up for this job. Conductor of the Lunar Express sounded pretty nice to Billy. He had no prior work experience (he’d never needed it), but he felt he could handle driving a space train. With the help of his family name, and a questionable two weeks of training, he got the job.

It was also a gamble when William Goggins decided to start his route earlier than he was supposed to. There would still be about ten minutes for his predecessor to unload and pull out, so hey, he should be fine. Besides, he really wanted to get home early this evening. He had just bought one of those rare platinum vaccitubes for his personal collection, and it was due to arrive later that night.

To his surprise though, as Rexicon Station came into view, Goggins saw that the Solar Express was still there. A good conductor, an experienced conductor - really, anyone but William Goggins - knew that these were trackless trains. You don’t have to brake; you can just change direction.

But Billy Goggins liked to gamble… and there looked to be just enough room for him to brake. So, he did just that. Like almost all of Goggins’ gambles, this one did not pay off.
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Milo didn’t hear what the doctor had said, for he was too caught up in his head. In one book, it had said that Mesitos had ten rows of razor-sharp teeth that could bite the heads off of any living creature. Milo had read that one when he was 12 years old, and immediately gone to the mirror to check. He didn’t have ten rows of razor-sharp teeth, just some tiny round ones, so he figured they must be due to come in when he was older. Now that he was older and his teeth weren’t any less round, Milo guessed that the book had gotten it wrong. They probably meant to say razor-sharp talons, which he sort of had. Or maybe evolution had changed him. Maybe he wasn’t a true Mesito.

Milo did hear Zervana as she ran to him and worriedly asked if he was alright. He focused again. “I’m sorry Zee, I don’t know what got into me.”

“Don’t apologize, it’s okay,” she said reassuringly. “Sometimes people die, and…”

Zervana tried to think of a way to end that sentence. A way to justify their unintended body count. She came up with nothing but silence. In a way, that was her answer. Nothing made this death better, but to tell her friend that would destroy him beyond repair. Perhaps minimizing what died today was the only thing left to salvage; the thought made Zervana sick to the stomach.

“Oh no, Zee—” Milo went wide-eyed, looking just past Zervana’s shoulder… She followed his gaze.

The Lunar Express was barreling towards them. Before she could blink, Zervana felt herself swept off the ground. One dead conductor was about to be the least of Rexicon’s problems.
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At 0702, the Solar Express was struck by the Lunar Express. The immediate force killed William Goggins. As the two trains locked together, Susan Gillmore was fatally crushed and the drunkard Gary Miller was concussed, driving the two trains towards the center of Rexicon.

As the trains spun out, an additional 31 guests were killed. Among them were 8 humans. The Solar Express collided first with a wall. Then the back end of the Lunar Express, spinning on its axis, hit the same wall. Gary Miller died from the first collision, which also brought down the roof of Rexicon Station, resulting in 20 more casualties.

Almost everyone who was lucky enough to survive the rubble falling, was not so lucky as the second collision ended with an ensuing explosion. 23 more died then, including the 2 on-duty guards that day. An additional 9 patrons sustained serious, eventually-fatal, injuries. Only three guests lived to tell the tale of the Solar Express that day.

Not counting the two rebels.

Milo took the form of a pterodactyl, and with Zervana on his back, they quickly drank a jade-colored vaccitube and flew through the Rexicon exit portal. An image of Zervana with her rebel tunic, drinking the very thing she aimed to destroy, was plastered on buildings for weeks to come. Tabloids gave them the nickname, “The High-Flying Hypocrites”.

In the following year, when Rexicon was rebuilt and the names of all who died were memorialized inside, citizens of Fuul spray-painted the text “Where are the high-flying hypocrites now?” on the wall next to the memorial board.

It wasn’t washed off.

Eighty-five were killed, but only two people were remembered.
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In many ways, what went down with the Solar Express was the best thing that would ever happen to Amos Gibb. His company had lost some vaccitubes, sure, but at long last, they had gained the support of all of Leviathan.

It didn’t stick long, though. The thing with tragedies in a galaxy with 242 planets, billions of people, and all of their corresponding problems, is that life moves on pretty quickly. Which is exactly what happened with the event at Rexicon. Everyone rallied for justice and stronger regulation of vaccitube pirates — the kinds of lawless unabiding citizens who ignored the system — and that was met with pushback by others who felt the issue wasn’t the pirates, but rather what they pirated, and that led to Amos Gibb.

He’d in turn put out some statement that barely anyone read, but everyone had an opinion on, and people would move past the tragedy before their heads hurt.

In truth, Gibb didn’t even have to put out a statement. He had people who did that for him; their names were on Gibb’s receipts between bartender and pool boy. Both of which were worth far more to Amos at that moment, as he laid out under the sun sipping a mai tai.

Amos Gibb was the latest in a long line of subpar GIBB corp. leaders. His grandfather, Kenneth, was remembered for his many addictions, his period of sobering up, and his subsequent rebirth as a newfound man of faith. To those rich enough to own stock, they hated Kenny Gibb; his actions under faith always led red. Deep down, they were also woefully disappointed in him. Addictions belonged to all, but it was rarely the rich who cleaned up. Those who had money didn’t need faith to tell them that all their mistakes were okay. Kenny, however, felt certain things were bigger than money, and he’d never convince shareholders of that.

Kenneth had no children, but he did marry a learned woman near the end of his life who had two kids of her own. Benjamin and Lindsey, the latter of whom inherited GIBB.

Lindsey had problems of her own, and her brother flamed them. She ultimately went insane, leaving Benjamin to take the company. GIBB historians often posed the question of whether vile traits of self-preservation was something that ran in the Gibb family’s DNA. However, after Benjamin the stepson, it was determined that it had to have been the allure of the unimaginable power he who ran GIBB held. Or maybe it was just human nature that everyone is capable of corruption, given the proper vice.

Benjamin and his second wife Robin had Amos. Soon after, Benjamin moved on to wife number three, forcing Robin to move out. With Amos, she went to the small farming planet Catleed, where Amos grew up living a simple life of luxury. He had his first kiss in the same town he bought his first car, went to his first dance, broke his first bone, and made his first step towards corruption.

On the third day of Amos’ twenty-fourth summer, a car of men in dark suits and darker shades pulled up to the farmhouse and delivered Robin the news of Benjamin’s death. Amos would be the chosen successor for the GIBB company, a company which he had been sheltered from all his life. Despite his mother’s begging, he agreed to lead it.

Amos objectively may be the worst GIBB leader of all time. He hadn’t had a green quarter in ten years, and the bounties of pirates had grown tenfold since his tenure. He didn’t do anything to fight them. He didn’t even raise a finger when his second-in-command came out to the pool that day and told him about Rexicon.

“Sir, I’ve got some bad news.”

Amos raised his sunglasses from his recessed eyes and took a look at Rupert. He looked disheveled as always. Gray hairs dotted along his skinny face, and there looked to be a bit of blood on his collar. That amused Amos. He knew all about Rupert’s bad habits; his sole wish to establish a GIBB “Creature Control Division” that would be run entirely by him. Rupert was a fantastic second-in-command, always aggressive when it came to matters of business, but Amos also saw how Rupert liked to take out his aggressions in other ways. For example, through his frequent hunting trips to Bex (he was the first non-Gibb family member to know about the Mesito sanctuary in over a century, not counting the blood-siphoners there). He traveled the galaxy often, always well-armed, taking more joy from hunting rogue creatures than he did from being paid. Rupert Sears was a good employee, but he was also a violent one.

“What happened?” Amos asked sleepily.

“There’s been a train crash, on Fuul.”

“How much did we lose?” Again, Amos asked the question nonchalantly. If it was under 50 crates of vaccitubes, he wouldn’t care.

“We think 24, Mr. Gibb.” Rupert spoke politely, but the anger on his face was palpable. If it were up to him, he’d go kill the pirates himself.

Amos chuckled, his floral shirt lifting with each laugh. From the curve of his beer belly and up, the top half of the shirt’s buttons were undone, revealing a hairy chest and Amos’ priorities. “That doesn't sound like a problem to me, old boy.” Amos pulled down his sunglasses, and said no more.

“Well, sir, we have to do something, or risk looking weak.” Rupert spat out that last word. There was nothing in Leviathan Rupert despised more than weaklings.

“What do you think I pay you for? Have at it, Rupe,” Amos laughed again. Everything was seemingly funny to him. The sun beat down on his weathered face, and Rupert thought that he looked particularly out-of-shape today.

“Okay boss, I’ll handle things…”

After a pause, Rupert asked “Sir, maybe I oughta issue a statement saying that the rebels are wanted, and that if anyone has any information to send it our way?” The question hung in the air for a moment, before Amos sleepily replied “Sure.” He might’ve heard the question, but he would’ve said yes to anything if it meant returning to sleep.

Rupert grinned a ghoulish smile. He knew he could catch the pirates himself, but it made it all the easier, and all the more fun, if the galaxy at large kept a lookout for him. He liked to make his targets squirm.

With that, Rupert went to his quarters and gathered some supplies.

Rupert was a slow man, but quick to display aggression. His eyes were often bloodshot, and always beady. Scars lined his scrawny face like haphazard paint strokes, each with a story that ended with a gravestone. And perhaps his most prominent feature had nothing to do with appearance at all; Rupert was never seen without a weapon in hand.

Today, his method of destruction was a chainsaw. It had a red body and shiny silver teeth, but Rupert was optimistic that he could make both parts red before the day was up. It was early morning on this domainless planet, there was still so much killing in store.

Actually, Rupert thought dimly, let’s do a chainsaw and a rifle…

He reached for the latter from his chamber’s wall, where it hung like an item of worship, and filled it with a palmful of bullets. All the while, Rupert tried to plan out what to broadcast to Leviathan. Something cold, I think. Something ruthless.

But the broadcast would have to wait. Rupert’s radio began to buzz.

A little planet called Sizmore, another of Leviathan’s Outlands, was sending out a message. It came in spurts, the static crackling with a wicked edge, but Rupert got the gist: “A beast… loose here… horrifying and incomprehensible… need GIBB Creature Control.”

Rupert smiled. He couldn’t turn down the chance to hunt something described like that.

It was a very lucky day for old Rupe. Even as he ran from his chambers with glee, he didn’t realize just how fortunate he was. For that “horrifying, incomprehensible” creature was the same one who had caused a train accident on Fuul earlier that day.
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After Rupert left, Amos did register the robbery with solemn shame.

He was characterized by most as lazy, but that wasn’t the entire truth. Really, what kept Amos from caring about GIBB’s losses was his lack of care for the company itself. It had been ten years since he took over GIBB, and in that entire time he had seen his mother only once. He hadn’t returned home at all. His mother and friends no longer reached out to him. It wasn’t a busy job, he barely did anything at all, but it was a lonely one. Almost everyone in the galaxy knew Amos Gibb. If ever someone tried to be his friend, it was almost always in service of something greater. People want money and power, and Amos had both. What he didn’t have was friends. He didn’t have much of a family either.

Sometimes he felt that the Gibb family lineage would die with him. Of course, there were many people who would marry him, and he could easily have a child if he desired. But Amos wasn’t interested in marrying someone he didn’t truly love. To that point, he thought it would be impossible for someone to actually love him, given the underlying basis that he was the wealthiest man in the universe.

So Amos spent most of his time lounging. It was easier to drink cocktails and go for an occasional lap in the pool, than it was to confront his ever-growing anxieties. He knew that if he went in the opposite direction — sunk himself into his work and tried to love the GIBB company, tried to help it prosper — he would probably be less miserable. At the very least, his life would move quicker. He’d feel more purposeful, even if it didn’t cure his loneliness. But Amos had reached that point in his depression where even a solution didn’t seem worth pursuing. Because even if he did work hard, learn the business, and care for the company, it would do nothing to help him find genuine love or friendship.

GIBB corp. tended to ruin those who led it. It corrupted them. So if Amos was going to be forced to spend his life alone, he wanted to avoid hating himself.

When Rupert left, Amos fell asleep. It was the third time he’d slept that day. In all the time he had been awake, he had accomplished the drinking of five drinks, the swimming of five minutes, and the speaking of five sentences. Maybe next his big brown eyes would cry five tears.

No. Self-pity wouldn’t get Amos anywhere.

Besides, if he did start crying, some member of his staff would inevitably come ask why - when you’re Amos Gibb, there are cameras on you at all times - and he’d try to answer. Then they’d console him, but only because they were paid to do so. Until the clock struck 1200, when they would switch with the night staff and go home to their loving family, probably laughing as they told them how the richest man in the universe could be so miserable.

Amos’ only other option would be to get up, slide on his flip flops, and walk around the house until something else came to him. Maybe he would take another shower. Or maybe he could take another nap. Or maybe… maybe he could join Rupert. Not because he really cared about bringing the culprits to justice (his entire family business was a fraud; these pirates weren’t really unjust) but because it was just something to do.

Then a minute passed, and Amos was still lying by the pool. “Amos,” he said to himself. “get up and go with Rupert.”

He willed his legs to move, but still nothing. Even though only a minute had passed, he was already bored of the idea.

He just wanted to lie there, perhaps until he died of old age. Imagine that: a skeleton holding a cocktail. Amos let out a deep chuckle, reverberating across his floral print shirt. Everyone said he laughed often. It was because if he didn’t laugh, he would start to cry.

There wasn’t a soul in Leviathan who’d care if Amos Gibb cried.
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In a poll conducted by Leviathan Weekly, the planet Sizmore was ranked as the third-worst planet in all the galaxy. Zervana did not concur: she had been to 139 planets in her travels, and Sizmore would always be her home, her number one. Where she and Milo could lay low and enjoy the simplicities of a planet which everyone had given up on long ago.

You really couldn’t blame people for it: Sizmore was very high on crime, drug, and suicide rates. It was low on literacy, life expectancy, and income. It was also very low in beauty. Sizmore was a planet characterized by smog, and a gritty, off-road aesthetic found in antique, low-budget horror movies. It was a stark contrast to the cheery disposition so often worn by Zervana. She probably only loved the planet so much because it had so little going for it. Like her, Sizmore was an underdog.

Sizmore’s entry and exit portals were at the end of a long tunnel, wet and reeking of urine. You had to walk the length of a football field to exit, and at that point you had almost walked half the entire planet’s distance. Then there was a small business district, lit by red foreboding lights, followed by a few hundred meters of dead land until you reached the sad array of residential apartments. They were all shoddy, the majority housing addicts whose last sober memory had long been cast aside. If you weren’t an addict living on Sizmore, you were probably a criminal, as Milo and Zervana were, laying low in unmarked houses that at any given point were seconds away from dilapidation. Or you were Pepper, the frenzied mother who lived next door to Zervana and Milo.

Pepper never would’ve chosen to end up on Sizmore, and few would have predicted this life for her. As a child, she was bright and showed promise. The odds were stacked against her of course — Pepper was a spider person, one of Leviathan’s most ostracized species — but she was intelligent in spite of that.

Most spider people were born, or eventually migrated to, the rainforest planet Wilwater, where they could live their especially long lives together in harmony, and nest among the forest canopy. Pepper’s parents were different though, and wanted their child to be different too. So, she grew up living among ordinary humans, and dealt with the torment as it came.

It didn’t come too often. To her parent’s surprise, Pepper was a popular child. Almost too popular. Perhaps because she was so different, or so bright, almost all of her classmates showed interest in her romantically, and it was on the eve of her seventeenth birthday that she sought romance in return with a small, weaselly human named Cart.

Cart was the son of Pepper's public school's principal, and their love was one well-broadcast. There were those who felt it unnatural that a spider person and a human would go out, but the majority had cast aside inter-species bigotry long ago. Cart and Pepper had enjoyed a flourishing romance, and on the night of their final school dance they had made an impulsive decision: they were to be married.

Their parents wouldn't have it. Perhaps the teenagers should have listened, but few teens do. Together, the young couple ran off to Sizmore, for it was the only place they could afford to start a family. It took less than a year for Pepper and Cart to adopt a baby girl. They were no traditional household, but they were content.

For a blissful five weeks, Pepper and her family enjoyed their life together.

The peace didn’t last.

One fateful night, a gang rolled by their new house and for no reason, apart from their own cyclical peer pressure, shot up the home. Pepper was hit twice, Cart was hit once. Their baby, Judith, cried and cried. And, at less than eight weeks old, Judith’s heart failed.

Pepper was the only survivor that night.

It would’ve taken her many years to recover from that night, a lifetime to return to spiritual youth, if that were even the route she took. Instead, she wanted justice. On the night of the drive-by, a neighbor told Pepper that she saw four people in a red truck driving away. It didn’t take her long to track it down. Pepper had been a bright young girl.

With the venom of a spider and the determination of someone scorned, Pepper crept into the home where the truck was parked and poisoned all inside. A small bite, over in an instant, and they were done for. The next day, police found six deceased, their veins turned black and their eyes gone glassy. Six. Pepper knew only four had done this to her husband and baby girl, but she didn’t know which four. It was better to let out all of her anger and then some, than to leave any loose ends.

Every Sizmorian knew she had done it: the black veins and spider bites were dead giveaways. Yet no one would dare confront Pepper, and incur her wrath again. So she was ignored, and instead became a social pariah. Pepper never spoke to her parents again. Moreover, she hardly uttered a word to anyone again.

Over the course of 40 years, she had gone from a young spider woman, full of hope for a de-stigmatization of her entire species, to a bitter and scary legend. Her name a tally to the dangers of Sizmore and her entire race. She turned her apartment into a maze of webs, and went out only at night to hunt for food. The girl who once wouldn’t touch her steak because it was oozing red, now ripped the heads off and drank the blood of anyone unlucky enough to cross her night path.

She grew plump, and she grew resentful, but she didn’t grow entirely animalistic.

Pepper still found joy in rare moments. She still had a heart.

One thing she enjoyed was her neighbors, Zervana and Milo. Zervana was the first person in 40 years to ask the Spider Lady her name. Pepper, with a tear in her eye, had answered her.

Neighbors tend to have nothing in common except for their addresses, so it speaks to the intensely good, social nature of people that most get along with those living near them. Zervana understood that. She was always eager to know more about everyone, especially those who had stories to tell, and this planet was full of such people, if you were only brave enough to ask. Zervana loved Sizmore.
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Milo hated Sizmore.

He hated how many children here would play hide-and-seek, only to never be found. He hated how this tunnel they now exited would probably see no more entrants for days, because nobody here could afford to leave. Even the cheapest of vaccitubes was more than a Sizmorian could afford, with the mayor himself just a step away from welfare. He hated the way the sun never shone, the moon never glistened, and the air never cleared. Most of all, Milo hated how much Zervana loved this place.

Zervana was more than an optimist. She was an eternal lover of life. Physically, she was ordinary: 28 years old but lacking any semblance of fashion sense, she often wore a leather jacket or a black tunic over a large crop top. Her brown hair was tied back in a ponytail, which framed her dark, freckled face. She had intense eyes, but to those who looked closely, it was evident how they shone with the flame of resistance.

When Milo the pterodactyl and Zervana the rider flew out of the Rexicon exit portal into the sterile, empty tunnel of Sizmore, Zervana let out a joyous sigh of relief. Milo exhaled loudly. He had been concentrating very hard on his morph into a pterodactyl, and being cautious to hold it long enough so that if someone had been in these tunnels, they wouldn’t spot a Mesito coming through. Now that the duo was certainly alone, Milo could breathe again.

First came the breaths, and then came the tears.
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“Zervana, what did we do?” Milo cried.

She knew exactly what they had done. Even as they flew out of Rexicon, she could feel the foundation coming down. She saw the trains collide, and anticipated an explosion to come. They’d broken their cardinal rule. People had died.

“We made a mistake… a big one.” Zervana answered with grief. “There’s going to be repercussions, undoubtedly, so let me think through them.” Milo nodded, as she continued. “The first thing to do is get home, close the blinds so you can freely walk around, and maybe have a cup of tea for our nerves.” She smiled, and Milo met it with an uneasy one of his own. Tea and the freedom of their home sounded like a perfect first step.

Before that, though, they had to get there.

“Are you ready to go now? I mean, could you be ready to hold form now for a while longer?” Zervana pressed. When they weren’t such urgent fugitives, they typically used alleys and coverings to allow Milo to rest up. It wasn’t easy for Milo to hold form past two minutes, let alone the seven they’d take to walk from here to their house.

“Maybe if we run, I can hold it.” Even running, it would probably take them five minutes to get home. But every second counted, so Zervana accepted it.

They began their sprint.

As they ran, Milo shifted. His first thought was to shift into a human, his go-to around other people. But it occurred to him that being a human right now might not be the best use of his ability. Truthfully, if he were a human and they ran as fast as they could, it would still be five minutes to get home, and he didn’t know if he could hold that. Besides, he had the power to be anything he wanted. If he picked something with giant, long legs and a strong hulking body, then he could lift Zervana and carry her to their home in under two or three minutes…

His mind raced, faster than his legs, and it hit him. Probably because he was thinking of good old Sizmore, of their shanty little home, that Milo’s mind went immediately to their neighbor. Long legs, big body - he could carry Zervana and race them home in no time. They could have their tea, they could have their peace.

When Zervana looked over and saw Milo’s body expand, she didn’t anticipate eight legs to sprout out, or to be lifted up again and placed on his back. At once though, she realized how genius it was. His eight legs pumped ahead of each other, moving one after the other before the ones in the back had even touched the ground. He huffed and puffed, concentrating on not losing his thoughts, or his direction.

They exited the tunnel, passing through the main district of Sizmore and its current hustle and bustle. It was election season, and a crowd had formed around a central stage where mayoral incumbent Teddy Rodgers was delivering a speech on perspectives.

“We must NOT let the perceptions of our fair planet fill us with shame; there is beauty in this land, in ALL lands—”

Teddy’s speech faltered. his jaw dropped, as did everyone else gathered around, as a giant spider person barreled through their town.

It was at that moment that Milo realized the error of his decision. Teddy Rodgers exclaimed “Everyone remain calm!” but it was too late. Chaos erupted.

By the time Zervana and Milo had reached their home, burst through the door, pulled the blinds, and hurriedly locked themselves in, it had been under two-and-a-half minutes. In that time, Sizmorian police had already received 15 distress calls.

Fearing for their own lives they had elected to defer to one Rupert Sears, of GIBB creature control. Rupert, ecstatic, was immediately on his way.
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Zervana paced the room as Milo sheepishly sipped tea. Rupert Sears jumped out of Sizmore’s portal into a tunnel that reeked of urine. Amos Gibb rolled over to even out his tan. Meanwhile, the Spider Lady herself was beaming.

Pepper had just been looking outside when she saw her good neighbor Zervana riding home on the back of a creature. A creature which was almost foreign to her by now. Pepper hadn’t seen another spider person in over 40 years. With a full heart, she exited her apartment during the day for the first time in nearly as long.

She was going to go pay her neighbor a visit.
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Just as the Solar Express crashed, Stu and Steve Ergo aboard the ship Prosper were a spade away from completing solitaire. It was funny, the way they ignored the one rule of the game. The Ergo twins didn’t do things separately though. Solitaire, they claimed, was just a suggestion.

Sarah Prawn disliked this about them; her two fellow crewmates in her own quest across the galaxy were as inseparable as they were inadequate. They had no experience pirating vaccitubes, but, when you’re rebelling against the entire galaxy, the most important consideration must be in whom you can trust. The Ergo brothers might be tied at the hips right now, and they may bring almost nothing to the mission’s table, but Sarah trusted them. At least as much as Sarah Prawn trusted anyone.

Espee - as she was lovingly nicknamed by the brothers, was a bit of a loner herself. Jaded by some past she would never tell anyone about, and off-putting in her resolve, you couldn’t get any straight answers from her. So when she’d set off to travel the galaxy and acquire vaccitubes from every major planet, she intended to travel alone. It was on her third planet, an ancient, royal civilization called Lindon that she realized that she couldn’t do things alone.

If it weren’t for the Ergo twins, that would’ve been a lesson learned too little, too late. But in a stroke of good fortune, it turned out that the King of Lindon had two twin sons eager to see the greater universe themselves. Upon learning that their father had imprisoned a thief, they broke Espee out and stole a ship to begin their quest.

It was impulsive - the kind of decision both brothers almost immediately regretted - but at least they had each other for company. And so far, they weren’t too homesick.

The crew included a fourth and final member: a tiny creature named Macguffin.

He was a relic of a bygone era, just as Espee herself was one day bound to be. Macguffins were a species of creatures/weapons bioengineered during the Second War of Worlds. They had the ability to outwardly look different to everyone who saw them. While technically they were just gray, indiscernible little balls with two eyes, hair, and a mouth, everyone who saw a Macguffin saw the animal they loved most in the world. Espee saw a Pomeranian puppy, Steve saw a baby bull, and Stu saw an owl. The weapon worked wonders during the war, with the commanding officer of the Crandian army taking what he thought was a pet bulldog home, and allowing the Ginese military to receive their enemy’s secrets.

After the war was over, Macguffins were no longer engineered, and Gin’s scientists did their best to eliminate all remnants of the weapon from existence. They weren’t entirely successful – this one still lived. It traveled across Leviathan with Espee, Steve, and Stu.

Macguffin had a special affinity for Espee, who had found him first long ago, but now he was really starting to grow fondness for Steve, too. Steve often called him “Guff” and liked to tousle his hair. Macguffin loved that.

They were a serviceable crew of rebels. Not the worst pirates in the galaxy, but certainly not as good as Zervana and Milo. In their twelve weeks together, they had hit five planets and stolen a fair amount of goods. Espee, the unquestioned leader of the crew, always insisted that they stole three vaccitubes of every color, but would never say what she intended to use them for.

Stu and Steve wondered if it would be for the three of them, to possibly return to wonderful planets together when they inevitably retired from pillaging. She never promised that though, and they doubted that that was Espee’s intention. The crew was bonded only by circumstance, chasing planets to avoid forming any real long-term plans. That was Steve and Stu’s sense of it, anyway.

Growing up, the Ergo twins were very close. Steve was always the more athletic one, and Stu the academic, but the differences ended there. The brothers loved each other, and when Steve’s popular friends gave Stu a hard time, calling him nerdy or the Prince of Wincing, Steve immediately dropped them and supported his brother. Likewise, when Stu was approached to be their father’s successor to the throne - for he had more characteristics of a good leader and their father openly said so - Stu vehemently opposed it and stood up for Steve. If only one of them could rule, Stu swore, then neither would.

Logistically, only one of them could be their father’s successor, and it would have to be one of them. Their mother had passed away; their father would birth no more heirs. Neither wanted Lindon’s throne; they didn’t want to experience the world in which one of them became king, and the other became the king’s brother. Technically, it would always be Stu destined to lead: he was 15 minutes older and truly a more capable ruler. But the brothers made sure that that destiny wouldn’t be fulfilled, when they broke Espee out of jail and finally forged their own paths.

In the days that followed their rebellion, Bashir Ergo, their father and the merciless king, sent out every last man to scour Leviathan and bring back his sons. None were successful. After all, it was a big galaxy, and King Bashir’s men weren’t exactly eager to find the two young products of nepotism.

So Steve and Stu Ergo, aged 24, traveled the galaxy with Macguffin and Espee aboard a ship called Prosper, in search of ends they did not know and with a beginning they did not ask for.

The crew spent most of their time playing games, and right now that game was the poorly-named solitaire. Stu and Steve were running through it together, and Macguffin was standing by, helping by looking adorable but saying nothing.

Out of nowhere, Espee cursed.

“What’s wrong?” Stu hollered from the ship’s gathering hub.

Espee was in the captain’s seat, examining a map. “I’ve routed us wrong… We’re not going to get to Onstar going this way,” Espee said nonchalantly, as if it wasn’t an infuriating revelation.

“So that’s two days of traveling nowhere?!” Steve called back, annoyed.

Espee didn’t respond. Stu gave Steve a look of regret - the regret of leaving Lindon.

“No, it’s okay. We’ll adjust and can get to Onstar in about… Well, it’s hard to say. Soon-ish. Maybe another day or two.” Espee was a terrible leader, but one thing she didn’t do was lead people on. If she told the brothers they’d be traveling in this tin can of a spaceship for a couple more days, that was the truth, ugly and whole.

Stu and Steve groaned.

Macguffin looked around, barely aware of what was going on, and then decided to lick his own face. It appeared differently to all who looked at him.

“Well can we at least make a pit stop on some planet?” Stu asked. “Whatever’s closest, let’s just enjoy some new scenery.”

Espee looked over her maps again, hesitant to respond. “Well, the closest planet is Sizmore, though I imagine you wouldn’t want to go there.”

Espee was right. Nobody wanted to go there, including Stu, who was going on two days straight of looking at cards and machinery.

Steve, on the other hand, was desperate. His entire life, he’d been the social twin. He was incredible with people, especially girls, who fawned over him and him alone; even though Stu looked quite similar and they both had the same status in the kingdom. Stu often wondered why his brother had given that life up.

Though if Steve was going to live this life, then he at least needed to enjoy frequent breaks and beautiful sights. Or, in this case, a long overdue break in spite of an unlovely sight.

“If Sizmore is close, then we go there,” said Steve matter-of-factly. He looked to his brother for assurance. Stu nodded, though it wouldn’t have been his choice. They both stepped away from the game and walked to Espee, awaiting her decision.

“Okay,” she sighed. “Sizmore it is.” With that, Sarah Prawn rerouted Prosper - a big dome-shaped hunk of metal and reinforced glass - with four cooped-up passengers inside.

Just as Milo turned into a spider, and disturbed an election speech.
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“Did you hear that?” Milo whispered, his heart beating faster.

Before Zervana could answer, there was another knock.

“Stay down,” she whispered, her own heart racing, “and stay quiet.” Zervana threw an unsuspecting look on her face, and crossed their small apartment to open the door. Milo ducked down behind their decayed couch, his head throbbing from so many transformations in such a short time. He would need a few hours to recover. They had never been such popular fugitives.

Another knock. Zervana ended it midway by opening the door, and to her surprise it wasn’t Sizmorian police. It was their neighbor. Pepper, the Spider Lady. Her eyes were glistening bright, as if she had recently been crying happy tears. Or, perhaps, because her eyes had just adjusted to daylight for the first time in decades.

“Zervana!” The smile on Pepper’s face was contagious, and in spite of the foreboding tension, Zervana couldn’t help smiling back. “I hope you don’t mind my coming over unannounced,” Pepper began, talking up a storm. “But, well, it’s been decades since I’ve last seen another spider person, and oh boy, if my eyes didn’t mistake me, you’ve got a new friend here of my caliber!!” She spoke with the earnestness of someone truly, truly happy. It sounded like she was on the verge of a cathartic breakdown.

“Um… Pepper, I’m sorry but—” Zervana was cut off by a long arachnid leg, tapping her shoulder from behind.

“Hey. I thought I’d be the only one.” The voice belonged to Milo, who approached the door with a cool demeanor. He was once again a spider person, and played the part well. If he was on the verge of exhaustion, even Zervana couldn’t tell.

“It’s true then! I can hardly believe my eyes,” Pepper beamed. “It’s so nice to meet you.” She made a move to enter the apartment, but Zervana’s hands tightened on the door frame, leaving her neighbor out on the doorstep.

Pepper’s eyes narrowed, but she soon blinked and cleared them. “I’m Pepper,” she said, and extended a joint to shake Milo’s arm.

“I’m… Diego,” he replied. Zervana winced at the sound of that name. “Also, I’m sorry that we can’t invite you in right now, but it’s really great to meet you.” Milo immediately turned away. His head was throbbing and his mind begged him to let go.

“Oh…” Pepper was hurt. “I just, um, okay.”

Zervana gave her neighbor a half-hearted smile, but it was all for naught. Pepper had turned away, out into the cool air, and if Zervana or Milo could see her trembling face now, their hearts would’ve broken into a thousand pieces. Zervana’s conscience gnawed at her, but she knew that Milo couldn’t hold form any longer, and so she shut their door.

Pepper took a step away from the apartment, into the open sky. It was still the first time she had left her house in the daytime in years, and she celebrated that achievement. The smoggy air was perhaps a little brighter with Pepper in it.

That’s when she turned, facing the direction of the tunnels of Sizmore, and saw the maniac.

Inside the apartment, Milo and Zervana returned to bliss. Milo shifted back into a Mesito, and took a desperate sip of tea. His nerves were in ruin; he needed a break—

But he would not yet get one. The sudden gunshot made sure of it.
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Zervana and Milo rushed to their window, the shot echoing through every nook of their home. Rupert Sears had fired. Pepper had been hit square in the gut.

Her large body fell to the ground at once, legs folding under the weight of the dead. Milo cried out in shock. Zervana’s eyes billowed with tears, then saw the crazed man through the window, his eyes wide with bloodlust. He was holding a smoking rifle in one hand, and in the other he held a chainsaw.

“Zervana…” Milo whimpered, but she was way ahead of him. “Catch!” She said, tossing him a hilt with no blade. He quickly became human, and swiped the hilt from the air. It was an invisiblade, a Leviathan innovation to an ordinary knife; as deadly as a gun with a silencer, and just as concealed. “Milo, protect yourself. I’m going to Pepper!”

Milo nodded. He was going to have to hold off Rupert - Zervana had given him no choice. With tired resolve, he shifted into a cheetah, holding the invisible blade between his teeth, and jumped through a window.

Rupert was laughing. He had taken down his first ever spider person with a single shot! These were the legends they’d one day sing about him, Rupert Sears, the conqueror—

A shard of shattered glass suddenly nicked him, and Rupert turned just in time to see the cheetah, barreling towards him.

“Woahhh there!” Rupert shouted, revving his chainsaw and baring his yellow teeth. He looked the cheetah up and down, almost amused at the new challenger. “Well,” he said with a sinister laugh, “let’s see you try your—”

A roaring sound from above cut him off, and took both combatants to a standstill.

Milo and Rupert looked to the sky, both gaping at the giant spaceship descending towards the soil nearby. The ship landed closer to them than it did to Zervana and Pepper, forming a haphazard line of challengers with Rupert and Milo caught in the middle.

The ship’s wheels protracted at the last possible second, and the bulk of its hull scraped against Sizmore’s ground. Everyone, even Pepper, turned towards it. As the ship's door opened and a ramp fell out, Pepper saw through her hazy vision the shadows of three humans descending to the dirt. Three humans facing chaos.

Rupert would not be stopped by three nobodies. He revved his chainsaw once more and stared Milo down. His giddiness was ghastly. The cheetah before him roared, but internally Milo was screaming. He had never gone through this many transformations without rest. His headache was agonizing; at any second he was going to collapse—

But Milo roared and told himself that he meant it. He was capable of playing this part, and could play it a little longer. He just had to sell it to himself.

Meanwhile, Pepper was bleeding out.

“Oh, Zervana, what’s going on?” Pepper moaned from the ground. Her guts were spilling red into the dead grass.

Heartbroken and shattered, Zervana looked around, trying to answer that. Afar, she saw the spaceship with four strangers (three humans and a teeny cat) disembarking, and nearer still she watched her best friend sparring with a madman. Zervana realized that she had no idea what was going on. She had already let one person down today; she was not about to lose her favorite neighbor too. But unless she remained calm and figured things out now, the troubles could keep compounding. Squinting her eyes shut, she fought the rising tide of panic down, until an idea rose to the surface.

There was no chance for escape through Sizmore’s tunnel; it was too far, and going through the city now would be suicide. They needed another way out. On any other day, such a thing did not exist amongst the abandoned backwaters of Sizmore. But today, they had been blessed by the arrival of some strange ship, a mere 30 meters away.

“You’re going to be okay!” Zervana promised Pepper. “I’m going to get you out of here!” She looked to the ship, watching two men, a young woman, and a small cat all jump away from the violence before them. They were an interesting group - two handsome, brown-skinned twins, one with glasses and curly hair, and the other clean-cut, sporting a sleeveless shirt that highlighted his hard-earned physique. A blonde, white-skinned girl wore scruffy clothes and a meek disposition. At their feet, a tiny orange kitten looked to be the most lovely creature Zervana had ever seen. While they danced around Milo and Rupert’s duel, Zervana saw her opportunity.

She bent over, put her arms underneath her neighbor’s abdomen, and lifted. Slowly, Zervana began to stagger to the ship.

Meanwhile, Espee watched in awe as a slender cat with speckled spots - Milo - held between its teeth the hilt of a hidden blade. Across from it, circling strategically, was a human wearing a GIBB uniform, wielding a chainsaw.

Stu and Steve had jumped far away, expecting to be greeted with violence. But the duel before them was altogether focused on itself. Though Macguffin and Espee followed the Ergo brothers’ lead, the foursome had no reason to run. They would be fine. This wasn’t their fight.

“I don’t think we should stay here!” Stu yelled out, incredulous, while the cheetah and the hunter clashed.

“I couldn’t agree more— Steve?!” Espee shouted, regretting that she’d led the crew here. Espee knew Sizmore was dangerous, but hadn't anticipated it being this dangerous.

Steve let out an exasperated groan. “Fine! We’ll go!”

Macguffin didn’t hesitate - he darted back to the ship and immediately peed in a corner.

“But first…” Steve droned before Espee and Stu could make him leave. He looked around their surroundings desperately, for any reason to avoid getting back on that claustrophobic hunk of metal they called home.

There. Steve spotted Zervana, carrying Pepper in her arms. “But first,” he said with genuine interest, “…we should meet the locals.”

Espee and Stu followed Steve’s gaze to a couple dozen meters away. Between two neighboring buildings, a young woman with a leather jacket and ponytail was carrying what looked to be a wounded spider person in her arms. Struggling to carry would be a more appropriate description.

Espee voiced her disagreement, but she was immediately outvoted. Steve was itching to do something, and Stu in that moment felt he would do anything for the girl before him. He was lovestruck at once, by the dark and heroic Zervana.

Before Espee could say a word, the twins were rushing over to Zervana and Pepper, and she had no choice but to follow.

Foolishly, they’d left their ship unguarded as Milo and Rupert’s battle waged on.

Rupert made the first move, revving his chainsaw and forcing it towards Milo, but Milo dodged it with ease. His superior agility allowed him to elude Rupert at every turn, yet he could only make limited jabs of his own. Cheetahs are speed hunters; they tire quickly.

Rupert knew this, and gave Milo no time to rest, encroaching quickly with his whirring teeth of steel. Yet Milo used Rupert’s offense against him; he leapt back and then thrust forth his invisiblade at the hunter. Rupert tried parrying it, but it was invisible. The blade connected, cutting through Rupert’s shirt.

They continued a streak of similar maneuvers: Rupert’s chainsaw would lunge for Milo, but Milo would jump back with incredible speed, then dart forwards and slice at his opponent. His blade didn’t always connect, but Milo came back again and again, and when Rupert’s shirt had become tattered, Milo began slicing the man’s skin open.

Rupert’s blood caked the invisiblade, but that only eliminated its ability to surprise.

With a visible target now, Rupert rushed in at once, bringing the chainsaw down by Milo’s hilt. He cut the blade clean off, cackling. Milo was defenseless.

Rupert howled in delight. “You DOLT—you wouldn’t believe… I get paid to kill creatures like you.”

Milo started backpedaling, his head pounding more and more by the second. He didn’t know how long he’d been a cheetah, but it felt like ages, and his concentration was slipping with each passing moment. Any second, he was going to shift back into his ordinary self, and then he’d be a goner. He needed to run, while he still had the cheetah’s incredible speed. Milo turned his head, assessing the open door of Prosper.

Milo charged inside the ship, and Rupert followed lazily. He knew he’d already won.

Meanwhile, Stu and Steve reached Zervana and Pepper, taking in for the first time how wounded she was. Espee was close behind them, and audibly gasped. Pepper was deathly pale. Life itself was leaving her in droves.

“What’s going on here? Who are you guys?” Pepper said to Steve, weak and shivering. Her vision was failing from the blood loss.

“We’re good samaritans… here to help.” Steve choked out with a nervous chuckle, but he couldn’t even look at the woman before him. “Was she shot?”

Zervana nodded that it was so, and Espee’s heart sank. There was no way Pepper could overcome this wound. Stu felt a pang of guilt; if they hadn’t gotten lost, they could have been here sooner. They could have helped. Pepper had wet tears flowing from her darkened eyes. They were glassy, hopeless. She whispered softly the name “Judith,” though no one knew why.

“Here, we can take her,” Steve said to Zervana, and she obliged. It was second nature. Zervana knew that she could trust these strangers before her, just as she knew the day she’d met Milo.

Pepper was handed over to the twins. Zervana thanked them all. “You’re our guardian angels today,” she said with a smile directed at Steve. Stu felt a smidge of resentment towards his brother.

“Zervana— am I going somewhere?” Pepper murmured.

She seemed to be looking inside herself now, but hadn’t forgotten Zervana’s name. For the great majority of her tragic life, only three names had mattered to her: Cart, Judith, and Zervana.

“Yes, Pepper, these nice people are going to get you onto their ship, while I help-” Zervana looked around, and suddenly realized that Milo was gone. “Where’s Milo!?”

Espee wanted to speak up and argue that nobody had volunteered their ship for extra guests, but she bit her tongue. Ultimately, as long as she got her tubes, Espee didn’t care who tagged along. Yet, she thought with disdain, it is more people I’ll have to cut loose.

“I think your friend’s fight found new terrain.” Stu said, answering Zervana’s question as he observed a trail of blood leading onto Prosper. It took an uneasy path, dotting the soil of Sizmore from the area where Milo and Rupert had sparred, and then steadily traveling a table’s length to Prosper.

“Now look,” Espee asserted, “it’s one thing if someone’s hurt, but another if something bad happens to our ship!”

Zervana nodded in a daze, growing worried for Milo. Without a second thought, she ran to the ship.

Espee scratched at her arm. There was a chaos to this that bothered her. It could all be an elaborate ploy for these strangers to take their ship - did Stu or Steve think nothing of this? But the seconds passed and Espee saw that the ship’s engines hadn’t started. Its door was still ajar. These weren’t the calculations of conmen; they would have been long gone.

Steve and Stu readjusted Pepper between them, and began to carry the injured spider to their ship.

As they began to move, Pepper lifted her head. Her eyes were now like damp marbles. She weakly cried out a request, “Please, take me back home.” She shook her head in the direction of her apartment, crying. “I want to be with my family!”

Espee, always jaded or suspicious, felt neither trait now. She looked at Pepper with sympathy. Just like Macguffin, Pepper was innocent here, and a longtime witness to too much horror…

Back onboard Prosper, Milo was trapped. He had run to the ship and hidden under a control panel. Rupert had followed up the loading ramp seconds after; Milo barely had time to shift from a cheetah to an ant. He was too tiny to be seen, but his head was about to blow.

He’d gone from Mesito to mouse, Volpex, wasp, pterodactyl, spider person, cheetah, and now an ant… Milo could hold form no longer— With Rupert sneering around the ship and Zervana hopefully on her way, he was forced to give out at last.

Milo became his true form.

Rupert’s eyes shot wide. “A spider person and a MESITO?! It must be my LUCKY day!!” Spittle flew from Rupert’s teeth. Sparks flew from the chainsaw. Rupert made a step towards Milo. He was cowering. He was weak.

Zervana made her move.

Without any weapons, she smacked Rupert from behind as hard as she possibly could, yelling out Milo’s name. The sound of palm slamming scalp was horrifyingly loud as it echoed throughout the ship.

Rupert doubled over and put a hand up to the point of impact. When he pulled his hand away, it was dripping red. Rupert laughed. “Is that all you got, you—”

Zervana hit him again.

This time she hit his groin. She felt the adrenaline guiding her hand more than her own will. Rupert doubled over, he sprawled out on the floor. Zervana went in for a third hit, and that’s when he turned to meet it. His chainsaw whirred, centimeters away from Zervana’s incoming fist. She pulled back at the last second, narrowly avoiding dismemberment.

Rupert growled at her, physical and furious. Zervana wasn’t scared - just reassessing. While he swung the chainsaw up, she swung her leg around, kicking the side of his face.

A tooth flew out of Rupert’s mouth, and it clattered to the metal floor of the ship. That’s when he got really angry.

Zervana went in for another kick, but Rupert sprang up and kicked back. Right in her gut. It was his second time wounding someone there today. Zervana doubled over, wheezing. Rupert Sears flipped his rifle over, about to use the butt of it to smash Zervana’s skull. He wanted her to feel pain. To regret ever crossing the greatest hunter in the galaxy.

As Rupert brought down the rifle, perfectly aligned with the crux of Zervana’s skull, Milo rejoined the fight. Taking the shape of an eagle, Milo pulled Rupert aside and clawed at his eyes. Talon connected to pupil. The GIBB employee screamed, blood dripping from his face.

He was blind now, but it was deserved for all he had done to Pepper; for all he had done to every Mesito on Bex, to every creature of Leviathan. Rupert stumbled, feeling with his hands for some path off the ship. He whimpered, hot trails of red seeping from his eye sockets, and then he tripped, tumbling head over heels down Prosper’s ramp.

Milo flew after him, transforming from eagle back to the spider form that had gotten them into this mess to begin with. Though he ached in every fiber of his being, he drew from his despair. If Milo had gotten Pepper killed, he at least had to take out the man who pulled the trigger. From these reserves, he found the strength to jump out in front of Rupert’s desperate path. As Rupert blindly stumbled, screaming, Milo threw out an arachnid leg. Rupert tripped and fell face-first into the ground.

With the strength of someone imploding from a terrible day that would not end, Milo took each of Rupert’s limbs in his arachnid legs, and began to pull. The hunter wailed, the echoing screech underscored by the sound of his bones cracking. Then, like taffy, he was stretched…stretched…broken.

Into four separate pieces, all immediately limp, Rupert Sears fell to the dirt.
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Pepper had barely made it through the door of her apartment before she collapsed on the floor.

Her apartment was straight out of a nightmare; an artistic one. Spider webs stuck to every wall, ceiling, floor, and piece of furniture. Rotting food was wrapped in webs, scattered around the place. It was the palace of a hoarder - someone who knew they’d never have to clean for guests ever again - but it was also a place of comfort. There were still the signs of someone with a heart living there. Namely, the rattler of Pepper’s daughter Judith, which had a special place above the hearth. It was the only part of the apartment not covered with webs. It was an altar.

Pepper stuck out her leg at the rattler. She murmured softly, begging to hold it.

Per her dying wish, Espee carefully brought the sacred item to Pepper, while her spider body curled up on the floor. Pepper clutched it, silent tears tracking down her cheeks.

“Stu, can you go make sure that those other two don’t steal our ship?” Espee asked with solemn distrust. She still wasn’t sure that this entire thing wasn’t some elaborate hoax, or maybe she was just losing faith in the galaxy at large. Watching Pepper die, she felt a great disappointment in life and all of its unmet promises.

He did rush off, but when he got to Prosper, Stu found Milo asleep. Zervana sat over him, tenderly checking him for injuries. She was humming an old Aklonian lullaby. It stopped Stu in his tracks; his mother had often hummed that very lullaby to him. Zervana looked up at Stu as he entered, ceasing her hum, but neither said a word.

Stu hadn’t been wrong to check, but the rebels had had a day like no other. They would be out of service for a while.

Meanwhile, Steve and Espee remained in silent vigil over Pepper.

Like almost everyone in the galaxy, they didn’t know her name. They didn’t know her story. But they didn’t let her die alone.

As she lay there, cradling the rattle of a daughter she would soon be reunited with, her breaths began to slow. They became soft, infrequent, and then ceased altogether.

Her arm finally dropped, and the rattle rolled into a nearby web.

A rattle, just a mass-produced object, but one which held all the meaning in the world. Espee felt it deserved to stay here, even without knowing its full story. She’d inferred enough. It should stay, and be crystallized by humidity and webbing in a holy place. So Espee went to it, picked it up with reverence, and put it back atop the apartment’s mantle.

As Steve left with Espee, it occurred to him that what she’d just done was the most humane act he had ever seen from her in their entire twelve weeks together.

Maybe they had been right to break her out of jail.

Maybe Prosper was a good crew after all.


PART TWO


THE FALLOUT
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When Milo awoke, 22 hours after falling asleep, he found himself disoriented in a place he had never seen before. His immediate reaction was fear that they had somehow been captured by Rupert. That he had somehow survived the fight. That GIBB would have their way with him and Zee, and it was all his fault… But then he remembered the ship, the strangers, and the screams of Rupert Sears dying. It was the last thing Milo had heard before going under.

He was safe. He knew that. Still, where was Zervana? Where were those other strangers?

Milo took in his surroundings: he was in bed, and there were two more beds nearby. Of the other two, one was made tidy and the other was unkempt. Someone must have been sleeping there recently.

The room was lit by a long fluorescent bulb in the center of the ceiling. Directly beneath it was a mess of maps, strewn aside, like the work of a bad navigator and an even worse maid. There were some yellow stains on one of the maps, and Milo had a stinking suspicion regarding their source.

Across the room was a metal door. A ship wheel in the center acted as its doorknob. Nearly everything in this ship was built from metal, but it still had a homey quality to it - this was best exemplified by the ship’s exterior, which was a shell of sheet metal and glass windows resembling a dome for the sake of the crew. Functional, but inviting too. Milo crossed to the door and opened it with a heave. His arms were still sore – in fact, every part of his body was aching – as he came to face a dining room.

Sitting at a table was one of the humans. He was tall, even when seated, and wore a red sweater and glasses. He looked up to see Milo, who had bags sinking deep into his green Mesito cheeks, and smiled. The man nodded and introduced himself. “Hey there, I’m Stu! Stu Ergo. And you must be Milo?”

Milo yelped. He was presenting as a Mesito right now - he had to transform! Yet, he was clearly exposed already. Stranger still, this man didn’t seem to mind. What’s more, Stu knew Milo’s name.

Zervana must’ve explained everything to him, or at least all of the basics. Milo made a mental note to confirm with her later what he should and shouldn’t share. For now, he remained distant, and only gave Stu a polite nod.

“I’m guessing you’ll want to see Zervana.” Stu continued, and Milo’s eyes grew wide in answer. “I’ll bring you to her, but would you like something to eat first? We have cereal.” Stu was eating from a bowl himself. It looked to be something high in fiber.

Milo didn’t like cereal, but he was starving, and before his head could control his mouth he’d blurted out, “Yes, please.”

Stu laughed, and went to grab a bowl for Milo. “We have Duchio Crunch, VellO Mellows, and Prink Prinks. Any preference?”

Milo really didn’t like any of those brands, increasing in sugar as the list wore on. But his mouth had other plans. “Can I get all three?”

Stu smiled; he liked this Mesito. The first Mesito he had ever met, but as Zervana had explained, you shouldn’t believe what they say about them. When Stu thought of Zervana, his heart fluttered.

“Was that your bed that I slept in?” Milo asked, as he began scarfing down a milky bowl of far too many competing tastes.

“Uh, no. You were in Steve’s bed - he’s my brother - and Zervana was in Espee’s… er, Sarah’s. My bed was the third one, and those papers on the floor? That’s where our little guy Macguffin sleeps.”

Milo didn’t remember seeing any little guy the night before… had it been the night before?

“How long was I asleep for?” Milo pressed. He had many questions now: where were they going, who was in charge, why were they keeping him, etc.

Before Stu could answer, they were interrupted by a knock at a door across the room.

Steve hollered through it: “Do you two want to join this conversation, or keep naming cereals?”

Stu grinned nervously, as Milo lifted the bowl to his mouth and took the rest of it down with one big gulp. Together, they walked through another door off the dining room to join the main room. As they did, Stu finally answered Milo’s question “Almost a day.”

Almost a day, and yet Milo was still exhausted. He knew that the events of yesterday had taken a toll on him, but the degree of his fatigue was still surprising. More precisely, it filled him with a nervous energy that refused to subside.
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Out in the hub, Zervana sat criss-cross on the ground, still taking things in. Earlier that morning, Stu had given her a tour of the five main sections of the ship (a bathroom, bedroom, control room, kitchen/dining room, and the hub, where they all sat now). She had also gotten some preliminary introductions to the crew. There was the blue-eyed Sarah Prawn, nicknamed Espee, who seemed to have everything and nothing figured out at the same time. Zervana guessed she was between 22 and 25 years old, for her eyes (that was the thing Zervana noticed most about Sarah) had that piercing quality of youth but the worn-thin jadedness of someone who had seen a lot in very little time. Espee was a natural-born leader, only she was still in the second trimester.

Then there was Espee’s most loyal sidekick, Macguffin. Zervana had heard stories of the weapon before; anyone well-versed in the history of Leviathan warfare knew about Macguffins. But this was the first time she had seen one in person. Truthfully, Zervana thought they had all been killed off when the Second War of Worlds ended, to avoid any party getting their hands on them for nefarious purposes. Then again, she supposed Espee or Steve or Stu would’ve thought the same thing about Mesitos. Maybe nothing really dies.

Regardless, the Prosper crew had Macguffin, and already Zervana loved him. To her eyes, he was a kitten, and right now he was sitting in her lap, purring and occasionally sticking out his little tongue to give her fingers a kiss. He was adorable - incredibly innocent. The kind of helpless creature Zervana would willingly take a bullet for, despite knowing him for only three hours.

Finally there were Stu and Steve Ergo. If it had just been Espee and Macguffin aboard this ship, Zervana never would’ve trusted it. She had intuition for days, and something about Espee was off-putting, and nothing about Macguffin was real, but Stu and Steve were real. Plus, she already felt that she owed them a great deal. If the ship hadn’t landed when it did, if the twins hadn’t helped carry Pepper, then Zervana would’ve been a sitting duck, tending to her dying neighbor as Milo was murdered by GIBB.

It wasn’t just their actions that spoke volumes, it was their appearance too. By looking at Stu and Steve, she could infer a great deal in only a few moments. They both clearly came from money. If it wasn’t their clothes that gave that away, it was their posture. Their skin. Their hair. Stu and Steve could have been models. Steve certainly more so than his brother, but that was only because he was the more-toned of the two.

When Zervana looked at Steve, she saw someone fit, of course, but also someone who hadn’t always been that way. He had muscles the size of bricks, but the skin surrounding them had stretch marks. He had high cheekbones, but they held up sunken eyes. He was someone, she could see, who had once been heavier than he was now. Steve Ergo was the kind of man who no longer cared about what onlookers thought of him, but had gone to the lengths he had gone to feel better for himself. To be able to get up in the morning and see his toes. Or perhaps to get out of very bad scenarios that required a lot of running. He had strength, sure, but he also had grit. Already, Zervana respected him.

Stu, on the other hand, was a hard read. Like his brother, he was attractive, but he was less of an Adonis and more of an academic. Stu wore glasses, had long curly hair, and when he allowed you to see him smile, his teeth were a dazzling white against a cool brown skin. Around her, Stu had a nervous energy, as if he had a schoolboy’s crush. This was as nerve-wracking for Zervana as it was a relief. She had a little crush on Stu, too.

Milo had often teased Zervana, saying he knew that one day she’d settle down and retire, but she always refused to agree. She had vowed to remain single and a rebel until the end of time, though there were more parts to it than just her convictions.

Part of it was to appease Milo, for she knew he didn’t see a future for himself past pirating. But part of it, truthfully, was because she didn’t know if she’d ever find someone to love her.

Zervana knew her flaws. She was of average beauty; a simple face with frenzied hair that she pulled back into a ponytail to avoid hassle, and freckled beyond repair. Zervana didn’t mind any of that though. Beauty was an amateur obsession. But at 28, with the years going by quicker and quicker each time, Zee had yet to have any serious relationship—

Zervana wanted to help the galaxy though. Why was she thinking about romance, at a time like this? If Stu Ergo was nervous around her, for reasons of attraction or reasons that had nothing to do with her at all, so be it. She had other matters at hand.

When Stu and Milo walked into the hub, Steve was the first to fill them in.

“Alright, boys, here’s the deal. Espee’s eager for another mission, even a small one, since we haven’t gotten any new tubes in weeks. On the flip side, Zervana?” He said her name with uncertainty, but then assurance as she nodded. “–Zervana thinks we should lay low a bit, and then says we can do a big hit at some marketplace you guys pirate quite often.”

“Freedoni,” Milo said to himself, “the bazaar. Right, Zee?”

Zervana nodded. “Yes, there’s a big bazaar on the planet Freedoni. Milo and I don’t rob it that often, but probably more than anywhere else. It’s an easy place to hit. Let yourself get lost in the crowds, and usually you can find some good stuff… We’ll have to be careful though, the bazaar is also lawless. Some shopkeepers don’t care about the process - if they catch you stealing from them, they won’t hesitate to shoot you on the spot and make excuses later.”

Espee interjected. “Which is why it doesn’t seem worth it. We may not even find anything good, and I’ve told the others that my only wish, wherever we steal from, is that I get at least three vaccitubes of every color. Who’s to say this bazaar would have that kind of stock?”

“Why do you need three tubes each? We take what we can find,” Zervana piped back.

“Don’t worry about it. That’s my rule,” Espee said, with icy finality.

Zervana didn’t ask any further questions, and Espee slumped back into silence.

“Right, soooo, that’s where we are.” Steve flashed a grin at his brother and Milo. “Help us settle this debate?”

“So, to be clear,” Stu began, “Zervana–” He said her name perfectly, looking at her with flushed cheeks. She met him with a smile of her own, wider than she anticipated. “–wants to go to Freedoni after a week or two of laying low. High risk maybe, but also potential for a high reward. While Espee wants to go somewhere small and nearby, here and now, for a small bounty but a more-certain one.”

Both women nodded.

Macguffin yawned, which to Stu looked like an owl fluttering its wings, and to Milo like a bear cub crossing its tiny legs.

Now he knew why the scattered maps were yellow.

“Well, I think we need to make clear what you guys even use the vaccitubes for,” Milo added to the debate. “I mean, for me and Zee it’s to give them to the less fortunate… I hope you all aren’t just a bunch of stuffy collectors!”

Milo was quickly frazzled, but Zervana responded with patience. “Don’t worry, Milo, they redistribute just like us. Except they keep a few tubes in reserve for themselves. You know, like anyone would.”

That was right. Only nobody had told Zervana that. On the level, Steve and Stu were as committed to Zervana’s cause as they were here just for travel and good company. They were here for an adventure. Moreover, Espee really wanted the tubes for herself, even if she wasn’t opposed to Zervana and Milo’s good deeds. Zervana had inferred that everyone was like her and Milo, but Prosper was gray in certain areas.

Milo, on the other hand, was distrustful, but you couldn’t really fault him. Spend your whole life being chased by the world, and it’s hard to buy that anyone is truly good at heart.

“So where are we now for votes? If we’re doing this democratically, I assume?” Stu looked to Espee, and she gave a halfway nod.

“Well, Sarah and I are obviously choosing our own side, and Steve agreed with Sarah– or Espee, sorry.” Zervana answered. “So it’s two to one.”

“What about the little guy?” Milo asked. He gestured to Macguffin, who was moving to snuggle up against Zervana’s stomach. His little ears perked up, and he looked at Milo with the great big saucers he’d call eyes. Milo’s heart stopped; that was one cute bear cub.

“Macguffin doesn’t vote, because he’d always side with me,” Espee answered, and felt a sense of pride.

The Pomeranian puppy she called Macguffin looked up at her, altruistic.

“I see. So it’s staying two to one.” Milo liked this process, but feared he and Zervana were about to be outvoted by the former Prosper crew. He really needed to rest though, especially if they were going to rely on his abilities in any situation. Zervana was also wise from a strategic standpoint too; they should lay low for a while.

“Steve, why don’t you think we should go to Freedoni?” Stu asked his brother.

“You know why, Stu. We haven’t had any excitement, apart from yesterday, in weeks! I can’t wait weeks more for some third-rate bazaar,” he teased. Even Zervana was charmed, in spite of his disagreement.

Stu stood there in thought.

Milo looked at Zervana, and she locked eyes with him. They said a lot without saying a word; about how this situation was so different, about how they’d always worked fine just the two of them.

Then Zervana gave Milo a sideways look; her expression seemed to say that maybe it was time to take a chance on new allies. Milo thought of the horrible crash at Rexicon, and of their near-death experience on Sizmore. He gave Zervana a troubled nod back. In spite of his wariness, Milo agreed. Now was the time for new friends.

Stu interrupted: “Alright, I think— I think Zervana is right.” He said it with conviction, and needn’t say more. They all knew what Milo would say.

Sure enough, Milo was the third vote for Freedoni. Steve laughed, joking about how he’d be playing a lot more card games in the coming days.

Espee didn’t say a word. After they all dispersed, she went to the control room and stayed there for a long while. Her thoughts swirled around a desperate need for more tubes - a need she would not tell anyone else about - that would be unfulfilled for a little while longer. When she came out, it was late and the rest of the crew was asleep. Though if Zervana had been up, she would have observed something peculiar about Espee.

Her once-striking blue eyes were now puffy and bloodshot.
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The next day, Stu was the first one up by a few hours. Espee and Steve had slept in their regular beds, and Zervana and Milo had shared his. Stu had slept on the ground next to Macguffin, which was unsurprisingly the least comfortable sleep of his life.

He would ask Steve in a few hours if they could alternate each night, and Steve would do one better and offer up his bed to his brother for good. They loved doing things like that - a competitive game of one-upping each other in accomplishments or kindness - and Stu would now be losing that game. But he’d insist on alternating again the night after next.

In the meantime, he walked around the ship waiting for the others to wake. First he went to the kitchen, careful to open the door without making a peep, and shut it with similar caution. He ate some toast, made by holding bread under a heat lamp for several minutes. Then he hit the bathroom for a shower and shave, and another bathroom task starting with ‘sh’.

Prosper’s shower was probably the best part of the ship. There were three shower heads, one above your head and one adjacent to either side of the door. The water pressure was magnificent; the temperature fully adjustable (you didn’t just have hot or cold, the knob swiveled 360 degrees and every degree felt slightly different); and the shower’s floor was the only non-metal ground of the ship (so as to avoid rusting), which felt fantastic on standing feet.

Overall, Stu liked it aboard Prosper. It was a stark contrast to their life before. The Ergo twins had always grown up pampered, and while they weren't quite roughing it now on the ship, life was harder. Before, he’d wake up, go for a run, and have breakfast already made for him: a three-course meal with fruit and protein and vitamins, four drinks and six different fork sizes. Now, he had lamp toast. Before, he’d slept in a perfect bed which conformed to his sleep position, with several pillows made of goose feathers. Now, he slept on thin maps next to a biological weapon that resembled an owl. Birds of a different feather, so to speak.

After his shower, Stu went about some daily chores: checking on the boiler, which they had for heating the water he’d just showered in, refueling Prosper from their reserves, adjusting the ship’s course in case of any unexpected diversions (e.g. asteroid belts, space probes, etc.), and sending out excess debris into space.

All basic stuff, but that’s what Stu appreciated most about life aboard Prosper. It was simple. It gave him a lot more time to think than he had had before. Back when his father Bashir (or some brown-nosed advisor), would come check on him personally every hour just to make sure Stu was reading, writing, or running.

That was probably part of why Stu and Steve were so close. No one else knew the never-ending invasion of privacy they went through. Perhaps a few of the other young mega-celebrities across Leviathan. Though, if they were caught smoking a doobie, then it was tabloid fodder. If Stu took a puff, the future of their planet was at stake. People obsess over royalty, so Stu only had Steve if he wanted true companionship. Even their father was too preoccupied for love.

This morning, Stu was thinking about school.

He and Steve had convinced King Bashir that it would be better for their development if they went to public school, not private, and their father had ultimately given in. “Given in” by buying out a private school and making it public. Still, within a year, it was mostly public school students, and that gave Stu and Steve the best experiences of their lives. For the first time, people didn’t view them as one unit, “the Ergo twins,” but rather two people, “Stu and Steve.” Or to be more accurate, “Steve and Steve’s brother.”

That was fine - Stu didn’t mind being unpopular. Sure, it hurt to see his brother invited to parties or lunch tables that he wasn’t welcome at, but he would always appreciate how Steve didn’t become exclusive himself. Steve would always choose his own brother when push came to shove, and if that were ultimately the truth, then the last thing Stu wanted to do was rain on a perfectly nice parade.

Besides, it gave Stu time to come into his own. To become “the smart twin.” He spent more time in their palace’s library than he had before, eventually getting to know the single librarian on their payroll in a very personal way. His name was Alastair Harris, and he was just about the most intelligent person Stu had ever known.

The day they truly met, Stu was reading an adventure novel about three girls and their quest to bring an alien back to its home planet (with the kicker being that it didn’t know which color vaccitube went to its home; the group of four would have to try them all!), when Alastair had approached him and recited from memory the entire book jacket synopsis, author bio and all.

It wasn’t just that Alastair had photographic memory; he also had unlimited time on his hands and an unquenchable thirst for literature. He told Stu he had read almost every book in the library once. Sometimes it was enough for Alastair to reread only the dust jacket, and the entire story would come flooding back to him as if he’d reread the entire thing. His wealth of knowledge was vast, and his desire to impose some of that knowledge onto Stu was just as vast, and entirely altruistic.

Over three years, Alastair had taught Stu endless facts and countless histories. It had made him curious to explore the many worlds of Leviathan, just as all the public school children Steve encountered had made him want to seek out diverse lands. Like lots of twins, they had reached the same goal, only by taking different paths.

However, the best message Alastair had imparted to Stu came from no book. It was a life lesson, woeful and sincere. The reasoning was simple: it was the third time it would’ve been Alastair’s wife’s birthday since her passing, and he wanted to tell someone about how great she had been. The message he imparted was even simpler: when you find “the one,” never forget how they made you feel. For even once they’re gone, they’d want you to redirect the love you had for them into love for yourself. That’s what makes them the one. It takes a special kind of selflessness, the truest kind of affection, to accept mortality and wish for your love to be happy without you. That’s what Alastair and his wife had had, and that was what he wished for Stu Ergo, too.

As Stu was thinking of this, his mind went to Zervana. Strange - thinking of love and then thinking of her; too crazy, Stu thought, so he spun around in the captain’s chair he now sat in until his mind went to matters other than love. Love, heh.

He hardly knew her.

But, maybe, there was some truth to that idiom: “Love at first sight.” An idealistic perception of romance, but it had to be rooted in some truth. Maybe you could just look at someone and know enough about them to know, well, if there was a chance for love. Maybe it wasn’t that you instantly fell in love with someone - that could take years - but you could know instantly that you’re capable of falling in love with that person. Just like some people you’ll only ever like, or dislike, or hate.

Stu thought he was capable of falling in love with Zervana.

Then, as if it were a sign, his thoughts on the concept were interrupted by a voice. “Hey, good morning.” Stu turned in his chair to the hub, where Zervana was coming in from the kitchen. She was smiling at him.

“Hey, good morning!” Nice, Stu thought, repeating her words exactly.

“Did you sleep alright?” she asked, stepping up to sit in the chair beside him.

“Amazing,” he laughed, “if you can forget your bed is metal and your sheets are thin as paper. Or rather, the sheets were literally paper.”

Zervana grinned. “That’s rough, yeah. But at least you aren’t sleeping next to Milo, bless him and his morning breath.”

That got a good laugh from Stu, and he looked into Zervana’s tired eyes, and couldn’t help thinking how beautiful they were all the same. “How did you sleep? Er, sorry, did I ask that already?” Stu said to Zervana in a low tone.

She smiled, causing the butterflies in Stu’s heart to flutter even faster. “No, you’re good,” she replied. “I mean, I slept next to Milo, right. Not the best.”

Zervana looked into Stu’s eyes, hidden behind round rims, and surprised herself with the thought that he may have the best eyes of anyone she’d ever met. She gauged a lot from eyes, and his told a story of earnestness and generosity. They implied a good heart… Or maybe she was reading too much into something hidden behind her own reflection.

“So I guess we haven’t really had a proper introduction yet,” Stu said, though they had already done the name and place-of-origin formalities.

“Sure,” she responded, “what do you want to know?”

His mind went to everything. Stu wanted to know about her upbringing, her passions, her bad habits, her best memories, her biggest fears… He wanted to know her favorite color, snack, movie, book, song… He wanted to know her middle name. That was a good place to start.

“I guess, assuming your name isn’t really Zervana - and if it is, you know, that’s awesome, but assuming that wasn’t your birth name - well, what was?”

She smiled. It was a good question, albeit flustered. For a moment, she didn’t know how to answer. She remembered her old name, but didn’t quite remember why she had ever changed it. In the end, she answered Stu’s question with a tease. “Well, actually, no. It’s not my birth name… There’s a planet out there called Zervana. Perhaps you’ve heard of it. I changed my name to the planet’s after we visited it once.” She gave him a hidden smile and said no more.

His mind was inspired, but without an avenue to continue, Stu let the conversation drop.

“How about you?” Zervana asked, breaking the silence, “Are you just good old Stu, no last name given?”

He grinned, praying she’d not know the name “Ergo,” and told her it. Thankfully, she didn’t react. She didn’t gasp, eyes widening as she realized she was sitting with a prince. If Zervana knew who Stu Ergo was, she didn’t show it.

“Hmm… it’s cute. ‘Ergo’,” she said, sounding out both syllables with her tongue, “like ‘therefore’… Like, ‘he was handsome, ergo women were attracted to him’.”

She looked to him with that example, and Stu felt inexplicably happy. “Heh, yeah. Just like that.”

His stammering contentment was interrupted by the sound of Steve, now awake in the kitchen. He dropped a heavy bowl and screamed a curse word. Then they heard Macguffin’s rapid pattering to the fallen scraps.

Zervana looked at Stu and they both began to laugh.

They laughed for a while. Hours, if anyone had measured it. Laughing, interrupted with stories and other questions, from Zervana asking Stu about his relationship with Steve, to Stu asking Zervana about her relationship with Milo.

“I love that question,” she said, truly meaning it. “Because I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately.” She had: after what happened on Fuul and Sizmore, Zervana felt responsible for a number of deaths. And they were mostly because she’d pushed Milo so hard. If she hadn’t made him work those extra seconds on the train, or given him more time to recover in Sizmore’s tunnels, then maybe they would have less blood on their hands.

Additionally, what even was Milo’s relation to her? Was Zervana his boss; his accomplice? Was she his sister, or his mother, or his friend? What she told Stu was a mixture of all of those things.

They had moved the conversation into the bedroom after everyone had woken up, and after a time were sitting comfortably close on Stu’s bed. He had suggested it innocently, but Zervana felt a tangible warmth to the action. Being next to him - faces near, breath to breath - was cozy, comfortable, and confidential. It made the conversation itself more intimate. Lower tones and deeper subjects: they laid down on the bed nearly in lock and talked for hours.

“It’s tough,” Zervana said, once more on the subject of Milo and their recent failed robbery, “because I know that I have to be the strong one. If I wasn’t, it would be betraying him. I can’t rely on Milo for emotional support in addition to everything else…” Her eyes searched Stu’s face, and he egged her on with complete empathy and open ears. “He does so much for our missions. The least I can do is be his conscience at the end of the day, telling him that every misstep was worth it.”

Stu got it. If Milo’s conscience broke, Milo would break too. Yet, he also empathized with Zervana. She couldn’t be expected to be entirely stoic in the face of tragedy or regret, even if her emotions would lead back to Milo like daggers. Being ice cold may help others cope, but it can also be your own detriment. Furthermore, you can’t please everyone. Stu wanted to help Zervana see that.

“You know, take me and Steve. When our mom died…the newspapers looked to us like hawks. They prayed that one of us would break down and cry, because it would give them the ammunition to call that brother the unfit ruler. So we had to remain unmoved - emotionless - for each other’s sake. When we finally cried together, it wouldn’t stop.”

Zervana didn’t understand, and Stu realized there was only one fix for it.

Begrudgingly, he told her about their princehood: what Steve would call a superfluous, non-defining part of their past. Yet it was important, and Zervana listened with absolute attention. When she asked why nobody had told her and Milo, Stu gave a reasonable excuse that they hadn’t had time yet. She respected Stu for it, and though in turn his story about their mom didn’t completely clear Zervana of her guilt, she felt a tad better.

They moved the conversation back to Prosper’s hub after that.

“So Milo is a Mesito… and how did you guys meet?”

Once again, Zervana took Stu’s question warily. There were bits to it that she didn’t feel comfortable sharing quite yet, and besides, her memory of that time was shockingly hazy. In fact, her entire early life was foggy, and Zervana had zero memories from before she was six. So she feigned adrenaline, and asked Stu excitedly, “So why are two princes going around the galaxy fighting GIBB and the vaccitube empire?”

Stu laughed, forgiving the clear diversion. Everything Zervana said, just the way she talked, gave him joy. “I don’t know. I…” Stu took a long pause. He really considered the question. He wanted to get it right. “It’s different for each of us, I think. But after our mom, you know…” He didn’t need to finish the sentence. Zervana laid a delicate hand on Stu’s lap. “Lindon just didn’t feel like home anymore.”

He looked at her, and she met his eyes. The silence was as dazzling as mist in the air.

Though that moment fizzled out like a cheap firework, there was no denying how much gunpowder it contained. And while Zervana and Stu spent some time that day going around talking to others, eventually those conversations got stale. When they found themselves talking to each other again, that was when their hearts felt full.

So that night after everyone had gone to sleep, both Stu and Zervana left their beds and climbed over Steve’s snoring body on the floor. They went out to the ship’s hub, just to keep talking.

Zervana told Stu about Pepper, Rexicon, Milo - none of the stuff from too far back, her past was still kept under lock and key. No origin for how she met Milo, no explanation behind her name, no mention of her family, but she told Stu about simpler stuff. The books she liked. The quotes she lived by. The memories she cherished.

She told him about a risky escapade from several years earlier.

Milo and Zervana had botched a mission and been captured by a violent cartel of the Kintona species. A species of rat men, with patchy skin and their innards in a constant state of hanging out. Zervana told Stu how they looked death in the eye that day, and how, in her final moments, she had thought of green grass.

But, when Milo had no choice, when he couldn’t take it any longer and revealed himself as Mesito, the cartel had changed their tune. In fact, they were impressed. GIBB wasn’t kind to them either. The Kintona and Mesito species were just two sides of the same red coin. So the cartel let them go, and Zervana found a new reason to fight. It wasn’t just about redistributing the wealth of the galaxy, it was about making GIBB pay, and she never forgot that.

Stu told Zervana about his favorite books, and what it was like being a twin. He told her how he felt like the only bad thing about being a twin is knowing your soul is in two places. Moreover, that one day it’ll be in just one place again. For that twin, the one who outlives the other, you don’t just lose a brother or sister, you don’t just lose family… you lose part of yourself. The part that does all that you don’t. There was so much that Stu enjoyed about being Steve’s twin, but for every ounce of togetherness they had, he feared for the day it would stop.

Zervana almost cried when Stu said he hoped he’d die first. Then she cracked a smile when he said maybe she could hire an assassin to kill him. They both laughed then, and laughed harder when reframing the whole conversation as the deepest thing they’d shared in the past 24 hours of knowing each other.

But the conversation didn’t just last one day. It didn’t grow old after two, three, or four days either. It was seven days before they retreaded familiar ground, with Stu asking Zervana again about her fashion sense, despite that being a point of topic from day three. Still, she went over it all again, and he found it endlessly fascinating. Her simple aesthetic, a crop-top and jeans, usually paired with a leather jacket or tunic with rebel colors; a ponytail, some tennis shoes; Stu said she could wear anything in the world and she’d still be beautiful. Zervana’s cheeks went red.

And on day seven, her hand had reached across the table they conversed at, and felt for his. Both hands were clammy, but when they came together everything tightened. Zervana and Stu both smiled, averting each other’s eyes, examining the other’s hand, and feeling like they were holding the most perfect hand in the world.

The firework didn’t quite explode, but the fuse had been lit. They let go, went back to talking, pretending like nothing had happened. But the wick kept burning and their hands had created that ember. Those perfect hands, the ones Zervana and Stu individually couldn’t believe they got to hold.

Neither hand was perfect, but if nothing else, love was finding perfection in imperfection. Like how Milo thought Zervana’s freckles were beautiful, and truly meant it.

Or how Steve forgave his brother for ignoring him all week long, because his brother was clearly happy, and that was perfect in and of itself.

Moreover, those days gave Steve plenty of time to understand why they called solitaire solitaire. So Steve assured himself, the jury was still out on which twin really had had the better first week aboard Prosper.
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Milo woke up with a jolt. For the third night in a row, his dreams had been haunted by the screeching brakes of the Lunar Express.

The first time the nightmare had struck him was the second night they’d been on Prosper. When he’d gone to bed, he had been laying with Zervana - nestling against his friend and co-dependent. When he’d woken up however, she was gone. Milo’s first thought had been that his nightmares were continuing, that he must have gone lucid and soon the train would screech again— but it couldn’t be. Milo had been wearing no watch, and when he pinched himself the only change he’d felt was a brief, sharp pain. The nightmare had not been continuing, Milo had simply woken up alone.

He tried then to walk off the fear, stretch his legs a bit, and hopefully return afterwards to peaceful sleep. Although when he left the bedroom into the kitchen, Milo had heard through the wall the sounds of Stu and Zervana quietly whispering to each other. It sounded foolish, but he’d thought he heard Zee mention his name, and it stopped Milo in his tracks. She was talking about him - maybe, probably - and he wasn’t privy to the conversation. They had never talked about each other behind their backs. Never.

It occurred to Milo then the same thing he had been thinking ever since Rexicon. That he maybe was just a monster… a weapon. Someone Zervana carried around to help her with her personal projects until she finally found some other people to move forward with. Maybe she had been talking about him because she was planning to leave him.

And maybe it didn’t matter at all.

Today, after the third straight spell of nightmares, Milo decided he would try taking his first shower in almost a week. He usually showered outside - Zervana would give him a quick hose down when nobody was around. There was no way for that to happen here though, so Milo buckled down and hit the bathroom for his first true shower.

It was tougher than he’d thought. For starters, his ungulate paws couldn’t turn on the shower heads. Then, when he finally got them started, he couldn’t close the shower door. His backside got in the way. So he shifted, for the first time since Sizmore, into a human.

As Milo stood there in the shower, in the shape of a human, a human who didn’t have to worry about how to turn a shower on or off, or how to fit into an average-sized enclosure, or doubt their place among fellow humans every second of every day, he let out a sob. Here he was, 17 years old, and he didn’t know if the physiological turmoil he felt were because he was young, maybe going through puberty, or if it was because he was middle-aged and suffering a midlife crisis. Or if it was because he was almost ancient, past his expiration date, and at any second he’d drop dead.

Milo didn’t know how Mesitos deteriorated, or if they did at all. All he knew was that he wanted his friend back. He was still decompressing from the tragedies of the days before; he needed Zervana now more than ever to help him figure things out. Maybe she had moved on. Maybe it was too late in Milo’s life to matter anyway.

When he got out of the shower, still dripping, he looked around for a towel to dry off. There were none on board, so Milo’s mind went to an old trick he’d perfected: shift into a bug and let the water roll off your body completely, then shift back and you’re dry as a desert.

When he tried doing it now however, a sharp pain shot down his spine. Milo yelped, and the transformation occurred in wonky bursts. At once he understood why he was hurting: he’d been shifting too much lately, and for the first time in ages he thought of Zervana with dejected anger. They shouldn’t be here - they should be back on Sizmore! She’d been pushing him much too hard.

There was suddenly a knock at the bathroom door.

“Sorry! Just a minute!” Milo called out (to who he assumed was Steve, the bathroom’s most-frequent occupant).

Yet, to his surprise, a woman’s voice whispered back. “It’s okay, take your time. I just heard you cry out… Um, I don’t know what’s wrong, but I hope you’re alright.”

Espee hadn’t said more than ten words to Milo in their entire time on board together. Which made her concern now all the more impactful. When Milo opened the door, he greeted Sarah Prawn with open arms. And though she was surprised, Espee returned the gesture, giving Milo a warm hug. It was the unexpected highlight of her week.

That was how Milo’s days on Prosper went. Nightmare, existential crisis, then finding solace in Espee (or more accurately, the memory of her one-time concern). She remained jaded to him after that day, as if nothing had happened, but Milo never forgot it all the same.

It wasn’t like Zervana had stopped talking to him completely. On the ninth day of their voyage to Freedoni, Stu had gone to bed early and Zervana pulled Milo aside to ask how he was adjusting.

Milo was honest with her; it hadn’t yet been a great trip through space. In turn, she reacted with empathy, but when Milo added that he’d rather just be back on Sizmore alone with her, Zervana fought the idea with alarming tenacity.

She said they never had to go back to Sizmore again. With this crew, they could probably retire on a nicer planet, never having to worry about another mission for as long as they lived. “Just like you wanted,” Zervana said, but Milo frowned.

That wasn’t what she had wanted.

He reminded her that leaving behind a life of rebellion was never what she wanted, but she replied that maybe she now saw a life worth retiring for.

Then Stu came out of the bedroom, cracking a joke about how he couldn’t sleep, and both he and Zervana laughed heartily.

Milo didn’t understand what was so funny. Most of all, he didn’t understand what Zervana had just said. So he left, those words ringing in his head long after. “Maybe I’ve finally found a life worth retiring for.”

He chose to believe she hadn’t meant it like that. She was just happier right now than she’d been in a long, long time. Still - was he not worth retiring for? Really, how could anyone feel when their surrogate mother said something like that… or even their sister, or maybe just a friend, or… well, an accomplice.

Right, maybe Milo wasn’t worth retiring for.

The voyage was tough on Milo, but Steve and Macguffin always made things better. Every time he talked to Steve, Milo would end up in stitches. One of his favorite days of the trip was when Steve jumped up unprompted and challenged him to an arm wrestling match. “Come on big guy, let’s see what you’re made of,” Steve whistled, and Milo could feel his heart pumping with the adrenaline of good competition.

They first went head-to-head with Milo in his Mesito state, but with nothing to grip onto Steve’s hand with, Milo lost quickly. So Milo, itching for a rematch, went into his human form. He was a strong human, as strong as he could muster, and that duel was closer. Yet Steve still won.

Macguffin sat nearby watching them, appearing to Milo as an adorable bear cub, which gave him the idea to turn into a bear himself. Call it unfair, but all was good and just in this odd company.

Milo the bear was victorious, and Steve jumped up laughing, proclaiming Milo to be the most overpowered creature he’d ever arm wrestled. Macguffin burst too, once more leaking yellow on Prosper’s floor.

Steve groaned, while Macguffin pounced on top of Milo with a tiny, innocent growl. “Guff,” Steve said sternly, “we need to talk about your bladder.”

Macguffin heard the oncoming discipline and burrowed himself deep into Milo’s armpit.

It was cozy, and in that moment, Milo found himself thinking that maybe this crew was better than life before.

Steve was good for conversation, just like his brother. They both had big brown eyes, which intently focused on your every word. He always seemed to know when to talk and when to listen. Milo didn’t unload all of his problems onto Steve’s shoulders. They mostly just talked about people they’d met and places they’d been to.

Steve told him about life as a prince, and Milo told him about life as a Mesito. Both were more interested in the other. On day ten - a day following another night cut short by a familiar dream of trains crashing - Steve called Milo the most adventurous person he’d ever met.

It was after Milo had told a particularly engaging story to Steve about their adventures on the planet Indico, a wartorn hub of crime and corruption. The adventure had it all, from close calls and booby traps, to a clan of malicious vaccitube collectors circling around Zervana and Milo while they’d said their hopeless goodbyes. Admittedly, Milo had embellished some of the story’s best parts, but it was a good adventure, and it was the first time he got to relive it (apart from when Zervana referenced it as an example of missions gone awry). It meant the world to Milo when Steve complimented his story.

Almost enough to make him forget how much he missed the person he’d lived through that adventure with.

Macguffin didn’t talk, but he was still great for company. Milo supposed he was the only other person on this ship - maybe one of the only other people in the entire galaxy - who understood what it was like to be used and discarded. Macguffins were marvelous creatures, even more versatile than he, because there was no chance of a Macguffin giving in and reverting back to a useless Mesito.

Macguffins never changed. They were always exactly what you wanted to see. While sometimes that changed, meaning you saw a different Macguffin than you had before, it was still the same old gray ball doing the same old gray stuff. You were just seeing it in a different light.

A Macguffin could be sitting in the corner of the room, and Milo could see it right before him, nuzzling its head against his thigh. Steve, at the same time, might see the Macguffin (his current perception was of Macguffin as a young bull) standing watch and protecting him - an unflinching pillar of strength and selflessness. Stu saw Macguffin as an owl, Espee a dog, and Zervana a cat. They all gained from him whatever they wanted to, and sometimes that was just glancing over at Macguffin rolling around on the floor, cute as can be. Even Macguffin letting out a sneeze, or twitching his leg, or licking his privates, was the most adorable thing one had ever seen: it was designed to be that way. So, intentionally or unintentionally, Milo felt a great comfort from Macguffin’s presence on the ship. He was another unappreciated creature who humans had used for their own selfish means - a Mesito of a different stroke.

Those two weeks of transit were rough on Milo, but one thing he never lost sight of was how things might somehow be worse for Sarah Prawn.

Espee was never around. If you were in the hub, she was in the kitchen. If you went in the kitchen, she moved to the bathroom. If all those rooms were occupied, she’d head down to the control room, brushing off any offers for company. Milo wanted to know more about Espee, but figured he never would.

Some people in life never allowed anyone in, and truthfully Milo could understand why. Grow close to everyone, and you’re tethered to them all. Grow close to no one, and you’re unequivocally free.
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Espee wished they had never gone to Sizmore.

Her crew was falling apart by the seams, its two new arrivals throwing everything into disarray. The way things worked before was simple. Stu and Steve stuck to each other, and she and Macguffin stuck to themselves. Every so often, Espee would fill in the Ergos on her new plan and route them to a new planet. When they were there, the four of them worked together for a brief time, and weren’t entirely unsuccessful.

They were nowhere near as triumphant as Milo and Zervana, but they had accomplished the most important thing: they never got caught. Their bounties were beginning to add up, and Espee was almost considering taking her share of the loot and clocking out, doing with it what she’d been planning for a long time.

But then she’d had a routing error, and Steve had asked her inarguably to land on Sizmore. Now, they had two new mouths to feed and seven new dynamics for Espee to manage.

She saw how close Zervana was getting to Stu. Their once-innocent conversations had now evolved into more obvious flirtation, and every so often Espee observed an electric touch from one to the other. Espee wasn’t heartless; a large part of her was happy for Stu, who had become a good friend to her in spite of their interactions being so infrequent. But that was just typical of Espee - she didn’t like the formalities of conversation. She didn’t want to go through the monotonous motions of figuring out people’s traumas or passions. As far as Espee was concerned, everyone had something, and nobody’s something was more important than anyone else’s. They were all equals struggling to survive in this capitalistic, bureaucratic nightmare GIBB had strategically created.

Besides, why waste time getting to know people she’d eventually leave behind?

Espee also had reservations about Milo. She understood what he was, a Mesito, and she knew the connotations that carried. For her crew and their missions, it made them infinitely more sought after, and therefore much more susceptible to failure. Everyone was out to get Mesitos; was all that extra baggage really worth whatever Milo brought to the table? He didn’t even seem all that impressive - she had heard him sobbing in the shower once before. He was emotionally unstable… No, don’t say that, Espee told herself. She shouldn’t knock Milo, without knowing what his something was.

Still, she’d wager that his drawbacks outweighed his benefits, and that put Prosper in a dangerous position.

As Espee sat in her bed, on this twelfth day of travel - so far, a very stable voyage; they were two days off from Freedoni, and had only had to adjust course once so far - it occurred to her that things could still go back to the way they were.

Zervana had said so herself. Freedoni’s bazaar was a hub of frenzy and chaos.

It was easy to get lost in the crowds.

For days now, Espee had already planned how they’d pull off this mission. Their best bet was to break off into pairs; that way they would be smaller targets. If things were to go south, they could use each other as diversions. It hadn’t yet occurred to her though that there was a third, hidden benefit to breaking into pairs.

If Milo and Zervana were to pair off, Espee could easily leave them behind.

It wouldn’t be that difficult. Stu and Steve could be a pair, she and Macguffin could be another, and the new passengers - who already had “all this experience” heisting together - could be the third pair. Maybe they’d even be willing to be the two taking the most risks. After all, Zervana and Milo had taken on Freedoni before.

Give it some pressure, gather some vaccitubes, make sure that Zervana and Milo were the third pair to return to the ship, and she could easily pilot Prosper away before Stu and Steve even realized what was happening.

They’d be furious, sure, but Espee had a fierce independence that the brothers never trifled with. They listened to her, perhaps because they were wary of asking more questions. This move, however devious, could be pulled off.

Could she live with it? Yes. Easily.

The last thing Espee wanted was to be attached - tethered - to these other rebels. All she knew about Milo and Zervana were their names. Espee could easily disregard a name.

When push came to shove, Espee needed to survive. There was too much riding on these missions for her to fail, and the best strategy to avoid future failures was to ditch Prosper’s newest passengers. A Mesito was simply bad for business.
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By the time she called the group meeting, 18 hours before they’d land on Freedoni, Espee had already reconsidered her plan. Betraying Zervana and Milo may end in mutiny. She could lose everything, and end up back in a cell on Lindon. Therefore, when Espee suggested to everyone that they all take on Freedoni in pairs of two, she decided that she wasn’t going to push for Zervana and Milo to be assigned together. Nor would she have to.

Milo was the first to suggest it.

“Yeah, that makes sense. Pairings, and I think that maybe Zervana and I should be paired together.” Milo looked from Espee to Zervana, expecting her to be enthusiastic. Instead, her face showed no reaction. He continued on, “Well, because we have the most experience together. It’s a no-brainer, really.”

Zervana replied kindly, “Good idea Milo. But also, consider this: we’re the only two with any experience on Freedoni. Perhaps we’re more beneficial spreading out across two pairs. Maybe, uh, you go with Espee and I go with Stu or something.”

She said it so innocently, so nonchalantly, that Espee wanted to shout. Instead, she took a deep breath and added, “Zervana, that won’t work. I always go with Macguffin, for starters-”

Stu now jumped in. “Sure, usually when we pair off it’s Espee and Macguffin, and me and Steve. So let’s follow Zervana’s line of thinking here - it makes a lot of sense to me - and we can do Espee and Macguffin as per usual, then me and Zee, and finally Milo and Steve together.”

Milo countered, “I want to go with Zervana. That’s who I’m most comfortable with on these missions.”

Espee agreed, and all eyes turned to Zervana.

“Milo…”

Espee observed the way Zervana formed her words. There was some heartache to it. Now, Espee was regretting even suggesting an open discussion; she was feeling more for these people than she’d wanted to. She was growing attached to them - she felt sympathy for Milo, and even some empathy for Zervana.

Espee shed the last of her misgivings; this was the right move. Already Zervana was eager to work with Stu. Breaking them apart was going to be hard, but it was clear now that it was necessary.

“…I feel like-”

Zervana didn’t get a chance to say what was on her mind. Milo cut her off. “Stop, Zee. Stop, Zervana. I get it. You go with your new best friend.”

Steve looked at Milo, whose head hung as low as his heart. He put out a hand to pat Milo’s shoulder, but it was pushed away. Zervana and Stu didn’t say a word, but both wore guilty faces.

“Milo,” Steve said in a comforting tone, “this is great! Now the fan favorites get to pair up!” He said it with just the right amount of self-deprecation to make it hilarious, and Milo couldn’t help resisting the charisma. He looked up at Steve, smiling, but then it hit him.

At six years old, Milo had found a book on Mesitos. It read, “A Mesito is a solitary creature. They hunt alone. They have no family. They receive no love.” These books could be fiction or exaggerated, as Zervana had always tried to assure him, but the best fiction is grounded in reality. There had to be some truth to those words.

“No, Steve. Sorry. I think I’ll go alone this time.”

Steve and Stu were vehemently against it. Espee didn’t want anyone to go by themselves, Milo or otherwise. Even Macguffin hated it and ran up to Milo to give him a soft-but-forceful tug.

Most of all, it was Zervana who pleaded. “No Milo, please. I’ll go with you if that’s what you want! But it’s incredibly dangerous to go alone, you know that… don’t do it. I won’t let you.”

It was too late. Milo had made up his mind. “Zervana, I can do whatever I want.”

It took two additional back-and-forths before Zervana, tears billowing in her eyes, finally agreed. Stu put an arm around her, and she fell into his chest. She didn’t cry - Milo was very thankful for that - but her heart was breaking.

So was Espee’s, though she didn’t let a sliver of it show.

The only one to break the tension was Steve. Steve, who felt sorry, but knew that the best medicine right now would be to make others laugh. “Well, I’m not going to go alone! So whose date am I third-wheeling?” It didn’t get quite the guffaws he’d expected.

“You can go with us.” Stu closed his mouth - Espee had beat him to it. “We’ll land by the south entrance of the bazaar,” Espee continued, “Macguffin and the two of us will take the west end, getting whatever tubes we can find. Zervana and Stu will take the east end. Milo, you’ll… you’ll have to take the north end of the market alone.” She said it with some concern, her plan to abandon him and Zervana now an afterthought.

“Will we use radios?” Milo asked.

Zervana, always prepared, only now realized she had left hers and Milo’s back on Sizmore.

“No, unless you have three lying around.” When she saw that he didn’t, Espee carried on. “Oh well, it’s doable all the same. We’ll just keep it short: ten minutes. Exactly ten minutes, and we all head back to the ship with whatever we can carry.”

Everyone nodded. Zervana was amazed at the command Espee held, despite having said nothing at all to most of the crew in the past two weeks.

“Also, I’m sorry to say this, but it has to be said: if the heat is on, we can’t stay around to burn alive. I’ll make sure my group’s back in ten. But the rest of you-” Espee looked at Stu and Zervana, and then at Milo. “I can’t wait around. Ten minutes, and then Prosper is off to space again.”

Zervana stared at Milo, eager to get his attention. To make absolutely sure that this was what he wanted.

Milo forced his head down and would not meet her eyes.

“It’s understood,” said Stu.

“Good. And Milo?” Espee asked.

Milo looked up. His eyes were narrow, his expression one of grit. “I understand.”

In fact, Milo was glad. For once in his life, someone had been open about their intention to abandon him if he wasn’t perfectly useful. It was the kind of thing he reckoned Zervana had in mind when it came down to brass tacks. Nobody wants to lug around an ugly, monstrous oaf.

It killed Zervana to see Milo so ice cold, so removed from his usual cheery self. It was her fault. Didn’t she deserve to be happy, though? Wouldn’t Milo want her to be happy?

She wasn’t quite sure, and neither was he. Milo just knew that Zervana was never his mother. She was never his sister. At the very best, she had always just been his friend. Because a family could never consist of a human and a Mesito. It was time they’d stopped pretending that it could.
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It took 60 hours for the news of Rupert’s death to reach Amos Gibb.

It had already been picked up by all the newspapers, tabloids, and magazines, each outdoing the others with their own exclusive gory pictures of the crime scene (it was a good pay day for Sizmore’s law enforcement). Space Race put out the story first: GIBB EMPLOYEE MURDERED, REXICON REBELS STRIKING AGAIN? They were followed by the Intergalactic Enquirer, The Captain’s Courier, and Mister, a Playboy-esqe magazine which prided themselves on intelligent essays sandwiching raunchy photo shoots.

Those publications included the first photos of Rupert’s remains: a discombobulated mess of legs and arms, and a head, frozen mid-scream. Readers struggled to stomach the photo of Rupert’s face; its eyes had been clawed out and all that was left were two hollow caves of blood and nerve endings.

Yet, while all those publications were quick to the press, including interviews or gory photographs to bolster up their hasty writing, no publication was anywhere near as respected as The Leviathan Times. Everyone in the galaxy awaited their take on the events that had transpired, and when they finally put out their paper covering Rupert’s death (a day after everyone else, but still before Amos caught wind of it), they had done a staggering amount of research.

Conducting nearly a dozen interviews from Sizmorian citizens, the Times found out about the election, the speech, and the unexpected spider person who had come barreling through it all. They obtained reports of the radio calls that had transpired, and the subsequent call between Sizmorian PD and GIBB creature control. They’d also gathered a few eyewitness testimonies from those who’d seen Rupert himself, running through the streets of Sizmore. Altogether, they had crafted a pretty clear picture of the events leading up to Rupert’s murder, and ultimately came to a key conclusion.

The Times was respected because they were so thorough. When they came to their conclusion, that the pair of individuals who had crashed Teddy Rodgers’ election speech and killed Rupert Sears, were also the same individuals behind the destruction of Rexicon Station and the Solar Express, it wasn’t a theory. It was a statement.

Consider the evidence.

Every single account from Sizmore had made mention of the spider person carrying a woman. A woman who wore a rebel’s tunic. They had all observed the way the spider huffed and puffed, as if it were beyond gassed. Almost as if it had just escaped the collapse of falling debris, and was still trying to reach safety. The timings, too, were too close to be coincidental. TLT registered the radio calls on Sizmore as all occurring in a 3-minute window from 0704 to 0707, which was exactly 2 minutes after the rebel pair were spotted flying off of Fuul.

It was entirely reasonable, then, to say that this rebel and her accomplice had sabotaged the Solar Express and fled to Sizmore, possibly because it was the last place anyone would expect them to go. Then, the accomplice, who had transformed from a pterodactyl to a spider person, had carried his leader through Sizmore, but was spotted and panicked. When Rupert came after them, the spider person/pterodactyl (perhaps that was what clawed out Rupert’s eyes) had murdered him in cold blood, and fled the scene with his rebel master.

While TLT didn’t like to publish theories, they felt this was all too big a coincidence to not spell out – it appeared that Space Race (REXICON REBELS STRIKE AGAIN?) had been right after all. An impressive, baseless claim from some rookie writer, had now been deemed a probability. But two things were still uncertain.

Firstly, was this pterodactyl/spider person a Mesito? That was the predominant theory, spun by radicals and reactionaries alike. There was really no evidence supporting that, however, and it seemed too fanciful when one considered the opposing theory.

Published by more-sensible sources, the alternate take was that the pterodactyl and human must’ve met a spider person in the tunnels of Sizmore, where it had long been said that one lived, and it likely took over carrying the human rebel while the pterodactyl flew above and out of view.

No matter which theory one subscribed to, the other, more pervasive, question was where were those rebels now?

Investigators had found a deceased spider person in a house near where Rupert died - it probably got shot, and crawled to safety before ultimately giving out. So where were the pterodactyl and the human? The Rexicon Rebels, the High-Flying Hypocrites…

TLT refused to publish anything baseless, or call for a witch hunt of any kind. But other publications lacked such integrity. Space Race, Buzzed, Planet Pitter Patter - even Mister, in an op ed opposite Edna Creary posing in a bikini - all contributed to a problem. Publication after publication ran with TLT’s findings, and embellished them to various degrees. It was no longer “There may be ties between the events on Fuul and Rupert Sears’s murder.”. It was “A Mesito and its enabler kill hundreds and decide it still isn’t enough… Family man Rupert Sears is the latest victim in a continuing Mesito-led massacre.”

Rupert didn’t have a family, but sensation sells.

When Amos Gibb finally caught up, it was recommended to him that he personally deliver a speech condemning these publications, and urging people to not go out hunting for a Mesito. In fact - he would add - not only was there no proof that a Mesito was behind these events, but there was also zero evidence that these crimes were even committed by the same person, or people. The Leviathan Times had been wrong, he would say, and what had happened at Rexicon and what happened to Rupert, while both unfortunate, were ultimately unrelated. Only after he’d said that, his advisors added, would he relax the public’s frenzy and avoid escalating chaos.
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At which point, he could focus on what was probably true: these events were related, and they were committed by a Mesito.

“Wait, so they are related?!” Amos yelled, confused.

He was sitting in an office wearing a tight suit. He had rarely worn a suit before, but in the days since Rupert’s death (going on three now), things had changed a lot for Amos Gibb.

The first two days were pretty standard. Amos underwent his typical routine, which was characterized by an early morning wake-up, a shower, and then four to five hours of lounge time by the pool. After he lounged, he napped. After that, he drank whatever he could get his hands on, usually passing out around 2100. He was up again by 5 or 6 the next morning, and dried out, only to repeat the cycle again.

But even in those two days, before he was officially notified of Rupert’s murder, he’d felt something was off. After Rupert had left him to go investigate the events on Rexicon, Amos had sat around a bit, debating joining him. Ultimately, he didn’t, and try as he might he could not stop thinking about it. His mind would wander, but then kept finding itself at another signpost which read Rupert’s name. Was it an indication that he should go join him, Amos wondered, or was it just his usual guilt creeping in and making him hate himself? That would be typical, unsurprising even, but this all felt different.

If he had done any research, picked up any paper, or turned on any news channel, his suspicions would’ve been confirmed. Only Amos didn’t research. Rupert always did that for him. He was surprisingly unconnected from Leviathan happenings apart from Rupert, but it was by choice. Amos hated having advisors; they’d always pester him to make statements or enact structural changes. He did not want to be told how to run a company that he wanted nothing more than to see run into the ground.

It was more than that, though. Amos knew, for all of the empty promises and faux relationships he’d maintained with his yes men, that at the end of the day nobody cared about him. They were just looking out for their own jobs. They just wanted to keep the paychecks coming. It was why Amos had fired his head of wardrobe, a renowned fashion designer named Kurt Lemmon, after a single day of work. Kurt had told him he looked great in whatever 15,000 ice suit they’d put him in, and Amos knew that he didn’t. He looked fat, he looked stuffy, he looked sad. So he fired Kurt, threw out the suit, and threw on a loose-fitting floral tee.

That was how it went for Amos - if you worked for him, you better be careful not to compliment him. Because the moment you called him smart, Gibb would remember how dumb he was. The moment you called him handsome, he felt ugly. The moment you called him fit, Gibb felt fat.

The only employee Amos actually liked was Rupert Sears. Rupert wasn’t a yes man. He didn’t compliment Amos; he didn’t tell him how to lead. He was just a trigger-happy madman who Amos’ father had happened to employ, and who knew too much about GIBB for Amos to reasonably let go now. So things worked out between them. They got along just as Zervana and Pepper had. Neighborly.

Which made his death all the more impactful - it came late because Amos relied on Rupert for those kinds of updates, and it came with added weight because the messenger would no longer be in service.

Instead of Rupert, the new messenger was a woman named Katrina.

She came to Amos almost exactly three days after Rupert had come to him and delivered the news from Rexicon; a lazy three days for Amos, but an eventful period for the rest of Leviathan. Katrina introduced herself as one of the Board of Directors of GIBB corporation. It was a Board that Amos had known existed, but hadn’t gotten around to meeting yet. He would eventually, he swore. But now that day had come, and he couldn’t make any more excuses.

After Katrina told Amos what happened, she gave him exactly five minutes.

Five minutes to compose himself, collect his belongings, and change into proper business attire. Then they’d meet with the rest of the Board. A very unhappy Board, she emphasized.

Amos’ first thought was to deny her completely. Who was she to boss him around, and how did this woman get past his security to begin with? And, to that end, where was his security, or his pool boy, or his bartender?

It was funny. Amos had called for a drink an hour ago, and nothing had arrived. The pool was as dirty as the Sizmorian backwaters; it looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in days. Where was his staff? Where were his security guards? He wanted to call for Rupert, Rupert would know what to do…

Of course, if Katrina was right, then Amos was relying on a ghost.

He was ashamed of himself. His second-in-command had been murdered, and he was probably the last person in the galaxy to hear of it. How must Leviathan be reacting, without Rupert here to put out a statement? There must have been radio silence coming from GIBB. How must his staff be feeling, watching as their leader willfully ignored two massive blows to GIBB’s credibility, in favor of the dreadful rotation of suntan, sleep, and insobriety?

They had every right to walk out on him. If anything, it proved his interpersonal theory correct: they weren’t going to stick around on a sinking ship when they only pretended to adore its captain.

This woman, Katrina, was only here because at this stage of the game, the Board of Directors had more control over the shareholders’ interests than Amos did. They were the only ones who still cared about GIBB.

So as his five minutes passed, and Amos reminisced briefly on what Rupert had meant to him the past decade, he came to all these conclusions. He was embarrassed, ashamed…but also angry. Angry because he was finally going to have to lead GIBB, and he’d be attending his first meeting hungover.
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“How are they related? Or I mean, how do we know they’re related?”

The Board of Directors, ten in all, stared at Amos as he asked the question. He was a mess, hair greasy, suit untucked, and he was wearing sunglasses - indoors. If Katrina hadn’t personally collected him, the Board would have had a hard time believing this was really Amos Gibb.

Katrina had more patience than anyone with Amos. They had been in this meeting for an hour now, and had only finally gotten past the point of instructing Amos to make a statement condemning The Leviathan Times and all other media conspiracy, while assuring the galaxy that everything was under control. The kind of basic first step all corporations take when under this kind of scrutiny; the kind of step they should’ve taken days ago, or at the very least Amos himself should’ve understood immediately. But he hadn’t - he was incredibly confused - and the Board had spent an hour now explaining the obvious.

It didn’t bother Katrina. It was as if she had been through this before, and, in a way, she had. Katrina Shelton was approaching seventy years old, and Amos was the third generation of Gibb men she’d made excuses for. She expected the worst at every turn, and the Gibb family never surprised her.

Truthfully, when she went to Amos’ house earlier that morning, and filled him in for (unsurprisingly) the first time on what had happened to Rupert, all Katrina took away was how impressive it was that Amos wasn’t literally then in the process of sipping something.

As everyone raised their voices again, lecturing at Amos about the clear connections between the crimes on Fuul and Sizmore, Katrina stayed calm. When the nine other Directors died down, and Amos characteristically stayed confused, Katrina took a deep breath and explained things to him slower. “Amos, please listen. We’ve combed over The Times’ angle, and it’s all likely to be true. We even took the black-and-white photographs captured at Rexicon Station and attempted to colorize them, and what we observed was that the vaccitubes those rebels drank were jade-colored. Which, as you know, corresponds to Sizmore.”

Amos shook his head. He did not know that.

“Right, well they do,” Katrina continued. “So what happened was this: two rebels attempted to rob the Solar Express, but it went awry. They killed the conductor, and in a most-unfortunate manner, this went down at exactly the same time as another train, the Lunar Express, was arriving. The two trains collided, leading to the tragedy we all know-” she looked at him, and Amos nodded. That tragedy he was somewhat aware of.

“Yes. So the rebels fled the scene, and flew away through Fuul’s open portal… which led them to Sizmore. There, they-” Katrina stopped and coughed.

She was getting older, but to make matters worse, Katrina had been diagnosed with a lung disease a year ago. Nobody in this room would ever find that out - to her, it was separate from work. All the same, it was certain: within two years, Katrina would lie in a hospital room surrounded by her children, and her grandchildren, and her little dog Rufus, and finally lose her battle with herself. She’d be remembered as one of the finest higher-ups GIBB ever had, and by her family, one of the greatest humans to ever walk Leviathan.

“Right, I get the rest. Rupert went after them, and lost.” Amos finished, as Katrina controlled her cough.

“Yes,” Katrina emphasized. “Though the questions still being asked are these: are these two events the result of a rebel and a Mesito working together, and are they still at large?” Before anyone could answer, Katrina posed a third question. “Also Amos, I’d like to know, how did Rupert end up on Sizmore in the first place?”

Amos didn’t quite understand the question. Mostly because his head was pounding. They had given him some coffee when he’d sat down, but that had made things worse. He wanted nothing more than to rip off his suit and get back to the pool. “I told him to go to, uh— the train station, I believe.”

Katrina let out a sigh. The rest of the Directors remained silent. “Amos, that was the wrong move.” She waved her finger in the air, grabbing his attention.

He remained silent, staring back behind those dark shades.

“Amos, take off your sunglasses. Listen.”

Maybe it was more than the prior realization that his whole team had abandoned him, or maybe Katrina really just had some control over Amos, because, for the second time that day, he listened to her. With a shaking hand, Amos took off his sunglasses, and blinked rapidly, red eyes adjusting to the harsh room. “Okay, I’m listening.”

“Amos, here’s what you should’ve done when you heard what happened at Rexicon. You should have gone to the news and controlled the story. You should’ve said that your thoughts and prayers went out to the families affected. You should’ve shown remorse, offered vague suggestions for change, and waited for it to blow over.” The rest of the room murmured in agreement. “We could’ve then, behind-the-scenes, assessed the financial losses from the train crash and moved forward to capture those responsible. Don’t promise the galaxy that we will, but surprise them when we do. That way, if we didn’t find the rebels, if justice wasn’t served, perhaps things would’ve blown over enough for us to move on to whatever else the public was mad about. A constant state of redirection. Of appeasement.”

Amos got it - he really did. In a way he was surprised by how similar the “best policy” was to what he lived by. Don’t do anything, that was really what Katrina was saying, but just pretend like you’re doing everything.

She continued, “Instead, you let your single most unhinged employee personally chase after two nobodies. Apparently, before he was called to Sizmore, he was in the process of notifying the press that anybody with information on the rebels should send it to us. Now how, in any way, would that help us?”

Amos began, “I mean, local police ask all the tim-”

“Exactly. Local police. A town, a city, even a small planet might be able to afford that kind of mass call for leads, but asking the entire galaxy for them? Do you know how many calls we’d have to respond to? Millions, Amos! Millions. Everyone and their mother calling in reporting a suspicious neighbor, or an annoying child, claiming that it’s somehow related to what we’re looking for, when it’s not! But at that point, we’ve already broadcast our personal intention, our promise, to catch these thieves, so we’re obligated to investigate every little thing, or simply make up a lie that the culprits were caught, just to shut everybody up. Then, when it comes out that we lied - as it always will - we’re screwed. Never, Amos - never ask the galaxy for their help.”

“Amos,” Katrina continued, looking deep into his bloodshot eyes, “I’m sorry to say this, but we got lucky that Rupert died. If he had gon-”

“No.” Amos’ voice was deeper now, sterner. “I hear you. Your points - they make sense. But don’t say we benefited from a teammate dying.”

There were some chuckles around the table, stifled. Katrina herself grinned. “Teammate” was a funny way to put business, but she gave Amos some props. He could certainly control a room. “Okay, I apologize. Yes, if Rupert had continued - bless his soul - things could’ve gone ugly for GIBB, and it’s time now that we avoid making similar mistakes.”

Everyone in the room bowed their heads momentarily, as if to pay an obligatory tribute to Rupert. It was short lived, and soon Katrina spoke again.

“So I’ve given it some thought and had some investigations done into Sizmore, and I determined the following-” Katrina stood, straightened out her suit jacket, then approached the front of the room and turned on a projector. It awoke with a whirr, displaying Katrina’s computer screen. She had pulled up an old news clipping. The headline read SPIDER KILLS SIX. Beneath it was a photo of a young man, veins turned black. It was Sizmore’s own planet paper - this kind of story didn’t make it out of orbit.

Katrina went on, “It looks like some forty years ago, a spider person murdered six humans on Sizmore. They never arrested her; I scoured the subsequent papers to make sure. So she remained a ghost story on her planet. It's my opinion that the two rebels we’re after knew her, and went to Sizmore seeking her protection. As many verified, the entire planet steered clear of her home, so it would’ve been the perfect place for our rebels to lay low for a while.”

It made sense to Amos. The same kinds of people who had sabotaged a train to steal vaccitubes, would also befriend a murderous monster.

“But, here’s the thing,” Katrina continued, now pulling up an earlier news article from the same paper. Its headline read TWO DEAD, A FAMILY ENDED BY SENSELESS VIOLENCE. Beneath it was a photo of Pepper and her husband Cart, and then, in subtitle, “(unpictured) baby Judith.” Katrina went on, “This story is from a few days before that Sizmorian spider person killed six. Old news upstaged by what she, Pepper, must have done in retaliation. You see, it was an act of revenge.”

A large man adorned with rings cleared his throat. “Why does this matter, Katrina? Let’s hurry up.”

“Hang on, I’m getting to it… So look at this photo, look at Pepper. She’s tiny, right? Well, all the accounts of the spider person that ran through Sizmore’s business district described the spider as huge. So, yes, Pepper was the body they found dead by Rupert, it has to be.” To prove it, Katrina swiped to the gory photographs of Rupert and Pepper’s remains, the casualties of a few days prior.

Amos looked away, while everyone else appeared undisturbed.

Katrina put the two images side by side, proving assuredly that Pepper was the dead spider found near Rupert. “Pepper here died three days ago, but look at her size! She was not the spider person who our eyewitnesses spotted running through Sizmore.”

Another Director spoke up. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that the papers got it wrong. Everyone is saying that Sizmore was a planet that lived in fear of this Pepper. That the rebels went there, met her in the tunnels, and Pepper carried our human rebel home while the pterodactyl flew ahead.”

She coughed, then continued, “They say that Pepper and the rebel were spotted. Rupert was called in as creature control. He fought the spider and they both died, and the rebels got away. That’s not right.”

The table listened intently.

“Instead, what happened is this: our rebels are a human and a Mesito. The pterodactyl is the spider person, the one that the city saw. The one that made them call Rupert. When our Mesito and human reached Pepper, at her home on Sizmore, Rupert was hot on their trail. I don’t know what killed Rupert, but we know his eyes were clawed, right? So it stands to reason that the Mesito, as a pterodactyl, or a tiger, or a lion, or whatever, killed Rupert.” Katrina was out of breath now. She took only a brief pause to cough twice, her lungs burning, and carried on.

“Rupert killed Pepper - not the same spider person the city saw, and the rebels got away. And how did they get away unseen? That is how I know we’re dealing with a Mesito. It could’ve become anything - maybe an eagle, for instance - and taken its human accomplice up into the air, out of sight. Back to the tunnels, off to some other escapade,” Katrina spat.

“My theory answers all the prevailing questions. These rebels have striked twice, one of them is a Mesito, and that’s how they got away again.”

As everyone took it in, Katrina took a sip of water. Her throat was sore, and she could feel some more coughs coming on, but she was pleased with herself. She was pretty close to the truth. Not bad investigative work for a grandmother with dying lungs.
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As the table broke into discussion, all Amos could think about was how unlucky Rupert must’ve been. If Amos hadn’t sent him off, he wouldn’t have responded to that call. He wouldn’t have had to face a rebel, a Mesito, and a monster. Amos was just impressed Rupe had got one of the three on his way down.

“Okay, okay,” a tall man sitting at the Board’s table said with command, silencing the rest of the murmurs. “I see your evidence, and you’re probably right.” He sighed, as Katrina turned off her projector. “But if this is all true, we’re dealing with a rebel pair that has a Mesito, has killed at Rexicon, has killed on Sizmore, and is liable to kill again! This is a danger worth pursuing, and we have to make absolutely sure that people don’t make these connections themselves.”

Katrina nodded. “Right, so before we get to how we’re going to stop these two, it’s time for you to shine, Amos.” Katrina, the tall man, and all the other Directors in the room turned to Amos with trepidation. His heart beat like a bongo, quick and irregular. “Are you ready to make a statement?”
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If there was one thing in particular Amos was unprepared for, it was facing the cameras. The Board had brought him into a different room, and only now did Amos even appreciate the size of the building he was in. Apparently, it was a booming hub for GIBB corp. operations. The Board of Directors all had offices here, and while Amos was off lazing at his mansion on the unmarked planet Coov, occasionally lifting what he thought was the big finger, they were all here doing the real work remotely. This, Amos realized, was GIBB Headquarters. An HQ that he had never known the extent of.

There were offices for marketing, product control, management, data and analytics, research, security, human resources… There was even a black box, which was where Amos was brought to, that was specifically for putting together GIBB training videos, commercials, and the occasional GIBB corp. video statement. The kind of statement Amos should’ve recorded days ago, but which he’d always delegated to Rupert.

What was most surprising about the Headquarters though, wasn’t even its incredible scope. It was that, as Amos walked its halls, he passed by familiar faces. The staff here wasn’t massive, but it was big enough. Worse still, Amos realized that many people who he thought he’d fired over the past ten years were still working here.

How could that be? He was the CEO of GIBB. He was in charge of everything… But then why, Amos asked himself interrogatively, did you think that the biggest company in the galaxy was functioning with just you and Rupert Sears in control? Why were you stupid enough to believe that your days of lounging were an integral part of a fully-functioning empire? How could he believe that firing all of GIBB’s staff would be okay, but yet not hire anyone to replace them?!

Today was a terrible day. Because it occurred to Amos that all his tiny problems, his drinking and his loneliness and his depression, were all just additional obstacles that a competent team of businessmen were sweeping under the rug from afar. Just minor hitches for GIBB corp. to deal with, all while trying to keep little Amos Gibb in his little ignorant pocket. Rupert too, he realized. Nobody cared about either of them. They were just little boys, playing pretend in a play set called paradise. Keep Amos happy, keep Amos drunk, and he’ll never ask questions.

But now they needed him. GIBB’s public image was floundering, and they needed a member of the family to come make things credible again. It was almost impressive, how they applied make-up to Amos now and covered up his drunkenness with their movie magic. How they probably used camera tricks to make him look skinny, how they’d probably have a dozen people come coach him on what to say over and over again. They’d all repeat the same thing, and it would all be obvious. Just say that what happened at Rexicon was unrelated to what happened to Rupert, and make no mention of a Mesito loose.

Amos laughed, then scowled. They didn’t even know what a Mesito was. They hadn’t seen the creatures first-hand like Rupert had. They didn’t know about the sanctuary. They didn’t know about the massacres. They didn’t even understand where vaccitube shipments came from, just as babies don’t understand where they come from—

“Do you understand, Amos?” Katrina said, sterner this time. She couldn’t believe it - Amos was about to address the entire galaxy, and his mind was drifting again.

“Yes.” He responded, through gritted teeth. To prove it, he recited: “‘I condemn the sensationalist publications, putting out rumors that Mesitos still exist, and that they’re responsible for two recent tragedies. In fact, there is zero evidence that what happened with the Solar Express, and what happened to a GIBB employee in the hours afterward, are related at all. They are not. Moreover, Mesitos have long been extinct. So I urge you, Leviathan, to stick to grieving in these tough times. Let us remember the lives lost, but let us not go renegade searching for people to blame.’”

For the third time that day, Katrina was surprised. Maybe Amos wasn’t as useless as his father the maniac, or his grandfather the zealot. She also hoped he could remain just as useful when the cameras were actually rolling.

GIBB staff sat Amos down in front of a green screen, did some finishing touches on his make-up, and then with little warning (“live in 3, 2, 1…”), Amos was on. The Board watched intently, praying that the screw-up Gibb son would get one thing right, so they could go back to actually pulling the company’s strings. Katrina watched as the live viewer count went up, straight to the millions and onward, about to gain two more zeroes.
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Amos, though he stammered, impressed them all.

He said almost exactly what he had said to Katrina moments before, only he changed “A GIBB employee” to “My family’s long-time friend, Rupert Sears.” Katrina wouldn’t like it, but Amos didn’t care. If that was the last time Rupert’s life would be mentioned in this building, then he at least deserved a eulogy. A lackluster one, but at least Amos got to utter his friend’s full name.
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When they all returned to the meeting room, Amos got a few hearty “congratulations” and “nice jobs.” Then, as if the first meeting had never stopped, a Director turned to Katrina and said: “Well, the public is no longer a concern, but you said it yourself - we need to catch these rebels. How do you propose we do so?”

Amos couldn’t believe it. The Board was flippant; they moved at an unhealthy pace. Everyone here probably hoped Amos would go his whole life ignorant of their power. Now that he’d done his little face-of-the-company song and dance, they didn’t need him. They were just going to continue on making the big decisions on their own.

With that in mind, Amos stood up. He put on his sunglasses and began to leave.

At the door, he paused. Waiting to see what they would say. But behind his back, the conversation hadn’t died one bit. Katrina was mentioning something about returning to Sizmore and checking the exit portal, to see where the rebels might’ve gone. Some fat cat was agreeing with her. They were probably all drunker than Amos had been all week, drunk on the almighty pride of owning GIBB but taking none of the criticism.

Amos, on the other hand, did nothing for GIBB. Nothing that mattered. Yet he got all the blame. When the company messed up, he’d have to apologize; and sure, this time it really was his fault, for he had let Rupert go unchecked, but next time? Amos would have to smile on camera and apologize, surrounded by people who controlled him, and people he thought he had fired long ago, and people who at the end of the day didn’t care about his problems so long as none of them got out. Those people were really GIBB corp. Amos was just Gibb.

He would not waste another second.

Amos left the room, left the building, and left the premises entirely. He asked the nice lady working the front desk to call him for a ride back home, to which the lady responded by pointing at two nearby portals and a selection of vaccitubes next to them.

That’s when it hit Amos that he didn’t even know what planet these Headquarters were on. In fact, the only two planets he knew a damn thing about were his home planet, and his true home planet. The mansion, and the farm, and did he really feel welcome on either of those?

His mom wouldn’t invite him back to their farm - he had abandoned her - and Amos didn’t want to go back to his mansion - his whole staff had abandoned him. There was only one more planet in Leviathan Amos felt was worth traveling to, and you couldn’t take a vaccitube to get there.
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Back in their meeting room, the Board of Directors had come up with a plan. It was simple, and like Katrina’s initial explanations for what Zervana and Milo had done, it had holes.

They realized that they could mass-upload a new feature to all the entry and exit portals in Leviathan, which could detect if a Mesito entered it by looking for its unique thermal heat. The plan would not work, because as Amos had deduced, the Board did in fact know very little about Mesitos. Least of all that a Mesito’s thermal heat was not unique. It shared it with four other species.

Therefore, over the next four days, GIBB HQ worked overtime designing and uploading this new feature. Over the next week, they would realize its many failures, as time and time again the portals responded to signals which were neither Zervana nor Milo.

Story after story was released over those next two weeks, condemning GIBB corp. for arresting creatures who had done absolutely nothing wrong, apart from sharing their thermal levels with a Mesito.

Katrina quickly realized they had another crisis on their hands, and the Board sent her back to fetch Amos for another apology. Except, when she’d revisited Amos’ mansion, heading first to the pool, then to the bar, then to his bedroom… he was nowhere to be found.

Perplexed, Katrina and the Board asked the rest of GIBB HQ if anyone knew where Amos was.

A nice lady who worked at the front desk spoke up. “Oh yeah, I saw him about a week ago, after he filmed that video. He asked me to help him get home, but the poor guy couldn’t remember what color tube it was. So I told him to get a spaceship. He assured me he knew where he was going.” The room was stricken with silence.

“Oh, and also I got him a change of clothes. Something floral. He said that suit was killing him.” She smiled, remembering how nice Amos had been.


36

By the time Prosper landed on Freedoni, completely unpursued by anyone from GIBB, Amos was on his own journey. He was heading to Bex, the planet where Mesitos roamed and were harvested, relishing in a secret that no pompous Board member would ever uncover. He was heading to an unmarked place, where he could be an unmarked man.
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Espee only had two watches to give, and so it was decided that Stu and Zervana, and Milo alone, should take them both. Espee assured everybody that she had an impeccable internal clock anyway, and so her group need not worry about the ten minute deadline. Besides, she’d ultimately be the one to start up the ship’s engines for their departure - if Espee was late, they all were.

It was more important that the other three - Zervana, Stu, and Milo - set a watch’s timer for ten minutes, doing everything in their power to not lose track of their cutoff. “Timing,” Espee emphasized, “is the only thing that matters here.”

She reminded them all again that she would not be waiting for stragglers. Prosper would be leaving Freedoni exactly 600 seconds after they all disembarked, regardless of who got back on-board and what bounties they had gathered. Zervana and Stu told her that they got it, “Seriously, we know.”

Milo had just given a little nod. “Yeah, ten minutes,” he grumbled, and winded his watch accordingly.

It was good enough for Espee.

Freedoni offered them a rough landing.

Steve flicked off the ship’s autopilot, and Espee sat in the captain’s chair to manually bring them down. They found an open lot - where the bazaar could’ve expanded for more booths - that was currently unoccupied. A good place to land, but it wouldn’t be long before some law enforcement came poking around the ship.

All the more reason for a stern 10-minute time frame.

Hovering over the lot for a moment, Espee brought down Prosper; its massive hull shook and its landing was jerky, but few Freedonians paid it any mind. There was no grace native to this land. Once on the ground, Espee idled the engines, and the crew looked at each other. This was it. Two weeks of transit had brought them to this moment, and there wasn’t a second more to spare. Their ten minutes started now.
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Milo was the first off, as he’d have the furthest to go. They had landed by the bazaar’s south entrance, and he was assigned to scavenge the north, while Zervana and Stu went east, and the rest went west.

He shifted into the form of a Capallio, a lanky creature known for its speed. It almost resembled a human - in that it walked on two legs and had the biological traits of a mammal - but Capallio creatures had skin so smooth that it looked photoshopped. Their faces were without blemishes, and one even had to go further to define blemishes as noses, teeth, and ears to get a more accurate definition of Capallios. They had none of those features. Just an eerily smooth face with hair, two eyes, and lips. Creepy, so as to avoid people approaching or distracting him; quick, since Milo had so much ground to cover; and familiar, for now was not the time for Milo to try shifting into a new form. He had been a mammal many times before.

The only downside was that Capallios stood out. They were a rare species, mostly inhabiting Leviathan’s small, dark Vinnie planets. They didn’t like the sun; not out of some vampiric survival quality, but simply because it led to spots on their flawless skin. So even if you did see a Capallio out-and-about, you’d expect it to be darting amongst the shadows. Not like Milo, dashing openly through the sunny bazaar like his life depended on it.

In a way, it did.

Milo had given this mission a lot of thought in the past day, since it had been decided that Zervana and Stu would tackle it together. At first, he was hurt, but with the pain came clarity, and then acceptance. Now Milo the Mesito was only focused on one thing - getting vaccitubes.

He’d be a machine. He’d be exceptional, and Zervana would be impressed, and Milo would not care. This was his job now, his purpose, the defining decree of his dying days, and that meant that every single booth on the entire north end of the bazaar was about to be raided.

The crew had all agreed to be cautious. To take what they could without getting caught. But Milo laughed at that notion; he spit on it. Milo intended to steal every last tube here…even if it meant using aggressive force to get them.

And 10 minutes? That suggestion? Well, that’s all it was: a suggestion. Milo would take as long as he needed. He would be successful. He’d be extraordinary. Milo was going to rock Freedoni’s hectic little world.
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“Milo, slow down!” Zervana yelled out. As soon as Prosper’s door opened, her friend had darted off, transitioning mid-run with zero regard for what others saw. He was taking this very loose. Caution was key, Milo knew that, so what was he thinking right now?

Then again this wasn’t his first rodeo, and nobody had seen anything. Like with the landing of Prosper, it appeared that the hustle and bustle of Freedoni heeded no distraction. Milo was just going off to do his part, just as she needed to focus on her own now.

With Stu, Zervana exited the ship and ran right, towards the bazaar’s east end, where they’d be for 10 minutes or less.

Stu reached out and grabbed her hand. His fingers interlaced with her own, as they ran through an unapologetic crowd of buyers and sellers. Somewhere nearby, a live band was playing a dance melody sugar-coated with quick beats. It was a nice song; if they had more time, perhaps Stu and Zervana could dance to it. But their clock was ticking, and they had lots of ground to cover.

“Can you keep this pace?” Stu asked Zervana, checking in.

She nodded. She was in great shape. Maybe not quite as fit as Stu or Steve, but built to stay on the move. In this instance, Stu was struggling more than she was. Whereas Zervana was wearing shorts and a light leather jacket, Stu wore a tight blue sweater and jeans, like a department store mannequin mid-winter. She loved the fashion sense, but it wasn’t good for running. Stu also had his glasses to worry about; they were sliding off his nose as they ran.

Stu’s sweater was already riding up into the armpit, and he could feel his legs chafing beneath his jeans. He didn’t want to seem unfit in front of Zervana though, so he kept up at her side. When it hurt, he ran faster.

“Are you good?” Zervana called out, as they weaved around a twin stroller.

Stu said that he was, but after another ten seconds of thigh slapping suffocated thigh, he squeezed Zervana’s hand and they stopped.

“Here?” Zervana asked. There was still over nine minutes left, and Prosper was only a minute’s walk away. “We should go further in, these booths are all apparel and shoes,” she squeezed his hand as if to convince him to keep running, but Stu took a breath and reasoned: “I don’t think we should go too far, Zee. I don’t want to miss the ship leaving.”

“Seriously, Stu? You think Espee will actually leave any of us?”

He didn’t reply, and the silence was answer enough. Zervana sighed in frustration, but wouldn’t push him any further. She was disappointed though, and annoyed that Milo wasn’t with her now.

Stu was quick to refocus on the mission. “Do you see any vaccitubes anywhere?”

She couldn’t see any tubes in the booths immediately around them, but with a little vertical height Zervana knew they were bound to find something. She let go of Stu’s hand and jogged over to a nearby light post, metal and rusting. It was by a booth selling fried treats, giving off an aroma as enticing as it was intoxicating. Stu followed close behind her, and when he figured what she planned to do, he pushed forward and put his own hands on the post. “Let me,” he said, and so she did.

Zervana was rarely impressed, and if she were won over it was never by physicality; she was much more interested in intellectual achievement. But when Stu began to climb the light post, his four limbs all working in unison like a well-oiled machine, she was…amused. Still not impressed - the post was barely two meters tall - but amused at what this bespectacled man in jeans would do for her. Amused enough to forgive Stu for being unable to run, and to forget that she had wished Milo was here. He was doing just fine elsewhere, she was sure.

When Stu reached the top of the pole, looked around a bit, and then jumped the full footage to the ground, it was very unsexy. But it was effective. He looked at Zervana with a beaming grin, and said, “I found some.”

She smiled back. Stu loved that smile.
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The trio of Macguffin, Espee, and Steve, had the worst go of things right from the start. They had barely turned left into the endless jungle of stalls, when two men in blue approached them.

While not every planet in the galaxy clothed its law enforcement in blue, the giveaway here were the breastplates and badges. Officer Carmichael for one and Officer Douglas for the other, above a shiny gold plate reading “FPD.” Freedonian Police Department.

Espee could handle a lot of things when it came to piloting, or planning, or even politicking when in the right setting, but one thing she wasn’t good at was thinking on her feet, especially if the conversation about to ensue devolved into interrogation. So she gulped, as the two men held up a hand at the trio, and prepared for the worst. Possibly moving the ship, possibly screwing the entire mission. But what could she do, it’s not like Macguffin could say anything, and Stu and Stev—

“Howdy, officers. How can we help you?”

Steve’s smile was so bright you’d need not only sunglasses, but sunscreen to prevent the after-burns. Right, Espee remembered - it wasn’t just her and Macguffin this time. They had Steve the Smiley, who could talk them out of anything.

Officer Douglas spoke first. He had a gruff voice that sounded forced. Espee imagined that he’d been a soprano before his voice dropped.

“Well, we just seen you exit this ship here, but that ain’t no parking lot.” He gestured at the ground beneath Prosper, as Carmichael smirked at his partner’s funny way of putting things. When he smiled, Espee noticed that his teeth were stained by coffee.

“Heh, no sirs it is not.” Steve grinned, his gears turning. “But, fellas, I’m sure you see our problem: that right there is one big ship.” If his voice and eyes could physically elbow the cops, that was how he was talking right now. It was the perfect balance between condescending, cheeky, and respectful.

“Yes, and?” Officer Douglas shot back.

“Well, I don’t see a big parking lot!” Steve let out a laugh so hearty that it should’ve updated all the dictionaries in the galaxy to include a picture of his face next to the word jolly. At first Steve laughed alone, but the policemen soon joined in, and even Macguffin rolled in the dirt.

Espee, meanwhile, observed the officer’s tattoos. They both had one on their right wrist of an hourglass. Only Carmichael’s had the top half filled in, and Douglas’ shaded the bottom half. She’d seen that symbol before, but couldn’t remember where…

“Okay, it sure is big, boy,” Carmichael chuckled, “but you’ll still have to move it.”

“Guys, guys,” Steve said. He droned like he was about to sell them a used spaceship. “It’s like this - we have a small errand here today. We won’t be long.” Then, seeing that the officers needed more, Steve added, “We’re going to see a play later.”

“No.” Espee butted in.

Steve turned, surprised. “No?”

“It’s not a play…silly,” Espee tried to say that last part with charisma but fell flat. “We’re going to a Spindall game.”

That got both officers’ attention right away. Steve noticed it, and was just as surprised.

“Well,” Douglas laughed, “who are we to step in the way of a quick pregame pitstop?!”

Carmichael nodded, adding, “Just be quick, please.”

Steve gave the policemen a warm smile. “We’ll be out of here soon – out before you can say ‘Spindall!!’”

Everyone laughed but Espee.

When the officers left, Steve turned to her, impressed. “How’d you know those guys were fans of the sport?”

Espee shrugged, saying no more about the tattoos - an hourglass famously used in Spindall games to denote the playing time, as well as the score, by the color of the sand. She saw no need to brag; they had work to do. With that, Espee kept her pace through the crowded bazaar.

A distant band played on into their chorus, and Steve accepted yet another Espee mystery. Macguffin followed, his tiny heart thumping as they left behind the uniformed men. Men like them reminded Guff of his time in the military, and with growing fear he wished they were back on Prosper, where he could sleep on his maps and pee where he wished.

As the trio marched on, lost to the crowds and heat waves of this bustling bazaar, Officer Douglas plainly turned to his partner and said: “Did you notice how that butterfly seemed to be following them?”

“What butterfly?”

“That tiny Monarch, flutterin’ above the boy’s shoulder.” Douglas looked back to reinforce his point, but Steve and Espee were already out of view.

“Well I didn’t see no butterfly,” Carmichael countered, “but I saw the little cockatoo, if that’s what you mean.”

“A cockatoo?”

“Yeah, one of them pretty birdies, on the girl’s shoulder…”

The cops looked at each other. They looked back. Then they looked at the ship.

Douglas sniffed the air – a gesture they often gave to each other.

“I smell it too, Dougie. Something’s fishy.” Carmichael tightened his collar. “Let’s wait by that ship a minute… You know, to ask them which Spindall game they’re going to.”
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There’s an old fable often uttered throughout Leviathan.

It tells of a young boy, who herds sheep with his mother in a grassy knoll upon a cliff. They live a peaceful life, hundreds of kilometers away from the nearest civilization. But to the boy, it’s a boring life. There’s nothing to do apart from gather sheep, and gather dust.

So he gets the idea one night to let all the sheep loose. That way, his mother would have to give him permission to go out and catch them. A bit of excitement for the farmboy, you see. Yet, when he wakes up the next morning, his mother tells him that she has terrible news. Their sheep are all gone. Feigning shock, the boy jumps from his bed and proclaims he will go round up all the sheep, and be a hero!

But no, his mother says, there’s nothing left to catch. She leads him outside, to the edge of the cliff, and they look down. At the bottom, heavy waves crash against jagged rock and heavier stone. Further out, in the water, the boy sees dozens of floating wooly carcasses. Their sheep, their livelihood - gone forever. All because he wanted a bit of excitement.

The fable’s moral? Don’t use others as your own pawns. Or, don’t live by a cliff, as some comedians riffed.

Zervana appreciated that message, and tried to impose it on Milo too. They were just a couple of rebels, she said, no more important than the shopkeepers they often stole from. Their ends should justify no horrific means. But Milo, strolling through the bazaar now as his watch beeped for the second time (two minutes had passed), wondered if Zervana had been wrong all along. They could be way more successful if they gave their job the freedom it needed. Without restriction, without morality, Milo could take everything and then some.

Maybe the moral of the fable wasn’t about pawns or poor housing, it was about predators and prey. In the end, the young shepherd got his wish: his family would have to move to a big city. There was nothing left to herd where they were. Innocent sheep had to die, but the boy had technically won. His life of boredom was over.

Maybe Milo was the shepherd, and these people around him - humans and monsters and families of all kinds, all peering into assorted booths to see what they may uncover, merchants selling their wares which may or may not be counterfeit, all while steady musicians played their desperate beats - they were the sheep.

Why shouldn’t Milo be above them?

Zervana was on their level, sure - she was a human too. Milo, though, was a Mesito, and maybe the last of his kind. Did that not make him superior? Did that not make him a bonafide legend?

A little girl named Abigail ran past Milo, chasing after her older brother. He had stolen the 100 ice their parents had given them for balloons, and she was not happy about it.

“Slow down, Francis!” she yelled.

Francis turned back and jutted out his tongue. At once, he stopped in his tracks. Abigail caught up to him, and her brother grabbed her hard by the shoulders, turning her around. They both stared at Milo. A tall, eerily-smooth-skinned man missing half his facial features, and now… He was growing. His bones snapped. His head tilted back and grew elongated. His skin sprouted fur. The top of his head grew floppy dog ears. His stomach became a pouch, his feet became massive. Milo became a marsupial.

He was a kangaroo, with the razor-sharp teeth Mesitos were always promised.

Milo jumped high in the air, his legs kicking, and smashed through the tarped roof of a nearby booth selling literature. The keeper of the books hollered, taking a step towards Milo, before she was suddenly thrust backwards from a kangaroo punch in the chest. Milo jumped towards her again while she was doubled over in pain, and winded his fist up.

Before he could hit her, she screamed for someone to protect her from the monster.

Milo whooped. That was the last straw.

The north end of the bazaar went up in a frenzy. All at once, everyone ran and trampled over each other, desperate to run from the kangaroo. Four braver men went off looking for weapons. A ways off, the band stopped playing, turning their heads to the bazaar’s north end. A flood of people were coming, screaming.

The sheep were running off the cliff.

Milo’s watch beeped a third time. Seven minutes remained; a perfect amount of time for a shopping spree. And better yet, now Milo had a pouch on his belly to carry his haul in.

He was the fabled shepherd, and this bazaar would be his promised land.
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When Zervana reached the booth that Stu had spotted, even she was blown away by the sheer size of it. It was one of those proper mini-stores; an amalgamation of four or five regular booths connected into one much larger hub. This hub, as it turned out, carried vaccitubes. Lots of vaccitubes.

Right away, her eyes spotted the emerald green tubes of the forest planet of Spinn. She shook Stu’s arm, ecstatic. Those tubes had increased in value tenfold after it was publicized that Spinn’s woods contained unicorns and murderous fairies.

To the left of those were aquamarine-colored tubes, priced at 2000 ice each. Those went to the docks of Lahoole, where fish was the primary export, cuisine, and smell.

Behind them were crates upon crates of a light blue tube, close to the color of an unpolluted sky. They would take their drinker to Climinon, a mountainous region renowned for its whipped butter. Or perhaps Kent, a planet of little people and big crime. Zervana always had trouble differentiating those two.

Stu’s eyes however were only on the man running the booth. He was big. No, there was big, and then there was this man. If Steve were here, he’d wager that the shopkeeper could bench 200 kilos. Stu, who knew nothing about bench pressing, would have a different wager in mind: this man could crush him with one hand, and with the other, lift a refrigerator.

As Zervana began to make a move towards the tubes, Stu pulled her back.

“What is it?” she said, conscientious of how long they stood there.

“I don’t know, Zee, this guy,” Stu pointed at the giant, “seems dangerous. I almost think it’s not worth it.”

They were a few paces away from the shop, cut off by a horde of sweating consumers. Zervana, always aware of everything, forcibly took Stu a few meters further back. They couldn’t stand plotting in front of the booth they would soon rob.

“Stu, what’s gotten into you? Of course it’s risky, but that’s what this job has always been!” She sounded disappointed in him.

Though he felt ashamed, Stu stood his ground. “I get it, yeah. But Zee, I mean, this is all for what? A couple of tubes?” He laughed, but she didn’t reciprocate it. Stu put out his calloused hand to touch her jacket’s shoulder, but saw the sternness in Zervana’s eyes - the determination - and retreated. “I just, seriously… I don’t want us, I don’t want you, to get hurt.”

She sighed. This made twice today that Stu had held her back. Zervana’s mind went to Milo, sweet little Milo, who would’ve never hesitated like this. She was hard on him, sure, but he met every challenge head-on. And Stu, though she enjoyed his company (and his physical features), was the antithesis of that. He seemed to care about her too much. She was always fine; Stu need not worry.

Her watch beeped a third time. Seven minutes left.

There wasn’t much of a choice. If Stu had hesitations, then maybe it was best she compromised. Getting something, however small, would be better than standing here another five minutes and then running out of time completely.

“Alright,” Zervana said at last, “but we’re sticking to this stall. We’ll get tubes the old-fashioned way - by bartering.”

Stu, satisfied, strolled over to the stall. The prices of Tameroon and Learing, two typically-cheap tubes, were outrageous here. Perhaps the only thing larger than this man’s muscles were his prices. Zervana whispered once more, “Stu, we’re making a mistake.”

Stu was content, though. They’d be safer negotiating prices. Nobody would get hurt.

“Hello, sir,” he said to the robust rock of a man, “what can we get for 1000 ice?”
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With seven minutes left, Espee’s group found their first vaccitube stall.

“Alright, here’s the plan,” Espee said to Steve and Macguffin. “Steve and I distract the merchant, and Macguffin takes some tubes while she isn’t looking.”

It was Macguffin and Espee’s usual strategy, but Steve was confused.

“Wait, but what if the merchant’s personal Macguffin is big? If it doesn’t go unnoticed?” He asked.

Macguffin started to snicker like Steve was a buffoon, and Espee explained “Steve, your Macguffin is the only time I’ve ever heard somebody see something big. People see whatever is cute to them. Small tends to be equated with cute.” Though of course, Steve thought nothing of size and its relation to beauty. “99% of people won’t look at Macguffin and see a bull,” Espee went on.

Steve looked over at Guff - a bull comically out-of-place in this marketplace - and saw the reasoning. Everyone passing by either ignored Macguffin, or looked down at the ground dotingly. Espee was right.

“Alright, ready?” Espee was still counting down the seconds internally; they had about six minutes left. Steve nodded. She approached the booth and its merchant.

“Wait, what’s our story?” Steve began to say, but Espee left him guessing.

“Hi, my name is Sarah Prawn, and we’re from a student newspaper,” she began. “If you don’t mind, we’d like to ask you some questions about what it’s like to be self-employed.” Perfect, Steve thought bitterly, that’s a great cover-up for two people who currently weren’t in school, and looked to be several years removed. Completely believable.

The shopkeeper looked up at them. She was an old woman, probably pushing ninety. She squinted at everything, flashes of light dancing around the corners of her eyes at all times.

Macguffin’s job would be easy, and Steve’s concerns unneeded.

“I’m sorry, darling, could you repeat your question?” She asked, her voice raspy.

Steve was overcome with the urge to get this woman some water.

“Yeah. Um, how do you like working here?” Espee asked again. “Here” was out in the hot sun, surrounded by a maze of competitors, whilst thousands of people passed you each day, and less than a percent of them thought anything of you. As the shopkeeper heard the question this time, she scoffed. Then she coughed. Again, Steve - water.

Behind the woman’s back, Macguffin rolled behind the counter. Guff always saw the world through the lens of a ball, like an armadillo rolling in its shell. It made the act of pirating a challenge. He didn’t have hands to grab tubes with, but he could usually carry three in his mouth, which was all that Espee wanted him to get anyway.

This booth had limited selection. There were a few boxes by the old lady’s leg, filled with some common tubes which Macguffin recognized: a blue one that went to the acrid planet Stepheed, for instance, which their crew had already acquired several weeks ago.

But up by the woman’s hands, there was a rarer find: a plentiful box of ruby red vaccitubes, glimmering in the Freedoni sun. Ruby red… was that Pintual or Vasyyk? Either way, it would be a score.

As if Espee read Macguffin’s mind, she gestured to them with her eyes.

Macguffin got the message, and looked around for his way up.

Steve couldn’t stand this. To him, Macguffin was a brutish bull rolling around behind this frail woman’s back. How this didn’t bother Espee, he couldn’t say. Perhaps to her, Guff was just a cute little puppy playing fetch. Yet it was still fetch with a decrepit, dehydrated woman.

“Oh…” the lady began, registering Espee’s question slowly. “It’s not, um…” Her mind was all over the place; it seemed difficult for her to talk. With every word, Steve observed how dry her mouth was. How, to her, speaking must be like starting a fire with sandpaper. Couldn’t they just drop this charade, or steal from somebody else?

“Yes, go on,” Espee said, impatient.

The woman furrowed her brow. “It’s so hot,” she said, a bead of sweat rolling down her wrinkled skin.

Steve couldn’t take it. He looked around. Two booths down, there was a family-run operation. A mother and father selling old clothes, and two kids sitting on the grass behind them, coloring with crayons and sipping juice boxes. They’d have drinks. Steve left Espee.

“Where are you going?” Espee inquired, frantically, but it was Steve’s turn to leave her in the dark. She cursed under her breath. Five minutes left, and the ship wouldn’t start itself.

Plus, Macguffin was struggling.

“I work here…ever since the boy…” the lady droned, sad. Espee tensed up.

Macguffin couldn’t find a way to the red tubes. There was no broom to knock on an angle and roll up. Nothing up there he could bump and unspool. Nothing sticky nearby to adhere to his body so that he could roll up the wall itself. Macguffin was cute, but his problem-solving was limited.

“Miss, have you ever heard of Wanda the Wonder…” the woman asked Espee wistfully. She wasn’t paying attention, but the woman couldn’t tell. She just smiled in memory of the old days.

She was Wanda the Wonder, only sixty years removed from any such wonder. She’d been a magician when she was young, and this booth here still sold some old props. As Wanda thought back to her golden years, lights and cameras filled her mind - she had been beyond famous, but had given it all up after only four years performing.

That was all because one day, a sick young boy had made his dying wish: “I want to see Wanda the Wonder do a magic show here!” He had said, gesturing to the foot of his hospital bed. His parents had done everything to get Wanda, and eventually she agreed to perform for him. But when she’d arrived at the hospital, clad in her usual fairy godmother sequins and holding a hat hiding a rabbit, Wanda grew concerned. Like most great magicians, she had begun to believe in the magic herself. She thought she truly had special abilities, but what if they left her now? What if she’d disappointed the only audience who would ever truly matter?

Wanda had gone into the hospital room, approached the dying boy, and in spite of her prior doubts, given the best show she’d ever performed. Even the rabbit was clapping in the end. But as Wanda packed up her tricks, the boy made one final wish: “Wanda,” he’d cried, “I know you have magic in you… and the doctors say my heart is dying… Can you make sure that it lives?”

No matter what she’d believed before, she saw through it all now. There was nothing Wonderous about Wanda; this boy had put hope in a sham. And so, Wanda had retired the very next day. Now, all she had were her memories, and even those were being sold away each day.

Her throat ached. This was more than she’d talked in a long time, and was this reporter even listening? It was hard to tell. But then Espee murmured, as if she liked what she was hearing, and wanted to hear more. So the woman continued, “My greatest trick was…”

It hurt to talk, but it was nice to feel heard.

Espee, though, had tuned out completely. Her attention was focused on Macguffin, looking useless as a dog waiting for a belly rub. She groaned; things always had to be done by her alone if they wanted to be successful. If Macguffin couldn’t come to the tubes, it looked like the tubes would have to come to him.

As Steve reached the family’s tented stand, he heard the sound of a crash two booths to his left. He turned, following the eyeline of the other bystanders. Espee was apologizing profusely, and the old shopkeeper, Wanda, looked confused. Then Steve saw Macguffin bend down to collect what had fallen.

Nobody else stopped. They either didn’t notice the swindle, or didn’t care. But it disgusted Steve. The way Espee was fickle - how obvious she was commanding a poor, confused, easy target. Not only were they breaking this woman’s stuff, but they were shuffling her aside. Macguffin’s tail swiped at her, his bull body bumping carelessly against the stall’s wood. They were here to steal, sure, but this wasn’t right.

Espee snapped her fingers in front of the woman’s eyeline. Keeping her attention, continuing the personal questions - it was all working well. Macguffin was picking up tubes between his teeth. Good, Espee thought, just grab Steve and they could be out of here in about thirty seconds. An easy heist, but she’d take those.

Wanda rambled on, almost out-of-breath. “Did I mention… It’s so hot…”

Espee smiled. Yes, she believed she had.
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A dozen rows of stalls away, with hundreds of merchants, monkeys, snake charmers, and price bargainers between them, Milo’s watch beeped for the fifth time.

Halfway done, and he had already gathered close to 40 different-colored tubes. He looked into his pouch. There was a rainbow of travel possibilities, from Overjul orange to Planndesent pink.

Unfortunately, the Freedonians were starting to intermix amongst these stalls again. Some were just staring at Milo, for they hadn’t witnessed his transformation. This was just a kangaroo to them, and they wondered how it had gotten out, or when creature control would come to contain him. But others had seen Milo transform, and they were beginning to suspect the worst. Was this a Mesito, or just a trick of the eye? Hoping for the latter, but preparing for the former, a group of four corduroy-clad men had gone and gathered weapons.

Weapons were forbidden from being sold in the bazaar, but shopkeepers still carried them. You just had to know who to ask. The best person to see was Marjorie Kim. Marjorie had thirty years’ experience in Leviathan Special Ops, and while over 20 of those were out-of-service, she certainly wasn’t out-of-practice. Or ill-equipped, for that matter. She had invisiblades, skull-knockers (a hatchet attached to a lasso that worked as a boomerang), and even ray guns.

Real guns, the type with gunpowder, hadn’t been manufactured in centuries. While people like Rupert Sears or Amos Gibb, or the many kings and queens of Leviathan, could still get their hands on them, not even Marjorie had one. Firing rays of heat would do though. At least until you got close enough to melee.

The four men approached Marjorie with caution, about a minute after Milo had first scared them off. Words didn’t need to be spoken. When Marjorie saw a group of scared men feigning bravery, she knew what they were here for. She knew that it wasn’t conviction that guided a killer’s hands, but fear.

Marjorie doled out weapons to them all. A redheaded man named Columbus took a skull-knocker. Two, bald - the Pip brothers - took an invisiblade each. The last man, a skinny father of four named Gene, held in his hands for the first time a gun of any kind.

“Thanks Marge,” one of the bald brothers spoke.

She winked, taking a handful of ice from them as payment, and wished them all luck with whatever they’d need to use violence for.

Meanwhile, Milo’s watch beeped a sixth time. Four minutes left, and he had just about gotten every tube in the north end. His pouch was overflowing, but he couldn’t think of a bigger creature to become; this haul would have to be enough. Besides, his head was starting to ache. He squinted off into the distance at the great big ship Prosper.

The Freedonian band began to play once more. Drums, whistling, and a banjo.

Across the bazaar, the mid-day heat was rising, and all three groups felt it. The temperature was dulling Milo’s earlier aggression, but the conclusions he’d come to remained. He was still a shepherd among sheep. Yet he had gotten enough from his epiphany for now. Milo would head back to the ship on time after all.

Milo hopped to the south, towards Prosper, and stopped at once. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.

He looked to his right. Under a booth, hiding but watching him intently, were two little kids. A boy and a girl. The boy held money in his palm; his parents had given him it to buy a balloon. Milo smiled at the kids. The girl, perhaps no older than six, looked up to the back of Milo’s head, her eyes darting, following something…

He ducked.

In that moment, the blade of a hatchet whizzed past. It nicked the hair on Milo’s scalp. Blood was drawn, but he’d be alright as long as it didn’t hit him on the return—

Milo jumped, but the skull-knocker was too quick. Its hatchet blade boomeranged back and sliced Milo’s left arm. That was going to leave a mark, he thought with dread. He looked over his shoulder.

Four armed men, and they were too close to run from.

“Oh, no.” Milo gulped, and the band played on.
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The burly shopkeeper laughed in Stu’s face.

“1000 ice?! I’d give you a postcard and a lap dance for 1000,” he laughed, boisterous, “but you ain’t getting no tubes for that pocket change. That’s for damn sure.”

Stu winced at the language; this guy was a real treat.

Only six and a half minutes remained; Zervana was getting anxious. “Stu,” she whispered through narrow lips, “you know what needs to happen.”

The big man, Thoin was his name, sneered. “What’s that, girl?” He paused, staring at her leather jacket and undone hair. “You are a girl, right? I don’t think I’ve ever seen a female try so little…”

Stu glared at him. If there was someone out there in this vast galaxy trying to chisel a wolf face out of a brick, this man would be a great reference point.

“It’s nothing,” she responded, calmly. Defusing was the answer in these situations, Zervana knew; she hoped that Stu Ergo knew it too. He was red in the face. “Stu, it’s okay. He’s just old-fashioned. It’s his problem, not yours.”

Stu looked at her. She seemed to be saying with her eyes that negotiations with this man were over. They needed to move on, but Stu wasn’t satisfied.

Now, Thoin was laughing. Rambling on about, “Back in his day.”

Stu had really wanted these ten minutes to go well. The past fourteen days had been perfect, ripped straight out of a romance novel. On this mission, he had hoped to show Zervana - who he believed was just about the most capable rebel in all of Leviathan - that he could be good, too. But already he had run out of breath and clumsily climbed a pole. Now, he was letting some buff brute walk all over her. She didn’t deserve this.

No, Stu clarified. No one deserved this. He opened his mouth, “Listen here you coffin-dodger, just because you use needles doesn’t mean you know shit about threads.”

Zervana groaned. Stu had just made things go from bad to worse. At first, all Thoin did was laugh, but there was nothing authentic about it. His amusement turned to anger, and then Thoin was seeing crimson.

Zervana grabbed Stu and tried to pull him away, but he stuck his ground. He turned to her, uttering a single word. “Now.”

Her watch beeped. 6 minutes left. She got the picture.

So while the brickhead swung for the first time, she forced herself to look away and thanked Stu internally for the distraction. Stepping around the brawl, she pushed her way into Thoin’s stall and began to load up on tubes.
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Macguffin fit the third red tube between his teeth and looked up at Espee. She nodded, and he rolled back to her.

“Oh, dear me,” Wanda squinted, “it looks like something fell.” She could barely make out a cardboard box tipped over on Freedoni’s soil. Espee quickly reached down to Macguffin and took the tubes he’d gathered, stuffing one in each pocket, and the third down her sleeve. “Excuse me dearie, I can’t bend over anymore… Could you pick that up for me?” Wanda looked at Espee, her eyes pleading but expecting.

“Oh… um, yes.” Espee reached over the stall, conscious of the ticking time, but unaware of all of the turning cogs across the bazaar right now. She wanted to scream; she wanted at once to never pirate again. Espee picked up the empty box at Wanda’s feet and threw some other tubes in it. “There you go!” she blurted, and called out for Steve.

Wanda lifted up the box, examining its contents deeply.

“Steve!” Espee yelled again. “We’re ready to go!”

A few booths away, Steve glared at her. She was waving at him, a red vaccitube peeking out of her sleeve. He decided to let her sweat, and turned to the family running the booth before him. “Pardon me,” Steve smiled, “I noticed you’re family-run.” He was looking at a well-dressed man with an affinity for colorful ties. The man smiled back, squeezing the shoulder of a girl next to him. From afar, Steve had assumed it was his wife, but up close she was clearly his eldest daughter. “Thar we are,” he said, “thar we are.”

Two booths away, Macguffin was beginning to sense growing danger. Wanda was nose-deep in the cardboard box, and extracted a tube from it.

“Why… I can’t tell anymore.” She reached out and put a bony finger on Espee’s hand. They had about 200 seconds to get back to Prosper. “I should’ve known my eyesight would be the next to go,” Wanda chuckled. “Could you tell me - what color tube is this?”

Espee bit her lip, sweating.

Steve was sweating too, but only because he found himself infatuated. He had come to this family’s booth for water, a bottle to parch Wanda’s thirst. In fact, he could see a case of water bottles alongside a case of juice boxes, directly next to the little kids coloring. Steve knew that that was what he wanted, but he couldn’t form the words to ask. He was looking at the eldest daughter.

“Hey.” She said it while blushing. “Did you want something?”
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Milo had been nicked by a hatchet blade. Zervana was robbing Thoin. Stu was feigning bravery, while Steve had scattered nerves. And Espee - Sarah Prawn - was about to be caught red-handed with red tubes.

The bazaar’s band continued to bang their drums.
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Espee answered Wanda’s question, feeling acid rising in her throat. “I, uh, I can’t tell! It’s… blue.”

Wanda paused, pondering. (Three minutes. They had to be back in three minutes.) “That’s odd…” she rasped. “It should be red.”

Steve swallowed. “A water bottle, if you don’t mind.” He pointed at the case behind the family’s stall. “I’ll give you 50 ice.” The father nodded, taking the money, and went to retrieve it.

Steve’s heart was thumping to an unfamiliar tune. He suspected that the girl before him was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. Stu and Steve had left their home to explore the world, not steal from it. To meet people, not rob them. When you boiled it all down to the simplest of terms, both brothers were looking for love. They had everything they wanted back home: fortune, influence, ease of living. Their father was rough, but who didn’t have problems with their parents? Yet, they’d never be able to marry back on Lindon.

Like Amos Gibb on a much smaller scale, everyone for a dozen planets around knew the Ergo royal family. If they wanted true love, without the asterisk that came with their notoriety, they would need to search far and wide. Espee had given them that chance, but the cost was helping her achieve her unspecified task. There was fun - rising danger - in rebellion. But in the past two weeks, Steve had watched his brother flirt and fall for someone.

Perhaps it was his turn now.

“I think you’re mistaken, I’m sorry,” Espee told Wanda. “It’s blue. It’s always been blue.”

She narrowed her eyes, looking deeply at Espee. Her mind was still on her past, but it was being called to the present. Alarm bells were ringing, and even pushing 90 years old, Wanda the Wonder could still sense a trick up one’s sleeve.

Espee felt the weight of the tubes burning holes in her pocket. There were two minutes left, yet no time at all! Macguffin knew it, pulling at her leg. “Steve, we need to GO!”

“No,” Wanda whispered. “Empty your pockets.”

Steve Ergo’s dreamy brown eyes were lost in the dark pupils of the bazaar’s finest treasure. Her father returned, handed Steve his water bottle, and spoke kindly once more. “Anything else?”

“Yes,” Steve said, unflinching. “But it won’t cost a thing.”
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Officers Carmichael and Douglas were still waiting. A pipperfly, Freedoni’s predominant pest, buzzed in front of Dougie’s face. He stuck out a fist and punched it from the air.

Carmichael grinned. “Oh, Dougie, I’ll tell ya - a guy could get used to a job like this.” He stuck his thumbs in the rings of his pants, while Douglas crossed his arms next to Prosper’s entrance. Together, they were stoic, looking out across the busy bazaar and its multi-colored stalls. They knew nothing of Wanda, or Thoin, or Marjorie Kim supplying the Pip brothers. All they knew was they had to interrogate Espee and Steve, and at any moment, they’d be back. Any moment now…
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Milo’s legs shook as he stared down four men.

He had to run. For time's sake, first and foremost, but also because standing his ground would involve rough-housing. He’d break some of his tubes before he broke any bones. As if these amateur warriors read his mind, though, the skinny father on the far right held up a heavy gun at Milo. He was Gene, father of four, and he hated guns, but he knew enough to cock one. On the ready, he was prepared to shoot if the kangaroo so much as blinked.

Milo looked at them all. The distant sounds of the bazaar’s band faded from his brain. The only sound Milo heard right now was the thump of his own beating heart.

“Please, my name is Mil-”

He was cut off by a gunshot.

Gene held the gun too tightly - his elbows weren’t loose. The resulting shot left Milo with a hole in his shoulder, singed by a ray hot as a stove. But it was better than having a hole through his brain.

“It talks?!” Columbus yelped, as if to justify why Gene had shot. No one said a word. Then the Pip brothers charged.

Milo swung a big marsupial foot around his chest and planted it on the ground. He pushed off of Freedoni’s soil, shoulder in agony, and with inhuman momentum sprung up into the air. One Pip brother pulled back, admittedly petrified, but the other kept running. As he got close, he held up the hilt of his invisiblade and drove it towards Milo’s falling chest. Milo kicked.
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A kangaroo kick is close to 700 pounds of pure force exerted on its target. Couple that with the adrenaline of one who’d just been shot, and Milo took bone-shattering to a new level. David Pip felt this force at once. He flew.

In the air, his bones were cracking.

Every breath of oxygen in his lungs had escaped in an instant, crawling its way out of his mouth, nose, eyes, and ears.

David shriveled up, tears pouring at once down his cheeks, and he still hadn’t hit the ground. That, he knew, would be the real kicker. David had been a Physics teacher, but he didn’t need to calculate momentum to know that the force of landing on the dirt would break every unbroken bone left in his body.

What he did calculate, in exactly 2.5 seconds, was his decision to leave. Before David Pip could hit the soil, before the pain pulsing through his body would multiply, before he’d either die in some hospital or, at the very best, never walk again, he decided against it all. To go out flying, not falling.

He stuck his invisible blade into his heart.

By the time David landed next to his brother, he was dead.

Milo was horrified. Even after his musings on sheep and shepherds, he’d never intended to go this far. A punch, an injury, clawing out a man like Rupert’s eyes even, if it was in self-defense - that would do. But he had just killed someone! Not an innocent person, but Milo knew that people did foolish things when acting out of fear.

This was too far.

Columbus pulled back his arm, spun it around, and threw his skull-knocker at Milo. It missed, on both the way there and the return. “Now, boys!” He called out. “For David!!”

Still in shock, the other Pip brother hesitated. But when he saw his companions charging, Gene firing a ray gun aimlessly and Columbus swinging a hatchet over his head, he pulled back his own blade and ran at the kangaroo.

Milo was hit twice by rays. One blast went through his ear, and the other struck his arm. With only a moment to spare, he glanced up at the wooden hilt charging towards him and the shiny reflective glean off of some invisible surface, and rolled.

His body hit the dirt, and Milo felt the vaccitubes in his pouch shatter. Shards of glass went deep into his belly, cutting him up in ten different directions. He hollered in pain, but that seemed to make it worse.

Now the hatchet struck him. It slit a chunk of Milo’s chest and took heaps of fur with it. Milo thought to shape shift, but doing so seemed impossible right now. Too much was going on. Instead, he scurried to his feet and leapt for the sky. Some five meters away he landed, wincing.

Milo’s mind flashed to Zervana, how he missed her now and how he hoped he’d see her again. He closed his eyes, desperate to hear her voice. His partner, his best friend, his family. Run, run!
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Thoin’s natty, rectangular fist connected with Stu’s jaw. “Still feeling needles, boy?!”

Yes, he did. Stu felt sharp needles of pain, shooting down from his chin to the tips of his toes. But he stood his ground. He kept Thoin’s attention. “I hear the more you use, the smaller your-”

Stu was punched again. His vision blurred - wow, he thought that only happened in the movies. Were his eyes literally shaking? Would they pop out if he blinked too hard?

No, but his teeth would. The moment Stu opened his mouth, blood and two of them fell out. He hoped that they weren’t his front ones. He also hoped that enough time had passed for Zervana to grab what they needed. He needed to go, he needed to go now. But Stu wasn’t stupid. It had only been twenty seconds. Zervana wouldn’t be ready yet. If he wanted to keep this brute busy, Stu had to swing back.

While his glasses rolled down his nose, Stu planted his back foot and threw out a clenched fist. Unfortunately, his blurred vision meant that he missed Thoin completely; Stu’s outstretched arm managed only a limp punch at open air.

“Apologize right now, boy, or I’ll break your arm.” There seemed to be some pity in Thoin’s voice. Maybe tinged with respect.

Stu looked up, tears in his eyes. “I’m sorry…” He whispered. Too quiet, apparently, as the vendor leaned in. “—I’m sorry that your parents raised a fool.”

Stu’s other fist swung, hard. It connected with Thoin’s blubbery cheek, and in turn Thoin instinctively punched back. Lacking precision, Stu caught it. He held onto Thoin’s arm with both of his - the meathead squirming in his grasp - and before Thoin could use his other hand against him, Stu took Thoin’s forearm down.

It cut through the wooden stall like a knife through butter. Splintered wood embedded itself into Thoin’s meaty skin, and he winced in pain. Some passersby turned to watch in abject horror.

Zervana watched, too, from behind Thoin’s back, and dealt one last blow. It was a hard kick to the crotch. Then she jumped over the broken wood and took Stu’s bruising face in her hands. She hugged him and whispered softly, “Let’s run now.”

They did.
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Steve looked into the beautiful eyes before him. They were like pools. He didn’t want to swim in them, for it would taint their elegance, but he wanted to be the lifeguard. To sit up in a stand all day staring into their waters. “I’m Steve,” he said, and she laughed because from a little distance away, someone else was yelling that name too.

“I’m Margaret,” she replied, and slipped him a paper. “I made that the moment I saw you over there.” She giggled. It was heavenly, the kind of laugh that lingers in one’s mind. “You should probably go now,” her eyes glanced over at Espee, who was yelling desperately for Steve.

He didn’t move. He leaned over the booth, caught himself, but then she leaned in too. She only hugged him, and yet it was still exciting. It meant something.

Margaret’s dad pulled them apart yelling, and finally Steve ran. But a part of him never left. A part of him would always remain on Freedoni, the first planet in all of Leviathan where he felt happy to have been.
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Espee screamed out one last time, throwing her hand into the air to beckon Steve to her. “Steve!!”

Wanda grabbed at Espee’s sleeve. She felt nothing though - the stolen red tube was tucked in Espee’s other arm.

“What’s happening?” Steve asked, returning at last.

“You stole from me, I know it!” Wanda cried, feeling simultaneously so sure but so unsure. Desperate and dejected.

“Thirsty?” Steve said, and handed her some water.

Wanda didn’t answer, but took the bottle. She was despondent. “I, I can’t open it.”

“Here, I got it,” Espee replied, “but then we have to go.” They had little time left.

Espee twisted open the bottle and set it down. Then she signaled to Steve and Macguffin. “A minute twenty, a minute nineteen, etc.” she said through gritted teeth. Macguffin began to roll back to the ship, and Espee went with him.

But Steve waited a few seconds before following. He reached into his pocket, and pulled out four 5000 ice bills. “Here,” he said, looking up at Wanda, “that should cover what she stole.”

Wanda furrowed her brow, glaring at Espee, but she took the bills and another swig of water. “Okay. Now go.”

He looked one last time over at Margaret. She was sitting now with her siblings on the grass, coloring some misshapen planet too close to Leviathan’s sun. While he watched, she stole a nervous glance at him, too. Steve was weak at the knees. Inspired, he slipped the old woman another thousand.

“No, keep your money. It’s her who needs to pay,” Wanda spoke harshly, pointing her frail finger in Espee’s direction.

Steve agreed. “Right, I’m sorry… and I promise, Miss, not everyone my age is so… selfish.”

Wanda shook her head. “It’s a different time,” she agreed, “but I suppose that’s okay.” She held onto Steve’s arm, thinking of sixty years earlier, of a little boy’s life cut short. “Here’s my advice, son, you have to have faith in the future. Shed the past, embrace the future, we all have to eventually.” Her eyes twinkled with sunlight. Steve gave her a smile, then ran after Espee.
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Zervana’s watch beeped. That was the eighth time. They’d make it for sure.

She looked back at Stu again and winced. The top half of his face seemed okay, but the bottom half was a bloody mess. His lip was busted, and she could smell the blood caking on his chin from afar. Still, he was handsome, and surprisingly she didn’t think his actions were stupid. On the contrary, she was doting. “Good job, Stu.”

He smiled. Zervana noticed that he was missing two teeth in the bottom row. Yet, he’d be pleased to know, they were not the front two.

As they neared Prosper, Zervana could tell something was wrong. “Stu, wait.” He did. “I think we’re the first ones back…”

“Why do you say that?” Stu spat out, his words jumbling from the extra toothless air.

“I hear it. The engines are still idle…” As they reached the open land where Prosper had descended, Zervana spotted two new guards just outside the hull. Goosebumps sprouted along her arm.

Stu followed her gaze, and saw that two uniformed men were staring at them. Officers Carmichael and Douglas, out in front of Prosper.

Carmichael turned to Douglas and asked, “Say, didn’t those two leave the ship earlier, before the blondie and her bird?”

Dougie nodded, and loosened his legs. “Yep, and they see us seeing them… And that blood, Mikey…” Douglas looked from Stu’s beaten chin to his partner, and they needn’t say more.

They began walking to Zervana and Stu, and Zervana and Stu bolted.

Seconds later, Espee returned to the ship. She was a tad disappointed in their haul. Only three tubes, but she was hopeful the other groups had had more luck. Surely Zervana and Milo, the galaxy’s finest rebels, could steal more than three tubes each from a bazaar of this size. If they managed to make it back in time.

There was no one else there when Espee, Steve, and Macguffin boarded Prosper. Steve had a massive grin on his face. He immediately unfurled the paper Margaret had given him. It had her address, and a note:

In case you aren’t from around here. Write me.



XOXO, Margaret Reed



As the ship’s engines started up, Macguffin settled down for a nice little nap. Espee counted aloud as she engaged the navigation system. “Fourteen, thirteen, twelve…”

Milo, Stu, and Zervana were running for their lives, while Steve thought to himself that this was easily the greatest day since he’d left Lindon.


56

Milo kept leaping, because it was all he had left. From his shoulder, blood was dripping. From his arm, blood was dripping. From his ear, blood was leaking, all into his eyesight. It obscured his vision and the pain didn’t stop. He couldn’t leap five meters at a time anymore. It was too difficult as the glass embedded itself further and further into his blubber. So he leapt smaller bounds, and occasionally he was cut with the blade of a hatchet, or grazed by the fire of a ray gun. He was only getting slower, he realized. Soon he’d be overcome completely.

Though he could see Prosper before him, there was still nearly 200 meters between him and safety. Even if he could make it, avoiding death along the way, there wouldn’t be time—

Beep beep. That made ten.

Milo hoped beyond all hope that the ship wouldn’t start its takeoff. That the crew wouldn’t leave without him.

But humans, as he’d seen clearly today, would do just about anything out of fear. There was no use holding out hope. Milo was sure of it. Prosper would leave before he was on it.
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“Stop!”

Zervana turned. The two police officers behind them were closing ground. Stu was struggling, running in jeans while fighting through the pain of his jaw.

“Zervana— I’m—” Stu winced.

She reached out and grabbed his hand, squeezing it as they ran.

They ran as Milo did. All around Freedoni, weaving through the bazaar, yet always towards Prosper, a safe haven which appeared to be now just out of reach.

“Don’t say it. I’ll get us to safety!” Zervana looked around for any way out.

If they were caught, the ship would be searched. All the tubes that all three groups acquired would spell instant arrest. They’d be guilty until proven innocent, and that latter half would never come. It wasn’t enough to get to safety and take off either. They had to ditch the cops. Every second was adding up. Zervana screamed at herself: think!

They ran into the south end of the bazaar, and then circled back around, heading again towards the ship. Stay close, Zervana thought, and come up with something. Stu’s breaths were laborious. The policemen were hardly twenty paces back, and, to make matters worse, Zervana’s watch was beeping.
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“It’s been ten minutes,” Espee said to Steve.

“Okay? So they’re almost here.”

“I told them exactly ten minutes, and then we leave, ready or not.”

“Espee, just— they’ll be here.” Together, they looked at the ship’s door. Nothing yet. To himself, Steve whispered. “They'll be here.”


59

Milo could see Prosper’s door now, and it still wasn’t closing on him. Excited, he began to think he had a chance.

They say that fortune favors the bold. Well, it also has a sick sense of humor. For it was only as Milo thought that he’d make it, that the rope of the skull-knocker connected around his neck at last.

“I got him!” “You lassoed him!” and various other oohs and ahhs emerged from Milo’s surroundings. He heard them all, and then heard only ringing.
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Six people had disembarked onto Freedoni’s soil ten minutes ago. Only three had made it back. Yet the bazaar continued as if nothing had happened. Some stalls were broken that hadn’t been broken before, some people were scarred by what they’d seen or been afflicted with. A singular man had died, with one more woman notably injured by Milo when he’d first shifted. Margaret’s family, and Thoin with a wounded arm, and Wanda the Wonderful, and Marjorie Kim all continued selling their wares, working through their day. They would soon forget about the crew of Prosper entirely. The crowds carried on. The hustle didn’t end. The band started another ballad. Prosper had had two weeks of harmony, and lost it all in ten minutes.
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When it comes to weapons, the skull-knocker is one of the scariest. Once it lassoes around you, you simply cannot move. If you do, the rope tightens and the hatchet pulls, and suddenly you’re beheaded. It’s a weapon that works on the throw, works on the return, and works its magic the most once it’s caught something between its frays. At the moment, it had Milo.

He had stopped moving at once, as if he were on a battlefield and had just heard the click of a land mine beneath his feet. One more step, and he’d lose his head. His head, he now realized, was throbbing. Because, of course - he’d also been holding form too long. A never ending series of problems.

Milo heard ringing as the loss of his ear caught up to him, and his three assailants took their time to catch up. When they did, how would they kill Milo? Would he be bisected with a ray, or stabbed by an invisible blade? Milo didn’t know, but he took these last three seconds to take a wager. A fun little wager with himself. It would be the blade, he predicted. He would be gutted.
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Zervana and Stu ran past Prosper the second time, and it occurred to Zee that she may have finally found a problem with no solution. They were running, but seemingly just until they got caught. Running a marathon with no finish line.

It was surprising. Decades of running from the law, and you go this long without ever really worrying. It starts to become like a game. Like she and Milo were school children, and every day they’d go out to the playground and flirt with danger, and every day they’d get lectured by teachers in turn. But of course, they never went to the principal’s office, and they never got sent home. It was all harmless. Have success long enough, and you forget what consequences look like.

So what would this consequence be? As soon as the cops stuck out their arms and Zervana or Stu got jerked back, then what? Jail, probably.

She supposed she could handle jail. Especially if Stu was there with her, and Milo.

Milo, Zervana realized.

She was a human. For her, jail was just time behind bars and a decent chance for parole. But for Milo, and Macguffin, they wouldn’t get off so easily. Macguffin would probably be taken for testing, publicized no doubt - his background and makeup a creative spark for some future master of war. Milo, on the other hand, would be executed.

Zervana didn’t run for herself, or for Stu. Breathless and on the brink of collapse, she kept running for Milo. And just like that, she knew how to save things.
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Perhaps the most remarkable thing about Mesitos isn’t that they can transform into any creature of their will. It’s that they have a limit. A Mesito can only hold form for so long before automatically shifting back. It was the same kind of physiological failsafe that prevents humans from purposefully drowning. If you’re underwater too long, you will come back up, whether you want to or not.

Zervana had always found that interesting about Milo. It was why she felt that she could push him hard, harder than he admittedly deserved. Because she knew at the end of the day, Milo’s body would decide when enough was enough, and at that point, she’d be there to help him out.

For Mesitos, it was simple. They could only hold form so long before their body would shift back. Once Zervana had realized that long ago, she had reframed all her mental prisons. She redefined her own limits, and knew she could outrun anyone - especially these Freedonian cops - in distance and willpower. They may be able to chase her for hours, but she would be able to run for days. Her mind would be begging for relief, but what mattered was her body. When her body gave out, when it physically reached its limit, then she’d be done. Until then, Zervana could scream, she could cry, but she would not stop running.

The drawback of that philosophy is that sometimes you don’t realize that the best solution to being chased is to simply stop running.

Officer Douglas stretched out an arm to grab Zervana’s shoulder… and she stopped.

Holding Stu’s hand, she pulled him down too. Together they bent over, dead in their tracks, and let the officers keep running. The result was they smacked into Zervana and Stu’s backs and tumbled over top of them. Carmichael face planted. Douglas skidded. Then, Zervana grabbed Stu and ran again.

It was genius in its simplicity. The cops bumbled to their feet, cursing and pissed off. But that bought them enough time.

Miraculously, Zervana and Stu got back to Prosper.

But it was too quick.

“Espee, go now!” Zervana called out, the moment she stepped on-board. Espee saw Stu behind her and, a little further behind them both, she saw the two police officers who’d stopped her and Steve earlier hot on their trail.

There was no time to debate. No time to consider Milo. If they didn’t close Prosper’s doors and take off now, the entire mission was ruined.

Espee had no choice.
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As the policemen reached Prosper, they were met with a mechanical door, rapidly closing in front of them. Douglas jumped up, trying to reach the top of it and hold on, but his fingers slipped off.

Annoyed, Carmichael muttered, “It’s over. Forget about ‘em.”

Douglas kicked the dirt, looking at his arms and the skid marks on them. “Bunch of hooligans,” he spat. Then the duo went off dejected, to find something else to police.
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Milo, meanwhile, closed his eyes. In half a second, he would be dead.

Time slowed, the second stretching forever, and he thought blissfully of green grass.
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“Where’s Milo?!” Zervana realized, as the engines below began to lift them into the sky.

Espee and Steve looked at her, before Espee choked out, “You said to go. I mean— The cops…”

“No!! Stop!! We aren’t leaving him!” Zervana’s voice rose in desperation.

“It’s been almost fifteen minutes,” Espee continued, “you have to wonder-!”

But Zervana didn’t want to think about that possibility. Steve said something consoling to her. It was empty, she thought. The ship was rising high into the sky, and Zervana’s desperation turned to pleading. “Espee, please,” she begged, fighting back tears. She thought back to Rexicon Station, as Milo the mouse slipped into the Solar Express; of the tunnels of Sizmore, and their journey through the town; of these past two weeks. The peace aboard Prosper.

“Two more minutes, Espee.” Zervana said, “Just hover. That’s all I ask.”

Espee looked at Steve and Stu. They both nodded, even if it was all for naught. So Espee stopped their ascent, hovering. “Zervana, go wait by the window and look out for him,” Espee spoke, regretting now that she had ever had thoughts of leaving this planet without Zervana and Milo. “But,” she said firmly, “I have to take us away in two minutes. You know, Zee. We need to go.”

Zervana knew she couldn’t convince them of anything more.

When she got to the window of Prosper and peered out, all she could see were rows and rows of the bazaar’s booths. Each contained next-to-no vaccitubes. Freedoni was a mistake, even if missions like these were what Zervana lived and died for. Even considering the Solar Express, even considering all that had happened to her brother back when they pirated together, today was the worst mistake Zervana had ever made.

They were high in the air. Freedoni didn’t have clouds, but if it did Prosper would be well above them. Zervana wondered. Even if Milo was out there, could he see them? Moreover, after their fight, part of her wondered if he even wanted to. If he had run away, abandoned them, she’d miss Milo forever. But at least he’d still be out there, one of the tiny, unidentifiable faces in this bazaar’s endless crowd. She’d rather that than… the alternative.

“It’s been five minutes,” Espee called out, knowing she bent her rules almost to its breaking point, “do you see anything?!”

Zervana shooed away the question. All she saw now was the setting sun. The day was almost over.
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Thinking of the grass in the final moments of his life, Milo was reminded very strongly of one of his and Zervana’s previous missions.

They had botched a robbery and been captured by a cartel. The cartel was of the Kintona species: rat men, with patchy skin and their innards in a constant state of hanging out. Right before the cartel had killed them, Zervana later told Milo that all she could do was think about green grass. Milo always equated the green grass to freedom, which nearly no one in Leviathan had (they were all victims of GIBB, whether they knew it or not). The freedom Milo would never have.

That story had a twist though. As the Kintona cartel had made their move on him and Zervana - just as the three Freedonians made their move on Milo now, in this ever-ticking final second - Milo had been unable to contain himself any more, and had shifted into a Mesito.

The Kintona rats, shocked, had decided then to let them both go. Like them, Mesitos were misunderstood and deserved to live. Zervana had told Milo that day, “Never forget, Milo, what you are is special.”

At that moment, he felt like an idiot.

If he wanted to break free from the skull-knocker around his neck, all Milo had to do was transform.

So he did.

First, Milo shifted into a lizard. It was perfect; small enough to slip out of the lasso, yet quick enough to instantly scurry off. Everything that was in his kangaroo pouch exploded the moment he left that body. The scattered glass cut Milo even more, and all of his wounds carried over proportionately to the lizard form. In fact, the pain multiplied from the transition, as if he re-lived every shot and cut all at once. While Milo escaped the lasso, it was not without injury.

Then, he became a snake. A viper. Though Milo refused to kill anyone else, he had to scare these men. He darted around their legs, slithering and hissing, while Gene shot at the ground screaming. He bit deep into Gene’s ankle, forcing him to drop the gun. It gave Milo the opening he needed.

At long last, he became an eagle, flapping away from the bazaar toward Prosper. The ship had raised high in the air, but it was still close enough for him to reach. As he flew up, far above the bazaar, Milo realized what he needed to remember always: the green grass wasn't freedom. The sky was. And the sky belonged to Mesitos.
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Zervana took one last look at the setting sun. It was the same sun for every planet in the galaxy, but for every planet their time beneath it was different. Freedoni had little daylight, and for a moment Zervana wondered if she’d ever feel sunshine again. Milo was gone. All she had now was a crew of strangers she’d only known for fourteen days.

“You can go, Espee.” Zervana took off her jacket and let it fall to the floor. Inside its pockets was her haul of vaccitubes. They didn’t seem important now.

The ship shook as Espee slowly began to ascend once more.

Stu looked at Steve, as if to ask his brother what he should say, but neither knew. Nobody could put into words what Zervana and Milo were; how do you console a grieving mother/sister/best friend all at once?

“I’m so, so sorry.” Stu said at last, as the door shut completely.

Zervana looked at Stu, thankful yet melancholy. And then, in the reflection of his glasses, that’s when she saw him. “MILO!!” Zervana cried out.

Everyone turned to the window.

Flapping outside of Prosper, a bald eagle spread its wings against the sky. He was bloody, and missing an ear and half a wing, but he was alive.

“Yeah, yeah,” said the eagle, grinning as he looked from Espee and Macguffin, to Stu and Steve, and then, finally, to Zervana. “It’s great to see you all too. But can somebody please let me in?”


PART THREE


THE SHOT
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A mere minute after takeoff, Amos began to regret his decision.

That was when the questions started rolling in. Where am I going? What will I do when I get there? What if I crash? Most of all, when will I eat?!

He wasn’t too worried about crashing. Flying was a hobby of his. Most rich people have golf or tennis or tasting wine, but Amos liked nothing more than going out for a quick fly alone. The sky - and beyond - gave him more clarity than any bottle did. Still, he sometimes doubled down and flew away tipsy all the same. When he wasn’t being reeled in by some concerned staff member, Amos could pilot a spacecraft for hours. Then he’d return home and enjoy a gourmet meal, slip into a bed bigger than ten people would ever need, and sleep the kind of stress-free rest that only products of nepotism can afford.

Amos wasn’t a talented pilot - he wasn’t talented at anything - but he knew which buttons to press and switches to flick. Therefore, when he had been looking through GIBB HQ’s parking lot it only took him a few seconds to spot a ship he knew how to operate. The woman at the headquarters’ front desk had told him to take whatever he needed; she’d pass on his message, if she didn’t forget.

The ship he settled on was unlocked (unsurprising on a remote planet, where the only people even aware of its existence were lifelong trusted staff). Amos only had to push all the right buttons and then he was off. A bit of turbulence became a lot, but that soon smoothed over when Amos himself relaxed.

Then, it was just a matter of knowing where to go.

Here was an easy starting point: check where you’ve been. Amos looked down out the spaceship’s window. The headquarters were a massive compound: two big buildings with swimming pools, tennis courts, a gymnasium, a movie theater, and a fleet of mopeds just begging to be crashed. It would’ve been considered hip by most publications. Only, the public knew very little about this place. Amos himself hadn’t known much until today. But there was one obvious clue, giving him some sense of direction.

A flag, flying lonely as he.

Leviathan had seven domains, each containing anywhere from 6 to 60 planets. There were the Outlands, slummy and underprivileged: Sizmore was there, along with Learing, Tameroon, Freedoni, Fuul, and many more. Outlands planets were the least likely to fly their flag: an ambiguous blank book against green stripes. It was meant to symbolize possibility, but most people took the unwritten lines to indicate a galaxy that had run out of ink before it could fill its final pages.

Then there were the Gin planets. Picture a red kite against a light blue backdrop, this was their flag. An everlasting image of the childlike wonder and creativity of its most memorable people and developments. People from Gin planets, like Spinn, Onstar, and Avorial, came from backgrounds that emphasized counterculture and societal change.

Their antithesis were the eleven Crand planets. Crand planets held traditional values, emphasizing family and freedom, justice and hard work. Crandians flew their flag higher than anyone - a milky white background, with eleven stars the color of steel. Amos’ old farmhouse was on the Crand planet Catleed.

The domain with the most planets, 60, was Aklonia. Like the Outlands, Aklonian planets were given little thought. But they were happy to be forgotten. It gave them the peace to build their own lives, one less concerned with Gin and Crand’s political skirmishes, or greater intergalactic strife. Aklonia was where spider people mass migrated to after their ridicule. The domain’s planets were full of natural beauty. Lush grasslands with thousands of animals to roam them. Mountains which could still look out in every direction and see no structure. Rivers free from forthcoming development signs or promises of unnecessary progress, and most prominently a sun that never slept. Aklonian planets - from Wilwater to Ezdan - all flew a simple green flag with a brown pentagonal house, and they were the happiest planets in all of Leviathan.

Compare that to Vinnie planets, where people went for resorts and as a last resort. The Capallio species frequently occupied Vinnie planets; the darkness was kind to their skin, and Vinnie planets liked to keep things dark. There was an old joke in Leviathan that the big X on the Vinnie domain’s flag (a teal X, surrounded by fading orange, and with a tiny yellow outline on either side of a royal lion) alluded to the Xs in your eyes after they found you washed up dead on some Vinnie beach. Casino planets, like Dinnto, or the amusement park wonderland that was the planet Triast, were some of the more popular destinations. But Vinnie also had more than a few immoral places. People went to those (usually already wasted or high out of their minds) to get laid again and again until they were laid to rest.

A long time ago, an Intergalactic military patrol conducted mass raids on the Vinnie planet Kent. They found one dilapidated building in a city center that had been remade into a crack den. Its last occupant, autopsies found, had died five years prior. One of the soldiers who had discovered the building described it as “Like walking into an old movie, only all the reels had been burned… You were walking among skeletons, among ghosts. People who, at one point, had families, but in the end had only faceless brothers and sisters, marching with them into the eternal valley of death.”

There were only six planets classified as Pinsi. Pinsi planets built their fortunes supplying natural gas to the rest of the galaxy, and were run by royal families that had held power since before Peter Gibb was even born. One such family was the Ergo family, though Lindon was the smallest of the six Pinsi planets. The biggest, Zastu, had so much wealth in its royal family that they built castles for their dogs. There’s a rumor that the golden scarab in the middle of Pinsis’ black flags is made of real gold. It’s entirely true.

Hoidel planets were basic. A blue flag with greenish waves and sparkling stars. Over 30% of the entire galaxy’s population lived on one of the 53 Hoidel planets, planets like Lahoole or Stepheed, and their only discernible trait was that they had great dialects. Hoidelians tended to gravitate towards white collar jobs, and unmemorable lives. Though perhaps that was because so many Hoidelians existed, the great majority were bound to be average.

Yet they did not die prematurely, like those on Vinnie planets or the Outlands. And they stayed out of Crand and Gin’s wars. Hoidel planets were the perfect balance between the non-progress of Aklonia, and the overindulgence of Pinsi. They were average lands, and perfectly happy to be so.

221 of Leviathan’s 242 planets were classified in one of those seven domains. The remaining twenty-one were domainless.

That included the planet where Amos Gibb had lived the past ten years, an atmosphere containing only his mansion and all its toys. Prison planets like Mineer or Apaz were also domainless, or the really awful Leenx - where inmates were so despicable that no guards dared patrol the jail halls. Society there was dictated solely by the prisoners themselves. The structure that those who were truly insane deserved was no structure at all; constant anarchy, constant fear, and most ironically a constant need for those prisoners to rely on each other to survive. Most who went to Leenx didn’t last a week.

Finally, noted in textbooks as one of the fifteen uninhabited planets of Leviathan, the Mesito sanctuary on the planet Bex was also domainless.

Amos glanced down at the GIBB Headquarters’ flag. He should’ve guessed it: blue with greenish waves and sparkling stars.

So Amos was in Hoidel, but where exactly? There was no planet flag flying, and Amos probably wouldn’t have known what it was anyway. But what he did know was that Hoidel’s domain orbit was almost perpendicular to the domainless planets. If he flew directly vertical into space and just kept going in that direction, he was bound to hit something eventually. Potentially another planet in Hoidel, but more likely a prison planet, his mansion, or the Mesito’s home Bex. Either of those latter two would work.

So he flew. Straight up to space and then even further, until he was sick and had to stop several minutes. Then, when he was stable again, Amos kept flying.
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In his heart of hearts, Amos hoped to hit his home. Even though he’d intended to go live amongst the Mesitos on Bex, that plan felt shoddier by the second. It had seemed right at the time, as he’d stormed out of GIBB HQ. It felt like the only rebellious decision he’d ever made. Though as the long span of time dulled his fury, he began to have second thoughts. Maybe he was best off reaching his mansion and staying there. He’d make only one decision every few weeks, and take the blame for ten times that, but at least he’d have his pool. His meals. His luxuries.

If he went to Bex, what would he do there? How would he eat? Would he even be welcome, or would all the Mesitos know who he was and ostracize him just as the GIBB employees did? Was there a home in all of Leviathan that would take in Amos Gibb?

Four hours into flight, Amos began to worry. He hadn’t seen anything at all. Not even a moon from some other undiscovered or uninhabitable place. No prisons, no space stations or space diners, not even an asteroid belt.

It occurred to him that there was nothing more frightening than getting lost in space. At this point, even if he tried to retrace his steps - if he cut the engine and went straight down the way he’d come - he may not reach the HQ. If he had gone even slightly off-course an hour or two ago, then by now he was thousands of kilometers off from where he had come in any unknown direction. At some point, he’d run out of fuel, and then there was no hope to reach civilization of any kind. He’d have to pray that some trackless train or spaceship came by. But no trains ran this route, and what spaceship would visit a domainless planet?

Amos tried to stay calm, and failed miserably. His heart was beating out of its chest, unlocking a level of claustrophobia he didn’t know he had. Was it claustrophobia? Yes, he wanted nothing more than to fling open the spaceship’s door and get out of this tiny space. To stand, to walk, to run - anything, anything at all. He just didn’t want to be here.

But if he opened the door, the vacuum of space would suck him up. He was dead if he did, and at some point, dead if he didn’t. It was more than claustrophobia, too. He didn’t feel trapped entirely. Rather, he felt no walls at all. That was the scariest part. The moment he took off from the GIBB parking lot, he could have unknowingly been taking his final flight - an endless voyage through space that had no destination.

Somewhere out in the galaxy, there were dozens of pilots living out hundreds of adventures across Leviathan, and they all shared one simple rule: don’t fly into the unknown. It was an obvious rule, more obvious than “don't ask someone their weight,” or “look both ways before you cross a landing zone.” If you go into the unknown, you may never find a destination.

The worst part was this: Amos still had nearly a full tank of fuel. At least another eight hours of flying through space before he’d start drifting, and he didn’t want to begin to think where his mind would go then.

As four hours became five, his mind came to a horrific realization. Somewhere out there, there was bound to be someone else lost in the endless expanse of space, who had not made it out of their journey alive. They were probably still floating out there, years after they’d first taken flight. Maybe decades. Maybe centuries. Their family may have died, waiting to find out the truth of what happened to their beloved Catherine, or Chris, or Connor. But that truth never came. Their beloved would never return home again.

Amos tried to get those thoughts out of his mind. Of funerals, of being forgotten. He chocked it up to his depression. He chocked it up to needing a drink. He cursed. That was another thing. Even if he found Bex, Amos wouldn’t be able to have another drink for a long, long time. If ever.

Five hours became six, and Amos still had yet to see any signs of life in any pocket of the great black nothing before him. If he ever saw the ground again, he’d get on his hands and knees and kiss it. He’d seen that in movies before, but always found it a little exaggerated. How could someone be so desperate to kiss the dirt when, even in those moments removed from the surface, you still had a floor beneath you. At least you had something to walk on, even if it was just metal. But what could drive someone to crave dirt?

He was wrong, though. It wasn’t about the dirt, or the grass growing from it, or just being off of metallic ground. It was about what that grass represents. The expanse. The openness.

Amos realized for the first time in his decade of living there that his mansion had no grass. There was the presence of grass, but it was all fake. It had all been hand planted. Lift it up, and there was an end to the reach of its roots. It didn’t come from the ground and it didn’t stretch forever. Like Amos himself, it was masquerading. As the head of GIBB, or as a blade of grass, it was all just one big illusion. Does turf realize it’s not real? Amos hadn’t realized it; did he even now fully grasp his own faux realities?

For just a minute ago (an hour ago, or maybe two), Amos had thought to himself he’d rather be back lounging by the pool than going to be free.

Maybe he still bought into the illusion.
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At exactly 7 hours and 24 minutes, he changed his mind forever. Amos spotted a planet in the distance. Then when he got closer, he realized: it was Bex.

Amos turned up the ship’s engines, the throttle spitting and his seat unsticking itself from his back. He came into the planet’s ozone, and thought to himself that the landscape before him had to be fake. It had to be a painting, or the cover of some coffee table book on photography. It was stunning.

Trees lined up like soldiers, a messy rank that stretched for as far as the eyes could see. Lakes broke up the division, glistening like a newborn’s eyes. Amos wanted to jump out of the ship and cannonball in. He thought of his heated pool, pumped daily with chlorine, and wanted to be sick. This lake could have leeches, but still at this moment that was preferable.

As he came closer to Bex’s ground, oh what a ground it was!

The grass is always greener they say, and Bex must be why. This field was the color of a crayon, and each blade was a careful stroke. Maybe he shouldn’t kiss it, Amos thought, or risk disturbing its peaceful slumber.

When he got closer, and began to hover over the ground, the ship’s presence sent ripples through the grass. There was a perfect wind, the kind of breeze that exists only in memory. He envied all the little insects beneath him, living a harmonious life. Sure, being an insect was a short life, a dangerous one. But still, Amos would take a mere week of this life fraught with danger, than a lifetime as Amos Gibb, the undisputed head and butt of Leviathan.

When the ship touched ground, Amos forgot who he was.

It didn’t seem to matter. All of Leviathan was a problem outside the bounds of this planet. Nobody knew he was here. He could sit by the lake until he died.

He could forget his own name.

When Amos stepped out of the ship onto Bex, he didn’t just kiss the ground. He whispered the three momentous words to it that defy all laws of the universe: “I love you.”

He meant it.
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There was a lot to take in when Amos first touched down. Bex was a planet with many biomes, nearly all untouched. When Leonora Gibb had chosen it, it was out of poetic reasoning. Geographically, Bex was at the near-center of the universe. She thought it only fitting that the planet at the center of Leviathan produced something so synonymous with power.

The thing Leonora didn’t foresee though, was the explanation for how a center existed in the first place. In essence, a galaxy should have no center, as it meant that that point would somehow have to be special in regard to the galaxy at large. Gravity would be warped around it, perhaps, or every other planet would rotate around that point.

Neither of those things were true. The center of Leviathan had no special shifts in gravity when you got close to it, and only in Leonora’s mind did the rest of the universe revolve around Bex. Scientifically, it was ordinary.

Except, there was something funny about it. The center of Bex itself was a massive hole that went down through the ground.

It never ended.

The closer you got to the hole in the center of Bex, the more it messed with your mind. Though the hole didn’t appear powerful anymore - Leonora’s grandson Tandy had built a tower to contain it - it had the ability to tell you everything.

Or perhaps nothing. Nobody quite knew. All they understood was that this was a hole inside a tower that was the midpoint of all of Leviathan. It had effects on the rest of the planet, keeping Bex’s forests, grasslands, rivers, springs, and all of nature itself healthy. But why it was the center, and what you’d find if you went down the hole, no Gibb had ever known.

It was one of those unexplainable phenomena, like déjà vu or deep-sea gigantism. There was no greater reason, no explanation involving science or faith or human psychology. The tower was an enigma.

One thing was for certain though. When Amos landed and surveyed his surroundings from horizon to horizon, there was something off-putting about that tower in the distance.

Tandy’s Tower.

So Amos went the other way. Up a large hazel-colored hill, where bright green grass mixed with chocolatey brown dirt. From up there, Amos saw everything.

To his left, strawberry fields stretching as far as the eye could see. They didn’t need planters or harvesters. They sustained themselves magically, inexplicably. It was where the Mesitos came to eat, when they were tired of grazing grass.

Or they’d go a bit further, to the right of the hill Amos stood on, where wheat grew tall and the Mesitos would come pick it. They’d either munch on it plainly, or turn it into flour, mix it with water, and heat it into bread. A strawberry sandwich was a Mesito’s favorite snack.

Amos had no idea how to make bread, not like his mother did. But foraging? That he could do.

So Amos darted left down the hill and into the fields of red, picking all the strawberries that his hands could carry. Then he strolled over to the golden rows of wheat and plopped down between two stalks. A light breeze brushed against his shoulders and cheeks. He took off his shirt, letting his belly hang out, and laid down to eat the juicy berries he’d picked. Every one tasted different, like a cookout of the galaxy’s finest chefs, all making their own generational, nostalgic family recipe. They were all different, all special, like every planet in Leviathan offering up their most succulent strawberry. And Amos held them all.

The sun shone on his face, making the brown stubble of his beard glow like a halo. Somewhere off in the distance, Amos thought he heard a bird soaring. This was a planet of Mesitos, but it stood to reason that some of them would occasionally take flight. If Amos could shift into anything, he knew he’d like to fly.

When he closed his eyes among the wheat, strawberry juice dripping down his chin like a bubbling stream, his dreams granted him that wish. Amos dreamt he was a red-tailed hawk, and Bex was the wind beneath his wings.

In his slumber, he smiled.

This was better than a drink.
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When Amos woke up the next morning, he was bitter. He had to be one of the unluckiest people in the galaxy. To be finally on a planet where he felt happy, all the while knowing it couldn’t last.

People would come looking for him, and while he figured this was the only place in the galaxy he may not be found, surely that wasn’t true. He knew as well as anyone, GIBB always found a way. Within a week, someone from the labs on Bex would find him, and then he’d have to go back to life before. The “good life.” Though Amos was certain that he was part of a small group of people who would never live a good life. A select, cursed few.

Pond-people, he thought he’d call it, an analogy that had hit him mid-slumber.

If you’re born in a pond, like Amos and all the other wealthy people of Leviathan were, you’ll always crave the ocean. However, once you get there, and taste the salt water, and get rocked by the big waves, and get cut by debris, it’s too late. The ocean is bad, but the pond is ruined, too. It still seems finite, claustrophobic. Such is the tragedy of the rich. Born into greatness, they crave the ordinary, and both will never be enough. But if you’re born in the ocean, if you’re formed by its roughness, you know how to appreciate the pond.

Amos was a pond person. He always would be, no matter how life-changing this brief detour on Bex might be. And while he could try to extend this visit as long as possible, to protect this small slice of paradise from existing in more than just memory, inevitably he would one day be brought back to his old oasis. The one magazines wrote about, the paradise with the fake grass, and chlorine-pumped pools, and unlimited drink service. He’d never be able to swim in a lake there, or lie in a wheat meadow licking off strawberries from his fingertips. That life belonged to people born in oceans, a light at the end of their tunnels that not all reached, but some did. It was a life only they deserved, for only they could truly appreciate it.

It was a life that would never belong to Amos Gibb.
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Two days later, Amos saw his first Mesito. Amos was hiking through a forest - as beautiful as the ones from fairy tales - about a kilometer off from his ship. He was shirtless and barefoot, walking around in just cargo shorts that were beginning to fall below his waist. He had lost a lot of weight, and his skin was glowing, tanner. Amos felt healthy and alive.

As he approached a small spring, gurgling under a fallen log, he bent down and surveyed the distance across. It looked to be almost two meters long. He could jump that, and hey - worst-case he would get a little wet. After all, he was healthy now, borderline fit. Emphasis on borderline.

Before he could move, Amos heard a noise from behind him. There was a crunch of leaves, followed by a startled gasp. Amos turned. Immediately, his heart stopped. He couldn’t breathe. All he could think was: they’re real.

Standing before Amos was a red Mesito, small and baby-faced. She held between her teeth a bushel of berries. Her eyes grew wide at the sight of him, and before he could say a word, she ran.

“Wait! One second!” Amos called out, but then joined the pursuit.

The Mesito bobbed and weaved around trees and over fallen logs. She jumped over a stump in a single leap, which slowed Amos down considerably. By the time she’d broken free of the forest into open plains, there was a sizable gap between her and Amos. A gap that grew as the Mesito shifted into a great big falcon and immediately soared away.

When Amos broke out of the woods, all he could do was watch as the Mesito flew over a far away mountain, a whole field’s length away from the edge of the forest.

He kicked the ground. Not out of anger, but frustration. He’d anticipated that something like this would happen at some point. Rupert had told Amos before that his Mesito hunts had gotten harder and harder the more that he went to Bex. He’d theorized that the creatures had gotten smart and begun working together, spreading the news as soon as one spotted him that “the bad man is back.”

The Mesito that Amos had just encountered looked young. She probably saw Amos and thought he was Rupert. Right now, on the other side of that mountain, there was probably a gathering of Mesitos whispering all around that The Bad Man had returned.

He didn’t think they’d hurt him. But they would definitely fear him. Chances were likely that was the last time Amos would see a Mesito up close.

Only it wasn’t.
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Four days later, Amos saw another. He was sitting on top of his spacecraft’s hull, staring out at a lake and observing the way sunlight danced along its surface, when a flash of movement darted by just beyond his periphery.

He turned his attention to make sure what he was seeing was real, and it was. Another Mesito - this one green like Milo - and it hadn’t seen Amos yet.

It was off in a valley, low to the ground, coming towards him. From afar, it looked like the Mesito was sniffing at the dirt - perhaps sniffing for him, Amos thought with a jolt. Though it smelled nothing yet… This was Amos’ chance.

He knew that if he wanted to live on Bex for the foreseeable future, he needed to befriend the Mesitos. The locals, so to speak. Partially because Amos carried the guilt of his ancestors and his own crimes, but also because he couldn’t cohabitate with a species who wanted him dead. The first step to befriending them, though, was to find them.

Quietly, Amos crept off the hood of his spacecraft and slipped inside. The Mesito was still low to the ground, getting closer by the second. Amos started the engine, idle, so as not to make any noise. But then the Mesito glanced up, saw the ship, saw its pilot, and began to run towards Bex’s mountains.

Amos quickly buckled in, flicked the levers, and pulled up. His ship raised slowly, too slowly - Amos pulled back harder, and was thrust to the butt of his chair.

The Mesito shifted before Amos’ eyes, into a hummingbird, so as to be hard to track.

Amos muttered under his breath, “this one’s a smart one.” But he kept tracking it. He began to fly. His ship stayed low, as low as he could go to the ground without crashing, and he was able to see a bit of movement ahead of him. The hummingbird was small, but its movement stood out against the still ground, and from his close distance Amos could follow it easily.

It flapped harder and harder, weaving back and forth, but Amos kept the ship close by. He weaved his own distance in and out, near and far from the hummingbird, in case it got any ideas to change into something that Amos’ ship could not trace.

Up ahead, there was the mountain’s steep rock face, flat and rising abruptly. The hummingbird sped up, going straight towards the rock.

Amos kept chasing, ready to fly vertically up adjacent to the rocks, but still waiting for the Mesito to do so first. Yet the hummingbird was still flying straight-on at the rock. He wouldn’t pull up until it did, so why wasn’t it?!

They got closer and closer, sensors now beeping inside Amos’ ship rapidly. Pull up, pull up, pull up. He was about to crash into the rock, but why wasn’t the Mesito flying up too?! Could it be tricking him, would it shift at the last second - should Amos pull up or not?!

He didn’t know, but at the last second, Amos decided. He yanked down the ship’s steering, and the craft tilted up, flying centimeters away from the cliffside.

The Mesito, seconds from impact, shifted from a hummingbird to a spider. It flipped mid-air and shot webs out to break its impact. The webs did their trick, sticking out from the rock. As the Mesito barreled through them, all its momentum was eased. It did not crash. Amos, on the other hand, did.

His spacecraft solidly avoided collision for about five seconds of vertical climb. Then, it didn’t. A solitary rock jutted out from the rest of the smooth wall, and it was right in Amos’ way. He yanked back on the steering, trying to pull the ship away from impact, but he was unsuccessful. Metal connected with rock. There was a tiny explosion. The ship’s engine cut off at once. Amos felt around desperately for an eject button, but found nothing. He went down in a freefall.

The spider looked up at the ship as it came tumbling to the ground. It saw Amos inside, panicky and afraid. Soon he’d crash, either dead or unconscious at impact.

The Mesito smiled. Amos had fallen right into their trap.
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Amos did not die when the ship crashed. The worst pain he suffered was a random piece of glass slicing his shoulder. Even that drew very little blood. Still, Amos did pass out, and by the time he came to, he was in a foreign place.

It was nighttime now and a fire burned brightly. Amos pulled at his wrists, knowing at once that he was tied down, but still brave enough to test the theory. Sure enough, nothing gave; he was wrapped around a pole. His arms were fixed behind it, and his feet were held in place by ropes hammered into the ground. All of his limbs had gone limp. He felt no blood circulating through them.

He would have seen none of this if not for the fire, which was a nice source of light. But it also heightened the contrast of shadows, giving everything and everyone a nightmarish quality. There were many creatures surrounding the fire. It had to be at least two dozen Mesitos, varying in shape and color and state. Amos had always thought Mesitos resembled one thing; it wasn’t so.

Mesitos were many things. Some big and smooth, others tiny and rough. They all had similar legs and necks, and their faces all had that dinosaur quality, but otherwise every Mesito looked different. Some were shades of red, others green, others still blue or purple or pink. The fire danced, bringing some Mesitos in and out of the spotlight. It heightened the tension of the whole situation. Amos was outnumbered, and the Mesitos had the illusion of surprise too. He couldn’t see in the dark.

Amos regretted ever wanting to meet these creatures face-to-face. “Excuse me,” he squeaked out, hoping to guide the conversation before it turned to matters of fire. Or Rupert, or what he was doing here.

“Be quiet,” said a yellow Mesito with a deep voice. It had spots running down its back. “You’ll be spoken to in a minute.”

That was when Amos noticed that a little further back, behind the immediate row of Mesitos by the fire, some bigger creatures were huddled and whispering. There looked to be four of them: two red, one blue, and one black. He listened intently, trying to make out what they were saying, but all he heard was the crackle of the fire, and an occasional mumble from one of the Mesitos nearby.

“How long?” Amos asked feebly, but heard no reply.

“Now.” The voice boomed, but Amos didn’t know where it came from. Then the speaker stepped into the fire’s light, and repeated itself. “Now. We have conferred.”

It was one of the red Mesitos, the biggest in size of the four huddled afar. It stepped closer to Amos, as the three other huddlers joined the ranks of the others around the fire. Amos instinctively ducked down. He tried to avoid making eye contact with this powerful creature. At once, Amos knew that this was some leader here, probably the strongest, or wisest, or oldest. A de facto ruler of a makeshift tribe, one which probably preyed on his demise. Amos had been off drinking by pools for nearly a decade, while these Mesitos had likely been preparing to go to war against their captors for generations.

“Please, I’m sorr—” he began, and the Mesito rose up in anger. Amos ducked away, bracing for the strike.

Instead, Amos peeked as this red ruler used its talon to gently cut through his ropes. First it freed his legs, then his hands. Then, sensing that he had no pulsing blood to stand on himself, the Mesito lifted Amos up and brought him to the fire.

It set him down, and the Mesitos surrounded him. Instinctively sensing the worst in spite of these actions so far, Amos raised up his hands in self-defense.

But, to his further surprise, they began to console him. A purple Mesito shifted into a weasel and draped itself around Amos’ shoulders, warm to the skin and soothing in texture. Another Mesito withdrew a pot of water with its teeth, and carefully poured some liquid onto the spot where Amos had been cut with glass. Others still, opened Amos’ mouth carefully and fed him, gave him drink, and rubbed his back. It didn’t feel like they were serving him. It felt communal.

His mind was frenzied, and all he could think was to question it aloud. “What’s going on?”

The big red Mesito answered. “We’re sorry. We tied you up and brought you here out of distrust. We feared you were like… the other, the one who hunts and kills our kind. But you are not. You carry nothing dangerous. You mean no harm. We’re sorry to have mistreated you.”

Amos, bewildered, declined the apology. “No… you were all right to distrust me. That other man, I knew him well. I knew what he did to your kind, and yet I never stopped him.”

All at once, the Mesitos let go of Amos. The weasel became a snake and coiled around his neck, tightening.

“Repeat that! So we may judge you accordingly! Are you a monster too?”

“No—” Amos choked out, his face going purple from suffocation, “It was never me. I could never hurt you. Please— I can’t speak—!”

The red Mesito tapped the snake, and it uncoiled at once. “Continue,” the leader growled.

Amos coughed at first, his breath coming back to him in spurts. “That man. He used to work with me. Well… no, he used to be a friend. But I didn’t know the extent of what he did here. I didn’t realize how peaceful you all are. None of you should’ve suffered!”

There were murmurs all around, agreeing, but even as Amos said that he felt sick. It was the obvious thing to say. There was no reason he shouldn’t have realized it before, no reason he shouldn’t have stopped Rupert in the past. His heart was pounding, desperate to say anything to get him out of this position, surrounded by creatures who at any moment could transform and kill him.

“I’m sorry. Truly,” Amos continued, “I know he came here with those… damn electrically-charged whips, and rifles, and chainsaws. But I have never come with him.” Still not enough, he thought. Say more.

“And I know I probably shouldn’t be telling you all this now,” Amos laughed, yet no others reciprocated, “but I would feel wrong to hide that. To pretend I’m half-deserving of your generosity, after the horrors I let happen to your people.”

The four big leaders gave each other a look. They stepped away to reconvene for a moment, and then returned to the fire. “We see.”

Amos looked up expectantly, waiting for more. It hadn’t been enough, he was sure. “So?” Amos asked.

After seconds more - excruciatingly long - the big red Mesito talked again. “We cannot forgive you. We won’t hurt you, but you can’t stay here. You must go to the other side of the planet, with the rest of your kind.”

Amos gaped. “The rest of my kind?” But as soon as he asked the question, he realized the answer. The GIBB employees who worked here. The ones who harvested Mesito blood.

“Yes, beyond the tower. There’s a small hospital. They do their best to… take care of us, but sadly few return from their visits. We stay our separate paths, but occasionally when one of your kind ends up here, we take care of them. It is our way. Just as they say they take care of us. You must go back in the morning. Tonight, you may rest with us.”

Amos still felt at a loss. These were the Mesitos he had willingly sent off Rupert to hunt and kill for fun, and who his company GIBB had harvested for generations. They understood some part of that, and yet they were still happy to take care of him that night, and see to it he found civilization tomorrow. He felt he had to repay them somehow, to at least tell them the truth about what the hospital really did to Mesitos. But before he could, the red leader left.

Other Mesitos followed, spreading out nearby and laying to rest. A few stayed up to keep an eye on Amos, but all they saw were the internal wheels turning of a man whose entire world view was changing. A locomotive running on a track that had run out, and now Amos was directionless.

He had to say more. This passage could not be over. So much had been unsaid.

But the Mesitos were already off to sleep, and if Amos could be one thing right now, it was a decent guest. He wouldn’t wake them. The conversations could wait until the morning. If he was still brave enough to have them.
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It took Amos a while to fall asleep.

He kept hearing whispers, sensing the watchful gaze of downturned eyes. His mind was racing, trying to make sense of the way the Mesitos were treating him.

They had gone from poised to kill him, to adoring him, to ready to kill again, then back to goodwill, all in the span of an hour. What were their intentions?

Further, was it right for Amos to tell these creatures about the lab? Would they hurt him if they knew the truth? Surely, they had to know something was amiss. Maybe he should just stay out of the inevitable…

Just as Amos finally dozed off, he was suddenly shaken awake.

His first thought was misery - it’s morning already. But then his eyes yawned open and he saw that it was still the middle of the night.

“Hey,” a voice whispered, “come with me.”

He blinked a few times, trying to make out the speaker. It was none of the four tribal leaders, he realized. It was a small Mesito, also red. Familiar. Her eyelashes, her small babyish face. This was the first Mesito he had seen in the woods. Amos nodded. “I’ll come.”

Amos followed the young Mesito carefully, silent. He glanced around as she led him away from the fire, feeling nervous that someone was bound to be up and watching them, soon to call them out and awaken the whole party. But nobody was staring. Nobody was up.

Except Amos and the little red Mesito.

She stuck out her slippery leg to his hand. He observed how nearly its surface resembled a paw. That’s kind of cute, Amos thought, as he took it and they ducked behind a bush.

The Mesito spoke, her voice a dainty whisper. “Hello,” she said. “I’m Luna.”

Amos nodded softly, still in a state of confusion. About everything, really. Then, out of politeness, he said back, “I’m Amos, Amos Gibb. I think we sorta met before.”

She looked surprised. Then she laughed. Her eyes stood out bright, like big moons against the darkness all around them. “Yes, in the Willow, as Pop calls it. I didn’t know you could tell us all apart.”

He smiled, still nervous. “Sure, you all look different.”

Luna nodded, impressed. “Well, I’m sorry about that meeting then. I was nervous. I thought you were the one they warned us about.” She shuddered, so small and cold.

Amos felt her pain and apologized. “It’s not me…” he began, but deep down he was disgusted.

He knew he was complicit. Everything he didn’t do was just as meaningful as everything Rupert had done. It had also never occurred to Amos just how diabolical those deeds were until he’d found his way to Bex. He had to see the Mesitos up close to feel any empathy. How could the rest of the galaxy ever give this species a chance, after all his family’s company had done to outcast them?

“Sorry, were you going to say something else?” Luna asked, waiting.

Amos shook his head at last. “No, but I guess— I’m just confused why everyone here is so eager to banish me, but yet you all show empathy and a desire to see that I’m unharmed.”

Luna took the question in slowly.

Amos realized he had been using some bigger words, and that Luna couldn’t be older than eight or nine. He rephrased, “Why do your people treat me like this?”

She nodded. She held Amos’ head with the palm of her paw and turned his attention to Tandy’s Tower, a black spike sticking out of shallow ground.

“The tower?” Amos asked.

“No, past it.”

He looked further, way off in the distance. Beyond the tower, there was smoke. It looked like it was emerging from a chimney. A home. He knew the kind of person who lived there, the kind of people GIBB had sent to this planet in the first place. The Mesitos probably saw them as nurses of some sort. He felt the weight of the grotesque truth loom over him once more. “That’s for…the hospital?”

“Yes,” Luna said, “my mother and father, you saw them - they’re both red, they’re two of the four leaders of our group.” Amos thought back to the four Mesitos he’d seen huddled afar: two red, one black, and one blue. “Yes,” he said, “I know who you’re talking about.”

Luna nodded, continuing, “My father Kit and my mother Lana, along with the other elders, Stin and Paloma, all distrust the hospital. About once a year, some people come over from the hospital to this side of the world. ‘Our sanctuary,’ they call it, (she sounded out every syllable), and they find a few of us that they say are sick.” Luna took some breaths, her words slurring as her heart beat quicker.

“But they never are! I know it! But they take them for, what did Dad say… Further tests, I think, to see if they can nurse the illness? But they always fail! Every time, it’s always the same! Two to four of us, male and female, who they say are sick but look fine to me! Then they die on that side of the world, and I never see them again!”

She stopped, out-of-breath, and Amos put a hand on her shoulder. “Hey… I’m.. so sorry.”

She heard it and gave a small smile. “My papa thinks they do bad things to us there. So that’s why he treats you like he did. We all just want you gone, to the other side of the world, but we won’t hurt you. We don’t want to make the hospital people mad.”

Amos understood. In fact, he respected the way Kit and the others led. It was sensible. It was smart.

Off by the fire, some big Mesito shifted its weight around, breathing heavily. Luna looked out from the bush, then back to Amos. “Go back to bed. We’ll have to get up early.”

“Wait,” Amos said. “Why did you tell me this?”

Luna hesitated before answering. She looked off into the distance, beyond the big tower. “Amos, my parents are smart, I believe. But if it’s true that the people over there,” she shuddered, her eyelashes batting away welling-up emotions, “are evil, and kill us, then something has to change.”

He listened intently, his heart breaking as it hit him how someone so young could be so conflicted and afraid, but brave in spite of it all. To push for change.

“I think you may be able to help.”

In his heart, he thought so too. “Luna, you were right to tell me. To trust me. Tomorrow I’ll go there, and see what can be done to end the operation. To stop your people’s suffering.”

She grinned; her teeth were round and small. “Thank you Amos Gibb.”

As he heard the back half of his name, he winced.
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The next morning, Amos did not see Luna. By the time he got up, with the sun fully out and stretching its rays nearly vertically over top of him, all the Mesitos but four had left. He sat up and cracked his muscles. The fire from the night before had gone out, and tiny billows of smoke rose from its grave, still warm.

Only Kit and Lana, the two big red Mesitos, and Stin and Paloma (who Amos later found out were blue and black, respectively) remained. When they saw Amos was up, Kit approached him and spoke. “Let us begin the journey. It’s only five kilometers, but passing by the tower will be treacherous. It does things to your mind.”

Amos wanted to ask what kinds of things, but didn’t. He supposed it couldn’t be too bad, no worse than mildly-effective Sirens (the ones from Lahoole planet folklore), for Kit hadn’t suggested going out of their way and around the tower. They could pass it. They just needed to be alert.

The five formed a pentagonal formation, with Amos prodded along in front, Kit and Stin in back, and Lana and Paloma in the middle. They did not speak, except for Stin once, as they crossed over a patch of grass that got browner and browner with every step. “We’re leaving the sanctuary,” he said, “nothing grows directly around the tower.”

And sure enough, the grass died out entirely, and they began to walk along only dirt. About 300 meters up ahead and to the right, Amos witnessed Tandy’s Tower in all its glory. From what had been said about it, he had expected, well, more. Perhaps golden seams interlacing royal purple cloth, draping from a tower window, or at least sturdy stones carved intricately along the tower’s exterior. But there was none of that. It was just a tower, and a crumbling one at that. His mind, too, was unaffected. Not even mildly. It was absolutely unaltered.

To be sure, he looked over his shoulder at the four other Mesitos, to see if they too weren’t feeling a thing. But they all were - their brows were furrowed, their eyes shut in pain. They kept walking, and Lana let out a yelp as they passed the tower’s door. What must it feel like, Amos wondered, and why wasn’t he affected at all?

“Do you feel anything?” Kit asked, his voice booming but strained.

“No,” Amos responded, “nothing at all.”

Kit tightened his eyes more. “Keep…walking!” he spat out, and Amos did. The ground beneath their feet was still brown, but slowly bits of green sprouted up, like polka dots amidst the dirt. Then the dots became patches, and the ground became grass. They’d crossed into the human’s land.

Kit let out a sigh. Paloma, Lana, and Stin too. “What happened?” Amos asked with curiosity.

Paloma was the one to answer. She had a lovely voice, Amos thought, articulate in the way that usually belonged to intellectuals and actors. She was smart. “The tower affects everyone differently. For some people, who it knows it cannot tempt, their body is filled with pain. A punishment. If it knows you’ll not succumb to its mystery, it tries to push you away entirely with maddening agony—”

“Like your head is on fire,” Stin added.

“Or like a bomb about to explode,” said Kit.

Paloma continued on. “But for others, the tower has no effect at all. And that’s the genius of it. For its goal is to draw people in. So it targets the foolish and feeble, the people who hear of its power and have the ego to test it. With the grand illusion that they’re better than it. That they are themselves above the center of the universe. So they’ll go inside the tower. There’s a ladder there, to take down into the hole. They descend deeper and deeper and deeper, until they forget how to move. That’s when they let go, and fall forever.”

Amos was furious. “How could you possibly know that?! It probably just doesn’t affect me because I’m not some Mesito!” There was silence. He felt very prejudiced, but still full of anger that wouldn’t settle. “I mean, really. How could you know?” he repeated, softer.

Paloma answered, tsking. “We used to be five leaders.”

Kit bowed his head, as Paloma went on. “One of us thought that the answer to our species’ fears may lie at the bottom of the hole in that tower. We all advised him against it, but he said it didn’t affect him at all. He was immune to the tower, he said. So he shifted into a human, and went with Kit inside. Kit fought the pain, and watched our friend descend the hole. Deeper and deeper. Until he forgot how to climb back up.”

For a few seconds, there was silence. The pack kept moving forward, and if it weren’t for that, Amos would have stopped completely. His throat had sunk into his chest.

“Two minutes now, and we’ll reach the edge of town. That’s where we leave you,” Stin said, breaking the quiet.

As they marched on, Amos looked back at the tower, more curious than ever. From afar, he had felt drawn to it. But he never felt pain. “Why does it draw people? How? What…is it?”

The group was just a few dozen meters away from the township now. It was a large compound, encircled by a little stone wall. Amos asked his questions again, desperate for any answer at all.

At last, Lana spoke. “Nobody knows. We just know a doctor from the hospital called it Tandy’s Tower. Perhaps whoever Tandy was put in that ladder, eager to find the bottom just like anyone else, and maybe he never came out. Maybe Tandy is the tower. Inside, he’s been falling for an eternity. Maybe he just wants company.”

The Mesitos stopped and bid Amos farewell. He had intended, after his talk with Luna last night, to tell them all his intention of ending the hospital’s operations here once and for all, but he said nothing. His mind was on Tandy’s Tower, and where he had heard that name before…

Tandy Gibb.

His ancestor. His grandfather, with many greats preceding it. Could his grandfather have gone down that hole, into the center of the universe, and never emerged? Could he be the force calling others to it, or had that force existed before him?

Amos felt ashamed again to be a Gibb. To be a part of a lineage that included Leonora, the worst thing to ever happen to Mesitos, or Anthony and Adrian, who had perfected profiting off information control. His own father, Benjamin, who Amos knew had been happy to leave his mother, and before that, happy to see his own sister die so he could lead GIBB like he’d always wanted. The Gibb family, including Tandy, was a long line of selfish, egotistical maniacs, doing everything in their power to grow and keep fledgling power.

The worst part was, Amos didn’t know if he could stop any of it.

Even if he had told the Mesitos what happened in the hospital, if he had told them that their sanctuary was built to profit off Mesito biology, was that wise? The next step would have been closing down vaccitube production, but how could Leviathan survive? Every choice Amos was grappling with now held the power to change the entire galaxy, possibly for the worse.

In a perfect world, he’d shut down the siphoning of Mesito blood on Bex, shut down those pompous Directors and busy bees over at GIBB corp., and abolish vaccitubes forever. But that couldn’t be wise.

Vaccitubes were the heart of Leviathan.

What could he do? To not disrupt the infrastructure of the entire galaxy would be to let Mesitos continue to be harvested, to let GIBB corp. continue to extort consumers, and to live with the lie that might as well be the Gibb family’s slogan, “We are above everyone else.”

Leonora had thought so. Anthony and Adrian, too. Benjamin. Tandy. Even Amos himself had lived a life so devoid of work that he had to have been basking in some facetious bald-faced egotism, operating as if he were a God.

Amos was a Gibb, Mesitos were his family’s currency, and he ultimately didn’t have a clue how to make things better.

He looked to his right, at a small brick building connected to a bigger brick building within the compound. He knew what it was. Where Mesitos were killed, and where their blood was turned into Leviathan’s biggest lie.

He looked to his left, at the backs of the four leaders walking away from him, off to their sanctuary - their faux paradise in a real paradise. Like a colony sitting on diamonds, that foreign companies swooped in and claimed were worthless. Closer still, he looked at Tandy’s Tower.

There was really no right answer. Anything Amos did would have repercussions. To not do anything at all would still have repercussions. There was no solution free from harm.

He thought of his mother, and their little farm house on the planet Catleed. When he was growing up there, everything was simple. Not just simple in the way that all childhoods are simple until they’re not, but truly carefree. Now, ten years after leaving that world behind, Amos was faced with a decision that could change the fate of the whole galaxy.

To work towards ending the company his family had built for hundreds of years, and whose product was the lifeblood flowing through all of Leviathan. Or, to let their lie continue to be told. To let innocent people die in the name of capitalism, or to be the first Gibb to try and make Leviathan a better place.

It was too big a decision to make on his own.

Besides, even if he did decide to work towards dismantling GIBB, it wouldn’t happen overnight. Amos slapped his face twice - he didn’t need to decide now.

And he didn’t have to divine the solution on his own… It wouldn’t hurt to take his time, and see if there was still another Gibb on this planet…

Once that thought hit him, it would not let go. Maybe Tandy could give me some advice.

Amos sighed, his head spinning.

Then, he walked to Tandy’s Tower, for his mind told him that he must.

It never occurred to him that all of this internal debate may have been mind games all along, and he was marching straight into the tower’s trap. Into madness, into death.

Though, if it were so, at least Amos’ moral dilemma would die with him.
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Milo was hurt. He had lost an ear, a chunk of his shoulder, and both of his arms had been cut - the left deep and the right shallow. His neck had a bright red rope mark all around its circumference. When even the air grazed it the wrong way, it would burn like a lightning flash. His belly was torn to shreds, spotted with red and the occasional shimmer of a shard of glass still embedded in him. Worst of all, Prosper had no first aid supplies on board, and so each injury lay untreated.

Milo had managed to lie down in bed with the help of the entire crew (including Macguffin), but now it was a game of moving as little as possible. Every centimeter shifted was a chilling reminder of his close proximity to death.

The only thing Milo hadn’t lost was a sense of humor, though the one he found wasn’t too impressive. He told Zervana with a grin that she must be pleased his little streak of independence had gone so poorly, because now he’d never leave her side, or otherwise never leave a tomb six feet underground. Only Steve found that funny, and he found it riotous. So much so that, while the rest of the crew left to Prosper’s hub to figure out their next move, Steve stayed back, and he and Milo enjoyed their own amateur comedy hour.

Macguffin stayed with them too, softly licking Milo’s sore spots. He had the innocence, or naiveté, to think that enough licks would literally save Milo’s life. In a way Macguffin wasn’t wrong - keeping spirits uplifted was just as vital to ward off death.

Out in the hub, Zervana, Stu, and Espee were solemn. Espee had routed them to a nearby refueling station, but it was just prolonging the inevitable decision. They needed to route somewhere beyond that for Milo’s sake: either to a hospital, or… somewhere more finite.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t a hospital in Leviathan that would admit a Mesito. To even try could land the whole crew in jail. Abetting or harboring a criminal, it’d be argued. Six to eight years.

“Zervana, I’m going to leave it all up to you. But if you want to bring Milo somewhere for medical treatment, you’ll have to take him alone-”

“Shut up!” Stu said, cutting off Espee suddenly. Blood rolled off his chin. He was still hurt too. “Sarah Prawn, for once in your life, can you not be so selfish!?”

“Selfish?” Espee shot back. “Stu, why? Because I don’t want to waltz into law enforcement’s arms with a Mesito?”

“You don’t know! We could go to a hospital that respects our privacy! One that doesn’t disclose who comes through, even if it is a Mesito! Besides, how could you say something like that to Zee, right now? Give her a mome-”

“Oh, please. I’m done with this. Stu, you used to be smart…” Espee paused, then added harshly. “Don’t let this stupid fling blind you, you guys just met.” Espee huffed and went to the bathroom. She pulled the door shut - slowly, as if she was debating apologizing before thinking better of it - and the echo of its closure spread throughout Prosper.

Zervana put her head in her hands, and suddenly Stu was very angry. About his chin aching, and Milo nearly dying, and how they’d done all this to get a measly 14 vaccitubes.

He ripped off his sweater’s sleeves and tied them around his bleeding jaw. The force of the rip was satisfying; it helped to dilute his anger.

“Oh, Stu… how are you feeling?” Zervana asked, putting a hand to his face lovingly.

“Zervana, please, don’t worry about me.” Stu reached up and grabbed her hand, bringing it down to their torsos, and he held both of her hands while he stared into her hazel eyes. “We’ll get Milo treated, with or without Espee.”

She dropped her gaze, but then he pressed her fingers lightly and Zervana looked up at Stu again. “Trust. Me. Milo will live.”

Zervana wanted to believe that, but deep down she could not. She felt the same way she had after Rexicon and the Solar Express; too much had gone wrong, and one of them was bound to die. All Zervana could do was weep into Stu’s chest.

He wept with her.

After some time, they went back into the bedroom and kept Milo company. Steve and Macguffin were there too.

Espee slept alone in the hub that night.
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The next morning, Steve was the first to wake up in the bedroom.

He looked around sleepily, and saw with some pleasure that Espee wasn’t there. She must’ve slept outside. He had heard through Stu what she’d said, and was firmly Team Milo in this debate. Even Macguffin had slept in here with everyone. He lay twitching on the newspapers this morning, dreaming of whatever Macguffins dream of. Game shows and garden gnomes, Steve thought with a chuckle, because it was just as good a guess as anything else.

In the only other occupied bed, Milo was asleep. His face was straining in pain. Sitting on the floor against the bed was Stu, with one hand holding Milo’s leg, and the other in Zervana’s hair, which draped across his lap as she lay on him. Steve thought that Stu must’ve had a terrible sleep, sitting upright like that, but it was sweet the way Zervana rested on his brother. Her head was the applesauce to his criss-cross. Steve was proud.

He remembered then that he had the address of the girl from the market; he should try to write her a letter. Steve loved writing letters, but with how hastily he and Stu had boarded this ship of Espee’s, he had forgotten to bring his stationary.

The refueling station would have something, probably not a stamp or an envelope, but at least a pen and paper between the candy and cigarette aisles. They had to be close now. So Steve hopped out of bed, tip-toed across the room to the door, and went to ask Espee about the trip’s status.

Before the door closed, he heard a loud whisper from behind. “Hey, Steve.”

He turned. It was Milo. “Oh, hey buddy, how are you feeling?” Steve whispered back, as he made his way over Macguffin’s sleeping body and bent down next to Milo.

“Words can’t describe it,” Milo said, and saw with joy that that had amused Steve. Milo had begun to think that Steve was the funniest person to ever live.

“Don’t worry dude, I won’t ask you to write an essay,” Steve quipped, and Milo laughed until his sides hurt. Which was less than half a second.

“Ah, yep, yep. Say, Steve, do you know what day it is?” Milo asked.

To keep consistency across the galaxy, with its varied day cycles across every planet, the historians and calendar companies of Leviathan had agreed that a year had 350 days, but didn’t divide them up into months like Earth once had. Instead, the 350 days were divided into seven “terms,” with fifty days, or about seven weeks, each. When you wanted to say the date - March 1st for example - you’d say Term 2.10, because it was the tenth day of the second term of fifty days, or, the sixtieth day of the year.

“Not sure, but I can find out for you,” Steve replied.

Milo murmured in appreciation.

Steve went through the kitchen, which was running scarce on food, and out into the ship’s hub. There he found Espee, sitting upright. Her eyes were puffy and closed.

He didn’t want to wake her, but didn’t have to. As if she’d had sensors placed all around the room, the moment Steve took another step, Espee’s eyes shot open.

He jumped back, startled. “Espee, hey, good morning.”

She didn’t answer. Instead she stood up, bones cracking, and went to the ship’s window to check their status.

Steve followed behind her. “You read my mind, I was going to check where we were too,” he laughed.

She scratched the back of her tangled blonde hair in a limited Espee response.

“An hour off,” she muttered, then turned to face Steve and stretched. “How’s Milo?”

Taken aback by her concern, he answered as honestly as he could. “Not too good.” He didn’t want to say that, but knew it was true. This morning Milo had been paler than usual, even worse than last night. And though he had continued to joke around, Steve could tell that Milo’s spirits were lower than before.

Espee sighed. “Alright, well I’m going to go change. See about waking everyone up in the next thirty minutes?” she asked.

“Sure.” Espee went to the corner of the ship where they all kept the few outfits they had, and pulled out a white tee and pair of jeans that hadn’t been worn in weeks, but had gone unwashed for even longer. She sniffed it and shrugged, then went into the bathroom and locked the door.

“Oh, and Espee?” Steve added, “Do you know what day it is?”

After a moment, she called through the door. “Term 5.20, I think!”

5.20, the 220th day of the year. Steve didn’t know why Milo had asked, but he went back to the bedroom to tell him anyway.

He was careful upon reentering not to wake the other three still asleep; an extra half hour of rest could only improve general morale. So Steve crept once again over to Milo’s bunk and whispered, “It’s T5.20.”

Milo’s eyes widened. “Oh wow, I knew we were coming up on it, I didn’t realize it was today though.”

“What’s today?”

Milo smiled. “Don’t you know? It’s Zervana’s birthday!”
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The next half hour was frantic aboard Prosper. Steve had decided to wake up Stu and Macguffin, while Milo stayed in the bedroom with a sleeping Zee, and did everything in his power to keep her asleep a little longer.

In the next room, Steve was tearing up the kitchen.

Stu had begged his brother to bake a cake, and even though they mostly only had cereal and canned goods, Steve was trying his best. He took a bag of Prink Prinks for the base, mashing it all into a bowl along with milk and two old eggs. He kept stirring it until it had gone from gross in taste and appearance, to simply gross in taste. Then he flipped the bowl upside down on a plate and got every lamp or portable light in the ship working overtime to bake the abomination.

Lastly, he took a handful of VellO Mellows, picked out the marshmallows (the cereal was nearly half marshmallows, and half pulverized oat), and threw them atop the leaning tower of Prink. He had Stu look it over, to which Stu clapped his brother on the back and said, “That’ll do.” Together, they spelled out “HAPPY BIR-THDAY ZE-RVANA” out of raw sweet corn across three lines down.

The end product was a lumpy pink clump topped with corn and marshmallows. It had a strong egg stench.

Macguffin didn’t know what to do. He barely understood what the special occasion was. But Stu seemed to be obsessing over it, and even Espee seemed motivated, so he decided to put forth his best foot too. He rolled around the ship, looking for something impressive.

In the end, he scoured Steve's suitcase and found a red checkered handkerchief (Steve loved old school fashion), and some hairspray. He went to Espee with it, and although it took her a while to understand, eventually she realized that he wanted to get dressed up for the birthday party.

So when Steve was done baking the cake, he helped Espee fashion a little red suit for Macguffin and sprayed his hair thick. As a ball he looked odd - all spiffy and combed over like a drunk old man at a shotgun wedding. Though when Zervana would see him as a kitten, he would appear simply adorable. His fur was warped around his face, giving him bangs and accentuating his big eyes, and the red handkerchief on him looked comically like an oversized robe. Steve called him the best thing to happen to that handkerchief since allergy season.

Espee couldn’t decide what to do, but Stu reminded her they were about to land and she could buy something from the refueling station. “What, a decade-old hot dog?” Espee asked, and Stu conceded. But something there would have to do, so she sat in the driver’s seat and manually piloted them to their destination. The force of entry woke up Zervana, and when she asked where everyone was, Milo howled in pain to distract her.

As for Milo, it was Espee’s unexpected idea that the best birthday present they could give Zervana would be some help for Milo, so she also proposed that they buy first aid supplies from the service station. Thus, while Stu was tucked away in the control room, working on something secret, Espee and Steve ran into the fuel station alone, a long shopping list in hand.

Steve got some paper and a pen, not forgetting his promised love letters to Margaret from the bazaar. To his surprise, the pleasant clerk who rang them up also threw in some stamps and envelopes free of charge.

Steve also grabbed some gauze while Espee got streamers and pre-blown balloons. Together they picked out a pair of Volpex-skinned flip flops which Espee said would be her gift to Zervana, and a birthday card which hummed a public domain tune as you opened it. It featured a family of bears on the front dressed in stereotypical papa, mama, son, and daughter outfits and read, “We love you Bear-y much, Happy Birthday!”

Steve remarked that a more appropriate pun would be “We Bear-ly know you, but Happy Birthday.”

Espee chuckled at that, but shook her head. Sometime last night, after being left to sleep alone in the ship’s hub, she vowed to herself that she would make an effort to be closer to the crew. The thought filled her with anxiety, but even a slow growth counts for something.

Finally, Steve and Espee went down the food aisle and grabbed bags of Wedge Bites (they got the cheese and caramel flavors), GIBB Gushers (vaccitubes had even made their way to fruit snacks - really good fruit snacks), and some lion heart jerky, Steve’s favorite.

“The others can shop soon,” Espee reasoned, and so they checked out with the nice cashier and Steve covered the 2200 ice cost, including the flip flops.

Back on the ship Milo had stopped wailing, hoping he’d given the crew enough time to get things ready.

Zervana kissed his forehead. “I’ll go get you some cold water,” she said. Before she could leave, though, Milo asked her with a tear in his eye to keep the door open. She nodded, needing no explanation. The truth was he just wanted to see her surprise party, even if he couldn’t leave his bed.

Steve and Espee burst into Prosper’s kitchen seconds before Zervana did. Espee pushed the cake and balloons onto the table as Steve threw the streamers around the room and let gravity do the rest. Meanwhile, Macguffin fluttered around Stu; even though he wasn’t quite done crafting his gift, they rushed into the kitchen together. Narrowly, they beat out the swinging open bedroom door, and the rapturous shout - Milo first, but Stu the loudest - “Happy Birthday, Zervana!!!”
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Zervana admittedly had a low opinion on birthdays and celebrations, especially in light of how Milo was doing, but she knew as well as anyone that the best thing for his spirits would be to go along with it and enjoy the day. Besides, she was a little excited. Even she’d forgotten what day it was. She just hoped that their celebration would be brief.

Milo requested they all come join him in the bedroom so he could see everything unfold, and so the party was moved there.

At once, Espee was overwhelmed by the warmth of the room. So many smiling faces, even one with a screwed-up jaw and another with a very sick complexion. Espee realized that she’d never even told Stu or Steve her birthday, nor asked for theirs. In fact, she had never shared her birthday with anyone. Like Zervana, she didn’t see much of a point to them. The happiness exuded by all aboard Prosper made a strong counterargument.

“Okay Zee, so I’m sorry I couldn’t get you anything, and everyone else found out last minute, so we may not have much to giv-” Milo began.

“Oh Milo, you gave us all the time we needed,” Steve grinned, and presented the first gift of the morning. It was his pretty pink cake, which in the fifteen minutes since its creation, had come to resemble a pancake instead. “Ah great…” he muttered.

“No, it’s fantastic!” Zervana said, laughing out loud. “I, uh, I can’t quite tell… but is that corn on top?” The Ergo brothers looked away, and everyone agreed this was the kind of cake to admire, but not eat. Within five minutes, Macguffin had eaten the whole thing.

“I guess you could say we all got you this,” Steve continued, presenting to Zervana the birthday card with the old-fashioned bear family.

She chuckled at the writing as she opened it, and watched with some embarrassment as a teardrop splashed on its open surface. She sniffled well, hiding the emotion, and gave Milo a big hug.

He whispered to her, “It’s okay to cry. These people, they’re our family now, for however long we have left.” Zervana didn’t think that he was right, that he was going delirious and ignoring the fractures within the crew, but she hugged Milo even tighter. He coughed a bit, looking sick but pleased. In his mind, he had forgotten Prosper’s divisions pre-Freedoni. In his mind, Milo was forgetting almost everything.

The room was blurring around him.

Meanwhile Espee was the next to present a gift, and did so sheepishly. “Uh, so… I’ll admit I don’t know you that well, Zervana. But I figured you might like shoes, so I got you these.” She held out the Volpex-skinned flip flops. Then, on second thought, Espee blurted out, “But I want to get to know you better, in case that wasn’t clear!”

It wasn’t clear. But Espee meant it. Like Milo, she felt the familial tones in the room, and saw brighter days ahead for the crew.

Zervana laughed and smiled. “You’re fantastic, Espee. Thank you.”

Milo was dripping with sweat.

Macguffin showed off the next gift, which was the gift of himself, and everyone oohed and aahed. Guff thought he ought to dress up more often, because he clearly made it work.

As Macguffin rolled around the room with pride and glee, only he noticed that Milo was breathing laboriously. The green of his skin was pale and nearly fluorescent. Guff tugged on Steve’s sleeve, but he was focused on the final gift of the day.

All eyes turned to Stu, who wiped some sweat from his brow. He also wiped a bit of dried blood from the corner of his bottom lip, all in the interest of stalling. “How are you feeling this morning?” Zervana asked, before Stu could present anything. “I’m almost 100%,” he answered, “Nothing’s broken so far as I can tell. One day I’ll just have to go to the dentist, but that’s a problem for future Stu.”

“Good,” she said, and then stood up and hugged him unexpectedly. “Because I realized last night that I never thanked you for standing up for me on Freedoni.”

“That?” He said humbly. “It was just a distraction. And I did provoke the guy.”

“Yes,” she replied, “but you still fought him. Like few would.”

He blushed, hugged Zervana back, and then pulled away to present his gift to her and the entire crew of Prosper. He put on a show with it, big and proud, but earnest most of all: “Without any further ado, I proudly present to all of you—” He stopped suddenly.

Milo was convulsing.
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“Grab his tongue!” Steve yelled. “Otherwise he could choke on it and die—”

“NO!” Espee screamed, “That’s a myth! Trust me!!”
“How would you know?” Stu hollered back.

Everyone was traumatized, frozen in horror watching Milo’s body thrash. He was shifting.

He’d twist to the side and shift to a zebra, then to the right and he was a goat. Zebra, goat, wolf, human, ram, etc.

“I’m going to hold him down!” Stu said, and jumped to the bed.

Zervana saw him drop a wooden sculpture from behind his back.

“NO!!” Espee yelled again, “I know what I’m doing - stand back!!”

Zervana, panicky, looked to Espee and saw the determination in her eyes. Determination, with a hint of…experience. “Stu, listen to her!”

Stu turned to Zee, and in that moment Milo shifted into a gorilla and flung a fist at the bottom corner of Stu’s lip. It burst open again.

Stu jumped up - back with Zervana and Steve - while Espee cautiously approached Milo.

“Do you know what you’re doing?” Zervana asked desperately.

Macguffin was off in a corner peeing himself.

“Yes—” Espee whispered, and then she counted aloud “31, 32, 33…”

“Stu, what’s she doing?” Steve asked, and he shook his head to say he didn’t know.

They all watched as Milo’s convulsing body changed from a coyote to a swordfish to a wombat, and then back to coyote randomly.

Espee put out a hand to Milo, and softly turned him on his side. If he fought it, she let go. She applied no pressure, just coercion, careful to get him on his side without agitating him further. Eventually, Milo turned. His head thrashed against his pillow, blood leaking from his newly-opened wounds, but Espee got him where she wanted. “54, 55, 56…”

Espee stood back, the only thing near Milo now was the pillow that he lay on. His movements slowed, and then, at a minute-ten, he stopped entirely. Espee rushed back to him and put her fingers on his throat.

“Is he breathing?” Steve asked. Nobody else could say a word.

Espee held up a finger to silence him, and then after another second said, “He’s breathing. Milo’s breathing.”

More than that, Milo moaned softly. Zervana ran to him, while Stu ran into the kitchen and got some paper towels to stop his bleeding.

“Is he okay?” Steve asked Espee.

“Yes.” She sighed. “His fever raised suddenly, that’s why he convulsed. But he’s fine now.” There was a heavy dose of relief in her voice.

“Yeah, real fine,” Steve responded, head turned to his feet.

Macguffin came out from the corner and burrowed between Steve’s legs.

“We need to get him help…” Zervana said, trembling, while Stu ran back in and dabbed Milo with a wet towel.

Espee agreed. Dangerous or not, she felt responsible to help Milo. All along, her goals aboard Prosper had been entirely self-serving. And in a way, that selfishness had brought Milo to his current state.

That wasn’t how Espee wanted to live…not anymore. She didn’t want to be alone.

At last, Espee responded to Zervana’s concern aloud: “Yes. You’re right.” She paused, growing emotional. “So, let’s go get him help.”
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While Zervana watched over Milo, and Espee racked her brain thinking of where they could go, the Ergo brothers and Macguffin strolled down a medicinal aisle inside the service station.

“What should we be looking for?” Steve asked Stu, who held a cradled hand up to his lower lip. He answered, the words muffled by his hand: “You didn’t get enough earlier. We need to clean Milo’s wounds, so get some clean bottled water and tweezers, and maybe some rubbing alcohol… but I’m not quite sure if that helps. Espee probably knows.” Stu picked up a bottle of painkillers from a shelf and read the back of it.

“That’s just for Milo, is it?” Steve asked. Stu nodded.

“Well then make it two bottles. Don’t forget you’re bleeding out too!” Steve said, worried for his brother. And before Stu could argue, he threw two bottles in their basket.

Macguffin dragged over a case of plastic water bottles with his teeth. Steve smiled and bent down to meet him. “Getting nice and strong, Guff,” he said, and ran his hands through a bull’s hair. To Stu’s eyes, he was petting a fluttering owl, which made him grin from ear to ear.

Steve grinned as his brother did. Then his smile bore a question.“Soooo, what was the gift?”

Stu turned to his brother and briefly beamed. He had hoped Steve would ask. Then he dropped the smile and shrugged. “Oh, it was nothing.”

Steve groaned loudly. “Come on, you can tell me! What’d you get her?”

“Why do you want to know? It’s not important anymore.”

“Oh for crying out loud Stu, are you gonna make me get on my knees and beg?”

“No, but really Steve - we have more important matters at hand—”

“I’ll tell you, bro, I don’t know why she likes you. I mean, you’re so boring and formal all of a sudden,” Steve riffed.

“Who says she likes me?” Stu responded cheekily, and put some tweezers in their basket.

“Cut the shit!” Steve shouted with the voice of a drill sergeant, and Macguffin jumped back startled and confused. “One day, Stu, I’m going to be the best man at the grand ‘Stuvana’ wedding, and I’m gonna get up there to give my ol’ best man ringeroo, and some bloke from the audience is gonna yell out ‘Oy, what did the groom get the bride for her first birthday since they’s been together?’ and then I’m gonna be like, ‘Fantastic question, sir. Though, I unfortunately do not know…” and Steve bowed his head in shame.

Stu laughed. “Steve, you need to relax, bro. You’re jumping way ahead of yourself - Zervana and I are just friends.”

Macguffin cackled at that, rolling around Steve’s feet. Steve slapped his knees and pretended to wipe tears from his eyes. “Oh boy, Stu, thanks. Guff and I needed a good laugh.”

Stu quickly walked away from Steve and Macguffin, letting his brother wonder a while longer about the mysterious birthday gift. As he did, Stu passed by a greeting card with a cartoon of a little boy and girl pushing each other on a swing set. There was a bright yellow sun in the card’s corner that was wearing sunglasses, sporting a sideways D-shaped smile. Written in black against a strikingly blue sky were the words:

I’ll push you to your highest dreams, and be there to catch you if you fall.

Your feet will touch me as you swing, and I’ll love you forever and all.
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Back on Prosper, Milo lay on the bed as Zervana stroked his neck with care. Espee was sprawled out on the floor nearby, scouring over a collection of maps.

“Any luck?” Zervana asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe the animal hospital on Greev, but it’s a three-day flight.”

“I think we need to get him treatment in the next 48 hours,” Zervana said, worried.

Espee concurred and moved to another map. After a moment of silence, Espee broke it with another question. “How’s your birthday going?”

Zervana turned back at her, dejected, but then began to laugh. “Espee, I’ll tell you one thing - I’ve gotten to talk to you today more than any other day yet. For that alone, it’s been a fantastic birthday.”

Espee burrowed her head in her puffy yellow hair. She murmured thanks, and in her heart she was beaming. This is what blushing feels like, Espee realized. This is what friendship could be. She thought that Zervana was 100% right. This had really been a good day for her.
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As Stu went to pay for their purchases, he passed by an inconspicuous stand of written works; the kind of cheaply-printed paperback novels and large glossy magazines that seemed to populate the areas solely adjacent to a register. Normally he breezed on by, but something glossy caught his eye today. It was an issue of Weekly Worlds, one of the better magazine publications in Leviathan, and it was riddled with eye-grabbing photos and blurbs: “Portal Patrols Pushback?! Leviathan OUTRAGED by GIBB policing.”

Another blurb: “Innocent Snoobracks detail the horrific interrogation practices of GIBB,” and “Amos Gibb STILL not responding?! Where is the Gibb family now?”

Stu picked it up and quickly began flipping through. He skimmed bits on how GIBB was apologizing for some new feature they had implemented into portal stations - something to supposedly track Mesitos.

Stu recalled what Zervana had told him about the Solar Express, that she worried this was the kind of event that never really died down. That they’d be running from its impact for the rest of their lives.

She was right.

Stu could connect the dots. They were spelled out in every publication. Zervana and Milo would be sought by GIBB forever. While it seemed the company was taking some heat from the public right now, soon they’d find their “missing” lap dog Amos. He’d inevitably make some statement, and people would forgive GIBB once again, turning their attention back to greater justice.

Riding with Zervana and Milo was dangerous. In fact, it was a death wish. Every planet they stepped foot on, even this undesignated service station in the far reaches of the galaxy, was an invitation for its crazed populations to come after them all. The only way this chase ended was with Zervana and Milo behind bars, or sentenced to death. Likely with himself, Steve, Espee, and Macguffin right there with them.

But, honestly, Stu didn’t care. He would never expect Espee to feel the same way. Nor did he think Steve would be quite so loyal; he may be his twin, but they had always talked about separating one day.

Maybe it was for the best if Stu took Zervana and Milo, and they separated from the rest of the group. They could even take Macguffin (though Espee would be hard-pressed to let him go). They could go live on some middling planet in Hoidel, where tourism was infrequent and tacky; just a handful of wide-eyed, college-aged kids coming through each summer to see the largest pumpkin in Leviathan. A place where they could lay low. The backbone of the galaxy.

Uncle Steve could come visit once or twice a year and break up Milo’s cabin fever. He and Zervana… if she began to fall in love with him the way he was with her… they could start a family. Milo could have sisters and brothers. Steve could have nieces and nephews. Then one distant day, when their kids had grown up and their kid’s kids were off on their own worldly adventures, the trio could just sit out on the porch. For even if people recognized Milo as a Mesito then, at that point would anyone really care?

On the flip side, would Zervana or Stu care if things went south? If people still came for Milo, then they would just have to get through ‘Stuvana’ first. So close to their final bow, all that would matter were those days on the porch.

Stu wasn’t ready to say he loved Zee. But he loved the idea of growing old with her, even if they were just best friends and never lovers. He had never believed that someone could have a soulmate. Despite everything Alastair had told him, it all seemed like a fairy tale. Though he supposed everything was foreign until you witnessed it for yourself.

All of a sudden, Stu dropped the magazine. The cashier looked at him, startled. “Everything okay, son?”

But Stu didn’t answer. His mind was in a different place. It was on a different planet.

He just figured out how they could save Milo.
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At first, Espee was vehemently opposed to the idea.

“I’m a fugitive there! If they catch me again, it's not only prison time for me, but even the prodigal princes will receive some kickback,” Espee said, gesturing at Steve and Stu.

The twins grinned at the thought of that.

“We’d be okay, all we did was break you out of jail. For a royal family member that’s a tiny slap on the wrist,” Steve said with jubilation. Then, sensing greater concerns, added, “Don’t worry one bit Espee, there’s no way you get caught again.”

She frowned, and Stu stepped in to explain further. “Espee, you don’t even need to leave the ship if you don’t want to. In fact, none of you do - not even Steve.” He turned to Steve, who was still smiling like a doofus. “You’re all welcome to, but all that matters is I quickly run to the royal library and ask my friend Alastair the necessary questions. Then we’re out of there, before our father even finds out his sons came home to visit—”

Steve nodded; their dad had surely sent out numerous search parties for them after they’d broken out Espee and run off. This was one reunion he wasn’t too eager to have.

“Stu, what if the librarian doesn’t know anything?”

Stu looked at Zervana. Her eyes were downturned, and all he wanted was to give her a big, comforting hug. “He’ll know something. He’s not only the smartest man I’ve ever met, but I would seriously wager that he’s one of the smartest people to ever live. If anyone knows how to treat a Mesito, it’s Alastair.”

“I still don’t know if I want to go-” Milo’s labored breathing cut off whatever else Espee was going to say. She frowned. She had vowed to do better. “Well… I guess it couldn’t hurt.”

“The best part is, we’re close by,” Stu added, appealing to Espee specifically. “Right?”

She nodded, and pulled out a map to prove it. “We can reach Lindon by tomorrow afternoon, maybe even by 1100 hours if we leave now.”

Stu and Steve smiled. It would be nice to go home, even in spite of having to hide away from their dad. “Well, then I guess it’s up to you, Zee.” Stu broached with care.

Zervana looked at Milo. Despite any evidence to support it, she felt he was getting better. Plus now that they had the supplies to clean and bandage all his wounds, he could begin the process of truly healing. But Zervana was no medic; her knowledge was limited to travel, vaccitubes, and rebellion. Milo likely needed more than she could provide. And, though she didn’t want to admit it, Alastair could be their one and only hope. A long shot, but when it came to saving a Mesito, that was the only kind of shot there was. Zervana nodded at last. “Let’s go to Lindon.”
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Just before leaving, the trio of Zervana, Stu, and Steve went down the aisles of convenience one last time. Espee was negotiating with the clerk to get some cheaper fuel, but ended up settling on the asking price with some annoyance.

Suspecting that he was turning a bicycle into a tricycle, Steve separated from Zervana and Stu. It was the first time the duo could feel alone since Milo’s convulsion. Stu glanced down at Zervana from behind his glasses. His rims were fogging up. She pulled them off without asking, the sides of her hands brushing against his cheeks, and blew on each lens. Then she wiped the glass with her shirt and put the specs back on Stu. “Better?” She asked.

He smiled. Much better. “By the way, Zee,” Stu added, putting his hand on the shoulder of her leather jacket, “I’m sorry about what happened today… It was scary.”

Zervana agreed. “I’m sorry you got hit again. Promise me that later tonight I can give you some bandages too.”

“Sure, but don’t worry. I’m totally fine.”

“I know. I just…want to be alone with you,” she said, in a lousy attempt to be inviting. Then she added quickly: “You still owe me that birthday gift, remember?”

“Right,” Stu said with a grin. “But lucky for me, your birthday isn’t over yet. We’ll bandage up Milo, and then we can properly celebrate once everyone goes to sleep.” They had both agreed that the quiet hours aboard Prosper were their favorites. There was something about the night that was magical. Like Day itself knew how much living happened then, that it let Night belong to those with more left to give.

Zervana agreed with Stu, not calling it a late night date either, but still excited to take her mind off Milo and hang out with her best friend. Best friend, she thought. Big words. She had never called him that before. I hope he’ll be more than that.

He shot her a smile so wide it showed the tiny gap of his missing teeth. Zervana beamed. What a hero.

In spite of their terrible father the king, Stu had a good feeling about their forthcoming detour. He dared to believe that this trip to Lindon would be the best move they’d made thus far.

He had never been so naïve.
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That night, when Prosper’s crew had entered a deep sleep, Zervana and Stu snuck out of the bedroom.

Milo had fallen asleep after some time of hysteria and paranoia. It worried Zervana. He kept rambling incoherently about clouds and classical music, but he seemed pleased during his speeches, so she let it continue. She and Stu had spent the day cleaning all his wounds once more, and wrapped him tight with bandages. At one point in the day, Milo had grabbed Stu’s hand and whispered with all the urgency in the world that he loved Stu, and wanted him to understand that. Stu laughed, looking at Zervana, and told Milo that he understood. Though he really didn’t understand, not yet.

Steve and Espee had come in to rest at around 2100 hours, and they had both fallen asleep quickly. Steve had smudges of ink on his hands; he had been writing a love letter to the girl he met on Freedoni. Espee, for once, had found interest in her crew’s activities. She’d joined Steve and told him all the ways to win over a girl. Together, they’d written something Espee called wonderful, but Steve would secretly have another go at alone.

Zervana and Stu hadn’t seen Macguffin come in to sleep yet, but when they left from the bedroom to the kitchen, they found him passed out belly-up on the table. Two giant empty bags of lion heart jerky and cheese-flavored Wedge Bites were by his side.

Holding hands, they passed through the kitchen and into Prosper’s hub. It was a tranquil kind of quiet, the kind that makes you doubt if you haven’t already slipped into sleep. It was heavenly.

They went over to Prosper’s steering wheel, and sat down on the ship’s central leather chair. Zervana, a bit shorter, took her seat on Stu’s lap. Then they stared out the window for a while, without saying a word. Stu found it nice how the silence wasn’t awkward. They were comfortable enough with each other that they could just sit there, watching distant planets and stars pass their sluggish ship’s periphery, and feel each other’s overflowing thoughts without having to voice any of them. It was the kind of shared comfortability of two people who knew they had all the time in the world together to say what wasn’t said then. Fifty or more years left of Stuvana, if they so desired.

Zervana looked down at Stu’s lips. They were thin and covered with dried blood, but she couldn’t help thinking how beautiful they were. How they had bled just for her. Zervana had kissed Stu’s hair once and he had stolen a brief kiss on her cheek twice, and after those occasions they had both looked at each other, waiting for the other to make that move. But each time, the moment had passed. Zee hoped tonight would be different.

It would be the best birthday gift she could ask for, to finally etch what they shared into words. A promise sealed by their lips, either through spoken decree or with a meaningful kiss. Stuvana, she thought gleefully - that could be the title of the deed.

As if he read her mind, (and, in a way, had they not been reading each other’s minds since the moment they’d met?) Stu reached into his pocket and withdrew something small and wooden. “That birthday gift I promised,” he said, and handed it to her. Not the gift she wanted, but, as she examined it, she found it was better.

“It’s Milo.”

He didn’t have to announce it; his woodwork wasn’t phenomenal, but it was clear to see what the carving resembled. A big round body with a long slender neck and a smiling face protruding from it. The four slippery legs Zervana had come to call Milo’s piggies, which always made him explode with sudden glee. His dinosaur tail. If most people were to describe Milo, the tail would be an afterthought, but here Stu had carved it so perfectly and proportionately that it was clear no centimeter of Milo’s body had been forgotten. It was the work of an artist who had a deep affection for their subject.

“I love it…” Zervana whispered. Before she could stop herself, she leaned over and gave Stu a kiss. Leaning in, he sat upright and kissed her back.

For a few seconds, they were locked in a dance, trading kisses back and forth as if their lips were magnets. Stu put up his hands and held Zervana’s face, and Zervana wrapped her arms around his shoulders. She let him catch her as she moved as close to him as their bodies allowed.

Then he grabbed her by the waist and stood, her body resting on his hips. Zervana wrapped her legs around his torso, connecting them as two human jigsaw pieces, pulled together by a force that no philosopher can ever quite understand. They jointly felt an internal fireworks display, red sparks exploding in the shape of a big, beating heart. Before he knew what he was doing, Stu carried Zervana around his waist to the bathroom.

She impulsively did the honor of turning on all three shower heads to their warmest possible temperature.

Steam began to fill the room, and Stu set Zervana on the ground, their lips still refusing to disconnect. Their kisses were a symphony of long held harmonies and racing arpeggios. Some notes were brief but explosive, others long and seeming to carry the entire weight of the universe in a single kiss. She felt his lips, his jaw muscles, his tongue, and met them as equals, her own features clashing with his like dull swords. Yet sparks still flew.

They managed to rid one another of their clothes before stumbling into the shower. Stu vowed never to let go of Zervana again, and she laughed and promised the same. It was not a lie; she never wanted to leave this moment.

Water cascaded down his toned body and her familiar one, and the droplets made them shimmer in the dim bathroom light. Here in their own private world, Zervana was looking at herself in a whole new way. The way Stu saw her. She thought that everyone in the galaxy deserved to be looked at the way Stu Ergo looked at her.

How Stu looked at her was the way she imagined one was supposed to love their family; one of blood or one of choice. A promise that transcended all flaws, a devotion that would prevail against any mistake. The way you may look at your little brother behind bars after he was chained for a DUI, and still love him the way you did when he was six years old playing with toy cars and drinking apple juice. The unflinching, unmoving, immeasurable love between a newborn and its parents, a dog and its owner, and, in the healthiest relationships in the world, between two lovers.

Stu loved Zervana for her principles, her commitment to right and wrong, and the way she cared for all living creatures.

Zervana loved Stu for his earnestness, his timid intellect, and the way he’d never admit just how brave he truly was.

Their time together was not graceful. They were inexperienced and messy in their desire, splashing and laughing and kissing and hugging. On the floor, and against the wall, until finally they rested on each other as the water streamed down their intertwined bodies… Breathing heavily, they softly whispered broken words and empassioned syllables which somehow felt so much greater than any complete thought. Messy, unbridled, and exhilarating, this was the language of their passion.

One would title their art piece: ‘Soulmates make up for lost time.’ If it were a painting, it’d be graffiti. If it were a poem, it’d be free verse. If it were a performance, it’d be improv. If it was defined, it was love.

Within twenty minutes, the shower’s water had already turned cold. Stu and Zervana were no longer making love in a warm chamber with billowing steam - it was cold, wet, and uninviting. Yet they stayed, sitting on the floor, their bodies naked and cocooned together. They nuzzled their heads against each other, and what was cold in short order became warm. And after forty minutes, they still hadn’t moved. That was when they whispered at the exact same time “I love you.”

Their dripping eyes met, wide and bright, and their brains processed what the other had said… “I love you.”

They kissed once more.
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Some time later, Stu and Zervana left the bathroom. They had thrown on each other’s shirts, a comical mismatch as well as a caring sign of trust. Stu had his arm around Zee, as she rested her head in the space between his shoulder and the nape of his neck.

“That was the second-best birthday gift of the day,” she told him, sleepy but fulfilled.

“After what? The wood carving?”

“No, silly, the corn cake. The wood carving was dead last.” Stu found that very funny, and together they went back to the captain’s chair and picked up the little wooden Milo again in reverence.

“I do love this, in case it wasn’t clear.” Zervana turned it over and over in adoration.

Stu rubbed a finger along the little Milo’s tail, pulling back at the sign of a splinter. “It’s not perfect,” he said, showing her the splinter embedded in his finger, “but not bad for my first carving in ages.”

She smiled and gave his finger a kiss. He told her “all better,” but she kept kissing all the same.

“How- Did- You- Get the wood for this anyhow?” Zervana asked, at first between kisses, but then giving up to ask the full question directly.

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” he said, looking back at the bedroom where Steve and the others lay asleep. “A magician never reveals his secrets.”

Zervana picked up the toy Milo and lay in Stu’s lap. She held it up to his face, and when she squinted one eye, she saw just Stu. When she squinted with the other, she saw Milo… Milo, Stu, Milo, Stu. Her favorite kind of game. “Come on, Stu, I really want to know,” she added aimlessly.

He sighed. “Well, okay. But don’t get all sentimental when I say it,” he said, laughing, even though he really meant it. If she told him how sweet an act it was, he’d be inclined to agree, and then he’d start to feel it wasn’t so sweet, and guilt would begin to gnaw.

“What do you mean—” she started.

Stu answered plainly, “That wood was the last thing I got from my mother.”

She didn’t say it was sweet. She told him that was really stupid. “How could you give me the last thing your mother gave you?!” Zervana said, sitting up in anger.

“What’s wrong with that?” he responded, but the tears were already falling down Stu’s cheeks. He knew it was wrong, though he thought if neither of them had said so, he’d change his mind.

“Stu, what do you mean your mother gave you this?”

“It was just a little thing she worked on in the hospital. For me and Steve both—” Seeing that that made Zervana angrier, he clarified. “Separate ones. One for me and one for Steve.”

“You told me your mom’s death was sudden,” Zervana said carefully. “What do you mean by hospital?”

“Right. Well, no. She died slowly…” he paused, “I always wished it were sudden, but it wasn’t.”

Zervana placed her hand on his chest, and he went on.

“Her name was Mitali. My mother - our mother - was as beautiful as she was caring. While our dad, well, neglected us for kingly duties, she raised us well. She emphasized love and fighting for what’s right.”

Zervana watched him tell the story, which went in deeper depth than Stu had ever needed to. But she hung on every word all the same. The story of Mitali’s upbringing, her introduction to the royal prince - now King Bashir - through a school field trip. How they began writing each other love letters, just as Steve hoped to do with the bazaar girl Margaret now.

She listened intently to the part where Mitali gave birth to another child, before the twins. How the boy had died before Stu and Steve were born. Died of bronchitis.

Stu explained how Mitali blamed their dad for smoking around the child, and how she demanded he never smoke again around his kids, if they had any more. They did, and his promise was kept, though just because their dad didn’t smoke around them didn’t mean he was devoid of the habit entirely. It was part of the reason they never saw him, and Stu began to cry thinking how his mother felt guilty about that. For pushing her husband away from his own children.

“It’s okay, Ma,” Steve had often said, “we always preferred you anyhow.” Mitali would always smile, but Stu knew she carried that regret with her until the day she died.

Before she had passed, she’d spent her last few weeks preparing gifts for her sons.

They both received something simple. A letter from her, several pages long, and a wood carving of their family done by hand. Stu, Steve, their father Bashir, and Mitali in the middle, holding their deceased brother Rohan.

Zervana started to cry then, holding the little wooden Milo again.

Stu continued, “It was big enough to carve something out of it, and besides, I know my mom would approve of what I did. She always talked about how happy she’d be when we finally got married,” at which Zervana blushed bright red. “Well, forget I said that,” Stu said playfully.

“Anyway, it was something I wanted to do for a while, as soon as I had something worth carving into it… My last memory of Mom isn’t the best.” He looked off out Prosper’s window, at a giant red planet in the distance. Seros, he identified, a coal miner’s paradise.

“What happened?” Zervana asked. “If you don’t want to say, that’s okay.”

He waited a while before responding. But he had to tell this part of the story. It was the most important piece, the one that pertained to Zervana and Milo themselves. Without it, the story was his; with it, it could be her story, too. “She died on the third day of the year. Term 1.3 - year 4003 - eight years ago and a little more. Only, the last time I saw her was the year before. You know, in that pedantic way. It was five days before she died, and I never saw her again after that.”

“Why?” Zervana asked, so simple. It was an obvious question. Why hadn’t he asked it himself back then?

“I was dumb. I thought to myself that if I never said good-bye, she could never die.” He sat on that for a moment, while his glasses began to fog. “Steve, of course, went to see her everyday, and at the end of their conversations he’d give her a big hug and kiss. Then he’d tell her that if she never saw him again, not to worry. They’d meet again someday… In the great beyond.” Now Stu started to cry. “And I-I, I guess I didn’t believe in that stuff. I thought that when she died, that was it. So even worse than Steve, I simply stopped saying good-bye. Then, when she got really sick near the end, and I could tell time was almost up, I thought that if I stopped going to see her altogether, then she couldn’t die. We still had to say good-bye! She’d have to wait for me!”

He took off his glasses. Warm tears fell into Zervana’s hands as she reached out and cupped his chin. “Zee— I chose to never have a final farewell, and then I got my wish. But Steve got hundreds of them! He got to say good-bye to mom in every which way, and he had fun doing so! He’d say good-bye in sign language, like the doctors had just given him the news that she was dying and going deaf. Or he’d show up dressed like a lawyer and say that unless she would declare on video ‘Good-bye Stu and Steve, but especially Steve,’ then her will would be null. Once he even brought in cyanide pills and told her that whenever she was ready, they’d bust this joint called life together—” Zervana gasped, but that was just Steve.

“I just… if I could do it all over again, I guess I’d trivialize her death too. Or at least face it head-on… ‘Cause even if you don’t believe there’s some place in the future where we all meet again, at least you should operate under the thinking that everything will one day end… and that’s only a scary thing if you let it scare you.”

He paused, then added with a steady voice, “I mean, you read a book and you know it’s gonna end. You can even predict how it’ll end. Same thing with a show, or a play. But does that scare you? No! Well, it’s the same thing with life. This long book, this long play, we know it’s going to end, right? And you even know pretty much how. The only reason that’s scary is because we let it scare us.” He looked at her, desperate and sad but inspired and alive. “Zervana, say good-bye to Milo. His story is almost up. And that doesn’t have to be scary. Or even too sad. It’s just the end of the chapter, or the performance.”

Zervana stopped him. “You know, I believe there is an encore. An afterlife.”

“Well, if there’s not?”

She waited a while, sitting on the metaphor. She liked what Stu was saying, even if it was hard for her to hear. “Well, if this is the ending of Milo’s play, and if there will be no encore…then I want to say good-bye. To thank him for his performance.”

Though his tears did not cease, Stu was still smiling. His wooden gift was more than a gift, it was an invitation to say what had been on his mind for a long time. To put out into the universe - to his mother, if she was out there listening - that he was sorry.

He wouldn’t make the same mistake with Milo. Moreover, Zervana got it too. She was brilliant, much sharper than him. Stu’s heart pounded.

He really loved her.
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When Zervana entered the bedroom, all alone, she could hardly bear to look at her dying friend. The rest of Prosper had given her this moment now, for they’d land soon on Lindon. A moment to say good-bye.

Zervana wanted to believe in the long shot, in Lindon being the key to saving Milo’s life. But she wasn’t certain. Ever since the crashing of the Solar Express, she’d understood - deep down - that that had been too grave a tragedy to gloss over. The deaths they caused could not have been waved away; they would not be one-sided.

Maybe Milo’s death was inevitable.

For 22 years now - ever since she was 6 and her brother Diego first brought her on a pirating mission - Zervana had loved what she did. What her and Milo did together, after he came into the picture years later. They had a bond bigger than anyone could ever know. A bond of responsibility, but also a bond of family. Zervana hoped that Milo understood that. He was her blood, even if he was Mesito and she was human.

Did he know that?

As she looked at his sickly body now, lying on his sweat-soaked bed, she had her doubts. Milo had been going through a lot lately. She wanted him to know, before it was too late, just how much she loved him. But if he wouldn’t believe that, was convincing him the way to spend their shrinking time together?

The dim light above flickered. All the maps scattered on the floor tinged with yellow. Zervana wanted to plug her nose; the room was really beginning to smell. But she would not do that. That smell was still Milo.

Stu’s musings last night had made Zee feel more comfortable with death. It only controls you as much as you let it. She didn’t think Stu was so assured; he said what he wanted to say, that didn’t mean he believed his words wholly. But she was glad he said it. This was a good-bye Zervana wanted to have, even if she wasn’t quite sure how to have it.

Milo let out a long, heavy breath. It made Zervana wince.

She and Milo had traveled to over a hundred planets. You could fill book after book with their adventures. It was difficult to accept the possibility that Freedoni had been their final one.

But maybe, even if it wasn’t death that halted their escapades, it was nevertheless time to close the book of Zervana and Milo. Everything has an end, the good and the bad. Prolonging that end only risked their lives further.

I should tell him I'm ready to retire, Zervana thought. It’s what he had always wanted…

Wait. That’s letting GIBB win. The counter thought struck her and refused to let go.

Yet, it wasn’t fair. Not to her, and certainly not to Milo. They had devoted 17 years to serving the poor people of Leviathan. The lives they had touched were innumerable. Did they not deserve a happy ending?

Milo stirred. His long neck took up half the bed, and Zervana’s eyes followed it up to his face. His lips formed a weak smile. That made Zervana beam, but it also pierced her with sudden sadness. She realized then, amidst this impossible good-bye, that maybe she had failed her friend for the past two decades.

Part of the reason that she brought Milo along on missions - for his entire life - was because she wanted Leviathan to see that Mesitos could be heroes.

But that would be futile. Even if they did abolish vaccitubes single-handedly, would people accept a Mesito and a human from Sizmore’s margins as the galaxy’s saviors? Or, more likely, would all the credit just go to someone in power? Someone like Amos Gibb.

Moreover, it had never been Milo’s choice to lead a life of piracy. Zervana scowled. It had taken her too long to reach that conclusion; did she still have time to tell it to him now?

Zervana crossed the room, reaching her hand out to touch Milo’s face. She was ready, she just had so much to say—

A knock echoed throughout the room. “We’re landing!” Steve called through the door.

We’re landing; another mission was about to begin. But she wasn’t ready. For the first time ever, she wasn’t prepared.

Refusing to let the fear grip her, Zervana straightened out her clothes and leaned over Milo. She kissed his still head with conviction. “This isn’t good-bye, Milo,” she said. “I promise.”

There was zero doubt in her voice. There was only bravery. She would not let Milo die.

And with that, Zervana turned to leave the room. As she did, Milo stirred. He turned his green head in her direction.

If he’d had the strength to speak, he would have told her that he loved her.
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“Let me give you a lesson in haste.”

The crew gathered around Zervana. The absence of Milo in their circle was profound.

“I have to say,” Zee continued, “what happened on Freedoni was one of the worst failures Milo or I have ever encountered. Which isn’t to say that you all are bad at this, but…we were hasty.”

When Zervana had told Stu earlier this morning how she wanted to have this talk with the rest of the crew, he’d warned her that Espee may not want to hear it. Yet, to their surprise, she was listening to Zervana intently. In fact, she was eager to learn.

“Typically, when Milo and I are going to rob some place, we scout it out for weeks in advance. You have to take your time, learn every centimeter of the location, and anticipate all that could go wrong. With Freedoni, we went in blind, and we’re practically doing the same here…”

“But,” she continued, “you can be successful on impulse. I’ve succeeded many times before with a quick gut move. All that matters is that you focus, constantly adapt, and remember that keyword: haste. Haste kills a mission. Even when things go bad, like when those cops were chasing me and Stu on Freedoni, you still have to stay calm and rationalize. Even when everything is falling apart all around you, stand your ground and hold off doing anything hasty, for that’ll lead to failure.”

Steve, Stu, Espee, and even Macguffin all nodded.

“My older brother, who did what we do long before me, always said that ‘So many people fear the danger of dying that they just rush through life.’ In other words, trying to do so much in such little time that you blow by the moments that matter most… I try to live by that. I fail often, but I try.” Zee took a breath, deep in thought. “So yeah, don’t be hasty. We stay calm, we stay alert, and we’ll succeed on Lindon.”

Espee loved the way Zervana led. It was rational, experienced, and dictated by a clear moral compass. Beyond Zee, she found herself getting attached to every member of this rag-tag group of rebels. Still, there were her end goals. Espee never forgot her reasons for being here.

A few moments later, Espee brought Prosper down into Lindon’s atmosphere.

Lindon was a planet of sand. The yellow desert was rarely interrupted, except for when a black beacon rose from the ground like a spike. These beacons were oil wells, the most important export of Lindon. Apart from the wells and the sand, there were the usual makings of a planet; houses, stores, schools, restaurants, etc., but they were far removed from the palace where Espee approached now. This corner of the planet belonged to the Ergo family, and no one else.

Steve pointed out a chain of desert dunes only a few hundred meters from their family’s grand home. “Land there. There’s a secret entrance in the palace wall nearby that’ll get us real close to the library.”

Prosper began to slow down, descending onto the sand with the grace of a mother bird nesting eggs, and Stu pulled Zervana aside for a moment. “Great speech,” he said, and she smiled and gave him a kiss.

“Although you never told me about your brother. Did you just make that up for inspiration?” He laughed, expecting one answer.

“No.” Zervana said it plainly, and looked down at her shoes. They were the Volpex-skinned flip flops, which she thought would help her fit in on this desert planet if someone happened to notice her. “I had a brother. Diego.” Zervana confessed, and left it at that.

Stu thought back to the first question he had ever asked her - What’s your real name? - and realized he still hadn’t heard it. Or anything else about Zervana’s birth family. Nor did he know yet how she and Milo had met. For all the things he’d opened up to her about, she was still a relatively closed book.

Luckily, he was about to speak with a librarian.

Prosper touched the desert. Macguffin rolled around the closed ship’s door, excited.

“He’s raring to go,” Steve laughed.

“When that door opens, let’s give ourselves fifteen minutes before some royal guard comes poking. Straight to the library, then back. No detours,” Stu explained. Then, on second thought, he added, “In fact, we shouldn’t all go.”

He looked at everyone, all so excited to leave this metal prison, and he didn’t want to tell any of them to stay. But, like Zervana said, they should be careful. Calculated. “Look, Espee, you’re a wanted criminal here. I think you’re better off staying on-board… you know, with Milo, and you can keep these doors closed once we exit. What do you all think?” He turned to Zervana and Steve, excluding Espee from the decision.

Zervana spoke first. “I mean, sure, we don’t want to leave Milo alone. In case some guard came by immediately and found him. If Espee stays, she can close the doors and keep everything ready for our return and getaway. Is that okay with you, Sarah?”

Espee looked between Stu and Zervana. She thought back to the last time she’d come to this planet. Back then it had just been her and Macguffin, and they had failed at stealing just a measly three vaccitubes. Maybe she was better off as some designated driver here, while her friends tackled this mission without her.

“It’ll be quick,” Steve added.

Espee stopped him from saying more. “Okay, Macguffin and I will stay here with Milo.”

Macguffin groaned in disappointment. Stu continued. “Perfect. Thanks Prawn-”

“Espee,” she interrupted.

She seemed irritated; Stu felt bad, but not too bad. She really was a fugitive here. Then, taking Macguffin, Espee went over to the ship’s controls and opened its door.

“Good luck.” Espee waved the crew off, unable to keep the frustration off her face.
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Stu, Zervana, and Steve jogged away from Prosper.

They crossed a stretch of sand which blew strongly in the wind, obscuring anyone’s vision past a few meters in any direction. It seemed like the dunes were doing their best to keep them all away.

Stu instructed, “Zervana, go with Steve to our bedroom! It’s in the same wing as the library. Try to grab some money, clothes, maps, and so on. I’m sure Espee would appreciate it, and I trust you can deduce what’s important?!”

Zervana shouted out that she would, as the wind picked up and sprayed pebbles of sand across their faces.

Steve ran a few paces ahead of them and approached the Ergo Palace’s south wall. Squinting through the dust devils, he began to count out stones - seven across and four down. When he found the right one, he pressed it hard.

Before their eyes, a large rectangular chunk of the palace wall disconnected from the rest, forming a door. Steve turned back and smiled at Zervana. “Pretty cool, huh?” She nodded. Even after 22 years, she couldn’t predict every aspect of a mission.

Just before they stepped inside, Steve asked his brother where they would meet after they finished scavenging the bedroom.

“Go back to the ship without me!” Stu yelled, the wind getting stronger now. “I’ll maybe beat you there - It won’t take long to talk to Alastair!”

“I hope you’re right about this!!” Steve yelled, pretty much just to yell. He loved the freedom of this sandy wind.

Zervana leaned in to Stu, giving him one last reminder. “Be vigilant, but be cautious too… I can’t do this without you.”

Stu smiled at that. “Me too, Zee. But we have nothing to worry about! I’ll see you soon.”

With that, Zervana and Stu kissed once more, and the trio entered Ergo Palace, stepping into the middle of a narrow hallway.

Stu and Steve split up, with Steve running off to their right, and Stu to the left. Zervana shook her head.

Under her breath, she began to lecture. “Hasty already… We almost left a secret door wide open. Minimize the abnormal, guys. That’s when people start asking questions.” On her own, Zervana took the big secret door and heaved it shut. In four minutes, when a royal guard would walk down this hall, he would notice nothing out of place.

She jogged to catch up, unaware that she had just sealed the only way out of this wing of the palace.
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Back on Prosper, Espee gazed through the ship’s window with a yearning desire. The sandstorms outside were calling to her like a siren, begging Espee to grant herself a christening in the heat and the drifting dunes. She needed to overcome it.

She tried to simply concentrate on the palace wall, just out of view. If she watched long enough, looked hard enough, perhaps she could spot any trouble before it started, as well as distract her mind. With every passing second though, and like the sand outside, Espee’s thoughts started to drift.

Vaccitubes. Her mind would not stop coming back to them. She kept searching for some good analogy to contextualize her obsession with the tubes, but couldn’t. She supposed that smarts had never belonged to a Prawn. Neither did vaccitubes.

Espee had a promise to keep regarding them, but she was still hundreds short. At the rate they were collecting them, it would take her years to get them all, much less three of each. Her travels had gotten her arrested, nearly killed those around her on multiple occasions, and money was still somewhat of a concern (though the Ergo brothers had helped out quite a bit on that front).

It was worth it; but still, there was a way to speed things up. There was no need for this to be a lifetime pursuit. Right here on Lindon - in fact, just beneath the topmost palace spire - the royal family had a treasure room. Steve had told her about it one night. He’d joked that he’d pay her all the treasure his family owned if she could successfully steal his family’s treasure. There had to be hundreds of vaccitubes there, probably at least three of each: for Stu, Steve, and their father.

Her friends would be inside for a while, and Macguffin would still be on Prosper, for Milo’s sake. There was no reason Espee couldn’t make it to the treasure room and back, if she left right now. And Milo would be fine. Espee interrogated the last part again: Milo would be fine, right?
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Stu reached the library first.

A pair of doors stood between him and its secrets. The Royal Palace was renowned for its elegance, including the very hall he, Steve, and Zervana navigated now. It was carpeted and dimly-lit by an occasional candle, but all in the service of restraint, for that was what the palace on Lindon was all about.

They didn’t have many fountains. There wasn't an encyclopedia of imported fauna, populating its premises. Even the palace’s staff was limited, numbering only 106. But it made the things that were there all the more incredible. This hall, for instance: though it was decorated only with candles and carpet, it had a wall made of stones imported from over 200 planets, all ground together and made into one unique substrate. When you rubbed your hand along its cool, cave-like surface, you were touching the rocks of many mountains, mined by many hands, and carried across many kilometers. There was a story in this hall that stretched across the entire universe, and it had manifested itself in a singular stone.

Such was the modus operandi of the Ergo family palace.

Even the library doors before Stu might as well be the portals of Peter Gibb themselves, for once he went through them, he was entering another world. The Royal Lindon Library contained 70,000 books, written over the span of 4,000 years. They were all written in a singular language (as GIBB had even controlled the evolution of language in Leviathan), but you could still grasp many cultures within their pages.

The library wasn’t too beautiful to look at, but that was okay. The only people allowed in it anyway were Ergo family and staff, and once you went in, there were much more interesting places to explore inside each text upon the many, many shelves.

Stu opened those big doors now, walked inside, and at once was hit with the smell of history.

It was like a fine cologne, that kind of ubiquitous fragrance which gives its subject a well-worn quality. Perhaps you’d say it smelled like vanilla, for the pages of all the books in this library were at one point wood-based. Over the centuries they had broken down to bare lignin, releasing an aroma of smoke. Stu called the smell home.

Whenever he went to school, side-by-side with Steve, Stu would count the seconds it took for them to be separated. Usually within 10 to 12, someone would shout “Hey, Steve!” and his brother would go run off with a person Stu hadn’t seen before. It was okay. Really, it was necessary. It had made him and Steve distinctive, allowing him to realize that he wasn’t just a twin. But it had also made him long to return home each day from the second he’d begun class.

When he was home, he’d go straight to the library.

Alastair would be there, Stu’s greatest friend, and hand him some book Stu had never heard of before. Then Alastair would say, with a twinkle in his old eye, “There’s a great adventure in that one… With pirates and portals and princes and a great tower, and, at the end of it all, a message about the power of people.”

Stu would read it, and sometimes it was a mixed bag, but always without fail he’d connect to the characters that lived on those pages. In the real world, he had Alastair, and he sometimes had Steve. But in a book, he had the whole world.

He had heroes, villains, sidekicks, and henchmen. What’s more, the books had taught him morals, lessons his father never could. An author’s entire life pursuit, written out in service of strengthening his own. When a writer shares a story, it has the power to change the lives of all who read it. The entire meaning of life could be found in a library.

The doors shut behind Stu. Across the library, sitting in an armchair, was an old man. He was sporting a yellow button-down with brown suspenders and light black pants. Those weren’t his only features, but they were the most prominent ones. Short silver hair hugged his face nicely. Though his hearing didn’t work too well - he always carried around an ear trumpet to assist him - his brain was marvelous, and his eyes were even greater. Stu had always said that Alastair Harris had the greatest eyes in human history. They were the eyes of someone who had borne a lot, but was past the point of feeling sorrow. When those eyes saw Stu Ergo, they started to well up.

“Stu, my boy! My great, great boy!” Alastair sprung from his chair, and ran to his friend. His voice was raspy with the joy of an old man who thought he’d never be surprised again. When they met in the center of the library, he gave Stu an endless embrace.

Alastair was the kind of man who understood the magic in a hug.
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Steve opened the door to his and Stu’s bedroom with a showman’s flair.

“It’s—”, Zervana was so giddy she couldn’t find the words; she resorted to just laughing with her hands covering her mouth.

“My thoughts exactly,” Steve joked.

Zervana walked around the room slowly, taking in every detail. Not only because that was what they were here for, but because she wanted to.

The brothers had had bunk beds all their lives - Stu had told her that much already - but she didn’t expect to see the top one made and the bottom one a mess. The top was Steve’s, and he pointed that out to her proudly. The bottom one also had a stuffed animal lying on the pillow, which Stu hadn’t mentioned at all.

“That’s Floopy,” Steve explained after noticing Zervana’s lasting stare. “It’s, uh, actually mine, not Stu’s.” To her surprise, Steve picked up the animal, a cream-colored bunny rabbit crocheted with elongated proportions, and put it in his pocket. “Stu used to let me keep it on his bed whenever I had girls over, and say that it was his. He, uh, he was really good for that.”

“Why didn’t you just hide it if you were so embarrassed? Instead of making Stu seem childish?”

“Floopy’s afraid of the dark,” Steve said simply, like the question was unfair. Then he looked back at Zervana to add, “Our mom always said I chased bunny rabbits when we were kids and called them ‘Floopies.’ So, you know, Floopy here came along right before Mom died. I wanted her to see that I finally caught one.”

He then looked away, up and around the room, at old posters of movies and a small bookshelf with four titles. They were all Stu’s favorites that Steve had promised to read, but hadn’t yet found the time. When Zervana looked around, she was most taken by the wallpaper, a baby blue that peeled in many spots. On one side of the room, there were three fist-sized holes in the wall. Written in marker above each were a name and a date. Stu took credit for one, and Steve the other two. They had been trying to see who was stronger.

She also noticed the floor and its many stains, varying in size and shape and color. It occurred to her that she was in love with a pig, or maybe a pig’s brother, for she was sure Stu would claim the worst stains weren’t his. Though that was quite alright; Stu was one pretty pig.

“Alright, so what are we looking for?” Steve asked. “Besides this,” he pulled out a sock from a drawer that was bulging beyond its stitching. “About 100,000 ice in this,” he beamed, “and every sock’s got a pair.”

“Wow. Well, besides money, which is really important, we should grab the things people always forget. Batteries, for example. Tape if you have it. Walkie talkies would be great, for missions or just to cure boredom,” Zervana laughed, and Steve saw at once how lucky his brother was. “Also, I noticed Prosper has no boxes, and the longer we do this the more useful storage crates become. Maybe sharpies to label them… Um, binoculars, rulers, or measuring tape for maps. Maps themselves, a notebook or two, more food and clothes, some rugs or sleeping bags for the ship could be nice—”

Steve laughed. “Okay, slow down, slow down. Sounds like you intend to run with Prosper for a long time.” He grinned.

She blushed back. “Yeah, I guess I really do.”
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At this point, you couldn’t call Espee hasty. She had taken Zervana’s advice, thought over the scenario half a dozen times, and still kept coming to the same conclusion: she could be in and out of the treasure room, securing a lifetime supply of vaccitubes, before the rest of the crew even thought to return.

Granted, the more time she had spent thinking, the less likely that time table seemed. Yet Espee still felt that she could be inside and starting to come out by the time her three crewmates returned. Besides, so long as they weren’t in hot pursuit, they could afford to wait for her for once…

“Macguffin!” Espee called out, in need of a second opinion.

She gave it a moment, but he didn’t come. That was odd. Macguffin always rolled to you, eyes wide and frenetic, the moment he was called, even if he was literally in the middle of using the bathroom or eating. His mind seemed to operate on a one-way track, and hearing his name yelled out was like gasoline that sent him racing down it at top speed, previous tasks rendered irrelevant in an instant.

“Macguffin!” She called out again, looking at the bathroom door. She figured in another second, he’d probably come barreling out covered in his own filth.

But still, Macguffin didn’t come.

Espee got up to go find him, starting in the kitchen and looking through cabinets of dry food. She was half-expecting to find him stuck in a cereal box.

Yet, he wasn’t. He wasn’t in the kitchen at all. Or the bathroom. Or the control room.

The last place possible was the bedroom, but Espee hesitated to go in there. At first glance through the open door she’d only seen Milo, asleep. He had been pale and not moving. Macguffin had to be in there, though. So Espee went into the bedroom, and immediately heard whimpering. It seemed to be coming from under Milo’s bed.

Espee bent over, looking at Milo’s big still body. He was almost white now.

Under the bed, Espee found Macguffin. Shivering…

Then she saw with sudden horror that Macguffin was covered in blood.

It was dripping from the bed above him - leaking through the covers, through the mattress, onto the ship’s floor. Milo’s blood.

Macguffin whimpered as he tried to stop it from dripping, but to no avail. “That won’t work, Macguffin…” Espee began to say as she was struck with an overwhelming sense of dread. They had bandaged Milo up. He was bleeding through it.

She stood back up, heart beating through her chest, and turned Milo’s big body over. His tongue flopped.

“Macguffin… we need to get help. Now.”
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“You’re telling me… that you’re riding with a Mesito now, and it’s terminal?”

Stu murmured that it was so, and Alastair’s forehead wrinkled. He paused for a moment, deep in thought and tapping his tired leg.

Briefly, Stu worried if he had made a mistake. He had always trusted Alastair like a father, or a mentor, but even mentors have their own lives left to live.

“Then I guess I have one suggestion for you,” Alastair spoke at last, “but you’ll have to indulge me first. For, like with all things in my life, I have a story to tell.”

Stu looked at his feet. Alastair was smart, but had a tendency to drone. Today, he didn’t have time for an anecdote. “Come on, Alastair, this is serious-”

“You don’t think I’m taking you seriously?!” Alastair sprang up from his chair, his voice loud and desperate. It was a side of him Stu had never seen. “Stu… I believe you. I really do, and I’m going to help you.”

Stu nodded, but then pursed his lips. He was beginning to think that any effort to save Milo would now prove futile. Perhaps even Leviathan’s greatest historian wouldn’t know how to help a Mesito.

The library was still now as Alastair stared at Stu, debating what to tell him. At last, he put an old hand on each of Stu’s shoulders, and spoke in a low voice, “Stu, did I ever tell you about what my wife and I did when we were young?” He asked the question calmly, prodding.

Stu had heard many things about Alastair and the love of his life, but his timeline of their relationship skewed to the right. “No, say more.”

Alastair smiled and continued. “Sydney Grist. Later, Sydney Harris,” and he paused then in reverence, “was just like me in many ways. We both understood the value in a good story.”

“Stu, when we were young, we were known across Leviathan as the ‘Fableists’. A couple who shared an intense love for storytelling, and who shared that love with the rest of the galaxy.” Alastair smiled in fond memory. “We traveled from planet to planet, telling our own original fables, and then asking the people who listened to tell us a story of their own, so that we might share their stories with others.”

Stu looked around, wondering how this might connect to Milo.

As if Alastair had read his mind then, he explained. “Here’s the important part, Stu. We asked everyone we met to give us their own original stories, and all indulged… But eventually, we began hearing the same story. Over and over again, across all the corners of Leviathan, we heard a legend. A legend so unbelievable and grand that it had to be true.”

Stu leaned in close.

“There was once a great explorer, the legend foretold, who sought to chart all the domainless planets of Leviathan. He made many discoveries, from forgotten fortresses to living crypts!” As Alastair spoke, weaving the fable, he gestured in the air and seemed to capture all the stars and planets in existence with a single sweep of his hand. Stu hung on his every word.

“His greatest discovery though, according to the legend, was a planet… A planet…” Alastair held for suspense. It was working on Stu… “A planet of Mesitos!” Alastair declared, overcome with the wonder of this tale; he was a Fableist once more.

“It was a beautiful place, in the heart of the galaxy itself, and so the explorer hoped to spread its story! He tried, they say, to bring three Mesitos back with him, back to the greater Leviathan.”

Alastair’s eyes were wide and he clapped his hands. “Yet, when he tried to return home, he found that his ship had been tampered with, and he crash-landed on the snowy planet Mirrian! By the time his wreckage was searched by authorities, and his diaries uncovered, the man himself and two of the Mesitos he’d come with were dead.”

Alastair leaned in now. “So, the legend asks, what happened to the third Mesito?” He grinned, imagining the possibilities.

“Maybe it was found, and raised by some good samaritan. Or maybe, it still walks among Leviathan, constantly lurking in the shadows… Nevertheless, is this legend true? Well, Stu… I for one believe in a good ghost story.”

“So what are you saying, Alastair?” Stu asked, fear bubbling up inside him.

His nostrils flared; he was jubilant. “I’m saying that, if you tell me today that you know of a sick Mesito, then I’m telling you that perhaps he isn’t the only one! That there may be a planet in the heart of Leviathan, in the center of our universe, that still feels the weight of Mesitos walking its ground! And I tell you, Stu, if the legend is true, then be alert! For it seems that some people will kill to keep this planet a secret…”

Stu nodded, registering what Alastair had said. As the words settled in, he wanted to slap his friend’s back in gratitude.

Sure, they were playing with fire, but he’d known that since Sizmore. But now he saw the beauty in the flame, that there was a place out there where Milo may find treatment. A planet of Mesitos, in the center of Leviathan. Like Alastair, Stu believed in the ghost story too.

Coming home may have been the best idea he ever had.


99

“I think that’s everything,” Zervana said, putting a portable fan on top of their newly-filled cardboard box. “Want to head back?”

“Yeah, and start a prayer circle for Milo?” Steve asked it without his usual smirk.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Zervana asked.

“I mean… It was good to come here, sure. We got all this stuff. But do we really think the librarian here is going to know how to help a dying Mesito?”

Zervana supposed Steve was right, but she had more faith in Stu’s judgment. “Steve, your brother has a lot of hope in this plan. I’m inclined to trust him.”

Steve nodded. “Yeah, of course. I do too! I’m just saying, you know, before we leave the old stomping ground, maybe I ought to write Milo a letter… Just in case.”

He added the last part sheepishly, but Zervana wasn’t angry. In fact, she liked the idea for herself. Saying good-bye to Milo that morning had felt downright impossible. Perhaps writing a letter would help her voice everything she had to say.

“Here,” Steve said, and handed her a pen and paper. “I write best in my bed. Give me a minute to write something for Milo. And, before I forget her name, a letter to that girl Megan—”

“Didn’t you tell us her name was Margaret?”

“Exactly,” Steve said, grinning that Zervana had ate the set-up for his joke perfectly. He pulled his legs up into the top bunk, and his pen touched paper at once.

She sighed. At least Steve wasn’t hasty. He wasn’t rushing out of here, she thought, but sticking around wasn’t much better. Still, while they were here and he wouldn’t concede to leave for a few minutes, she might as well try to write too. Start with a love letter, she thought, for Stu.

Then - if then ever came - she could write out Milo’s good-bye.
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Stu gave his friend one last hug and promised to be back again someday soon. He held in his arms an assortment of rolled up maps and written papers with directions. Alastair had told him in excruciating detail how to get to the fabled Mesito planet, and how to get to anywhere else in Leviathan from it.

The man was smart, but he sure loved excess. “I’m guessing you won’t be stopping by to see your father while you’re here?” Alastair asked Stu while they stood at the library door.

He laughed in response. “Nope. We’re parked out in the dunes through the hidden entrance.”

“Perfect,” Alastair said, gently shaking Stu’s hand. “Safe travels, my dear friend.”

“Always. Thank you, Alastair.”

With that, the royal library doors shut, and Stu was in the cavernous halls once more. He walked back down the way he’d come to the secret exit they’d initially entered. Stu congratulated himself, not out of arrogance, but joy. Milo would be well again. Everything was going to be okay. This had been a flawless mission, the first of its kind.

Hope fled as swiftly as it had come the moment Stu turned to face the closed secret door. Shit, he thought. He barely drew another breath before the palace alarms started to blare.
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Steve groaned loudly at the sound he had hoped beyond hope to avoid. “Alarms! Why can’t they ever be harps?!”

“Steve, do we need to go? What’s going on?” Zervana asked, jumping out of bed and grabbing their box of supplies.

“Well, it could be unrelated to us. They sometimes do drills throughout the palace at random. But, uh, yeah,” he smirked, “this is probably Stu’s doing. We should leave.” Steve jumped out of bed like the idea had just hit him.

Zervana tapped her foot. “Let’s go!” she yelled, while Steve muttered something about haste under his breath.

Zervana tore out of the Ergo twins' childhood bedroom, dragging Steve by the hand. They ran down the hallways they’d come from and eventually found themselves facing the closed exit door. Stu was already long gone.

“Steve, how do we get out?” Zervana said with urgency.

He went up to the wall, feeling his fingertips around, growing worried. “Uh… Zee—”

“HEY!”

Zervana and Steve both turned to their left. A royal guard was thrusting his finger at them. His face was red with anger.

“Hey,” Steve whispered, holding up a hand in nervous greeting. He took a step behind Zervana. Desperate to not be recognized.

The guard barked back. “Do you two not hear that alarm? Get going!” He pointed down the hall to his right, directing their traffic.

“What does he mean?” Zervana whispered to Steve.

“It’s protocol,” Steve whispered back. “We all have to evacuate through the palace’s front entrance.”

Zervana groaned, worry seeping in. “What for?”

Her hand was taken by Steve, dragging them towards the guard with his head hidden. The pair went down the hall they’d been ordered to move through without further argument. “It means there’s someone dangerous in the palace,” Steve answered.

Zervana gasped. “Like a wanted fugitive…”

“…Or a Mesito,” said Steve.

Zervana’s mouth fell open. “Or both.”
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Stu knew this alarm well. It was the one that blared whenever there were concerns of suspicious characters inside the Royal Palace walls. When it went off, you were supposed to exit through the front gates if possible, yet he had always felt that that was counterproductive. Get someone on the inside who knew how the drills went, and following protocol would only make him and his family sitting ducks.

Even before today, when Stu had reason to believe that one of his own friends was the cause of this alarm, he had found his own response to it. It involved cutting through the palace dining hall, which was connected to every wing of the building. An air duct in the corner of the dining hall went straight out to a flat roof. From there, he could climb down the palace wall unseen, and make his way to wherever he intended to go.

First, he had to get to that hall.

From the labyrinth of endless corridors in this wing of the palace, you could hug enough right turns and eventually get there, but that would pass by his and Steve’s bedroom. Stu had enough sense to believe that that room was highly contested at the moment.

So he’d have to go the long way. Less rights and more lefts, but you could reach the dining hall from any direction. Stu began to run, holding the maps and notes beneath his armpits. Those documents were the key to Milo’s survival. Stu’s burden was their only hope.

He ran faster.
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As Zervana and Steve made their way to the palace exit, Steve kept his head increasingly bowed down. “Don’t look too unassuming,” Zervana stressed, “that gets suspicious—”

“Okay, Zee, but everyone here knows me! If we weren’t so far from that guard back there, he would’ve recognized me in an instant. We are literally royalty—”

“Yes, okay, keep your voice low.” Zervana looked around, while Steve kept his eyes on the floor. His gaze was so transfixed you’d think he dropped a vital organ. “We can’t go out the front of the palace then,” Zervana said, and Steve realized it too.

“Okay, then let’s take a right up here,” he whispered.

Up ahead a stream of royal workers were funneling through the hall he’d mentioned. “Fight the traffic?” Zervana asked, doubtful.

“We have to - left is a straight shot outside.”

She murmured, concerned. “Okay, stay low.” They approached the T-intersection, where workers were streaming out of the palace like ants. Zervana hadn’t realized before how claustrophobic these halls were. There were only the cold stone walls and an occasional candle to keep you company in the never-ending labyrinth.

Someone bumped into Zervana from behind, spilling her box of supplies across the heavy traffic. Most people stepped aside, shuffling through to leave, but a few bent over to help. That was somehow worse.

She gave Steve an urgent stare, and he ducked into the shadows.

“Here, let me help you with that.” A man said, as he and another woman bent down to help Zervana pick up her fallen goods.

“Sorry,” she blurted, “um, thank you both.”

“Moving out?” The man joked, shaking her cardboard box. He had a long brown mustache and twinkly eyes.

Zervana was about to say yes, but stopped herself. If she said yes, what conversation would come next? “Were you fired?” or maybe “Moving to where?” Perhaps a “Best of luck,” or “Carry on,” if she were lucky. No, the safest bet was for Zervana to say, “I’m moving in.”

There. Now if they had any questions, they could excuse the uncertain answers of someone on their first day of the job.

The man smiled wide. “Well, welcome aboard!” Then he carried on his way out the building. The woman wished Zervana well too, and then began to leave. But, in an effort to be helpful, she turned back and said, “It’s this way, sweetie. You can stick with me.” Her cheeks were rosy and her smile contagious, but Zervana wasn’t catching it right now.

“Oh, um, actually— My friend is coming. It’s her first day too. I’m going to wait here. Thanks.”

“Oh of course,” the woman said cheerfully. “I hope you both have a great first day, apart from this.” She pointed above them, indicating the alarm, and laughed at her own joke.

Zervana breathed a heavy sigh of relief. She turned back to Steve, hiding in the shadows, and beckoned him to come forward. He took the first step, and then—

“Oh, miss!”

Zervana turned white.

She swiveled around on the balls of her feet, facing the rosy lady from before. “I believe you dropped this as well,” she said, and held out a letter. In blue ink on the front of the envelope was a single word: Stu.

Zervana reached out to accept it, while the woman read the elegant address. “Oh, would you fancy that - Stu. There’s a Stu Ergo, don’t you know? One of the princes here.”

Zervana’s mind spun, thinking of answers and outcomes and subsequent answers, always trying to minimize every possible avenue of suspicion— “Of course I know, do you think I’m an idiot?”

Zervana felt bad at once. This was simply a nice woman; any cruelty was unnecessary. Great, she thought, I just ruined her day.

Sure enough, she had. The woman furrowed her brow and handed Zervana the letter in a huff. She left without another word, as Zervana sighed. But the exchange had worked out for the best; no reason to feel guilty about that.

“Great job, Zee, let’s move.” Steve tapped her shoulder, and the heat was on again.

They turned right, heads low and moved as swiftly as they could through the oncoming foot traffic. Once they’d reached the end of the hall, there was only one way to go: through a door. Steve went in first with Zervana close behind, and they entered a massive gymnasium.

Quite the palace.

A steady line of people were crossing the open floor. Zervana wished to keep fighting against that flow, going from whence others came, but suddenly Steve tugged her and they slinked behind some bleachers.

“We wait here,” he said, sweating.

“Here?” Zervana asked, worried already that Steve was trapping them in a corner they couldn’t escape from.

“Got any better ideas?” he asked. It was as much a challenge as it was a desperate plea for any good idea she could possibly have.

She thought for a moment, the worry setting in. Then she peered through the bleachers, at all the workers scurrying to and fro. All the workers who knew Steve well, workers who served the Ergos, a family far richer than she’d anticipated. “I’ve got one idea,” she said, “but you won’t like it.”
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Stu entered the dining hall out of breath.

His worry that there would be others in here had proven unnecessary, but there was one issue. In the time since he and Steve had left the palace, it appeared the dining hall had undergone renovations.

The Ergo Palace was all about constraint in its interior design, but this dining hall had always been the exception. Their mom had dictated that it had high ceilings and circular tables like you’d find at banquets or weddings. The tables were to be draped with silk cloths, the walls were to be painted royal colors, and the food was to be served on silver platters. She always wanted the palace staff to be well-fed, and to enjoy their meals in a nice environment.

Yet, after she’d passed away, and Stu and Steve had left Lindon, it seemed their father Bashir had made some major changes.

The walls had been scraped down to eggshell white. The circular tables had been replaced with rectangular ones. It was like Stu was in the cafeteria from his time in public school.

Before the changes, Stu would place a dining chair on the table, climb onto a chandelier, and use its cord to reach the air ducts; that route was no longer possible.

King Bashir had removed the chandeliers.

Stu was halfway to a panic attack when he finally saw it. Amidst the ongoing destruction of his mother’s dream, there was a chance. Tall ladders leaned against the wall, from which painters had climbed to scrape off all the room’s paint. They had left one in the far corner of the hall, where it wouldn’t be tripped over by the dining attendants.

Its head was within reach of the dining hall’s air duct. For the first time, his dad’s dour ruling had served Stu well. He just had to climb a 12-meter ladder.

“Alright,” Stu muttered to himself, “do this for Milo.”

Clutching the maps and notes Alastair had given him tightly in one hand, Stu went to the ladder and slowly began to scale it. Leaning on one shoulder, gripping with his free hand, and back again, it was a laborious ascent.

No sooner had Stu climbed five rungs than another problem presented itself.

The hall’s door swung open and a man strolled inside. He looked cheerful but simple-minded, dressed in an apron covered with a rainbow of stains. He was whistling poorly; Stu inferred that he was probably part-troll. Stu also inferred that he was a painter, happy because the alarm blaring throughout the palace signaled that his day would end early.

The painter propped the doors open. He went off for a moment, only to return holding two cans of paint, one red and one yellow; work he’d get to tomorrow. He couldn’t stop himself from smiling. But then he saw Stu. “Hey! You can’t be up there!” he shouted out.

Whether it had been the passage of time or the mistake of a newly-hired hand, the painter didn’t recognize the prince. All he saw was a young boy, potentially stealing palace secrets. Stu didn’t help his cause by desperately continuing to climb.

The painter, Percival Wench, was an artist first but a vigilante second. So as Stu climbed higher and higher, Percival sprinted towards the ladder’s base, the red and yellow buckets of paint sloshing in his hands. He shouted out “Stop, boy!” but Stu didn’t.

Percy ran faster. He wouldn’t hesitate to pull that ladder right off the wall.

There was no turning back now. The ducts were Stu’s only way out.
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Ice was raining down in the gymnasium.

Thousands’ worth, all cash, in denominations ranging from 10 to 10,000. Steve hated to see his money go, but he had to admit Zervana’s idea used what they had quite well.

As she emptied the rest of the sock’s worth of ice right in front of their portable fan, the feeding frenzy multiplied. Fists were flung, people were losing their minds for the money. In a way it struck Steve as important: a reminder of the tight chokehold GIBB had on the galaxy. He could see why Zervana was devoted to redistributing wealth; here was—

Zervana yanked his hand and they ran right through the crowd. “Nobody’s paying attention to you now!” She said, but Steve’s mind was still on the frenetic faces of his palace staff. There was so much hate, so much desperation. “Lead us out of here!” Zervana yelled.

Steve racked his brain to remember the exact layout of his home. There would be an exit through a garden coming up, if they took the correct series of turns down seven consecutive halls. But his thoughts were still distressed. He had his doubts if he’d remember every turn.

He stopped at a four-way intersection, cursing at how large their palace was. “I think, um, this way!” He said, and they ran.

They approached a door, and Zervana began to ask: “Where does this go Steve?”

But it was too late. He swung it open without asking the very question himself. He’d been hasty. And now they were in a large, horribly familiar purple-and-gold room.

In the center of the room, there was a throne.

The man seated on the throne turned as they entered. He wore an extravagant robe. A crown made of multiple tiers sat on his head. He’d been talking to a girl and her dog and her much-larger pet; the odd trio all held captive by the palace guards. Zervana realized immediately the source of the alarm; it was playing in every room of the palace but this one, where it had undoubtedly been set off.

The trio of Espee, Macguffin, and, laying on the ground restless, Milo.

Steve only saw the man on the throne. The King of Lindon. His dad.
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Stu was not going to make it to the ducts. The painter was too near to the ladder’s base, and he was still 20 rungs away from the top. He had to make a judgment call, before the painter would shake the whole ladder and send Stu tumbling to the hall’s floor. Either keep climbing, or let himself fall to the floor and face the man head-on. Fight or flight.

Stu had very little ability in the way of fighting. But, he was not entirely ill-prepared.

As was the custom for Ergo royal sons, their dad had worked them hard. He’d sent them to fencing classes, combat courses, and, from the day of their eighth birthday through to their teenage years, the sadistic King Bashir had made his twin sons run ten kilometers through the desert each morning. It was miserable, and had turned both brothers considerably nonviolent, or certainly anti-punishment. Yet, when push came to shove - as it did now - Stu Ergo could fight.

He hopped off the ladder, and held up his fists weakly at the painter. If he had to fight an innocent worker, he just didn’t want to hurt him.

Percy pulled back. He didn’t want to fight either. He only wanted to go home early. But now, staring at and recognizing Stu with his fists held up, he felt mad enough to try. Of course he discerned the prince standing before him. This stupid son of the sadistic king was going to fight little old Percival the painter? Really? “Oh look, it’s the royal pain in the ass,” Percy grumbled. And then, without considering the consequences, he swung his arm straight as a pendulum and threw his bucket of red paint at Stu.

Stu shielded the maps, but in turn was drenched. His eyes and mouth were like troughs for the paint, covering him from head to toe.

At once Stu pulled back to spit and wipe his eyes. He couldn’t see. He tried to grab onto something: the ladder. As Stu grabbed it, his foot slipped on the paint. All his weight shoved forward, lifting the ladder, and then—

The ladder fell hard, crashing over Percy.

“Ah, I’m sorry!” Stu shouted instinctively, but as he bent over to help lift the metal bars up, Percy swung his arms around to swipe Stu off his feet.

Stu jumped back. Percival growled, then howled. He was in too much pain to move.

“I’m sorry,” Stu said again, “I really am. I’ve just got a ship to catch.”

He lifted the ladder off of Percy, who could thankfully breathe again, and he placed it back where it was before. Stu looked at Percy, awaiting his next move.

But now that Percy had been freed, he didn’t swipe at the prince. He conceded this fight.

Stu nodded at the painter respectfully, took his notes and maps, and made for the air duct.
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The way King Bashir addressed his son sent shivers down Zervana’s spine. He simply called him “Steve,” but uttered the word as if it were synonymous with traitor, coward, and disappointment all in one.

Steve spat out an obligatory “Hey, Dad,” but flinched as his father walked towards him and gave him a big embrace.

Zervana wanted to say something. She feared that the way Bashir held Espee, Milo, and Macguffin was the beginning of a very dire end, but she waited. This was Steve’s failure to fix, not because he had caused it, but because he was the only one here with any control in the room. This wasn’t a situation they could very well fight their way out of.

Steve finally said, “Dad, what are you doing with my friends?”

The king cackled. He walked over to the three detained guests, gesturing at them down the line. “Your friends are a fugitive, a weapon, and a Mesito?! Steve, do not kid with me like this.”

Steve looked down at his feet, and then up at Zervana. She said nothing, but her eyes urged him on. “How did you capture them?” Steve asked, and Bashir laughed again. “Capture them? No, Steve, your friends waltzed in here all on their own!”

Zervana shook her head in disbelief. There was no way that was true.

Yet, Espee nodded softly. She said aloud, but mostly to Zervana: “I’m sorry guys… Milo wasn’t looking well. We had to get help, so we brought him here—” She spoke as if she knew it was the wrong decision from the second she stepped foot in the palace, but Zervana still yelled in anger. “Espee! I told you to think mor—!”

“SILENCE!” Bashir yelled, sending one of his guards to apprehend Zervana too. “Only the Ergo royal family can speak in this room.”

Steve stepped in. “Father, I know it’ll be hard for you to understand, but these people— they’re family to me. If you have any love for me or Stu, you’ll let them go—”

“Stu?” Bashir laughed, as if he’d forgotten that his other son existed. “Where is that pipsqueak?” When Steve didn’t answer, Bashir yelled the question louder, enraged. “WHERE IS STU?!”

Steve gulped. “I don’t know, Dad…”

“You don’t know?” He marched over to his son and put a hand on his chest. Steve was a head taller than Bashir, and physically much fitter, but against his dad he shrank in stature, standing small and weak. “Well, then I think you’ve made one thing abundantly clear, Steve. You are no longer Ergo family. Your family are these monsters and criminals now!” He pushed Steve back, sprawling to the floor, gesturing and spinning around the room.

“We’ve got the momma, the other momma, the little snot dog, and the old geezer dying on life support!! What a family!” He cackled, spit flying from his mouth. “STEVE!” Bashir yelled, whirling around to face his son. “You and Stu left me!” Steve bowed his head. “You made me look like a fool!! The king who can’t control his sons — the king with no subsequent kings! A throne without an heir, a lineage that will soon end!”

Steve looked up at his dad, terrified.

“And, would you look at that?” The king snarled, pulling Steve to his feet. “I guess you do still remember your family after all…” Bashir reached down into Steve’s pocket, pulling out a stuffed bunny rabbit. “You still love your mother— you still carry around this damn CROOPY! So, it’s personal then!” Bashir grabbed the rabbit’s head, took hold of its body, and tugged. As the stuffing flew, Bashir was struck by a swift fist to the nose.

“THAT’S MY MOTHER, YOU ASSHOLE!” Steve jumped on his father, punching him over and over.

Guards ran to their king, tackling Steve off of him.

Steve kept kicking and punching in the air. “We’ll get you! Me and Stu both!!”

Bashir trembled to his feet. “No…” he said, dabbing his bloody nose with the back of his hand. “I don’t believe that you will…” He looked around at all his new prisoners: Espee, Macguffin, Milo, Zervana, and now even his own son, Steve. He paced back and forth. “What to do, what to do?”

Zervana observed his face, tight and angry. The king had a short black beard, and facial features tied up with botox. His eyes were framed with dark circles that looked as if they’d always been there. He had rings on every finger, and none of them were his wedding band. She felt very sorry for Stu and Steve.

“Alright Steve,” Bashir said at last. “You get to choose.”

He said it nonchalantly - as if it was the obvious next step - yet, nobody understood what Bashir meant. He rephrased, “Which of your friends would you like to see killed first?”
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When Stu reached the roof, he was immediately met with a gust of sand. It blew over him, grains getting caught in the paint. He shielded his eyes and tried to get his bearings. This was the middle of the roof, a few dozen meters from the wall that held the palace’s secret entrance. Just past that would be the ship, with Espee, Macguffin, and Milo on-board.

Stu scurried to the wall and looked down. It was roughly six meters from here to the sand below. He could climb down that, no doubt, but not with maps stuffed under his armpits. If he lost his grip on a single one, the wind would take it into the dunes, never to be read again.

No, his best bet was the most dangerous one. He had to jump. And he had to jump soon, if he wanted enough time to save his brother and Zervana.

Stu looked around, searching for anything that would give him a way out. There was nothing. No ramps, no rope, just stone and sand.

He thought of Steve, and all those times his brother had stood up for him in school - even if it had meant he would suffer socially. He thought of the early mornings, when their dad woke them up to run. How, after their mom had passed away, those runs grew longer, started earlier, traversed worse terrain. He thought of their father Bashir, somewhere below, and all the pain he’d inflicted on them. But how, in spite of it all, Steve had been there for Stu.

The two of them knew deep down that Steve was the strong one. When they ran across the desert every morning, Stu could count on Steve to take the more physically-demanding paths, the bumpier dunes, and the closer track to their father. He took the abuse so Stu wouldn’t have to. After their mom died, Steve was the only family he had left. The only family that counted.

Then there was Zervana. Every moment he’d spent with her had been the best moment of his life. She was independent, but yet she’d chosen him. With every ounce of his being, he wanted her to feel that she’d chosen right. He wanted to see her smile one night in the distant future, recounting how he had helped to save Milo. She would thank him, but he’d say, “What for? Don’t forget, I love Milo too.”

Even if it meant going through the most disastrous days and nights, he wanted to spend every one by her side, talking about local libraries, and their kids’ swim teams, and the little dirt roads leading to little local restaurants with their little late night specials. They could talk openly about cravings for tacos at midnight, or any other mundanity, because he could say anything to her and she’d listen. Just as she could say anything to him and he’d hang on every word. But it all started right now. It all started right here.

Stu jumped.
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Steve wanted to believe there was another way. His mind was drowning, like his brain itself was riding a high-octane water slide. “Don’t make me choose!” he begged his dad, but this was not a rhetorical question. It would not rest without an answer.

“Put ‘em in a line,” Bashir snarled.

His guards, with smiles twisted and irregular, followed their orders proudly.

Then, Bashir took Steve, loveless and cold, and made him face his four friends.

“I say pick the one on the ground. Put him out of his misery…” Bashir whispered in his son’s ear, pointing at Milo, and then squeezed his shoulder hard.

Steve, always the jokester, always smiling, always happy even when he appeared not to be, was crying. Really crying. He hadn’t known these people long, but he couldn’t stand the thought of losing any one of them.

Bashir grabbed his son by the neck and shook. “Stop crying, and CHOOSE!”

Four guards raised their guns, aiming their sights on the crew of Prosper.

Espee broke down first, screaming how it was her fault.

Macguffin was shaking, confused and terrified, like a puppy during a thunderstorm.

Milo was barely moving, his mind unaware of anything but a general sense of cold.

Zervana, on the end, stood tall.

“Here,” Bashir said, and handed Steve the two halves of Floopy. “So you don’t forget I have a heart, and that I’m doing this for your sake. To be the King, you need to know your place above all the land, and understand what it’s like to maintain control through fear.”

Steve shook. He looked at Zervana, thinking of letters and lessons. He looked at Macguffin, thinking of solitaire and slicked-back hair. He looked at Milo, thinking of birds and bravery. Lastly, he looked at Espee, thinking of secrets and a senior citizen. Freedoni’s bazaar, and the way she’d stolen from a poor old woman. The way Espee had always acted. The way she’d caused this scenario now, even if it was to help Milo.

Espee looked up at Steve, and he turned away. He could not face her.

“I know who…” Steve said. He looked at his dad with tears in his eyes.
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Espee realized that she would never complete her mission. She would never get three vaccitubes from every planet; she would never help her parents. In the end, she was going to let down them and Milo both.

She’d made a fatal error the moment they entered this place. Try as she might, Espee would never be the hero. She would never be Zervana. All she would ever be to this crew was their chauffeur. An inadequate, reserved chauffeur. Even that didn’t matter in the end.

Espee realized she was about to die.

If she were a little better-spoken, or brave, or strong, she could maybe change Bashir’s mind. She could maybe save her crew. Yet she was none of those things. She was just Sarah Prawn.

Espee closed her eyes tight against her tears, and prayed she wouldn’t hear the gun go off. If there was any hope left in the world, she would die before hearing the sound.
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Stu wouldn’t make it in time. When he found no one aboard Prosper, he’d quickly realized that the crew who had stayed behind must have been found. That the alarm which sounded had been for them, and that everyone, Zervana and Steve likely included, were captured. There would be no escape for Stu, not while everyone he cared about was facing his father’s wrath.

They would be in the throne room, where Bashir always interrogated prisoners. It was too far by foot. Already, he must be running out of time.

Stu had never flown Prosper before - nor had Espee given him a lesson - but he knew it was mostly automated. You just needed to start the engines and steer. A button or a switch, and then the wheel, but he didn’t know which buttons to press.

“Well,” he said aloud, “I guess I’m pressing them all…” He held out his hands over all the tiny switches, ready to play them haphazardly like piano keys.

Then he paused, searching his memory bank, all the way back to Freedoni. When Espee had taken them off that planet, when they had left without Milo, she had flicked a tiny black switch.

He saw it now. The smallest of the lot, and it was labeled IGNITION.

Stu flicked it and Prosper began to rumble. It began to rise.

As the ship lifted off of the sand, Stu let out a cheer. “I’m coming, guys!” Then he gripped the steering wheel and backed the ship straight into a dune. It didn’t leave a scratch.
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“Who?” Bashir asked, gritting his teeth. Steve had made up his mind, it would be Espe—

“Me.”

Steve looked up at Zervana, his mouth dropping. He couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe that Zee could say that…

But it was because Zervana knew, deep in her heart, that she would not die. And by saying “me,” neither would Espee. Or Milo.

She would not let Milo die.

Zervana knew she’d live, though she didn’t know how she knew it. It was just an unwavering belief. Zervana knew that Stu was coming to rescue them. When she said “me,” she wasn’t saying it foolishly, or heroically, or hastily.

It was just something that she’d said.

Then Zervana looked up at the roof, ready for Stu to come crashing through…

She was shot.
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Stu expected to crash through his father’s throne room just like heroes did in the movies. The wall would come crashing down at the last second, ending whatever terrible deed was going on inside.

What happened instead was less that he crashed the ship through the palace, and more that he crashed into the palace. It was a rough landing by all accounts. When he opened Prosper’s door, and yelled for the crew to “Get in!” his ears were still ringing. He could barely see through the paint, sand, and dust in his eyes.

The palace was not as strong as Stu had thought. As it crumbled down, he could see the moisture within the stone, carrying mold and cracks throughout the foundation. Chunks of stone fell on the palace’s guards - a few of them he even recognized. A portion of the roof landed right next to his father, barely missing him, but a roofing tie sent him to the floor unconscious. Another chunk came racing toward Macguffin, who jumped out of the way at the last second.

Then Stu saw his crew running towards him, and was surprised to see their number.

There was Steve first, running with Milo draped over his shoulder, and Macguffin was at his heel, holding Milo’s tail in his teeth to keep it from brushing against the floor.

Then Espee was there, alone. She ran to the ship sporadically, like her mind was out of her body. It looked like she was crying. That’s surprising, Stu thought.

He counted out loud. “One, two, three, four.”

Where was Zervana?

He counted again. His mind was starting to get tingly now. He barely even noticed the warm tears falling from his eyes. “One. Two. Three. Four.” Counting aloud helped him stabilize. Stu could count until the end of time, and always tell himself he’d gotten it wrong.

“One. Two. Three. Four.” Hmm. Only four? Time to count again.

His crew rushed past him. Steve grabbed his shoulder hard, but Stu easily brushed him off. Not yet, Steve old buddy, I have to wait for my friend.

Espee started the engine. She called desperately for Stu, a lump in her throat.

That was strange. Why was the ship rumbling? Stu would ask Zervana - she always knew.

“STU! Let’s go!” Steve yelled.

Now, now, Steve… remember what Zervana told us. Haste kills a mission. We’ll wait.

Steve ran to his brother and tugged on him hard.

Stu turned around, smiling like a ghoul. “Wait, Steve. We have to wait for Zervana.”

Stu looked around the room once more. Where was she? He looked high, he looked low, he looked from left to right - ahh, there she was, sleeping on the ground. Zervana was pretty tired. Last night they had been up late, because - ooh, he was going to say it - they were in love. He giggled. Zervana loved him, and he loved her.

And now she was asleep.

“Stu, please—” Steve said.

But Stu didn’t understand why his brother was so sad. “I’ll go wake her.”

Stu walked into the rubble, sand blowing all around him. From the hole he’d made in the palace wall, sunlight was flooded in. The golden rays were fading over the horizon as the sky turned a pensive purple.

Steve watched Stu walk towards Zervana. His heart broke as his brother took off his glasses, blew into each lens, and put them back on. What couldn’t he see?

Stu bent down, able to see Zervana more clearly now. What a sleepyhead, he thought, it’s barely late afternoon. “Wake up, Zee,” he said, getting on his knees to shake her. Her leather jacket had a hole in it from a blast. He could see her bare skin, tan but sprinkled with red. Was she sunburnt? “Time to go, my love.”

Stu looked at her face. She was still. Her lashes blew in the wind, and he remarked once again how beautiful she was. From the moment he first saw her, he knew he could never love again. It would always be Zervana and Stu. ‘I’ll push you to your highest dreams, and be there to catch you if you fall. Your feet will touch me as you swing, and I’ll love you forever and all.’ What a funny card, Stu laughed. Those were just two little kids on a swing set. What do kids know about love?

Everything Stu knew about love was found on the face before him.

Zervana still would not wake, but that was alright. Stu could carry her. It was just practice for their wedding day, when he’d have to carry Zervana through the doorway into their bedroom. It was a silly tradition, but any tradition done with Zervana didn’t seem so silly anymore. In fact, he couldn’t wait… It would be wonderful.

“Stu, we’re leaving!! It’s now or never—” It was Steve, now at his brother’s shoulder.

Stu turned his head slowly, his eyes welling up with tears. “—but… She won’t wake up…”

Steve didn’t know what to say. “Is she still breathing, Stu?”

Stu bent his ear over Zervana’s mouth. He hugged her tight, primal-like. “Yes,” Stu croaked out, “yes, she is…” Of course she was. She had to be. After all, she was just asleep.

“Can you carry her back?” Steve asked, desperate and on the verge of tears himself. Stu nodded, and lifted Zervana off the ground. He thought it was remarkable how someone so legendary could be so light. He would tell her that when she woke up. Maybe it’d make her laugh, how he idolized her. She’d give him a little kiss on the nose and say she was only human. Then he’d kiss her back, long and hard, and ask her to never sleep again.

Stu got Zervana to Prosper, and Steve was just behind with their box of supplies. He gave Espee the go-ahead, and she took off. Meanwhile, Stu set Zervana down next to Milo. How sweet, he thought.

The Rexicon Rebels were taking a nap.
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That night, Macguffin, Steve, and Espee got together. Steve had managed to wrangle from his brother all that Alastair had told him. He was completely out of it still, talking mostly nonsense, but he had pointed at some maps, and made vague mentions of everything Alastair had said, and between him and Espee they had figured it all out.

Espee had routed them to the unmarked planet in the center of the universe. They would be there in just over a day.

The tone amongst the three was solemn, but hopeful.

From what Stu had mentioned - though you had to squint at it from a distance to quite hear the words between - this was a planet of Mesitos and something more. Something more sinister, it sounded like. There was a reason all the Mesitos were on this planet, and there was a reason people who tried to take them off of it paid the price.

Espee and Steve realized they were heading into an endgame, or maybe just the beginning. Something bigger than themselves, bigger than their intergalactic romps for vaccitubes, something bigger than even Zervana and Milo. What’s more, it would just be the two of them and Macguffin to deal with it.

Stu was gone, Milo was dying, and Zervana was dead – so far as they could tell. Stu wouldn’t let them get close enough to properly check. Every time they tried to approach her, he’d push them back, warning them not to wake her from her beauty sleep. “Let her rest! Without her, we’re nothing.”

The worst thing was that Steve and Espee agreed.

There were players on this unmarked Mesito planet that were far bigger than anything Steve, Espee, or Macguffin could begin to comprehend. What did the three of them have? Brawn, navigation, and being cute? Without Zervana and Milo to give them pointers, there was no more room for error.

“We don’t have time for guilt.” Espee had said, and Steve concurred. They had to live with the past, and prepare for the future.

Though Steve had crafted an incredible image of Zervana and Milo as this unstoppable team, he understood deep down that they were far from perfect. Zervana had made mistakes on Lindon, and Milo had made mistakes on Freedoni. The rebel pair had flaws. That had given him hope. At the same time, if even the best rebels in Leviathan could fail, what chance did they have?

Steve couldn’t believe that. He wouldn’t.

“Well…” Steve began, looking at his two remaining partners. “When we land, we do everything in our power to save Milo and Zervana. If we fail… I guess we’ll adjust our plan from there.”

That was the scariest part. At the end of the day, what was their plan? What was their purpose? Milo and Zervana knew what they fought for, but did the rest of them? Stu and Steve were just a couple of kids running from home. Macguffin was just along for the ride. Espee… They could all die before ever finding out what she was here for. Even now, Steve looked at her, and she seemed to be in a different place.

Steve realized then that the scariest thing wasn’t that they were flying into a planet where they didn’t understand the dangers. It was that, when the danger arrived, he wouldn’t know what he was fighting for.

All he knew was that this was the ending - or maybe the beginning - of everything.

And it was a ride that Zervana would have loved to take.


PART FOUR


THE END
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Amos Gibb approached the tower cautiously. It was remarkable how small it was up close. Just a few meters from the ground to the top. Although he supposed it made sense. If the rumors were true, then this tower wasn’t meant to tickle the clouds; it was meant to scratch the bedrock. A tower that went down to the center of the universe, and why?

He had to find out.

In the past two weeks, Amos had changed quite a bit.

Physically, he still wore floral prints and was now only a somewhat overweight white guy, but he had become tenacious. Curious. Committed, more than anyone still living on a ship called Prosper. A ship he’d never known, of course, but which would arrive on this planet in three days’ time.

He was committed because for the first time in his life, he felt like he didn’t hold all the galaxy’s answers.

For so long Amos Gibb had lived with the knowledge of Leviathan’s greatest secrets. That the beating heart of capitalism throughout the universe was a rubber heart, pumped with the blood of innocents, through an artery that lined his family’s pockets. He had known that for years, and grappled with it the way most of the rich grappled with their horrors: with a bottle and a pair of earmuffs. See no evil, hear no evil, until you see and hear nothing at all.

Then, Amos learned that he didn’t know everything. That there were many operations going on without his knowledge. In a way, it was humbling. But in a bigger way, it was frightening. For a galaxy with so many planets, there was bound to be corruption. He just didn’t expect it to be so centralized, and running like a well-oiled machine. Every planet had its rulers and its covered-up histories, its problems which would probably never be fixed in Amos’ lifetime.

There were those problems, secondary to him, and then there was the problem of GIBB. His family’s invention and the subsequent lies to expound its perceived worth; a problem that Amos always intended to fix, as soon as he got to the bottom of his bottomless mimosa. It had taken the death of Rupert Sears for Amos to realize that, even if he wanted to, he was powerless in fixing his family’s corruption. Yet that truth alone fired Amos up enough to try.

Like a forbidden sign. The emergency red lever behind glass, demanding not to be pulled and simultaneously begging a person to try. As soon as he saw that he was incapable, he decided that he had to prove it wrong.

It all began with this tower. He’d go in there, and by the time he came out - if he came out - he would know exactly what to do… And why not?

So often he had turned to alcohol to subdue his troubles, just as other people turned to bottles or pills or rolled up paper lit on one end to get the answers to their problems, and in many ways that worked. Tandy’s Tower was no different. It was a vice, of the largest possible magnitude, that would hopefully give him the solace he needed. Like most Gibb inventions it was sound, but of questionable morals. Amos could go down the tower, as deep as he wanted, and he’d get the answers he sought. But who knew what else he’d unlock along the way?

Tandy’s Tower, Amos decided, was where you turned when you had nowhere left to go.

Inside you could descend its rungs and never stop descending. A bottomless mimosa that was truly bottomless, and you don’t have time between each sip to sober up. He wondered about the Mesito who’d been called to it, even when everyone else said it hurt their heads to get near it. The Mesito who, like Amos, had a curiosity so large that only the center of the universe could comprehend it. Curiosity that only the center of the universe could conquer.

Paloma had said that that Mesito had gone inside, and kept descending further and further down until “he forgot how to climb back up.” Amos wondered if that Mesito was still falling.

What he wondered most was what he’d find inside.

There was no stopping him at this point. Nowhere to turn but within.
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Inside the tower was just as unassuming as the outside was.

It was tiny, just a narrow enclosure all around with a hole in the ground before him. But the hole itself was massive. Like a bottleneck, it started small and then expanded and expanded until it was dozens of kilometers in diameter. It looked like this pit descended into another world.

There was a wooden ladder pressed into the soil going down, almost one with the soil, like it wasn’t a wooden ladder. The ladder was the planet.

Amos didn’t know where to start, except by going down.
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Amos put both hands on the top bar, and then let his feet catch the third and fourth bar down. Then, easy as you’d expect, he just started to go lower.

Before he knew it, his head was fully below where his feet had been outside, and he just kept going lower at the same pace.

It was simple, just one foot below the other, then a hand, then a foot, then another hand. A cyclical motion, almost monotonous; and still, Amos wasn’t feeling anything yet.

He was surprised. Maybe Tandy’s tower didn’t work on another Gibb—

No sooner had he thought that than he was struck by the first vision.
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Amos was on a farm. His childhood farm, except he wasn’t really there. He was just watching it, like an old movie. He could walk through this movie, see any angle he wished to see, but every time he reached out his hand, it melted before him. What’s more, everything he looked at was slightly different than he remembered. A barn which had always been steel was now wood. A slide previously was now a tire swing. A field of corn was now a field of wheat - just like the one on this planet, Bex, Amos thought, and forced himself to look up. The top of the ladder was still nearby. Good, he wasn’t too far down yet.

He moved down another rung. The farm was gone. That’s not fair, Amos thought, let me see that one again!

He went up to where he’d seen it before, but it wasn’t there. So he went down deeper, waiting for it to return. Show me the barn! he thought. Or did he actually yell it?

There it was. Tandy had answered his request.

It was steel now, like it had always been.

Or had it always been wood? Amos couldn’t remember, but he supposed that didn’t matter at all. Memories were just as fine foggy as they were clear. Moreover, he didn’t see a point to this one. At once the world around Amos shifted again.

He was on an ice pond.

It was the middle of winter. He could tell by staring at the sun in the sky. Winter suns were more prominent, perhaps because they juxtapose the white snow and pale blue sky, but also because they have to work harder to keep the world warm.

Suns weren’t the only things that had to work harder during winter.

Once as a child, Amos had run through the snow chasing a white bunny. Only when he’d caught up to it did he notice how emaciated it was. Not only was it emaciated, but this was the first time in his life he’d caught up with a rabbit. It was slower this season, too.

He’d told his mom what had happened, and she explained how animals were generally weaker during the winter. They had less vitamins naturally from the sun and changing weather, plus the conditions were harsher, and food was hard to come by. Some animals chose to hibernate through the season completely, she’d said. Amos decided then that he would let the bunny go; it was unfair for him to catch it if it was just at a disadvantage this time. He’d try again in the spring.

He took the bunny, which he had named… What had he named it? Amos wondered.

Also, was he literally on the ice now? Why?

Oh, that’s right, he had let the bunny go on the ice. And its name had been Robin - yeah, that seemed right.

So Amos let Robin go on the ice.

He brought it to the edge holding it by its neck, and set it down carefully. “Go, Robin, be free,” he said, as the rabbit sniffed its new home. It tried to walk on the ice, but slipped repeatedly. “I’ll see you in the spring.”

Amos laughed, running back home.

In the tower, Amos didn’t run away. He watched little Robin keep sniffing the ice, continue to fail at walking, and continue to try all the same.

Time seemed to fade like a montage. Or maybe Amos had watched the whole thing. He couldn’t remember. He exclusively knew that the rabbit was in the middle of the ice, and he only had vague recollections of how it got there.

Amos floated over it all, and heard (but didn’t feel his mouth move) himself saying, “Robin, go— This is mercy— I saved you—” His voice was an echo, like an omnipresent force much larger than this tiny rabbit.

Robin looked around.

It was far from any land. There was ice ten meters in every direction, and with that winter sun reflecting off the ice, it couldn’t see the land in the far distance even if it tried. “Robin, look!” Amos tried to swoop down and lift it up, to hold it in the air and show it the land afar, but he could not touch anything. “There’s your freedom, Robin— just keep running towards it!” Amos yelled.

Robin spun around and around. The sun reflecting off the ice painted a little halo on its tiny bunny head. It sniffed in the air, yet smelled no grass. At last, it laid down. It twitched its nose, and pawed at its eyes.

Amos didn’t know how long he was there. Floating above Robin, in the middle of a faux prison, unaware and unsure to keep looking. But he hung there for some time, until Robin fell asleep. Its little heart thumped against the ice. Amos saw a tongue poke out of Robin’s mouth, and then Robin smiled.

He hoped it was having a nice dream.

Why am I seeing this? Amos asked, and reminded himself to keep asking that question. To never stop asking that question. These visions weren’t real. Already he didn’t know how long he had been watching them, or how deep into the tower he had gone, but he knew for however deep he went down, he’d have to go back up.

He wouldn’t go up until he had the answers he was looking for.

But what was the question again?

Amos felt a scratch against his arm, but when he looked down at it, he didn’t see his own arm. He saw paler skin than his own, freckled red.

He racked his brain to think if he had ever known any redheads, but already racking his brain was a heavy task. He thought of all the people in the world he could think of, and came up with only his mom.

No, there’s more, think — yes, his dad too. Rupert. Katrina. Luke. That last one seemed important. Amos chased that thread, and yes, Luke. A childhood friend, as well as a redhead.

His best friend, in fact. Luke O’Connor, king of gory games and collecting records. There were more traits, Amos was sure, but he reminded himself again (why am I thinking this) to focus, and moved on.

Then everything around him shifted again and he literally became Luke, yes, and Luke was walking through a plaza.

Where are we? Amos wondered, and then got the answer.

This was a wedding hall, brightly-lit and beautiful. Could Luke be getting married? No, Amos thought, we’re the same age, and I’m too young—

Luke was walking down the aisle. At the altar already was another man, also dressed in a tuxedo. Amos paused at that. His friend wasn’t gay, he didn’t think… Except now as he tried to remember every time he and Luke had ever chatted, all he thought of was the time they were in Luke’s basement, and Luke got all excited to show Amos his ancestry:

“Look, Amos, my mom and dad got me this, and it shows me all of my uncles and aunts and grand-”

“That’s so stupid,” Amos said while sitting criss-cross on the basement floor.

Except the little kid saying that couldn’t be Amos. That kid looked like Rupert Sears. Also, where had the wedding gone? Were they in another memory now?

“Well I think it’s cool!”

“Only late bloomers love their parents.”

Did Amos say that? What did he mean by that?

No, it couldn’t be Amos, that was Rupert. Or rather, that couldn’t be him. For he was Amos and that was Rupert; the other kid was Luke. Luke O’Robin. He was gay, and he liked gory video games where you went around shooting the heads off Mesitos. Amos liked those too. He liked everything Luke liked.

Why am I seeing this?

Amos tried to look around, not in the memories, but outside of them. He wanted to see how deep into the pothole - wait, it wasn’t a pothole - it was a sewer.

Yes, that’s it.

He was in the sewers now. He had gone through them because his mom had asked him to… No, his mom would never ask that, right? But she had… Why?

Amos turned around and tried to run out of the sewer. At the end of it, he’d get his answer. Yes, of course! I came in here to get answers, the question being: Why did my mom ask me to go into the sewers? Doesn’t she love me?

Doesn't she love me? Did Luke love Amos? Could either of them remember him?

Amos realized it had been ten years since he’d seen his mother, if not a hundred. If it was a hundred, then it was really a thousand. When he saw her again, one day, what would she say?

Show me, he thought, and suddenly he was home again. Except it was the mansion he lived in, not his childhood home.

But still, his mother was there; she lay sunbathing by the pool. He approached her, noticing as he got close how gray her hair had gotten.

“Mom—”

As he sounded out each letter, he saw every scene of his life with her in it.

Reading a book under the tree, going to the dentist and getting a sticker for being free of cavities. They went and got ice cream to celebrate… Then now this was an older scene, they were eating pancakes, and yes - Amos was asking his mom for advice. A school dance was coming up, and he wanted to go with a date. She made him a sign so he could ask someone… Now she was handing him that sign. Now it was different and she was handing him a dirty plate. He cleaned it and she sprayed him with water, and oh yes, they played a game as they washed dishes; it was called something something no more grime.

Okay, now they were washing a car. No, they were driving a car. He was driving, and she was teaching him. They swerved through cones, and every cone was a story. Amos’ first steps, his first time seeing the stars, his first time having a nightmare and sleeping in his mother’s bed - and was he seeing that nightmare now? A mother unable to afford something, what? A vaccitube.

The last cone was Amos sitting on the porch of their farmhouse, as men in suits drove up and told Amos he’d lead his father’s company. The car crashed and the tree fell and the dentist told him he had seven cavities and the ice cream melted and the date said no and the dishes broke, and the car crashed again - yes, it crashed, as his mother chased after him down the porch steps begging him not to go to GIBB, and yet he went.

Amos was falling.

Really falling.

He felt wind whipping through his hair, and his first thought was how his hair had changed as he’d grown older and gotten richer, but for the worse. Even though now he had a team of barbers to give him exactly what he wanted. The better hair was the haircut his mother had given him when she’d cut it on their lawn. Then he would bicycle to Luke’s house and show him his new look while they ate popsicles and played an open-world game. They would say to each other that one day they’d explore the real world, too.

Only late bloomers love their parents, someone taunted. Amos was NOT a late bloomer.

He didn’t love his parents. In fact, he hadn’t seen them in a thousand (10?) years.

He loved that rabbit though. Little old Robin, wobbling along the ice.

He also loved strawberries. Hadn’t he had strawberries recently? Chase that thread…

He also loved the beach, and the sea breeze blowing on your face.

We’re almost to the beach, Luke. I can feel the wind now.

…

Amos stuck out a hand and caught a ladder rung.

I’m here, he thought, but where? He knew he was supposed to remember where— Oh yes, keep going down this sewer.

Amos laughed, remembering the way he’d laughed when Rupert had told him about some train. Who was Rupert? Also, why was this sewer a ladder?

Time was slowing down, and Amos liked it.

He always said people move way too fast, when they should just slow down and mellow out— “easy for you to say.”Amos blinked, confused, and then realized he was in his friend Luke’s basement. Except he couldn’t remember his friend’s name, or his own name. All he knew was several days had passed since he had walked on the ice.

“Easy for you to say, my parent’s gift is stupid.”

It was some red-headed kid, barely older than twelve. He had a gap in his front teeth and beautiful eyes. Yes, they were truly beautiful. “Dude,” Amos said aloud, “you’re the kind of guy who, if a bullet was hurtling towards you, there would form a line of people ready to take it.”

The kid laughed, and then said, “Hey Amos, want to see something cool?”

Right, his name was Amos. “Sure.”

The red-headed boy pulled out a family tree. Haven’t I seen this? “My mom and dad got it for me for my birthday. So I can learn more about where I came from.” He smiled wide, and Amos thought he had an interesting gap in his teeth, possibly caused by a line of bullets hurtling towards him—

“It’s stupid.” Who said that?

“Easy for you to say! Your entire family line is in every history book there ever was!” Who said THAT?

“You’re just jealous I’m a Gibb!” Why are so many people talking!!

“Your whole family are murderers! MURDERERS!”

Amos snapped his head around, paranoid. Who keeps talking? He wasn’t a murderer; he was just Robin the bunny rabbit. No, actually he was Robin’s mother, right right.

Amos went another rung down.

Words swum around his head like he were sunken in a bathtub, looking up at the surface and the bottoms of rubber duckies. Some words were bigger than others.

Wedding Prom Car Tree Gibb Sun Ice Murder Sewer Star Family Beach Strawberry

What was he thinking? In fact, what had he always been thinking? “Some people don’t think at all,” someone had said once. Right, it was his mother, under the tree. No. It was his mother, in the kitchen. And she didn’t say that, she said, “Some animals don’t go out at all this season.” Amos tried to hold onto what she was saying. Somehow, it seemed really important.

“The conditions are harsher and the food is harder to come by.” His mom pet the bunny he held in his hands. “Some animals hibernate through the winter entirely.” Amos didn’t understand that. How someone could sleep through an entire day, much less a season.

Then he caught a glimpse of a memory from long ago, of him on some planet, eating strawberries, seeing a tower, going down into it. What happened after that? Was he sleeping through days? It seemed to Amos that he had no more memories after the tower, like he’d entered a coma. Like he was hibernating.

How much time had it been?

He craned his neck up. He had been at a drive-in movie, or perhaps a school dance with people he’d never speak to after that night. But at least they all had that one moment where they were all kids, all together.

Was that a ladder? Was he painting the roof?

He looked down at his clothes, but saw no paint splatters. Well, those were splatters of some kind - was it floral?

Yes, Amos loved flowers and floral patterns, he recalled. Why, just a couple of days ago, he had — STOP.

“Stop, Amos, focus!”

It was his mouth moving, but he wasn’t sure how. He wasn’t thinking the words, he wasn’t- “Amos, up!” He looked up.

Was that a ladder? Was he painting? — He thought he’d keep descending…

“Amos Gibb, get out of the tower!” He heard yelling. It must be his mother.

She was making dinner when he’d gone to go play video games with Luke. So now she was probably calling to say it was done. “Coming, Mom!” Amos said, and his hand removed from one rung.

He wanted his body to go down. Deeper, and deeper, and deeper.

He wanted to never leave these endless memories. That seemed nice.

But something gnawed at him. Something about a tower. And suddenly, he felt like going down was a bad idea. In fact, he felt there was only one good idea, and that would be climbing up.

Unaware of what he was doing, Amos pulled himself up one rung. His feet reluctantly followed.

I bet if I go down, I can see the wedding. I wonder what my friends are up to, if they remember me. Don’t they remember old Amos GIBB?!

He tried to go down, but the gnawing came back. The tower… Amos, climb up… But he shook off that voice, for it was probably nothing. He looked down at the next ladder rung below. Huh, a ladder? Had he been painting the roof of the steel or wooden barn?

Then he remembered: his friend had said he wanted to show Amos something cool. Was his friend upstairs or downstairs?

Amos felt it was wiser to go up.

He climbed up two rungs.

Am I there yet? Where are my friends, where is my mom, I want to show ‘em Amos can change, I want to show them I’m no MURDERER!

His mind went to hibernation, and an eternal sleep, where he’d never have to worry about what his family did, and what his mom didn’t do, and what path he chose then, and what path he’d choose now.

He wanted to hibernate forever, and to hibernate was to keep going down.

But he knew it wasn’t winter.

Amos climbed up another rung, and another, and another.

His head was throbbing now. Someone named Tandy was trying to tell him something. Amos go down, you still haven’t figured out anything, I need to see you, you’re my family, we’re family, please come down, I’ll make you a cooked rabbit.

Amos thought about some rabbit. He thought it might have been named Robin.

He thought about how it was trapped on the ice, and because of the winter sun it didn’t see how close it was to freedom. If the poor rabbit had simply kept climbing - kept climbing out of this tower - it would see how close it was.

Amos climbed more rungs. And more, and more. Suddenly, everything was coming to him.

You’re close to freedom Amos, you’re close to an answer, you’re close to STRAWBERRIES. Yes, that unlocked something. A couple of days ago, he had eaten the best strawberries he’d ever tasted. Could that have been days ago? Or surely, just hours?

No, it was days. He remembered now where he was, inside a hole in the ground, inside Tandy’s Tower, where days feel like hours and— COME DOWN!

That voice inside him - Tandy’s voice - shook him to his core. There was such hatred in every letter. Bitter, vitriolic evil. Amos knew then, beyond all doubt, that he had to keep climbing up this ladder.

Tandy Gibb, drawing you in with promises of all you want, but giving you nothing you need. Just another bitter Gibb family member, trying to capitalize on the lives of all who walked Leviathan.

Amos climbed another rung, and thought of Tandy Gibb. Then another while he thought of Leonora, and another while thinking of Benjamin Gibb… He kept climbing as all of his awful family members swirled around his head. Those benchmark branches of their family tree, rotten to its roots. He thought of his whole family, generations past. Then, his mind drifted to Luke O’Connor’s freckled red face, as Amos grabbed another ladder rung above.

At last, as he climbed the final centimeter, he thought of his mother.

Her name, he knew now, was Robin.

A name he hadn’t spoken in a long, long time.
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By the time Amos left Tandy’s Tower, almost three days had passed since he’d gone inside.

His gut had shrunk immensely, revealing the edges of a burgeoning rib cage. His beer belly had become just a belly. His shirt was torn, and he found that his arm had been cut at some point, but was already almost fully healed.

But the biggest changes didn’t come from his physical appearance. Rather, Amos felt as though he knew so much more. As if his mind had expanded and shown him everything, from the inconsequential to the consequential, and the only things he could recount were the things that pertained to him. But really, he had seen three days worth of visions, and hundreds of those were of people completely removed from him. He had seen lifetimes flash before his eyes that weren’t his own, and as such he had forgotten them in an instant.

All he remembered clearly was how much happier he had been being Robin’s son, and Luke’s friend. In both cases, he was never Amos Gibb. He was just Amos.

He was also struck with sadness knowing that, no matter what he did, he could never return to those times. The closest he could ever get to truly feeling like he was there again was along the rungs of the tower he’d just descended.

Sobered, Amos vowed that he would never return to that.

It was helpful, but bittersweet, to recount his life before GIBB. But perhaps the most sobering memory of all was recalling the day he had left home. How his mom had begged him to stay, and yet he’d still decided to leave. He had abandoned her for his family name, and now it was a name he hated with every fiber of his existence. Amos wondered if there was a justification to what he had done, one that he was just forgetting now.

But there was not. There never would be. He had made a decision, and he regretted it deeply. Accepting regrets, while good for the soul, would do nothing to reverse them. So Amos had only what the tower had reminded him; what ten years of booze had helped him to forget. That he had abandoned his family, his friends, and his home, for promises of fame and fortune.

He’d lost everything, and his only fame was infamy.

Now he had it all. All the memories he’d forgotten, and all the motives he’d remembered. Amos knew exactly what he wanted to do, and there was no time left to lose. He was going to take down GIBB, once and for all, and rebuild society from its ashes. He’d make things right.

That started with abolishing the hospital on this planet - ending the mass harvest of Mesitos, and thereby stopping the production of vaccitubes.

Once that happened, once the supply chain stopped making new supply… Well, he could address that problem once he got to it. Because Amos Gibb no longer wanted to make excuses, and thinking about the results of his actions right now would just be another excuse. All that mattered right now was shutting down this hospital.

And to do that, he needed some help.

And to get help, he needed to come clean.

Amos turned his sights to the sanctuary of Mesitos on the horizon. Though his stomach was bare and his head was racing, Amos sprinted across the land.

As he ran, a rare smile spread across his face. There would be some anarchy today. The beginning of the end for GIBB, and Amos Gibb himself would enjoy a front row seat.


120

As Amos hastened across the horizon, a setting sun mirrored the descent of another thing from space: Prosper, landing on Bex, ready to get Milo and Zervana the help they needed.

They landed close to the Mesito sanctuary, just as a fabled explorer had long ago.
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It’s tough to tell a terrible truth; it’s tougher still when you never told the lie. But unless someone was going to be brave enough to take the fall, the lie would build and build until it consumed them all.

Amos Gibb had to be the one. He had no children, no future keepers of their great family secret. Once Amos himself died, his family’s lie would die with him. If that happened, then the lie would become a truth.

He would not let that happen.

As Amos approached the Mesito sanctuary, he saw a tiny red speck in the distance run towards him. Here came little Luna, the only Mesito who’d call Amos a friend; how could he tell her that for generations his family had been harvesting hers?

How could he tell any of these Mesitos the naked truth, and, even if he did, would they accept it?

As his family had once said, some lies were so big that people believe them in spite of how obviously untrue they may be. It’s easier to go along for the ride, than to question the operator’s credentials.

For years, Amos had felt that way, too. He was just a drunkard and a sloth; it felt better to indulge in those traits than to challenge them. Up until now, he’d just pinned his problems on a board titled “ancestry”. He didn’t want to admit he had allowed something so terrible to happen, so he reframed his thoughts as, Well, at least I didn’t kill them like the rest of the Gibbs. But that board could only vindicate him for so long.

When Luna approached him with a bushel of berries in her teeth, offering it to him with the generosity all Mesitos had showered him with, Amos realized he couldn’t do it.

He couldn’t tell them what was happening over in Bex’s hospital, much less that he was responsible, much less that it was all for naught - completely unnecessary, a placebo, a money-making scheme.

But unless he did so now, he never would. No one ever would.

With a heavy sigh, Amos said “Luna, can you round up everyone? I need to say something.” Amos looked down at her little red face, big-eyed and innocent. Why did she like him so much - couldn’t she see her species’ blood on his hands?

“Sure! I’ll get ‘em all now,” Luna said, and gave Amos a big smile.

He noticed she had round teeth. Funny, he’d always believed that Mesitos had rows of fangs.

As Luna ran off, Amos spoke to himself softly. “It’s now or never, Amos old boy.”

Then he looked over his shoulder at Tandy’s big tower. And, just past that, at the smoke billowing out of the sterile building, which Mesitos entered but never left. Amos gulped… “No. It's simply now.”
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“It’s now or never,” Steve said as he took Espee’s hand. She’d brought down Prosper next to some mountains. Looking out the window, they saw a few distant buildings. One of which looked like a tower, deceptively large.

There were also some specks gathering in a field to their right, so preoccupied with what one character was saying that nobody had noticed the giant ship descending from the sky.

Steve suggested they go to those specks first, just the two of them, and fast.

Milo was looking more and more haggard every time Espee or Steve chose to face him. Which wasn’t often. He lay next to Zervana and Stu in the middle of the hub floor. To look at Milo was to look at them, and nobody wanted to do that.

“Steve?” said Espee, breaking the silence.

“Yeah?”

“If it’s never…then what?” She stared at him with concern. They didn’t know where they were. They didn’t know who those specks on the horizon were, either. They didn’t even know if this place would answer their prayers.

“Someone here will know what to do,” Steve said, but he had the same creeping doubts, too. “They must… they must.”

Espee nodded and gave Steve a desperate hug.

He felt bad accepting it; he would never be able to forgive himself for what he’d planned to do to her on Lindon. But they had more urgent matters at hand. Espee knew it, and he should too.

By his side, she took a deep breath. Her hands were cold and soft, and Steve noticed how her brow glistened with sweat. Yet here she was, being brave for others. He thought it was beautiful.

Espee gave Steve a smile, opened Prosper’s doors, and they ran off to the sanctuary.
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Amos couldn’t believe how many Mesitos there were. He had seen glimpses of their number in the firelight nights ago, but back then it had seemed like two dozen at most. Now, with the sun dwindling from the sky (and, admittedly, Amos’ fear rising with every additional Mesito gathering), he marveled at the whopping 50 Mesitos or more accumulated before him.

Leading the pack were four familiar faces: Kit, Lana, Stin, and Paloma, the four Mesito leaders. Tucked between Kit’s big legs was little red Luna, eager to hear what Amos had to say.

Kit was of little patience. “Tell us. Why did you gather us here?”

Amos paused. Give me some time, he thought, though he couldn’t blame Kit’s questioning. He just wasn’t quite ready to answer. There was a lot to talk about. He stammered a bit, searching for the words like a drunken sailor searching for his belt buckle. He prayed he wouldn’t pee his pants before finding them. “I— uh, I have… a confession.” Amos said, mouselike.

Kit barked for Amos to repeat himself louder.

“A confession!” Amos shouted it into the world. The words seemed to come from another person altogether. He didn’t feel like himself. Why was he about to admit the truths he carried in front of fifty creatures fully capable of killing him?

Right, because he had killed them for generations. He sighed.

“I want to tell you all… No, I need to tell you all about what goes on over there—” Amos pointed at the hospital afar, though no Mesito turned their gaze to see where he was pointing. They already knew.

“Mesitos are brought there when they’re sick,” Stin said, choosing to believe it.

“No,” Amos gulped, “I’m sorry, but that isn’t the case.”

He wished Luna wasn’t around to hear this.

“You all must know.” He looked around, hoping even a single Mesito would nod. But they didn’t.

So Amos took a deep breath, mustering up the courage for the final time, before he shouted out, “Look! They bring Mesitos there to breed them! Then, they extract the blood of the babies! Endlessly! It’s an endless cycle of breeding, killing, draining, and—!”

“Stop!” Paloma ordered, swiftly approaching Amos. “Stop this instant.” She narrowed her eyes at him, as if she was debating whether or not she should just trample his body.

Amos snuck a peek over her shoulder to see how his words had affected everyone else.

The other three leaders seemed undeterred. There was no shock from them, only… anger at Amos for what he’d said. Everyone else, including Luna, murmured and trembled in fear.

“You shouldn’t have said that,” Paloma whispered. “What they don’t know can’t hurt them.”

“But it can!” Amos spat out, angrier than ever. He pushed Paloma’s neck aside, and addressed the crowd with growing confidence. “I’m sorry to say it, but what you don’t know does hurt you!”

“No!!” Kit boomed, his words sending ripples down Amos’ spine.

Kit, chief of the Mesitos, seemed to forget that his daughter was tucked between his legs, because he charged at Amos.

Luna cried and ran into the greater crowd.

“You humans will never leave us be!!” Kit shouted. “You’re no savior! You have no solution!” He bellowed out an unhinged roar like a wounded dinosaur, and stuck a talon into Amos’ forearm.

Amos yelped, feeling pain deep within his flesh. “Let go of me!” he cried, pulling desperately at his arm.

Kit whispered to him closely: “Listen here, human.” His eyes flared with an intensity that Amos had never seen before. It was terrifying. “We know the truth. They used to take us by the truckload. We convinced them to breed in-house. We fixed things.” Amos observed Kit’s tired face, angry, pleading, afraid. “But they’ll never stop needing our blood,” Kit continued to whisper, “so don’t sit there and give us all false hope.” The last two words came out like a concession.

Kit removed his talon at last. Blood jumped from Amos’ arm, staining his beloved floral shirt.

The sky hummed with anger and confusion. Here Amos was, a tiny fish amongst a sea of Mesitos, and he wasn’t getting through to any of them. He could try to tell them about the hospital’s misdoings, but they wouldn’t listen. They thought their own tribes’ murders were a necessary evil. They thought their only hope was to simply cut their losses. They didn’t know the full story.

Amos winced, but then he stood even taller, ignoring his bleeding wound. He’d come this far. The lie needed to be unveiled in full… Kit be damned. “There is a way!”

Amos stared directly at Kit, intense and confident, and the Mesitos hung on every word.

Nobody even noticed as Espee and Steve came in from behind, hearing the tail end of Amos’ confession.

“Look! What they do to your kind, it’s not necessary! It seems,” Amos said, looking at Kit’s glare, “that some of you know about the vaccitubes… And maybe you think that ‘they’ll never stop needing your blood,’ but listen.”

Amos took a deep breath. He had never felt so alive.

“It’s a lie!”

That singular word echoed all across the plains of Bex, whisking through the grass, speeding past the trees, traveling over long blue rivers. The word carried indescribable power, and thus Amos doubled down. “You don’t need to drink vaccitubes to go through portals - it’s all one great, big, nasty lie!!”

Sweat poured from his forehead, and he wiped it with his bloody arm, leaving a streak of red across his wild, astute face.

“I want to reverse that lie! I want to tell all of Leviathan the truth - I want to abolish vaccitubes forever!”

Kit was silent, taking in every word. If what Amos was saying were true, then the production of the vaccitubes was all for naught; the systematic killing of his peoples was entirely unnecessary—

“What the hell are you insinuating?!!”

Amos looked around for the source of the voice. It was a blonde girl, pushing her way through the crowd of Mesitos. They backed away from her in abject horror.

“What did you say about vaccitubes?” a boy just behind her clarified.

Kit cut them both off with a boom of a question, “WHO ARE YOU TWO?”

Steve looked at Kit, Amos looked at Espee, Espee looked at the rest of the Mesitos. Everyone was bewildered, everything was unsure, and Amos felt like he was once again in Tandy’s Tower.

Maybe he’d never left.

“Our names are Sarah Prawn and Steve Ergo,” Espee answered with a slight tremble in her voice, “and we’re here because we have a friend who needs help. A friend named Milo. A Mesito.”

Kit moved towards them with trepidation; everyone else took steps back. “What do you mean you have a Mesito friend?”

“She means what she said,” Steve answered, and took another glance at the older man in the floral shirt. The man looked familiar, but what was a man doing on this planet that was supposed to be just Mesitos? “We don’t know how he left this place, or how our other friend came to find him, but his name is Milo, and he’s been a living secret for almost 20 years. He was hurt badly a few days ago, and we heard he may find some help here.”

“Well he won’t!” Amos yelled, pushing forth his truth once more, “because Mesitos die here, and I know they’ll continue to die here unless—”

“Please, Amos, stop!…” Amos recognized that voice.

Luna’s little eyes twinkled at him from the crowd; they twinkled with tears. “I can’t take any more,” she choked out. He could tell from her voice that she was afraid, and Amos felt an immediate twinge of guilt.

“Amos? As in Amos Gibb?” Steve asked, suddenly realizing why this man looked familiar.

“So what he said about the tubes—” Espee began, and then even Kit had his turn.

“You—you’re the man whose name is on every tube of blood, every wooden crate, and every building over there.” The other Mesitos murmured too, and many looked between Amos and the hospital as if they were suddenly mirror images.

“Yes,” Amos muttered, and then gave Luna an apologetic glance. He felt terrible for her. Truly awful. But he knew that he couldn’t turn from the ugly truths of his past now. He had to stand proud. These people would hear him out if only he appealed to the full nature of the truth. In other words, Amos’ name had gotten him somewhere after all.

“Listen - especially you newcomers - I have a plan that can help you, help every Mesito here, and… help me, if everyone will allow it.”

The air at once fell still.

Nobody spoke against Amos.

Rather, Steve and Espee listened. As did Luna, Paloma, and every other Mesito. Even Kit. “Here’s my plan,” Amos said firmly. “We take down the hospital, and we stop the production of vaccitubes.”

Of course, the Mesitos liked the sound of that. It meant no more killing.

But Espee shook her head no. She couldn’t believe that such a thing was possible. Vaccitubes were the lifeline of the entire galaxy. They were her sole driving force. She couldn’t yet grasp the possibility of their unimportance to begin with.

Oblivious to her disbelief, Amos continued, “We stop the production of vaccitubes, and the supply chain across Leviathan will dry up.”

Steve nodded at that, slowly, wondering about the implications. The vast implications.

“The supply chain dries up,” Amos went on, “and people question GIBB.”

Kit nodded. GIBB was a name he had long despised.

Amos wasn’t done. He took a deep breath for the last part, for he knew it was the most important thing to say. His entire life had built to this. “Every species across the galaxy relies on vaccitubes for travel… Once they’re gone, once everyone turns on GIBB, that’s when I become a martyr…”

Luna didn’t understand the meaning of that word. She just knew, based on the reactions of everyone around her, that Amos was changing hearts and minds. He was leading. She couldn’t help but listen.

“I’ll announce publicly that, to meet the sudden drought of vaccitube supply, we have to adjust all the portals so that you no longer need to drink tubes to go through them. You see, I don’t have to change anything to keep your kind from being killed. I just need to change the public perception.”

He kept going. “Or maybe I’ll go all the way, and tell Leviathan the complete truth… But regardless, we can cut off the vaccitube supply chain today by taking down that hospital…”

Paloma smiled.

“…and I can publicly change the way people travel tomorrow by announcing that vaccitubes will no longer be used…”

Espee frowned.

“…but there’s a lot of people in this gargantuan galaxy who won’t be too happy with the way I rewire GIBB.”

Kit nodded at this, beginning to begrudgingly respect the feeble Amos Gibb.

“In fact, I suspect we can take down this building today, and you Mesitos are free forever. And I’m sure we can go through the equipment they’ve got, and we can help your friend - Sarah and Steve - and you all can go on your merry way too.” Amos paused, accepting what he wanted to say next.

“But the moment I address the galaxy, I’ll be dead the very next day. They’ll call it an accident, but we know better…” He stopped, taking a deep breath, and letting the winds of Bex blow over him. The winds of change.

“How can you do that? How can you reach everyone?” asked Stin, one of the Mesito leaders.

“I know how,” Amos added, and thought of the GIBB Headquarters, just a few hours of space travel away, with their live video broadcasts. “I’ll do it tomorrow, after the train stations in Leviathan begin to realize that vaccitube shipments aren’t coming.'' Amos looked around, making sure what he was saying aloud was every bit as noble as he needed it to be. “I’ll help you all in your own ways, and I’ll undoubtedly pay the price. In fact, I can say with certainty, in two days’ time, I’ll be dead.”

The words lingered. Then Amos continued his speech, inspiring them all.

“Once I’m gone, GIBB will try to restore things to the way they were before. They’ll try to resume vaccitube production - I imagine I’m not the only person in the galaxy to know about this place after all,” and to confirm his suspicion, he glanced once more at Espee and Steve, two outsiders who had somehow learned that this planet existed.

“Which is why I need you to promise me, Kit, you won’t let your species be turned into tubes again… and you two, Steve and Sarah. If GIBB tries to argue that vaccitubes are necessary for portal travel once more, promise me you’ll spread my message of their fraud. I, Amos, the last of the Gibbs, will be killed. I’m sure of it. Help me so that the GIBB company dies with me.”

With that, Amos let out a heavy sigh of relief. It felt like he’d doubled his size in an instant. The weight of a centuries-old lie, lifted off his shoulders at last.

For a long time, nobody said a word.

Then, a burly blue Mesito named Grolt let out a cheer. “Hooray for our people! Hooray for the Mesitos!”

The Mesitos cheered.

Espee looked nervously at Steve, but he nodded at her. This plan was good for them, at least for now. As for the greater implications of abolishing vaccitubes… Well, that would have to wait. “Espee,” he whispered to her, “raiding that hospital will let us save Milo.”

At that, she nodded. She understood. But try as she might, she could not look past the future; she could not swallow the past. She could not believe that GIBB had been lying for generations.

As if he’d read her mind, Steve added, “I know you really had your own need for vaccitubes… I’m sorry.”

Espee had no time for regret. The cheers all around her drowned it out.

In a few days, if this group was successful, Leviathan would be in ruin. Yet, there was something hopeful in a world seemingly ruined. The wrongdoings of Gibb ancestors had cost the galaxy too much, and the only way to fix a world so catastrophic seemed to be to break it completely. When faced with a broken world, a new generation could bear the burden of putting it back together properly.
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Kit gathered four of the strongest Mesitos. Stin and Paloma were among them, plus a brutish blue Mesito named Grolt, and an orange Mesito with red spots named Nina. He told the rest of the Mesitos to stay behind, and prepare to feast.

Their return, Kit promised, would be triumphant.
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Luna cried as she watched her father head off to destroy the hospital, but they weren’t entirely sad tears.

She’d asked Amos nights ago to help her father see the light - to take down that horrid place - and he had. Even better, Amos was riding on her father’s back. As he left, Amos had turned and made a funny face at Luna - his eyes were scrunched and his tongue plopped out. She laughed.

It was his “I’m going to die” face. What a funny fellow, thought Luna. Still, she hoped he was wrong.

Steve was riding atop Stin the blue Mesito, and Espee rode on Paloma, who was black. They both looked at each other as they subtly bounced around, and sighed.

Their greatest concern as they landed on this planet was that there would be no happy ending for Milo. But now they had a posse going to collect him, and an entire hospital’s worth of tools to save him.

It seemed like they had wandered into a dream, a dream that Zervana had probably had every night of her life. The entire galaxy was going to be able to travel through portals for free, and the head of GIBB - the head of Leviathan in every way that mattered - was going to personally ensure it.

The tragedy was that Zervana hadn’t been alive to see it.

Though maybe she could rest well, knowing that this entire sequence of events had been set in motion because of her and Milo. Zervana and Milo, the finest rebels in all of Leviathan, had disrupted the galaxy forever.

“Espee, we’re going to save him,” Steve said, looking at his friend.

She met him with a smile. It was tired, but it was genuine. “Yes. Yes, I believe we will.”
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When the posse reached Prosper, they worked together to lift Milo onto Grolt’s back. He was shivering and his eyes were droopy, but he was still alive.

Stu was holding Zervana tightly, and barely heard everyone else come in. He heard sounds, sounds of people he didn’t know grabbing Milo, and a few voices commenting on his own state, but he ignored those.

He hardly heard the sound of Macguffin running around his head, and Steve laughing as he said, “Fine, Guff, you can come too.”

He also didn’t hear Espee, who had bent down to tell him that it was all going to work out, as she touched his face warmly. He would’ve thought that was a strange display of character.

He didn’t even hear the sound of that entire large group leaving, with Milo and Macguffin in tow, leaving just him and Zervana behind…

The only thing Stu did hear came from inside his own head. But it wasn’t his voice.

It was a man, malicious and unkind. “Stu…” he said, “you can still save Zervana…”

Stu shot up. “How?!”

The voice inside him answered. “Take her outside… I’ll show you.”

Stu shook. His knees wobbled. But, he listened to the voice. He put one hand under Zervana’s legs and his other between her armpits. He seemed to have more strength than he’d ever had before as he carried her down Prosper’s ramp to the grass below.

The first thing he saw was Tandy’s Tower.

“Zervana can live… inside my Tower…” the voice spoke.

Stu couldn’t believe it. He had to, though. He had to bring her. He had to save her, save Zervana. He had to, he had to, he had to, he had to.
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As the moon began to rise into the night sky, the prince of Lindon trekked to the tower where he would save his princess. Like the knights of old, Stu Ergo would rescue a damsel in distress. Only this damsel was already dead.

Tandy Gibb cackled, his voice booming inside Stu’s shattered mind.

This fairy tale would not have a happy ending.


128

There were ten riders in all, storming to the hospital from the north. Kit, with Amos on his back, led the posse, and he had to stop himself from running as fast as he could, for all the others were moving slower. Especially Grolt - big, blue, and dumb - who had Milo on his back. He bore the load well, but Milo still weighed about 100 kilos, and Grolt huffed and puffed throughout their trek.

Stin carried Steve, and he rode to the left side of Grolt and Milo. He kept an eye on the slumped green Mesito passenger in case he began to slip off Grolt’s back. To the right of Grolt was Paloma, carrying Espee. They rode gracefully; Espee enjoyed the ride more than anyone else. It was nice not having to worry about the journey for once.

Finally there was Nina, with Macguffin holding onto her blubber with his teeth. He held on like his life depended on it, yet still with every bump in the ground he went flying off, and Steve had to jump down to lift him back up. After Macguffin had fallen a third time, they told him he’d have to roll alongside them. They didn’t have time to spare. Guff obliged, and rolled around them all like a planet around a sun. Every Mesito saw him differently, but they all saw him as a nuisance. Amos saw him as a robin, and found his accompaniment to be welcome. He had never seen a Macguffin in person before.

The ten of them took the long path to the hospital, around the mountains and down a valley. Stin had suggested it - it gave them the element of surprise. No hospital window looked out to the east; it was a blind spot of GIBB arrogance that they would gladly exploit. Their route also allowed them to avoid the headaches of Tandy’s Tower. Though, if they had gone that way, they could’ve stopped Stu from making a mistake.

They didn’t, and thus they wouldn’t. Both Stu and the group of ten riders reached their destinations at roughly the same time.

The riders stood outside a stone wall. Stretching all along the greater compound, it protected the hospital and its staff’s homes. There was also a bulking spacecraft just outside the walled-off land, which Espee took great interest in and recognized as some sort of transport vessel. Amos figured it was what took crates of vaccitubes off to railyards around the galaxy.

“What’s the plan, Gibb?” Kit asked, and everyone looked to Amos expectedly.

The truth was, he hadn’t planned out this part. He didn’t see a need. The goal was simple, and their team was capable. He didn’t think too many people were staffed on this planet (how else would they have kept it a secret for so long), so there was a chance their ten outnumbered all inside. But Kit wouldn’t take “no plan” for an answer. So Amos took a page out of the GIBB rule book: promise nothing, so every success can be a surprise. “Just follow my lead,” Amos grinned. He scurried over the stone wall.

“Sounds grand,” Kit said, and then took a step back. He charged straight through the wall.

The foundation crumbled, and a large opening was born.

“We’re here to destroy everything anyway,” Kit explained with a booming laugh.

Amos nodded, pleased, as the remainder of the crew crossed through. Nina took a few liberal moments to stomp on the rubble.

“Do you think they know we’re here?” Steve asked, looking around the still compound.

“Yes,” Stin answered firmly. “They always know when we’re close.” So everyone crept on edge. At any moment, danger could strike.

The compound had a handful of industrial buildings, and five homes, each with a garden and a cellar. It looked like a tiny township, complete with prim-cut shrubbery populating every lawn. Yet, the cozy surroundings had an uncanniness to them. The shrubs looked fake, the homes looked hollow. It was as if everything here was built for display instead of habitation. The crisp night air heightened the strange nature of the place. The group, it seemed, was walking among a town with zero residents.

“Any idea how many people work here?” Espee asked, her voice low.

“Ten.” Kit answered.

Amos took solace in how much Kit knew, how prepared he was for a raid he never would have acted on.

“Great, so we’re outnumbered,” Steve said, unworried but riding the edge of concern.

“We have ten too,” Amos disputed, but then remembered Milo.

Macguffin, too, was good for nothing except looking cute and some occasional teeth stuff. So really, they had just eight.

“Well, we have strength.” Amos amended, and everyone agreed on that.

Just in time, too. For that was when the first GIBB worker arrived.

He was a slender, pasty man with a jumpsuit and gloves. The jumpsuit read GIBB corp. across its chest, and his gloves were splattered with blood. He looked a bit like Rupert Sears, but more cunning. “Explain who you are and what you’re doing here,” the man said, flat in tone. “Or we’ll be forced to shoot.”

Kit looked around and noticed tiny red dots on everyone’s chest. They had emerged as secretly as the riders thought they had. Everyone was dotted red but Milo; the gunners likely assumed he was already dead. Espee noticed the dots too, and whispered to Steve with growing concern.

“My name is Amos Gibb,” Amos said bravely. “And we’d like a tour of your facilities, if you’d allow it.”

The man did not respond.

Kit took the time to look all around them. He saw nine snipers spread out evenly across three low thatched roofs: three to their left, three to their right, and three diagonally behind them. Factor in the pasty man before them, and they were surrounded on all sides. “Mesitos…get ready.” he whispered, and they all understood him at once.

“Did you not hear me? I’m Amos Gibb!” Amos said again, louder and with far less courage.

Espee’s heart began to thump. She realized that the red dot on her chest would never go away. One second it was there, and in the next she’d be dead. “Steve…” she whispered, and now he was sweating too. “I know.”

Macguffin closed his eyes.

“My name is AMOS GIBB!!” Amos shouted, seeing his entire plan, or lack thereof, falling apart before his eyes.

“No,” the GIBB worker dismissed. “Amos Gibb doesn’t come here.” He stuck his arm into the air. All nine snipers fired at once.

Their projectiles hit the shelled exterior of four dragons. The Mesitos had shape-shifted.
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On another patch of the planet, a delicate boy with glasses approached Tandy’s Tower with tears in his eyes. He held in his arms the limp body of the girl he loved.

Stu set Zervana down on her feet, leaning her on his shoulder. He fixed her ponytail and brushed some hair out of her eyes. She was still alive, just really tired, Stu thought, and it would help if she just stood up straight! He tried pushing her feet into the dirt, but it barely made a dent. “You’re so light,” he laughed between sobs. “I love you, Zee.”

Zervana’s hair blew rigid in the wind.

“I’m here!” Stu yelled. “How do I save her?!” His pitch was high and desperate. Sweat and tears glistened on his body in the moonlight.

“Go inside…” the voice whispered, but Stu wasn’t sure.

When he looked at the tower, he felt like a lonely child, who’d been the seeker in hide-and-seek for just a little too long. A solitary pawn in the midst of a gambit, Stu was at last beginning to see how this game was set up. Yet with one glance at Zervana, he found his footing again. This tower may be dangerous, but if it held the key to Zervana’s life, he would enter a thousand of them.

Stu would not lose another person without saying good-bye.

“Go inside!” the voice barked again.

This time, Stu listened.
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Espee and Steve had seen Milo transform a few times, but nothing could’ve prepared them for this.

The control that Kit, Stin, Nina, and Paloma had - to shift immediately, and into something so massive - was astounding. And the coordination! All in sync, the four Mesitos had shifted into four dragons and saved their lives.

It was the kind of incredible moment that existed only in legend. Steve wondered if, one day, legends would be written about them. About Steve and Espee and Amos Gibb, and the Mesitos of their company. In spite of the current danger, Steve wished Stu was here, too.

Amos broke from the amazement first. He yelled to Espee and Steve, “Now’s your chance, bring Milo to the hospital!”

The blue Mesito Grolt let out some sort of mating call, wild and fired up, as if he was wishing he too could be a dragon. Then he ran off towards the hospital with Milo bouncing on his back. Espee grabbed Macguffin and followed, with Steve close behind.

“Stay safe!” Steve called back to Amos, while rifles shot again at the dragons.

“Okay!” Amos yelled. “Same to you!”

Outside their makeshift Mesito shield, Espee heard the central GIBB employee bark another order, “Watch out for the fire-!”

Seven of his workers did, but two were not quick enough. As the dragons breathed in air and miraculously breathed out fire, those GIBB workers were in an instant reduced to ashes.

Now it was properly eight on eight, and GIBB’s side was on the retreat.

Espee, Steve, Macguffin, and Grolt ran towards the hospital, located at the center of the compound. It was an unassuming brick building with endless smoke rising from it. But inside, it held an array of tools; Espee had told Steve with confidence that she’d be able to use almost all of them. He thought back to how she’d known so much about doctoring when Milo had his convulsion - yes, Steve believed she could use whatever lay inside those brick walls.

As they reached the hospital, the eight GIBB employees scattered around the compound. They were playing a deadly game of tag with the dragons, and Amos was enjoying his front row seat. He hopped onto Kit’s red tail, climbed up his back, and rested on his shoulder. “Find them all!” he shouted, and Kit laughed a deep laugh. “Yes, and free every Mesito here!” said Paloma with a grin. The Mesitos had waited a long time for this day. Generations, in fact. They would relish every moment.
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When Stu entered the tower, he wasn’t struck by its small interior as Amos had been. He barely took note of it at all. He was more surprised to see a hole in the ground, small at first but then increasing in size the further down it went, with a ladder embedded in the terrain itself. Perhaps Stu had expected some sort of regeneration chamber in the tower, guarded by wolves. Or maybe he expected an endless labyrinth inside which he’d have to navigate to give Zervana life (but she’s still alive, Stu told himself firmly, just dying). Or perhaps, in his deepest but most genuine expectations, he had anticipated the tower to be empty. A trick.

But it wasn’t. The tower had something to offer, and it dug deep into the ground before him. He waited a moment, listening for the voice inside his head to reappear with more direction, but it did not. Well, alright then, the next step was clear enough.

“Zervana dear,” Stu whispered, “I’m going to sling you over my shoulder now.”

She didn’t respond. Not even with the long, labored sounds of one’s dying breath. He tried to think at that moment if he’d heard such a breath from her at all in the past day.

With a heavy heart, he thought not. But it would be alright. Soon, he’d hear her breathe again, and not just those longer breaths. He’d hear her ordinary breathing, and her jubilating laugh. He’d hear her groan when he made a bad joke, and enjoy her smile when he made a good one. He’d feel her touch, forever warm, even on the darkest of days and the coldest of nights.

He’d tell her that he loved her.

All that began with this ladder. So Stu gulped and held on tight to Zervana. Then, they began the descent.
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Steve and Espee’s group reached the hospital door, and were met with immediate conflict. It was locked.

They looked to Grolt, half-hoping and half-expecting him to just charge through the barrier as Kit had that stone wall. But he shook his head. “No, no, no. I have Milo. I can’t run with him.”

He was right, Espee cursed. They’d have to get in another way.

“I got this,” Steve said, and flashed Espee a grin. He took a step back, then slammed his body against the wooden door. It didn’t budge, and he cried out in misery at even the thought that that had been a good idea.

“You don’t have it…” Espee said, “but Macguffin does.”

They all turned to Macguffin, who was looking up at a slightly-ajar window. It was a small opening, but Macguffin was a small guy. He nodded his tiny head, as proud as a penguin, which was fittingly the animal Grolt saw him as. Macguffin could handle this. He could get them inside.

Espee lifted Macguffin up to the window, throwing its sash open as far as it could go. “Alright buddy, once you get in there, look for a way to get up to the door handle. Hopefully the lock is tiny enough for your teeth to turn it.”

Macguffin chirped - he wouldn’t let her down.

Steve laughed at the sight of a young bull contorting itself into the space of a window no larger than an envelope, as Espee pushed Guff inside. Macguffins were strange creatures, and when one viewed them certain ways, it led to some unexpected logic-bending. At the same time, watching Macguffin push through challenges in spite of his shape or size or limited abilities, was just about the most inspiring thing there was. Macguffin made it clear that anything was possible.

Grolt took this time to look around nervously. He had never left the sanctuary before, and coming here he had anticipated unbridled fun. But there was nothing fun about this place. The compound was an eerie ghost town, and while four dragons of varying size and colors patrolled it now, it gave Grolt little solace. They hadn’t shot out fire in some time. It could only mean many of the GIBB workers were still alive, and it was a fair guess that one was hiding nearby.

Not to mention, the Mesitos couldn’t hold dragon-form forever.

“Macguffin…hurry up!” Grolt bawled. His teeth were chattering.

Espee grimaced. She noticed for the first time that Grolt had tiny scars all along his cheeks. A few looked freshly formed.

Grolt was known among the Mesito tribe for overcompensating. He often went around sparring other Mesitos for no reason. Truthfully, Kit had two motives for bringing him to this compound: because Grolt was a fighter, and because it would be no loss to the tribe if he were to die. Oblivious to all of this, Grolt gave Espee a scar-stretching smile.

Inside the hospital, Macguffin plopped to the floor and rolled around to get the room’s bearings. The door did have a tiny lock - the rectangular kind you turn with your pointer finger and thumb - but he didn’t see an easy way up to it.

There were some shelves with unlabeled bottles, untitled books, and a cabinet that stored aprons and gloves. But there was no mop or broom to knock over and form a makeshift ramp. No blowing fans to carry Macguffin up into the air. No rope to fashion into a makeshift pulley. There was nothing Macguffin could use, except, maybe, those bottles.

That gave him an idea.

Macguffin rolled over to the wall the shelves were nailed on. There were two: one was high up and contained books, and the other was only halfway up the wall and held glass bottles. The lower shelf was his target.

He followed Steve’s lead from before, and rammed his entire body into the wall. It hurt him, and the ripple effect hardly shook the shelf. He’d wanted a bottle to fall, but that was looking to be harder than it seemed.

Guff rammed into the wall again, shaking it mildly once more. He charged over and over. All who saw Macguffin now would see a bloody bump developing on his forehead. But he had a job to do - to help save Milo - no bump would stop him now. Macguffin rammed the wall again, and again, and again. Finally, on his twelfth charge, he heard the tipping of glass up above. He looked up, ecstatic, to see a singular bottle tumbling to the ground.

It smashed on the floor. Though it was unlabeled, Macguffin had been around enough soldiers to know that smell.

Alcohol, and it was soon to become a sticky stain on the floor. Precisely the idea.

Outside, Espee shivered against the chill of night. They had been waiting six minutes for Macguffin, and it had been over five since they’d last heard any movement through the door.

With every passing moment, they pushed the boundaries of their luck. They could be killed before they realized they’d been spotted. The employees here, Espee thought with another chill, were probably trained to abide by one golden rule, and one rule alone: preserve the operation at all costs. The moment they’d all stepped foot into this compound, they had signed a death wish.

“What’s taking so long?” Grolt shivered.

Espee looked over at him, and noticed how his back was beginning to fold under Milo’s weight. Large beads of sweat slithered down his blue face. “Hang in there Garth,” she said, mispronouncing his name.

Steve reached out a tender hand to his neck, but he pulled away from it. Grolt was getting jumpy. “I had the same question, though,” Steve admitted, and then he rolled up his shirt sleeves. “Maybe I should try ramming the door again—”

Off to their right, a shadow ran past. Grolt whooped.

“Mind tricks…” Espee said, as much to herself as the others. “It’s only mind tricks.” Still, she’d take the safety of the indoors. “Come on, Macguffin, come on!”

Inside, Macguffin was rolling around in a dried puddle of sugary alcohol, letting every centimeter of his body grow sticky. Even his hairs were standing on end. He could hear voices outside, and they weren’t all coming from his team.

Once he was satisfied with his stickiness levels, Macguffin rolled up to the door. With every rotation, the floor made a popping sound. He loved that sound. The sound of adhesion, and a solid plan working out. Espee would be so proud. Steve might even pat his head again, and call him “a good boy.”

Macguffin touched the bottom of the door and, with all his might, focused on sticking to it. Then, he started to roll up the door, over to the door knob. It jutted out a bit - he’d have to propel off of the door and swing onto the knob in one fell swoop. You can do it Guff, he thought simply to himself, Come on!

Macguffin leapt.

On the very first go, he struck a perfect balance of momentum. Not too far to miss the knob, and not too near to fail at reaching around the lock. Espee heard the locking mechanism click, and threw the door open before Macguffin could even let go.

Grolt was the first to rush in, with Milo sliding down his back. He gave Macguffin a little nod of admiration, and Guff winked back. Espee came in last. As she closed the door to the outside, she saw a glimpse of a moving shadow out there once more.

Just mind tricks, that’s all they are…

Nevertheless, Espee locked the door.

Steve took one look at the broken bottle on the floor. A sticky, proud Macguffin rolled up next to it. As if to say “see, this is how I did it.” He smiled wide. “Great work, Guff,” Steve said, then bent down to pat his friend’s head. Macguffin had never been happier.
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It was going to storm.

Stu cursed aloud and apologized to Zervana, but she smiled right back. “It’s okay, Stu! I planned ahead,” she said, beaming. He stared at her cheeks, loving how her little freckles bunched up in them when she was proud.

“Of course,” Stu winked, “you always do.”

She pulled out two yellow raincoats from a picnic basket (That’s right, Stu realized, we’re rowing to an island for a picnic). How had he forgotten what they were here for? Not to mention, it had been his idea… Or maybe hers? Yes, definitely hers. “Let’s go for a picnic on an island,” Zervana had said, “just the two of us.”

It was funny that she had to specify that – Stu couldn’t recall them having any other friends or family. Just good old Zervana and Stu, the King and Queen of Lindon. He had agreed to her proposition ecstatically, and rented a rowboat from a coastal town by the ocean. Stu had never rowed before, but so far he’d been doing alright (though maybe Zervana just wouldn’t tell him if he truly looked foolish). They were just a couple of lovebirds, crossing the sea.

But the timing was…off. It had been sunny moments ago, and now it was storming.

Zervana and Stu put on their raincoats, and Stu rowed quicker as drops of rain tumbled from the sky onto their boat. The heavens were dark and brooding; white clouds had turned blackish-blue. Thunder clapped in the distance, and Stu saw a flash of lightning out of the corner of his eye. Zervana didn’t look too concerned… She’s so brave.

He kept rowing, and rowing, and rowing, for what seemed like an eternity, while thunder clapped and rain fell from the sky. Stu wondered if they were close to shore yet - surely by now their food had gone cold, or been soaked, or—

Stu looked over his shoulder, and saw with dread that they were still out-of-view of the island. In fact, he saw no signs of land in any direction.

“Zee, which way did we come in from?” He asked, knowing it was a stupid question.

But she didn’t answer.

That’s when he observed how the yellow hood of her raincoat gave her face a mysterious glow: an out-of-this-world quality. She looked like a phantom, but one who still thought they were human.

Stu began to get worried. The storm was growing, and every time he looked between the ever-distant shore and Zervana, she looked less and less like herself.

He rowed with fury then, as waves began to build and build with the raging weather.

The boat hit its largest crest yet, and their picnic basket flew out into the water. “Zervana!” Stu hollered against the wind. “Hold on!!”

She didn’t answer. His eyes darted to her, and he saw with horror that her skin was… melting. “Zervana!?” Stu yelled, as another big wave crashed into the rowboat. It sent something flying out - something wooden and carved in the unflattering shape of a Mesito - but Stu didn’t recognize it.

“Zervana, what’s wrong?!” Stu cried, but his voice was drowned out by a clap of thunder. He had to get them to the island, he had to keep them safe - but where was it?! A massive bout of water came roaring towards them, and Stu could only look on. Frozen. Helpless. “LOOK OUT!!” Stu shouted, but his voice died in the rain. He flung his oars to the side, and threw himself between Zervana and the oncoming water. He regretted deeply that they’d ever set out for this island, but he would die if he had to; he’d die for Zervana.

The last thing Stu saw was a glimpse of her: a skeleton in a yellow raincoat, and then everything went black.

“Daddy, watch!!”

Stu shot to the water’s surface, coughing and spitting.

He was in a pool. (How?) His mind spun and he looked around desperately. Where was the rowboat, the ocean, or the storm itself? A second passed, and Stu realized he must’ve made it all up. But of course he had… he didn’t actually believe he was rowing to an island with a skeleton, did he?

He asked again. Did he believe that? Another second passed, a loud voice laughed, and the event left Stu’s memory entirely.

“Daddy, LOOK!”

Stu blinked, and an angry little boy seemed to materialize by the edge of the pool. He was young and dark, with long hair and his mother’s freckles.

Stu grinned from ear to ear. “I’m watching! I’m watching you, Milo.”

His son, Milo, somersaulted into the pool, and Stu heard someone clap behind him. He turned, and yes, yes - there was his wife Zervana, with their daughter Sarah. She was a little nuisance, but Stu loved her. In fact, he loved his entire family: Zervana, Sarah, and Milo - the Ergo family, and today they were enjoying a hot summer day at the pool.

Zervana jumped into the water, splashing Stu with chlorine. He yelled, “Honey, my eyes!” and when she popped up to the surface, they both laughed so hard they came close to tears.

It felt like this moment - a family trip to the public pool - had been the end of a long road with many split paths. They were laughing as much at the splash of water as they were at all the alternate versions of Stu and Zervana who had chosen different paths. Those who had let a good thing die. Who had missed out on the inevitability of their family and the simple beauty of two spouses, feeling like kids again. This moment was their destiny, and all the Stus and Zervanas who had given it up for money, or power, or fame, were fools. Fools with private pools, but they’d forever swim alone.

Except, there was a world where Stu and Zervana did nothing wrong and still lost. Even more than Amos, Stu was vaguely aware that this entire place was a lie. That he was the Stu who would never have a family with the love of his life - not by choice, but by misfortune. 
He was aware again that he was in Tandy’s Tower, and he was only a few ladder rungs deep into the ground.

The tower had little control over him. Stu wondered if he should leave altogether, knowing that these fake dreams where he lived happily with Zervana did no good for either of them.

Yet Tandy gave him no time to choose.

Stu blinked, and he was in another vision.
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The hospital had a few windows, but no overhead lights beyond the entrance room. The entire building was pitch-black with only an occasional gleam of moonlight seeping in. Led by Espee, the group passed by endless locked doors. Each had the same suspicious marking: (color) breeding (letter). One room said Blue breeding A, while another read Green breeding D. They all knew the unnatural acts that went on behind those doors, but there was no time to bust them open now. First, they had to save Milo.

“He needs a blood transfusion.”

“Espee, do you know how?”

“Yes, but I don’t know Mesito biology. I know Milo has green blood - it stands to reason we should find more green blood to fill its place.”

Everyone understood, and when they reached the end of the breeding hall, they faced a door simply labeled Lab. The group went inside.

It was a cold room, miserably chilly (the temperature here was set to keep things sterile), and it was dark. Along the room’s right wall were meat hooks, one freshly dripping blue blood. Grolt took a look at it and couldn’t stop himself from tearing up. The tears streamed down his face, wetting his scars.

The lab’s left wall held an abundance of tubes - over 150 colors - and each was connected to a funnel. Steve supposed that they were filled up over the course of days, or perhaps the killing was more efficient than that. When they were topped off, he assumed another empty tube took its place - like one of those water fountains which takes the water from its bottom and brings it right back to the top. Over and over again, until the end of time.

“Find Milo’s shade of green,” Espee ordered.

Steve and Macguffin raced to the wall of vaccitubes, while Espee helped Grolt set Milo down on an operating table in the center of the room. It was stained with many colors.

Espee turned and looked at the wall from which they’d entered. It housed another massive array of tubes, all full and packed three to five deep on tiny pegs, like the inside of a vending machine. It occurred to her that this was a jackpot; at least three tubes of literally every color, of every planet. But she wouldn’t steal them, not now, and perhaps never again. It was a harrowing thing to know where the tubes came from. Besides, she didn’t really need them the way she thought she did. Espee could cease her quest and have another life, with Steve, Stu, Macguffin, and Milo. Somehow, she hoped, Zervana could be there too.

“Will these do?” Steve asked, holding out an armful of tubes for Espee to inspect. They all looked to be similar to Milo’s shade of green, but she didn’t want to mix more than one color. “No,” Espee replied, “but these might.” She reached out to the wall in front of her, and extracted six full tubes of reptilian-green liquid. Milo’s shade - they all agreed.

“I’ll keep them here by me,” Espee said, crossing the room to stand over Milo on the operating table. “I need you three to stand watch. This could take a while.”

“You don’t know Mesitos. How can you help him?” Grolt asked.

Espee paused. “I don’t know Mesito biology, that’s true…” She looked at her feet sheepishly, once more doubting her place amongst her peers, but then her blue eyes rose, looking at Steve, and she spoke with allegiance. “I’ve seen enough transfusions to know how they work. I’ll clean Milo’s wounds, stitch him up, and use an IV to pump fresh blood in.”

Steve nodded. He looked at Espee deeply, surprised at how much respect was bubbling up inside him for a girl he never really cared for, and almost had killed. But perhaps that was the origin of his conflict. Only when he’d decided that King Bashir should take Espee’s life, did Steve realize how much their crew needed her.

A chill swept through the room, and everyone shuddered. Then, determined and carefully, Espee began to un-bandage Milo.

Grolt and Steve stood on guard between the operating table and the door. Nobody noticed as Macguffin rolled out the room, back the way they’d come from. They were so invested in their jobs that they didn’t hear the sound of bottles breaking in another room, or the chirp of Macguffin in pain.

But they all heard the deafening boom of the door to the hospital breaking down.
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Espee stopped, listening to the footsteps. They were heavy, and from many feet. “Steve,” she whispered urgently, and he nodded. “Don’t worry. We’ll deal with whatever it is. Just keep working on Milo.”

She kicked the wheel locks off on the operating table and rolled it to the corner of the room. Then she threw her prior caution away and began to frantically unwrap Milo’s bandages.

Steve and Grolt faced the open lab door, bracing themselves for a fight.

“This is going to be fun,” Grolt said, and he stepped in front of Steve. Already his mind was racing, anticipating a great many things he could transform into.

Steve looked Grolt up and down, jumping to many conclusions about his brutish nature.

In reality, Grolt did like to wrestle and fight - even other Mesitos, which made the tribe ostracize him - but he was a softie. He just loved being alive, he loved protecting his tribe, and in this moment he would do anything required of him.

Grolt expected a single GIBB worker to come through the door. Instead, there were three. They were all muscular and held spears dripping with a black, tar-like substance. “You all shouldn’t be here,” one of them snarled, as all three stepped into the room.

“Sorry,” Grolt teased, as he narrowed his eyes. “Butttt I think we’re going to stay?”

Steve laughed, and Grolt went wild.
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Ten minutes had passed, and Amos hadn’t yet spotted another GIBB employee. There weren’t many buildings or hiding spots left standing. The dragons had taken deliriously messy steps, bringing massive scaled feet through rooftop after rooftop. Maybe they’d crushed a worker and hadn’t realized it, but Amos didn’t think so. He thought something more calculated was at hand.

“What’s that building?” Amos asked Kit inquisitively. He was pointing at a single-story steel structure in the northwest of the compound. “I’m not sure,” Kit the dragon boomed, “Some kind of blacksmith maybe? Or an armory?”

Amos pondered that for a minute, his mind racing back to many years ago, when he’d let Rupert go hunting here for the very first time. He had gone off equipped with a rifle, an electriwhip, and something else. Something precious, he had said. Something rare.

He had called it an inhibitor.

“Kit…” Amos whispered.

Kit roared back in answer, “What?”

Amos scanned the land below. They were coming, they were coming. “You all need to go to a smaller form!” Amos yelled wildly, but none of the dragons did.

Amos is going crazy, Kit thought. Smaller form? How could their size work against them?

Four inhibitors were already flying through the sky.
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Inhibitors were solid metal rods with the tip of a spear. The tip was laced with a rare substance called Meppton, which was traded mostly in lightless alleys on Vinnie planets. It was said that even a drop of Meppton entering your bloodstream would shut down your body for hours. There were some people in Leviathan with the money, time, and curiosity to try that out for themselves.

It affected Mesitos a bit differently, though, which Rupert had been the first to discover.

It inhibited them. Their body still worked as normal, instilling nothing more than a bit of drowsiness, but it stopped them from shifting altogether. Hit a Mesito with an inhibitor, Rupert had discovered, and they were practically powerless.

There was no time to avoid them. As the inhibitors landed in each dragon, all four howled in unison. Their bellows echoed across all of Bex. At once, the Mesito’s transformations began to fade and they painfully returned to their regular form.

Amos slid down Kit’s back, his body thrashing over every scale. He looked around the compound with horror. All four dragons had been directly hit. They wouldn’t be able to shift for hours. Amos hoped that he could remove the spear tip and give the Mesitos their power back, but it was too late; the drugs had already hit their bloodstream. He could feel it in his bones. This was the beginning of the end.
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With fear in their eyes, Paloma, Nina, and Stin rushed over to Amos and Kit. None of them had encountered an inhibitor before, and as Amos explained what happened, it hit them all dully that they would be trapped in one form for several hours.

“We don’t have that time-” Stin began, but Kit cut him off. “Come, we very well can’t stay out here!”

He led the Mesitos and Amos into a nearby townhouse, now dilapidated from his own foot. “They’re coming, and we can’t do anything to stop them,” Kit realized painfully. The Mesitos in their regular forms didn’t even have opposable thumbs.

“That’s not true,” Amos began. “We have two of these.” He pointed at an inhibitor still lodged in Nina’s side, and another in Stin’s back. The ones that had hit Amos and Paloma had broken off during their transformation.

“While they probably aren’t laced any longer, it’s still two spears… I guess, beyond that, we have nothing else.”

Paloma groaned. She doubted Amos Gibb even knew how to wield a spear, and she was right. But if there was ever a time to learn, it was now. He removed them both, and stood in between the Mesitos and the opening of the ruined house bravely. They had two walls beside them; the rest of the house was destroyed.

With nowhere else to turn, and the Mesitos backed into a solitary corner, Amos gripped a spear in each hand nervously. Preparing for whomever may come to face them. “Kit,” Amos said, turning to face him, “I’m not sure I can do this.” Weeks ago, Amos had been sunbathing and sipping a cocktail. Now, he stood in the wreckage of a house with a spear in each hand, ready to defend four Mesitos to the death.

“I know, Amos,” Kit responded, and took steps towards the trembling man. “But you won’t fight alone.” Kit bent his neck and took one of Amos’ two spears in his own teeth. He didn’t know how to use one either, but at least they would learn together.
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Grolt wasn’t sure what those spears in the GIBB workers’ hands were laced with, but he knew he didn’t want to find out.

The trio of men clutched them viciously, but perhaps there was a bit of fear in their eyes too. That was cathartic: three men who had killed sickened Mesitos for their entire lives, now trembling in the presence of a single healthy one. Grolt felt like a champion of his species, but it made him realize with some sadness that they could’ve stopped this operation and rescued the Mesitos long ago. He was in his Mesito state when the first spear was jabbed towards him.

Grolt immediately ducked low and shifted into a hornet. Steve watched the transformation take place: Grolt’s big blue body warping into a tiny, yellow-legged hornet.

“Steve!“the hornet cried out, but his voice had gotten lower, and Steve didn’t hear it.

Grolt shifted again, this time into a much-louder lion, and roared “Steve! Don’t just stand there!”

A GIBB worker thrust another spear at him, and Grolt dodged to the side at the last moment. He sneezed, flustered by how much he was shifting, and then a third spear flew past his ear.

It landed in the wall behind them, breaking a handful of vaccitubes.

Espee screamed, racing through the stitching. She lost her balance as her feet were drenched with the vaccitube blood.

Steve turned to her, his own ankles splattered, and he saw how flustered she was becoming. “Stay focused, Espee!” Steve shouted, “We’ve got this!” Grolt shifted into a cobra and jumped at one of the three GIBB men. With zero hesitation, Grolt bit hard into the man’s calf and sent venom through his veins.

One of the other workers tried to stab at the snake, but Grolt slithered around the torso of the worker he’d bit and the spear missed. Instead, it stabbed straight into the heart of the man Grolt had already poisoned.

The man doubled over, falling to the floor. Grolt’s body was still wrapped around him. Though he’d wanted to stay small and nimble, Grolt would be crushed if he didn’t shift now; he quickly became a gorilla and let the dead employee roll off his back.

There were immediate jabs at his body, while Steve looked around for some way to help Grolt. Grolt swung a punch at the nearest GIBB worker, but then the other made a move towards him. Grolt panicked, knowing he would be hit—

But he wasn’t. The worker cried out in pain. There was glass in his eye.

Steve had hit him with a vaccitube.

Grolt whooped and shifted again into a crocodile. He snapped his teeth at the workers. One came close to him - the one who wasn’t temporarily blinded by Steve’s tube - and Grolt jumped up, snapping his jaws. The worker leaped back, and in that moment, Steve threw another vaccitube.

This time it shattered against Grolt’s own back.

“Sorry!” Steve shouted as Grolt fell to the floor, belly-up, in intense pain. The only thing for Steve to do was throw more vaccitubes. Every color of the rainbow, one after the other, he moved with a speed he didn’t know he possessed. Most missed, or did little damage, but a few landed true and temporarily stunned their targets.

Steve called for Grolt to get up! Both GIBB workers were eyeing him down. One of them sprung up over Grolt’s crocodile belly, raising his weapon.

The worker brought his spear down to strike—

“Scorpion!” Steve shouted out, and Grolt listened.

He shifted from a massive crocodile to a little scorpion; the spear came down hard into the floor where his head had just been. It could not be pulled out; the man had thrown his whole body weight into it and succeeded only in embedding it into the floor. The GIBB worker heaved to remove his spear, while Grolt the scorpion crawled up its rod and stung the man’s hand.

The other worker swung his hand down to catch Grolt, and Steve called out “Porcupine!” Grolt shifted just in time, giving the man a painful palm of spines.

Steve threw more vaccitubes at each of their temples, and Grolt jumped up into the air, twirling his body, and shifted on the way down.

Grolt was an electric eel, his tail stinging one man and his body stinging the other. They both cried out in pain - like the sting would be enough to make them surrender - but Grolt wasn’t done. He had so much more to do. For all of his Mesito kind.

Grolt became an ant. One of the two workers was lying on the floor, buzzing with electrical currents, and Grolt crawled into his open ear.

One second Steve watched as an ant crawled into the man’s head, and the next second he turned away as Grolt had shifted into a brown bear and exploded the man’s head from the inside.

There was only one worker left living, and Grolt would make him pay.

Bear paws at the ready, he swung around and clawed the GIBB employee’s chest. He lashed out again and again, until skin had given way to muscle and bone, and the man’s blood was pouring out of every hole of his body.

He bent over, bleeding profusely, and Grolt finished him off with one last transformation: he became a great black rhino, and cut straight through the man from the torso up. His giant horn was left dripping with innards.

Then, as if nothing had happened at all, he shifted again into Grolt the Mesito, blood dribbling down his chin.

Three dead men lay beside him. They had been poisoned by a cobra, stabbed in the heart with a spear, hit in the eye with glass, stung by a scorpion, poked by a porcupine, electrocuted by an eel, imploded by growing matter, mauled by a bear, and cut in half by a rhino.

Grolt, on the other hand, hadn’t been touched by a single one of them. “That’s how you do it!” he hollered, panting but still smiling wide. “Nobody messes with Mesitos!”

Steve was in shock. Espee would’ve been too, if she had looked up from the transfusion.

But there was no way that Steve could feel right thanking or congratulating Grolt. He seemed to be proud enough on his own, in spite of the brutality with which he’d killed three people. And Steve, cringing as he may, couldn’t judge Grolt. Those three men had probably killed hundreds of Mesitos whom Grolt personally knew. Their comeuppance had been a long time coming.

Besides, if not for Grolt, those men would have surely overpowered and killed Steve himself. Then they’d have killed Espee, Milo, and even Macguffin.

Steve may never have the heart to kill another individual, but if his life or any of the crew were in danger, he guessed the occasional bout of brutality was necessary.

The best part was: the net loss of lives in that room had remained just three.

Espee cried out in glee. The transfusion was underway. Milo would live.
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Stu and Zervana sat on a bench by a lake.

On the other side of the water a young boy and girl - who looked remarkably similar to Stu and Zervana as children - were flying kites. Closer by, a family of geese swam through the water, and Stu remarked how the mother goose looked to have a cleft lip. Zervana laughed, and said she still looked precious. Then she laid her head on Stu’s shoulder and they basked in the sunlight.

“Stu,” Zervana said after a minute of silence, “I’m thinking we should retire.”

The sun’s rays tickled them as Stu pondered the thought. It took him a minute to remember who he was, and what retiring meant, but he summed it up to the warmth frying his brain in a slow, aging way. They were rebels, of course. For years, all across the galaxy, they’d traveled with a small crew stealing vaccitubes and raiding shipments, then redistributing the goods to those less fortunate. It was rewarding work, the kind of job you can look back on in the end, and say, “hey, the stuff we did was really something.”

He was surprised Zervana would want to retire, but happy. They could have the family they’d always wanted, spend every day holding hands, and every night they could talk until the days slipped forward. Until Zervana said, “Stu, we really should get some sleep,” at which point they’d kiss good night and close their eyes. Until ten minutes later, when one of them would break the silence again. They’d be up for many hours, they’d be up for many years.

But then Stu remembered: none of this was real.

“Zervana, you’re not here.”

“Sure I am, Stu! If I wasn’t, would you feel this?” Then she leaned her cheek onto his, nuzzling between his chin and shoulder, while the sunlight shined down from above. He shook her off, but it hurt to do so. He never wanted to push her away, even if she was just an illusion. “I’m sorry,” he said, and looked down.

He thought with sobering clarity that he’d never see the real Zervana alive again.

At long last, Stu began to cry.

Small tears at first, warm as they flowed down to his chin. And then streams. He openly wept, and Zervana put an arm around him, but that made it even worse, because he knew that this was the last time she’d ever do that. Stu fell into her arms, sobbing.

His mind flashed to the first time they’d met on Sizmore, and how even in the first moment he’d laid eyes on her, he knew she would be his greatest pursuit. He thought of Freedoni, of him climbing up the pole, of her tripping the police. He thought of Prosper, and all the whispers they shared, in their own little world with a population of two - a true paradise, drifting through space. Then he thought of Zervana’s birthday, the night they’d kissed for the first time, and the shower they’d shared - the one and only time he’d ever feel her touch in that sacred way. He would give anything to go back to that. He would never leave the bathroom, even after they’d been pruned beyond recognition. That would be fine. They could stay in the shower so long that it dulled their senses; so long as they were together, that would be fine.

Finally, Stu thought of Lindon, of returning home. It was a painful memory. Stu would never know how Zervana reacted when she saw his room, or what her last words in those last stolen moments of life had been.

With every tear came a memory, releasing itself from his body and floating in whatever eternal place they were in now. The bench was no longer a bench, the lake was no longer a lake, it was just Stu and Zervana floating through darkness, holding each other as every memory they had in their brief magical life together spun around them.

Then, moments they hadn’t shared came to greet them.

Zervana and Stu sitting on the boardwalk of Triast, as the neon lights of roller coasters and ferris wheels seemed to fight for their fleeting attention. Saying, in a way, “all you do is look at each other.” Then they were riding on the backs of Mesitos, throwing their arms up in spite of the danger, just so they could hold each other’s hands. For that was all that really mattered. Then Stu was proposing, and Zervana said yes, and then they were at the wedding. Steve was the best man, and some bloke in the audience said “Oy, what did the groom get the bride for her first birthday since they’s been together?” Steve answered, “My brother gave her his heart.” Espee was in the audience, clapping for them. Macguffin and Milo bore the rings, Alastair Harris officiated it, and Stu carried Zervana into a bedroom, just as he’d carried her out of the royal palace.

Then the moments stopped spinning as the pair of them spun instead, dancing through nothingness like it was a ballroom. Stu dipped Zervana, and she took his hand and lifted it high, twirling beneath his grip. He laughed, the tears still coming, and she smiled at him wordlessly. That smile.

He would die for that smile.
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Which is when it occurred to Stu.

This may not be real, but it could last forever.

He concentrated on nothing, and the world warped then as he’d hoped it would. He blinked, and he was in a jail cell with guards carved of wood. Stu blinked again, and now he was reading books with Zervana on a cloud, as classical music played. He blinked once more, willing for something different - give me something finite - and his prayers were answered by Tandy.

Stu had been brought to a hellish landscape. A craggily road stretched before him, underneath a red sky. In the distance, there was a mountain. At the top of it was Zervana, floating in the air above. Even from far away, Stu had to catch his breath. Looking at her had him falling completely in love all over again.

That love didn’t have to die.

Deep down, Stu understood the illusion. The implications, and what he stood to gain or lose. But he also understood what this tower could do, if only he was willing to stay inside it…

Hellfire raged all around him. Is this what I want? Stu wondered, and then he thought of all he’d thought of before. All the love lost. All the happiness robbed of him. Real or not, Stu could choose to be with Zervana forever.

Yes. The mountain, he decided.

That would be Stu’s final ascent.
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Amos was at his wit’s end. Huddled with Kit inside this ramshackle house, he realized that he wasn’t so much playing a game called hold-off-the-invaders. It was more aptly pray-the-invaders-never-come.

It was like he was in the trenches of some miserable war, and he had zero experience firing the gun in his lap. His entire band of brothers was wounded, essentially useless, and if he - the fresh-faced soldier - failed now, his army would fall with him.

Not to mention, the opponents were wiser, they were stronger, and they were deadlier.

Worse still, they were here.

Amos could sense them before hearing them: two GIBB workers creeping around the side of the house. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Amos gave Kit a look, wondering if he heard them too. The Mesito nodded back.

One of the workers whispered something unintelligible to the other, but it sounded like it was about Amos Gibb. Amos inferred this because the other clearly responded, “It’s not him. Kill on sight.”

Amos hoped they were talking about a different Amos Gibb.

These were not your average lab workers. Two heavily-toned women, their muscles forever exemplified traces of malicious phlebotomy. Dressed in black camo that was useless in the moonlight, one had guns in each hand and a line of grenades running down her back like bumps in a spine. The other wore what had once been green; a shirt that had been caked in so many colors of Mesito blood over the years that it now looked like tie-dye. She carried a pair of inhibitors in her grimy, hard hands.

Amos had heard them, and even as he wished he hadn’t, he knew he had to act now or give up the small advantage they possessed.

But he couldn’t do it. He was petrified.

But he had to, or it was suicide.

The duo of GIBB workers turned the corner. Before they could see the Mesitos huddled inside, Amos closed his eyes. He thought back to all the endless discoveries which had led him from the side of his pool to this very moment, and then he swung his spear.
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In the hospital, things were going much better.

Espee was in deep concentration, her eyes following the IV’s path as it slowly gave Milo life. Moonlight trickled in from the hallway, giving the operation itself a heavenly glow, and in spite of the brutal brawl that had taken place between Grolt, Steve, and the GIBB workers, the room brimmed with peace. With hope.

Steve looked over at Milo. His pale skin was getting greener by the minute. Espee saw it too, and even though the stress of her work tonight had caked her body with sweat, seeing Milo get his color back made everything entirely worth it.

Milo sighed, drowsy. Soon he would begin to stir.

Then, nearby, something else stirred too.

It was footsteps from the hall, heavy boots moving at a quickened pace. Steve gulped. Grolt smiled wide. There were splotches of red against his white teeth.

“Round two…” Grolt said, and professed an internal thanks to Kit for letting him come on this adventure. Grolt would be a hero tonight. He wondered if, when he returned, the rest of the tribe would—

Out of nowhere, an inhibitor came flying into the room. It pierced Grolt’s shoulder.

Grolt shook his large body, and the spear came loose, clattering to the ground.

“Are you good?!” Steve asked in a panic.

At once Grolt felt drowsy. He remembered how the last three workers had spears laced with some liquid. It had concerned him, in an instinctual way. Now, he was feeling the effects of whatever that liquid was. “Steve,” Grolt choked out…

“Ohhh… What was that?…”

Another spear flew into the room, hurtling straight towards Grolt’s eye. He could not move in time. Already the drug was taking effect. This spear would kill him.

Only Steve was there, and he had the reflexes to stop it.

Steve reached out and caught the spear’s rod, mere millimeters from Grolt’s pupil.

Steve looked at the tip of the spear, dripping with black. He didn’t know what it had done to Grolt, but he knew enough. The lab was in danger.

“Get back, Grolt,” Steve ordered, and held the spear tight. He backed them all into the corner of the lab, where Espee was shielding Milo. The transfusion was nearly done, but now its completion was uncertain.

Steve stood tall in the center of the room, just as Zervana had done in Lindon’s throne room. Deep down he was terrified.

He wondered if she’d felt the same way then.
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Two GIBB workers entered the lab, walking over the remains of their coworkers.

The pasty man from the beginning of the night was back, and though he’d lost their first skirmish, he wouldn’t lose inside his own laboratory. He was joined by a woman, the number two throughout this base of operations. She had short hair and tattoos on her neck. They held no weapons now: their inhibitors had both been thrown at Grolt, but they didn’t need anything.

If you compare the previous three workers to these two - the man named Cretin, and the woman Lolita - these leaders of the compound were far more intelligent.

They were experienced, having fought enough rowdy Mesitos to know precisely how to detain them, and seeing three corpses of their fellow staff on the ground had enraged them, too. Even physically less fit than Steve, or significantly smaller than Grolt, Cretin and Lolita held the upper hand.

Steve held out his spear, waving it in front of their faces as they approached. They backed him further into the corner, pushing Espee, Milo, and Grolt into a smaller space. “Get back!” Steve shouted. He twirled the inhibitor spear in his palm to slice Cretin’s forearm. But Lolita outsmarted him, and took the opportunity to grip the spear’s rod.

She grabbed it tight, and rammed the base hard into Steve’s gut.

Steve wheezed, air choking out of his trachea, and his grip on the spear loosened. Lolita yanked on it then, laughing at how easy he gave it up. She twirled the inhibitor in her own hand, and waved it just past the bridge of Steve’s nose. Taunting him.

Cretin, like a maniac, licked blood off his forearm, and kept creeping towards the group.

With nothing else to do, Steve kept backing up. He felt something at his leg, and realized with dread that it was Milo’s operating table. That there was nowhere left to go.

Cretin and Lolita continued their approach, their eyes vicious and wild.

Steve turned quickly and looked at Espee. She looked up from Milo for a moment, her eyes pleading for Steve to buy them some more time. But he knew, deep down, that they had none left.

Grolt laughed woozily. “You got this, Steve.”

Steve shook his head. He had nothing.
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Amos swung his spear, Steve stood his ground, and Stu walked the lonely mountain path.

He wasn’t sure how long it had been, but it felt like hours. With every step up the mountain, it became harder to take another. The sky had gone completely red, with lightning flashes penetrating the crimson ceiling. It vaguely reminded Stu of a past row-boating memory that may or may not have occurred.

The mountain itself was barely paved, almost steep enough to necessitate a vertical climb. But there was a narrow path, and Stu hugged it as he trekked round and round the monstrous stone.

He’d take a sideways step, stop, then look down at the seemingly endless fall below.

The mountain seemed to stretch beyond the clouds, and Stu was above them too. All he saw beneath his feet was fog. Stu looked up to see Zervana’s floating body - a beacon at the top of this hill, still no closer in reach - and took another sideways step. Step, stop, step, stop. With every passing moment, it became harder and harder to move. Stu’s head was throbbing, like he was walking on the deep ocean floor, and he could hardly will his legs to take another step.

At one point, Stu had tripped while climbing, catching onto the needle-thin ledge that was his walkway at the last possible second with only the tips of his fingers. Stu had wondered then why he didn’t just let go. If death was his wish, he could receive it. But then he doubted if that was what he wanted, and decided it wasn’t time to decide yet. When he reached Zervana, then they could decide. They’d do it together, whatever they intended to do.

But first, he had to reach her. So Stu took another weighted step.
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Kit, leader of the Mesitos, had never liked Grolt. He was big and dumb, and always reeked of some unknown stench. He had no manners and could barely hold a conversation, and on three separate occasions Grolt had been temporarily banished from the tribe for incessant wrestling. But he had a heart. He loved life, and he loved his people.

Right now, leaning on the wall of the laboratory, Grolt thought back to something Kit had once said, “We have to banish you for three moons, Grolt. (The banishment was because he had tried pinning Stin down to force feed him a beetle, a joke that no one but Grolt found funny). I know that you get bored. But you need to learn when it’s time to fight, and when it’s time to let up.”

Even though Grolt had been hit with an inhibitor, he saw Steve in a dead end. And he knew, deep within his bones, this was a time to fight.

So even as his head swum, and evil encroached, and Steve had backed them all into a literal corner, Grolt forced himself to stand upright.

Steve turned with surprise. “I’ll handle this,” he said, sweating.

But Grolt shook his head. He stepped forward, pushing the Prosper trio back all the way into the corner. “No… I’ll handle it.” Then Grolt faced Cretin and Lolita. They didn’t blink, completely undeterred by the Mesito’s presence.

With no abilities left, Grolt could only let out a weak roar. He wanted to scare them. But the GIBB workers merely laughed.

Don’t be afraid, Grolt told himself.

He often talked to himself, for none of the other Mesitos paid him any attention. Not because they hated him, but just because nobody really liked him. Grolt knew he was a bit of an outcast, but that was okay. He was his own best friend.

Don’t be afraid now, Grolt, don’t be afraid.

Lolita swung her inhibitor, cutting a bit of Grolt’s chest. Blue blood leaked out of the wound, and he put up his leg weakly to stop the bleeding.

She laughed, spat, and they all backed further into the corner.

Don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid.

Grolt looked around the lab. He wondered how many Mesitos had died here, and what it might be like to join their number. He wondered how these GIBB workers could justify their killings. Did they think he deserved to die?

Don’t be afraid, Grolt… Kit chose you.

He knew that he might die protecting Steve, Espee, and Milo, but he looked at Cretin and Lolita and had a deep urge to tell them his own name. Because Grolt knew that these monsters had never killed a Mesito who they knew the name of…

Lolita held up her spear, and Grolt spoke aloud, “I know your type. You-you may see me as a monster—”

Steve stared at him. This was no time to monologue, yet the GIBB workers were listening. Steve listened, too, eager to hear what Grolt would say. He had seen Grolt as a monster just a few minutes ago, but maybe that wasn’t fair. Maybe he had misjudged him. Like all humans had misjudged Mesitos.

“But I’m just Grolt. And we’re—”He gestured at the vaccitubes on the wall. The other Mesitos, bottled up and drank by all of Leviathan. “We’re just victims.”

Milo heard those words and stirred, as the two GIBB workers laughed at Grolt’s weak face. Steve shut his eyes, and Espee looked away, and Grolt the Mesito, woozy as he was, invited them all to give him their best shot…

Then the lab began to shake.

Vaccitubes danced in their racks until they fell off the wall and smashed against the floor. Colors spilled every which way. Espee held onto the operating table to keep her balance.

A loud trample of feet rang throughout the building, getting louder, and louder, and louder. Everyone looked at the doorway, completely unprepared for what was racing through.

Macguffin had returned.
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Amos was an embarrassment. When he held his spear tightly and waved it about in the open air outside the house, he hit nothing. He did, however, alert the GIBB women that they were inside. The women charged in before Amos or Kit knew what was happening, and the group of Mesitos jumped back.

Kit clenched the spear between his teeth and pushed it out at the women, but he missed and hit Amos bluntly in the side. Amos in turn gripped his own spear tightly, spinning around to keep the workers at bay, yet again he hit nothing.

They began to snicker at him - if this truly was Amos Gibb, which they believed wholeheartedly was not the case - then he was an absolute embarrassment to his family name.

Amos heard the laughter, and assumed the reason, but he thought to himself that being a weak fighter wasn’t a bad thing. If anything, it distinguished him from a surname of killers. Though right now, he could use a bit of strength. Or perhaps, a bit of cunning.

As the women watched Amos spinning - laughing to themselves - he stopped abruptly, his spear tip centimeters from the head of the woman with guns and grenades. He could not hesitate. A millisecond would be the difference.

Amos drove his spear forward before the worker could move or fire her gun, and it pressed against her temple. He pushed harder, harder, running now, pushing the spear against her head. They both tumbled out of the dilapidated house onto a once-green lawn, now charred and cast blue in the moonlight.

Amos’ spear had broken through her skin, then her bone, and then her brain. He pushed even further still, though the woman was no longer moving.

Instead, he was pushing for himself. All across Leviathan were victims of the soul-crushing economy Amos’ family had built, unaware that the galaxy they lived in was so corrupt. A galaxy which killed children’s dreams at a young age, when they learned you couldn’t see the worlds you read about in books or saw on TV, unless you could pay GIBB’s fee. But tomorrow everything would be different - and Amos prayed that the difference would not be worse. The only thing he was certain of was the spear in his hand, which he drove even further through the woman’s skull. The action solidified him as a murderer, but he’d known this the moment he’d left Tandy’s Tower. There was no point to argue against it.

“Amos, help!” That was Kit.

Amos snapped his head back, having completely forgotten the second worker, the dilapidated house, and the Mesitos inside. Kit was fighting her, the pair locked in a sword’s duel with their inhibitors, metal rods clinking and clashing.

Kit was on the retreat, and the GIBB worker’s two inhibitors were tickling his skin. Amos knew one inhibitor could dull a Mesito for hours. Twice at once could be enough to overdose, if the spear tips themselves didn’t kill Kit first.

Amos didn’t hesitate.

He charged back into the house, holding his spear with both hands, and yelled Kit’s name like a captain of war. The GIBB employee turned, and with her second spear she adapted to lock into another duel with Amos.

Amos took the worker from one end, clashing spears with her like it was a well-choreographed dance, while Kit took her from the other side. As experienced as she was, she struggled to hold her own. She could not focus on both duels at the same time, and it put her on the defense.

The three-person duel moved left and right, in and out, and out again into the open air. The moon spotlighted them as if they were actors of a traveling troupe. Amos swung around his inhibitor, clanking the one she held in her left hand; Kit came at her right arm, holding his own spear in his teeth and bringing metal to metal.

Amos and Kit were getting closer and closer and closer to the GIBB worker. Her arms were struggling to hold them off, her swings growing weaker and wider off the mark. She could not keep this up.

Kit locked eyes with Amos, as if to say thanks.

Amos smiled right back, and spoke for all to hear. “Do it, Kit.”

The Mesitos in the house averted their eyes, and the spear took another life.

It was somber. Yet they all understood that once every lab worker had been beaten, no more blood ever had to be shed again on Bex. There would be no reinforcements for a planet that did not exist. That alone was a prospect worth dying for.
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Macguffin had not been taken out. He had simply been busy. Busy unlocking every breeding room door, and unleashing a flight of Mesitos.

They came in many forms: birds, reptiles, mammals, and more. One was a velociraptor and flew into the lab straight towards Cretin, who shrieked in fear and tumbled over Lolita. Another came as a baby dragon, reddish-orange and long, flying around the room before circling over Lolita’s head as she swatted into the air. A bat came in and bore its teeth at her, and she jumped in fear, letting the dragon nest on her scalp as she fell to the floor, terrified.

More still were their main form - Mesitos of many colors - and those were the most marvelous of all. The determination lighting up their freed faces was artistic, cathartic, and cryptic all at the same time. It didn’t take long for Cretin and Lolita to be swept up on the backs of two Mesitos and carried away. As they tried to squirm free, two yellow Mesitos became boa constrictors and tightened around their bodies. A few more (ravens, crows, a turkey vulture, and even flying squirrels) flew around Cretin and Lolita’s faces, keeping their hysterics high and never letting them forget that their time was up.

The heads of the lab screamed in unison.

A Mesito proudly shifted into a seal and began to clap. Another was a dolphin and let out a shrill laugh. One more, pink with yellow dots, was a sparrow, chirping brightly.

At the tail end of the Mesitos was Macguffin, who waltzed into the room after the entire posse he’d freed had left with their prisoners in tow.

His tiny face could not contain his wide smile. All of his heroism had nothing to do with his genetic attributes. Macguffin had been a force tonight, but not by using the abilities he was made for. He hadn’t been deceptively cute; he’d been acutely determined.

Espee ran to him, lifting him up with overwhelming pride. “Thank you, Macguffin,” she said as she hugged him tight. Steve came over too, and tousled Guff’s hair. “Great work, champ. Great work.”

Partly delirious and still deeply in pain, Milo stayed on the operating table in the corner of the lab, feeling a wave of safety and comfort crash over him. He looked up at Grolt, and the blue giant stared back at him. It was like looking into a tinted mirror. Milo was overwhelmed as he realized at long last that he had never been Leviathan’s last Mesito.
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As Amos’ crew left their little shelter, they noticed that the moon was obstructed. Not by a cloud, or the mountains, or the tree line. But by a solid object high above. Kit turned his head to the sky and his jaw dropped. The others followed his gaze in awe.

Up above, dozens of Mesitos were flying through the sky.

Passing the moon, you could make out the wonder-inducing silhouettes of countless creatures stretching the wings of freedom. They were bordered by beautiful creamy halos, slivers of the moon giving the Mesitos a magical glow. They all flew to the sanctuary, but now, their sanctuary would be this entire planet. Forever and always, Bex would belong to the Mesitos.

“Let’s move,” Amos said, looking off at the hospital in the distance.

Paloma, Stin, and Nina didn’t take a step. Neither did Kit, who looked at Amos with tears billowing in his eyes. “Slow down, Amos Gibb… You either dream about moments like these, or you live them.”
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It had been a long time since Stu last felt his legs. Hours had passed since the Mesitos had been freed out in the real world, but here in the tower a century had gone by.

Stu couldn’t remember any moment in his life before the climb; not the people he loved, the moments he cherished, or even who Zervana was. He remembered that he loved her, but he could not recall why.

The mountain’s path had widened a bit, but that was inconsistent too. Some parts jutted out like an obtuse angle. Other points were so narrow that Stu had to step onto his tip-toes just to keep walking. The sky had also gotten darker; it was a shade of red the color of blood, casting a wicked crimson haze across the land. Stu was beginning to forget what a blue sky even looked like. Perhaps it was just the stuff of fairy tales.

Worst of all, he hadn’t gotten much closer to Zervana.

She was still many loops away. He’d have to sidestep around this endless mountain at least 20 more times, each loop thousands of steps and dozens of hours. Every time Stu lifted his leg, it took him ten minutes to find the strength to put it back down again. There were many hours spent where Stu would debate soberly if he should just heave himself off the side of the mountain. If he did that - vision or not - Stu would fall forever.

He was clutching a large stone behind him, holding on for a while so he could regain his composure. In an hour or two, he’d keep moving, Stu told himself. Yet standing was difficult too. He couldn’t fall asleep standing up, and if he lay down, he’d risk rolling off the side. For hours that stretched too long to count, Stu would stand, fully awake, with nothing but sharp stones digging into his back.

The only prominent thoughts that crossed Stu’s mind were the paralyzing realizations that he’d forgotten so much.

It was Tandy’s trick, just as he’d enticed Amos with the invitation to relive his past memories. With Stu, Tandy saw that memories hadn’t worked, so he put Zervana up in the sky. Always out of arm’s reach, forcing Stu to climb forever and ever. Until one day he’d simply forget what he was climbing for. Then he too would fall, and become one with the tower.

Stu wasn’t much for prayers, but he turned to one now.

He prayed to be free, free to roam under a mythical blue sky. He prayed to be a drifter, going from town to town accompanied only by those that loved him the most. And he in turn would love them too, just as a worker loves a closing whistle. He prayed to be found, and he prayed to find himself… Stu prayed to be like Steve.

Steve!

The name hit him at once, out of nowhere. It had importance, Stu knew, but already he could feel the name being pulled out of his brain. His head pounded, as something seemed to be removing that word and all its associated memories. Or at least, attempted to. Stu held on; he would not submit.

Stu Ergo’s heart was big, and even when his head gave him separate guidance, Stu didn’t listen. It was turning out to be a blessing. Steve was being pulled from his head; brain surgery from an invisible, violent doctor, but Steve lived inside Stu’s heart, too. If Tandy wanted Stu to forget those he loved, he’d have to destroy Stu’s very soul.

Stu called out his brother’s name from up on the mountain. “Steve!” he yelled, screaming out into the red sky. “Steve!!”

He looked around, looking for a door to some old memory, and found one.

There was Steve, running shirtless through the sand dunes one hot morning. Their father Bashir drove past them, droning on about increasing their speed and pushing through the pain. When Stu fell to the dunes, Steve leaned over. Shielding his brother from the sun, he reached out a weathered hand to help him up. “Stu—”

Stu turned to his right, a step below him on the mountain path. It was Steve, here. Stu’s face lit up, memories cascading over him.

Steve smiled and hugged his brother tight. “You’re here for Zervana, don’t forget,” Steve said.

Stu looked up to the top of the mountain, remembering once more what a blissfully beating heart felt like. He hesitated. “Steve, I can’t do it. I’m getting weaker and weaker. I can’t lift my legs, I can’t…”

And to prove it, Stu tried to move, but his feet wouldn’t budge. They seemed to be bolted to the mountainside. His brain was melting, coherent thought ebbing away into nothing. If Steve had not arrived by now, it might have been over for good.

Steve put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. Together, they looked up to the top of the mountain, where Zervana floated high above. Stu couldn’t have reached her alone - but together? They stood a chance.

“Stu, I have you. Lean on me.”

Steve grabbed Stu, and slowly began to push him up the narrow mountain path.

The sky got a little redder, but Zervana got a little closer.

Above them all, piercing the red sky, a massive, cruel face materialized. He was lined with many wrinkles and marks of anger and pain. His eyes were scarlet, and his hair was long. It was Tandy Gibb, glaring at Stu as he was carried up the mountain by the figments of his own imagination.
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Back in the compound, the real Steve and all those with him had met up with Amos and the Mesitos. They celebrated joyously, for they had lost no one, and in truth, they’d gained a number in Milo. He was being wheeled out on his operating table; Espee wanted to keep him there for a few hours.

Grolt ran over to Kit and asked him, “How many did you get?”

Kit laughed, and took credit for the second GIBB woman. But then, surprisingly, he gave Amos joint credit, for he, “couldn’t have done it without his friend.”

Amos beamed at that.

“I got three!” Grolt yelled, and then added, “I could’ve got five though, but all the other Mesitos came in at the last second…”

Espee looked between Macguffin and Steve, as thrilled as anyone to have made it through the night. Then she counted aloud, “So Grolt, bless him, took care of three, and you all took on two more.”

“Plus the two I burned with fire,” Nina added.

“I guess we can also assume the two leaders died. There’s no chance the Mesitos spared them,” Steve began, only beginning to recognize the bits and pieces of meat and sinew on the lawn outside the hospital for what they were. “Yep. There they are.”

“That’s just nine though,” Espee asserted. Her voice dropped to a whisper, “Kit, didn’t you say there was ten?”

Kit nodded slowly, and perked his ears up. He listened carefully, a kilometer in every direction, for any trace of movement. He heard none.

“Maybe one of the freed Mesitos dealt with them?” Stin suggested, but nobody wanted to bank on that theory.

“Let’s just go,” Amos said, his fear growing.

“No.”

Everyone turned to Kit.

“If there’s even a chance one more human is out there, we have to search. Until it’s proven one way or the other. Otherwise, the job isn’t finished. Right, Amos?”

Amos avoided meeting Kit’s glare. “Okay. We’ll look around,” Amos settled, and nobody disagreed. But they demanded that they all stick together. No more separating.

So Kit led the group of ten once more, creeping around the abandoned village all throughout the night. They searched for a ghost until the sun came up, shedding light on a bright new day. Even then, they kept looking.

By mid-morning, Milo was full of life, the Mesitos back in the sanctuary were getting worried, and Kit’s group still hadn’t found a thing.
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Steve and Stu had made some ground. As they reached higher altitudes, the circumference of the mountain got smaller, and they had less ground to cover for each loop. Yet progress was meaningless. Tandy couldn’t surmise how Stu was still standing. He could only deduce that he needed to try harder.

As Stu’s foot dragged over a tiny rock, he felt his brain swell and push against the frame of his skull. “Steve!!” he screamed in an agony that hurt worse than death. A pain so immense that he’d do anything to make it stop.

Steve gripped his shoulders tight and shook them until his brother stopped screaming. “Hang in there, Stu!!” he shouted.

Stu turned to look at his twin with painful tears in his eyes. He realized how mature his brother looked. Looking at him, Stu felt weak. Inadequate. “I can’t stand it!!” Stu sobbed.

He wobbled. The narrow mountain path put Stu in a dangerous margin; he had to swing his arms wildly to keep balanced.

“Yes you can, Stu! Think of others, think of others.”

Try as he might though, Stu could not think of anyone else. Up in the sky, Tandy’s mouth curved into a malicious smile.

“Names, names, names…” Steve said.

Stu could only name Zervana and his brother right now. Surely, deep down, in the pockets of his memories where Tandy’s grubby claws could not reach, there had to be more. Others who he loved. But who were they?

Steve kept pushing him, and Tandy’s anger grew. Stu was now only seven loops away from reaching Zervana. The sky had turned dark, and a red rain began to fall. “Think Stu, think!”

It occurred to Stu… names apply to more than just people. He could think of places.

Stu thought of Lindon, Freedoni, and Fuul, but the names were coming to him without images. Another name came – Prosper – but he couldn’t quite recall where that was either. He thought it wasn’t a planet though, so that probably meant it was a building. Or a landmark. Or a home…

The image of Prosper hit Stu all at once.

Prosper was the bathroom, where he and Zervana had fallen in love. It was the hub, where he and Steve had played solitaire incorrectly. It was the bedroom, where a little fellow - his name was Macguffin - liked to sleep on scattered maps. Prosper was the control room, where their incredible captain, a shy, under-appreciated woman named… Sarah Prawn? No, Espee, flew them from. Prosper was the promise of adventure to all the great places across Leviathan.

Prosper’s doors had opened on one such planet, and he knew now which planet it was. Sizmore, where they had met Zervana, and one other. A loyal creature, wounded now, and his name was Milo.

As Stu thought of each of them in turn, they appeared in the red rain beside him. First Macguffin, at the base of Stu’s heels, who pushed him as hard as he could. Stu saw him as he really was, for the first time ever, and felt sorry in a way for Guff, who loved them all (and they all loved him), but he’d never be seen, or be listened to, the way the rest of Prosper understood each other. He was the oddball, but he was such a great oddball.

Then Espee appeared, and she was laughing, which Stu had never seen before. She seemed overjoyed to be with them here, even as the thunder clapped and the red rain poured, and the mountain was still terrifyingly high up. But she was part of the crew, and they all helped each other, no matter what. Stu realized that maybe all along she’d harbored no great secret - that she simply said little because she wasn’t used to having friends who would listen. She stood behind Steve, and helped carry him up the mountain.

Finally, and this was the most important development of all, Milo came. He flew in as an eagle, swooping around Zervana curiously before soaring down to Stu and the crew. His presence gave Stu more comfort than all the rest put together.

It reminded Stu again that none of this was real. Except, it was. It was his inanimate mind animated. It was his heart personified. Up above the crew was Zervana, but they were a crew without hierarchy. They had risked their lives to help Milo - now they could risk their lives to help not only Zervana, but Stu himself.

Outside this illusion, he had his team. He had Prosper, and if Zervana was his first true love, then maybe the rest of them were his first true family. He’d had Steve, he’d had a mom, but their life was built around lineage. And when your family tree is woven in a tapestry hung in your royal hall, it ceases to feel like a family anymore.

Stu had never had a good-bye with his mother, and his father’s malice was terrifying. At long last, Stu was starting to see clearly that a family isn’t about blood at all. It’s about finding people who love you just as much as they love themselves, if not more. Great parents, great siblings - great families - are capable of arguments, of disagreeing, and many times are bound to make mistakes. But it was the unconditional forgiveness and love which came at the end of every fight, of every mistake, that made a family whole.

Stu’s family name wasn’t Ergo. It was Prosper.

As Alastair Harris had always said, you’ll know you’ve found the one - or, the ones - when even after they die, they ask only that all the love that you had for them is funneled back into love for yourself.

They’ll be sad to go, but sadder if you follow.

Stu had made a mistake coming into this tower. Zervana would’ve told him so long ago. He whispered to his four friends, pushing him up the mountain. “Guys, let’s get out of here.”

Yet Tandy Gibb would not allow it.
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It was morning outside, and there were still no signs of the tenth GIBB worker. Kit and the group had scoured the whole compound. The hospital, the rubble of every home, cellar, and garden. Yet they had found nothing, not even footprints of an escape.

Steve really wanted to head back to Prosper, to check on Stu and Zervana, but Espee hesitated.

At this point, Milo was talking sentences, asking questions, and in generally good spirits as they caught him up on most of what he missed. Consciously though, they had told him nothing about Zervana’s state, and they didn’t plan to. Going back to Prosper would force that conversation, and they didn’t know if Milo could handle it yet.

“Kit, I don’t think they’re here,” Paloma said, after they had gone over every building for the third time.

He took his time before responding to her, but in all honesty Kit agreed. He looked around, taking in the destruction of the night before. Destroyed buildings, fire that was still burning, blood spilled on the ground, charred land. It was a sight to behold.

“Um, Kit, if I may?”

The Mesitos turned to Espee, unhappy. Nobody interrupted Kit when he was thinking. Yet he nodded at her, eager to hear what she had to say.

Espee gulped as she found the courage to voice her opinion. “I think, um, maybe we should leave the compound.”

Kit shook his head at once. Paloma had already had that thought—

“…but not head home, I mean,” Espee continued. “I just think we should leave the compound and check that spaceship.”

She pointed at the giant spaceship outside the compound’s walls, the one which Amos had inferred was a transport vessel. All at once, everyone followed her gaze.

Kit had been so set on staying inside the compound until they found the last employee, that he never stopped to think the last employee may not be in the compound. He looked at Espee with shock. “Yes, that’s a great idea.”

She blushed, and Steve clapped her back, impressed. Even Milo let out a little smile, happy that Espee was happy. He owed her many times over. He owed everyone many times over. It was hard to even explain how Milo felt - ecstasy and relief to the highest degree, a feeling so wonderful that he actually wasn’t sure that he didn’t die.

He wasn’t alone in this world after all. And he couldn’t wait to tell Zervana.
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When they reached the ship, Espee had been correct. The moment they stepped on board, they heard a door shut. They followed that noise through a series of corridors. Although there were many doors in this enormous transport ship to open, when the group found a closed one they threw it ajar, unafraid. The last door remaining led to a well-furnished bedroom, which was where they found the tenth and final GIBB employee.

He was young, and looked much kinder than the rest. When they found him he was crying. Between tears, he explained how the Mesitos ripped his friends apart in front of him. He said he was always against killing Mesitos, but now saw how violent and terrifying they truly are. He said sorry, but the blame in his excuses always led away from him.

Grolt stepped in. “Oh, yeah?! Then why’d you shoot at us before? You’re a little liar!”

Kit stopped him, and the boy explained that the two heads of the compound, Lolita and Cretin, ruled with an iron fist. He had no choice.

In the end, the group of ten decided to vote on what to do with him.

Steve, Milo, and Macguffin voted that he should be allowed to live, which the boy broke down in tears upon hearing. It wasn’t clear if he was crying happily for he’d convinced three people he was innocent, or if he was crying the way inmates do on death row, because he had done the math. Espee, Grolt, Paloma, Nina, and Stin all voted that he should join his staff in death. Kit and Amos abstained.

Grolt and Paloma volunteered to do the dirty deed and took the boy off the ship.

He cursed at them all, shouting out his own name over and over, as if to humanize himself. “I’m Mathis! I’m Mathis! Damn you all, my name is Mathis!—”

It was all too much to bear. Steve in particular was sickened and couldn’t exit the ship for a bit. Yet, like with the three workers in the lab, Steve understood it wasn’t his place to judge. That boy may have done primarily gardening and food preparation within the compound, but he had still killed many Mesitos of his own, and had mentioned none of their names.

After the exchange with Mathis, Milo was able to walk around on his own, but he doubted he could get all the way back to Prosper. So Espee decided to finish their night-long raid in style and took them all up in the new ship. The Mesitos loved it, the flight helping everyone to take their minds off of the night’s destruction.

But Steve forced himself to look out the window as they passed over the compound. Observing the scorched land, he said a solemn word for all ten who had died there at their hands, and all the others slaughtered by a company for a lie. He hated when anyone got hurt, much less killed. As the ship slowly flew up from the compound, his mind went to his father Bashir.

Maybe Steve would make a good ruler after all. Much better than his dad. He understood the value of a life, and that was something Bashir couldn’t imprint on him, no matter how long he ordered him to run or read.

As the ship passed outside the compound’s walls and over a long stretch of emerald green grass, something else outside the window caught Steve’s eye.

A giant tower, rocking back and forth with a worrisome tremble. As if it were being destroyed from the inside.

“Hey, Kit?” Steve called. Kit grunted, not trying to disrupt this moment of serenity. “That tower there,” Steve went on, “…is it supposed to shake like that?”

Kit ran to the window, along with the other Mesitos and Amos, running the fastest of all. “Stop the ship!”

Espee didn’t even know who had said it, but she listened.
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Inside Tandy’s Tower, and not in Stu’s vision, Stu was hundreds of meters deep underground. He’d descended almost four hundred ladder rungs, and had only now started going back to the surface. But he wasn’t in his own mind yet, and occasionally he went down a rung instead of up, meandering closer and closer to Tandy’s eternal prison.

Zervana was still slumped over his shoulders, and Stu’s muscles were crumbling under her weight. She was light, but she was dead weight, and he’d been carrying her for a long time. Stu would have to drop her, if he wanted any hope to make it out alive.

Inside the vision, he was running down the mountain. He was running away from Zervana, and he was all alone.

He no longer needed his friends' help, they had given him all he could ever need, and so he ran and ran and ran, ignoring the careful side steps which he’d taken on the way up. His legs were runners’ legs now, his head was nearly his own, and his heart was full.

Up in the sky, Tandy’s vengeance brought pieces of the mountain tumbling down. Stu dodged some rocks but was hit by others, and those left considerable damage.

Those pieces also hit Stu in real life, as he tried to climb up the ladder. Tandy’s Tower was itself crumbling, chunks of generations-old stone crashing down on those unfortunate enough to be caught inside.

As Stu got closer and closer to the mountain’s bottom, the vision of it started to fade. Though the sky was getting redder, and the blood-colored rain fell harder, the entire scene itself was fading away. Stu could just about make out the ladder inside the tower he held onto.

That’s when Tandy lifted his eyebrows in anger, and the mountain raised higher.

Stu was further from the ground, but close enough. Without hesitation, he slid off the side of the narrow path and rolled down the mountain. He was cut up on stones, his glasses breaking and his nose bleeding, but he was countering the raising of the mountain.

That was fine until he started picking up speed, with the mountain rising higher and higher and higher. Stu had gained too much momentum. If he hit the ground, he’d probably crash straight through it—

Stu stayed calm though, like Zervana had taught him. Just saying her name filled him with strength. Zervana wouldn’t fear the speed; she would have used it.

Stu waited for a point where the mountain curved a bit, and then quickly stood up. His shoes scraped against rocks and his soles turned to dust as he pushed down his knees and leapt off the mountain. He had enough speed to send him flying. His knees buckled when he landed, but he had gone far enough out to reduce the vertical impact, managing to run, run, run away from Tandy’s nightmare.

He saw the tower ladder in real life, he saw his hands gripping it, but Tandy worked harder and shifted the land. His giant eyes in the sky darted left and right, creating craters and chasms. Stu was pulled back into the vision, and found himself running right towards a ravine just as lava shot up out of it. The heat was unbearable, and Stu leaped backwards, scurrying out of the way. Magma singed the dirt where he just stood.

“Let me go!!” Stu shouted to the sky.

The giant face in the sky, the voice inside his head, Tandy Gibb, simply howled in response. He sent massive trees shooting out of the ground. Owls came flying out of their leaves, diving for Stu.

Stu ran in fear, legs aching as his vision blurred.

There was a reason this tower was covered in moss and faded with age. Only four people had been foolish enough to touch it - a singular Mesito, Amos Gibb, and Stu with Zervana.

And it was beginning to look like only a Gibb could make it out of the tower alive.
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Outside the tower, the spaceship landed and Amos was the first to disembark. He ran to the tower while the others stayed back. Everyone’s head hurt the moment they got near.

“It’s destroying itself!” Amos yelled, and it was clear to all the others that he was right. This wasn’t the shaking of an earthquake - it was the physical jumping and thrashing of a sentient being. As if the tower was having a temper tantrum.

“Look!” Espee said, pointing at the ground. There were shoe prints in the dirt.

“What is it?” Kit asked, uncharacteristically afraid.

The prints in the ground belonged to a pair of Volpex-skinned flip flops. Zervana’s. Espee turned to Milo and Steve, who were beginning to hobble together towards the tower. “Zervana and Stu, they’re in there!”
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Stu could feel his mind eating itself alive.

Owls were chasing him now, and he couldn’t shake them. His knees were too sore from the jump to outrun them. He had to stay calm, not be hasty, and outsmart them - outsmart Tandy. Perhaps even outsmart himself.

The owls were drawing near; they followed a pattern of swooping low as soon as they got within a meter of him. Zervana had outsmarted the policemen on Freedoni, and Stu remembered how. As the owls swooped at him he stopped, ducking so that they flew over him and missed. But he needed them off his trail for good.

Again, Stu used his past as a blueprint. He thought back to how he’d taken out the painter in the palace with the ladder, hoisted by his own petard. He ran slowly, looking ahead at another ravine.

As he got closer to it, he heard the rumbling of lava below. The owls kept swooping, adapting as he had, getting closer and closer. They were all together, all overhead, all about to swoop - but here was the chasm, and now was the time. Stu vaulted into the air, the lava shooting up just as he passed over. Drops of magma singed his butt and back, but, just like he’d planned, the owls flew right through the lava. The remains of their burnt corpses came out the other end.

Stu laughed, adrenaline pumping. Then Tandy raised his eyebrows again, about to hit Stu with another obstacle from his own mind, but Stu fought it. Massive bookshelves sprouted out of the craggily ground, their arrival glitching as Stu tried to hold them off. The world sputtered, and Stu saw a broken crescendo of memories all around him; his own memories, but also the shadows of Amos’ time in the tower - a redhead with freckles and a kind face, a bunny rabbit lying on ice. Tandy pushed harder, imprinting the bookshelves on the ground. The landscape ran thick with them like a forest of libraries, stretching as far as Stu could see. They were positioned close enough to each other to topple like dominoes.

Tandy was pitting Stu’s own mind against him. Even with his fleeting fragments of memories to outsmart him, Stu knew this could not last forever. He’d descended the mountain, he’d scorched the owls, but he was about to be crushed by bookshelves. Perhaps this was the end.

But if Stu had made this entire landscape appear, then he could make this all disappear, too. He just had to look inside himself.

Stu closed his eyes tight, willing for everything to vanish: the mountain, the bookshelves, the craters and corpses of owls, Tandy’s face and all the red sky. “I don’t want to see this!!” he shouted aloud, and opened his eyes.

Everything was gone. Once more the world had shifted.

But now Stu was in a much worse place.
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“I’ll go,” Kit said, approaching the tower with strain on his face. His headache was unbearable, but he’d made it inside the tower before, when he’d watched his fellow Mesito leader descend its ladder. If anyone should face it again, it should be him.

Amos thought to say something, to volunteer himself. But he didn’t. He knew he couldn’t survive Tandy’s psychological warfare a second time.

Steve and Espee thought of volunteering, too. But they knew nothing about this tower, and the way it was warping their minds already was troubling. If anyone would be able to take it on, it would be Kit, they reasoned.

He approached it with trepidation. His red body struggled to fit through the door, then he looked down slowly into the hole. “Yes,” Kit called back, his head hammering and his soul afraid, “I see them in there…” He muttered under his breath, fear mounting.

Then, he tried to go down the ladder.

But he couldn’t fit.

Of course he wouldn’t be able to fit as a Mesito. But even as Kit tried to shift into a human first, he couldn’t manage to turn.

“What’s wrong?!” Nina shouted, her head pounding.

Kit looked back and shook his head, realizing the mistake he’d made. “We’ve still got the inhibitor in us - I can’t go down there.”

All the Mesitos looked at each other. None of them could fit. They looked at Macguffin, he wouldn’t work. And Amos couldn’t bring himself to go down there again. He stepped away, and all eyes turned to Steve and Espee. They looked at each other, afraid to speak.

“Let me go.”

The voice was Milo’s.
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Stu and Zervana were once again floating in space. There was nothing else to it. This was what Tandy had replaced the mountain with. Stu was holding Zervana’s hands, and she was alive again. Her eyes were bright and merry, her face was warm and real; it was as if she had never been killed.

Just above their heads, simply existing in space, Stu saw a ladder.

He knew, still conscious of all that the Tower was, that the ladder was his only ticket out of here. “Zervana, look—” he said, pointing up.

She did, and gave him a warm, loving smile. She was ready to go, too.

Stu tried to reach for the ladder, to pull Zervana with him up to the bottom rung, but she held him back. Determined, Stu pulled her up again through space, reaching his fingers out to touch the bottom of the ladder. But still Zervana held him back.

“What are you doing, Zee?”

Then Stu saw the problem.

Tandy’s cold hand was wrapped around her ankle.

Stu pulled on her, stretching as much as he could, one hand grabbing for the ladder and the other holding tight onto Zervana’s sweaty palm. “Zervana!” Stu shouted desperately, “We have to get out of here!”

But she looked down at Tandy’s hand, holding her forever in place. Her face was covered in tears as she said, “Oh, Stu… You have to know, I can’t leave.”

“No!” Stu shouted. “We have to get you out of here!” He looked back and forth between the ladder and Tandy’s hand, his head aching as if he were truly in the vacuum of space. As he tried again and again to reach that bottom rung, he came at last to focus on Zervana’s hand. Her perfect fingers wrapped around his, her delicate palm sweating as it held onto him, her nails prim and proper - Zervana of Leviathan always took good care of herself. She never deserved to die.

Stu understood Tandy’s trick. There was only one way to reach the ladder. But if Stu chose to let go of her, Zervana would fall down Tandy’s hole for an eternity, never able to rest in peace. How could Stu subject her to that?! He couldn’t let go of her; he would not do that to the love of his life. But if he didn’t, he wouldn’t escape an eternity of falling either.

Stu looked deep into Zervana’s eyes. She batted them and pulled in Stu for a hug, resting her head lovingly against his neck. “Stu,” she whispered, “don’t let me go.”

All else was still.
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Espee told Milo not to go.

She said that he wouldn’t like the state Zervana was in, but he wouldn’t listen. He was the only Mesito capable of transforming right now, and he knew he could do so with the grace required to preserve his stitching. There was no changing his mind, and Espee’s own brain throbbed much too hard to argue. Milo was going to go in the tower, and if what he saw about Zervana troubled him, then so be it.

She might be surprised to see him too. Espee had done a great fix-up job, but he’d still lost an ear in the process; he wasn’t quite the Milo that Zee was used to. He chuckled, thinking about how she’d undoubtedly tease him about it forever. “I told you you shouldn’t have gone alone on Freedoni,” she would say, “and now look what you’ve done.”

Milo approached the tower, a little bit proud and a little bit cocky. Yet before he went inside, he turned back enthusiastically. There was a question on his mind that needed answering. “Hey, I nearly forgot! What’s the average lifespan of a Mesito?”

The Mesitos stared blankly, but Milo met their eyes with the most unbridled joy and genuine curiosity they’d ever seen. So Paloma answered. “About 50 years.”

Wonderful, Milo thought, another 30 years.

And after today, it'll be nothing but peace. He hoped Zee would be willing to settle down, too. Wasn’t she getting on nicely with Stu?

With that thought, Milo faced the tower, stepped back, and began to shift. He became a long, thin, green dragon, with blue scales running down his back, and whiskers protruding beneath his nose.

Everyone stepped back as his long tail stretched out from the tower to the middle of their group. Amos reached out and patted it in support. He had a bad feeling about all of this.

But it was too late to reconsider. Milo was already flying into the center of the universe.
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“Zervana, you aren’t real.”

He expected her to fight it, for Tandy to try to trick him again. But instead she answered simply, “So what?”

“So what?” Stu asked, incredulous. “I mean, that changes everything! I don’t want the real you to suffer. If that’s not what this is about, then why shouldn’t I let you go?”

“Stu…” Zervana shook his hand, forcing him to look directly into her eyes. “I’m real to you. I’m exactly as you remember me, a product of all the things we love so much about each other. And I’m here now, and we can be here forever. Or anywhere you want to be, so long as you stay.” She put his hand up to her face, and leaned into it just as she had that night on Prosper. “Stu look, the world up there,” she looked up at the ladder, “it’s fast, and it’s overwhelming, and it’s confusing. Why would you want to leave me for that?”

Stu stopped to consider it. He took in the serenity of the moment. There was no giant face in the sky. There were no eerie towers. There was no royal palace, no bazaars to raid, no birthdays to panic over, no prejudice or politics, no vaccitubes, no hunters, no Solar Express crashing and claiming 85 lives. There was just Zervana and Stu, and an eternal good-bye.

Even if it was all fake, did that matter?

Stu thought of his mother. How badly he wished to see her one last time, and say his final farewell. But what would he even say if he had one more conversation?

He supposed he would enter her hospital room with flowers in his hand. He’d cross to her bedside, and she would be asleep, as she often was in her final days. He would kiss her forehead and pull back, watching as she stirred awake. Then he’d give her the flowers and pull up a chair.

They could talk about many things, keeping it all positive - perhaps laugh at old inside jokes or retell their favorite stories. Remember the time Steve did such-and-such, or we hung out with so-and-so? Stu guessed he and his mom would spend a lot of time talking about the past, because those moments were ultimately the sum total of her life. She would make no more memories.

But, inevitably, she’d want to guide the conversation towards Stu’s future, even as she lay sick and dying. She’d want to give him advice, perhaps outline a dream path for her son, whose life she’d never see end. “Stu,” she might say, “I know you’re going to do great things. Even though I won’t see them, I know you’ll make me proud.” And he’d probably retort with “No, mom!! You’ll see how I turn out! You’re not going to die!” Though of course, she would. Everybody would. Even Zervana.

And as people go, the world seems a little less bright. The sun doesn’t seem to shine; it just burns. The rivers don’t seem to flow; they just bend. The inside jokes, and favorite stories, and past memories no longer entertain; they just hurt. So you start to obsess over what it might be like to have one more sunny day, one more conversation, one more memory, one last good-bye.

But for what? What did that limbo bring Stu, apart from prolongment? Things couldn’t get any better if he remained stuck in the past. The corruption of GIBB, and the mistreatment of Mesitos, and the sham of vaccitubes, the pain he felt from losing his mother and Zervana, the hopelessness that imbues all parts of a world without those we love - none of those problems could be solved unless he moved on.

Stu knew, though his heart broke to say it, that he had to go. Unless he left the tower, Leviathan wouldn’t get any better. Unless he let Zervana go, he wouldn’t get any better.

He whispered, his voice quivering, “I love you, Zee. For all eternity.”

And then…he let go of her hand, his eyes glazed with tears and his body shaking.

And Stu Ergo pushed away from his best friend. He grabbed onto the ladder in space.

When he looked back, Zervana was smiling up at him one last time. “I love you too, Stu.”

Stu left Zervana floating in space, and he would never see her move again.
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Stu Ergo looked down. He was holding onto a ladder in real life now, a ladder leading down to the most unimaginable depths of the human mind, as Zervana’s body fell down Tandy’s hole.

As Milo entered the hole himself, it began to fall apart beyond repair.

Tandy Gibb was destroying himself; he had put everything he had into Stu, and still been beaten. The tower was dying.

Large chunks of rock cracked off the tower’s walls, falling down into the never-ending darkness below. As the debris fell deeper and deeper, Milo sped up to pass it. His head was aching, splattering images of him, Zervana, and the whole Prosper crew on the boundaries of his mind.

Milo gasped. As he flew deeper, the hole around him dissipated, until he could only see Zervana and her brother Diego.

They were sifting through the wreckage of a spaceship.

Diego called out to Zervana that he’d found something, and together they lifted some shrapnel to reveal a little baby Mesito, green and crying. Baby Milo (where am I?) Milo kept diving through the hole, picking up speed, passing out of that memory.

That was when he saw Stu, gripping onto a ladder. Milo dove faster. “Stu! Zee!” He called out, unable to contain his excitement.

Another vision blew past.

Zervana and Diego were raising little Milo,

and it was a frigid day outside,

and Milo was sipping on some warm Awaw milk,

and they were listening to some classic carols on Diego’s radio,

and then Zervana pulled Milo aside to tell him how there were some people in this world who wanted Mesitos dead. As long as they were together, though, she would never let anything bad happen to “my little Milo.”

Stu looked up from the ladder, tears in his eyes, at the dragon barreling towards him.

His first thought was that this was another of Tandy’s tricks, but then he heard the dragon call his name. It had Milo’s voice.

Stu realized the gravity of the situation at once. Milo had shifted, not knowing the danger he was entering, and was now flying straight to his death.

Milo was struck with another memory: Diego and Zervana were fighting (what are they fighting about?)

Diego shouted out, “Milo is a liability!” and Zervana snapped back that she didn’t give a damn—

Stu screamed at Milo from the ladder, seeing his eyes glossing over—

Tandy, even though he was doomed to perish, was trying to conquer Milo’s psychology, too.

Milo blinked, and saw trains crashing, Mesitos being killed, Diego holding a knife over him as he slept, Rupert shooting Pepper, fights on Freedoni, Zervana shoving Diego, shoving him hard…

“MILO!” Stu called out, but his friend was losing his mind.

The tower shook harder, stone and dirt and the planet itself imploding as Tandy panicked.

On Bex’s ground outside, everyone had to duck. The tower had begun eating itself, swallowing its own walls and catapulting its own rubble out into the air. One stone whizzed past Grolt’s head, another struck Kit’s chest.

Milo saw Diego and Zervana fighting, fighting over him, and then Zervana with tears in her eyes. Milo was watching Zervana make a final decision…

Stu hugged the ladder as Milo the dragon soared past him. He was completely in his head now, losing a battle with himself. Psychological warfare, Milo vs. Tandy Gibb.

“MILO!!!” Stu called his name again, and perhaps Milo stirred.

…Milo saw Zervana choose him.

He saw Zervana reject her family to love a Mesito, and he wondered then why he’d ever doubted her love for him.

He liked being in these memories, (“If you stay here I’ll show you more great times!” a voice howled inside of Milo’s brain), and he wanted nothing more than to stay inside of them. Milo kept sailing down into the center of Tandy’s trap, the belly of the beast, and now he was coming up on Zervana’s dead body as it fell down the hole too—

Stu jumped off the ladder.

He had to catch Milo. There was no other way. If he lost Zervana, then he at least had to save her best friend.

Milo thrashed his head. He saw visions of Zervana standing up for him, over and over again. When her brother rejected him, she fought for him. When a man made of mushrooms called Mesitos a plague, she fought for him. When Milo himself had self-doubts and episodes of hatred, when he read in books that he was truly a monster, with rows of razor sharp teeth and a capacity for violence, Zervana fought for him—

The hole to the center of the universe funneled out as everyone fell deeper,

and deeper,

and deeper,

and Stu dove through this oblivion as bits of Tandy’s Tower flew by.

Zervana was the furthest down, Milo was catching up to her, and then Stu Ergo, desperate, having already conquered Tandy, swam down through the air, reaching out for Milo—

Outside, the Tower had completely fallen apart. All that remained was a hole in the ground. If one were to look down inside it, they’d see its circumference growing wider and wider, but you would not see its widest state.

You would never see the end of it.

Stu reached out, grabbed onto Milo’s tail, and immediately he bit down on it.

Milo yelped, feeling the bite inside his mind. For a moment, all his visions faded. He turned his head to see Stu. Stu? Where am I?

“Milo!! We need to get out of here!!”

The wind was whipping past them. Rubble and dirt were soaring down from above, getting into Milo’s eyes and slicing thousands of tiny cuts across his face. He saw, far above, past Stu dangling on his tail, the promise of sunlight through a narrow hole. The ceiling of this infinite space.

That’s when he remembered. Milo stopped flying— turning his dragon body around in the air; Stu held tight onto his tail. “Wait!” Milo shouted. “Where’s Zee?!”

Tandy’s twisted voice taunted those words back. “Where’s Zee?!” “Where’s Zee?!” “Zervana is DEAD!!”

Stu couldn’t admit what he had done, but he pointed down at Zee as she fell into Tandy’s abyss.

Milo took one look at her still body, falling through this never ending space.

He went after her.

“No!” Stu yelled, tugging on Milo’s neck. “Please Milo, just get us out of here!”
But Milo could not.

He knew, in that instinctual way, that he was chasing after the ghost of his best friend. His sister. His mother. Zervana.

And Milo didn’t care. Tears leaked from his eyes and flew up against the wind. He flew faster and faster, further and further into the darkness, chasing a corpse—

For she was still Zervana.
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Outside, Steve, Espee, Macguffin, the five Mesitos, and Amos Gibb all waited.

The tower was gone. The last stone had simply slipped into the hole, gone forever. It appeared like Tandy had eaten himself alive and left nothing behind. This world, once divided into three - the sanctuary, the compound, and Tandy’s Tower - was now just Bex, home of the Mesitos.

Yet no one celebrated, despite defeating two unimaginable threats in a single night. This was not a happy time. Nobody had emerged from the hole.

Not Milo, nor Zervana, nor Stu.

And Amos, who knew the most of those gathered here, doubted if they ever would.

Amos looked around at all who were gathered there. From Espee and Macguffin, to Kit and Grolt. The people and creatures of this massive galaxy. For a long time now, he’d made all of their lives worse simply by being complacent. Amos vowed to never be complacent again, but it still wasn’t enough. Three good people were still dead, and he would have to live with that for the rest of his days. It was a hard truth, a gigantic pill to swallow, and would things have gone differently had Amos gone back into the tow—

His woes were halted as Milo flew out of the hole in the ground.
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There was an eruption of cheers as Milo slid onto Bex’s soil. He was dusty and his eyes were red, but he was still alive. Stu was on his back; cut, bruised, and blistered; but still moving. As for Zervana, Milo opened his mouth tenderly, carefully, and her body rolled out off his tongue. She was also cut, bloody, and her hair had the fallout of Tandy’s Tower entangled in it.

Was she alive?

Milo stood up, transforming back into a Mesito, while everyone approached Zervana.

Milo knew - deep down - but he had to make sure.

He bent over to nudge Zervana with his snout. Espee put a hand on his back, sniffling, but Milo shook it off. He didn’t want sympathy, not now.

Milo nudged Zervana a few times. “Zee, you alright?”

But she didn’t respond. The heaviness of her still figure began to set in. The survivors circled around her and Milo. A group of twelve in the middle of Bex, at the center of Leviathan.

“Zervana, are you there?!”

Stu had to look away. Tears were streaming down Milo’s face.

Steve grabbed his twin and before Stu could protest, he hugged him with all the force in the universe. They both couldn’t help but sob.

“Zee, look where we are! Look where we are!!”

Espee joined the brothers in their hug and cried so loud it hurt. Macguffin whimpered, while Grolt got down on one knee. The other Mesitos, even Kit, followed his lead.

“Zee, why won’t you look!?!”

Up above, Mesitos were flying in from all across the planet, curious to see why the tower had been bellowing. The Mesitos who had been freed from the compound, the Mesitos who had stayed behind in the sanctuary. Luna, Lana, and all the rest.

Milo sniffled, his voice that of a young boy’s, as he lay his head on Zervana’s belly. “Wake up, Zee… Please wake up…”

A large circle of hundreds of Mesitos had formed all around them. They bowed down in respect. Even though they didn’t know Zervana, you only had to take one look at her to know that she had been something truly special.

As Milo cried, the truth set in. Leviathan had lost a legend. Zervana was dead.
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The funeral was held later that day. Milo explained to them all that Zervana had no living family members, her close friends were all there on Bex, so there was no point in waiting. Instead, they carried her over to a river. A calm, thin river with a few small stones populating its stream. It was a shade of blue so bright it could be sapphire, just like Espee’s eyes. Its water was warm but refreshing, like a pool on the sunniest day of fall.

Milo held her and only let Stu, Steve, Espee, and Macguffin near. When they got her to the water, he requested they pick some flowers to put in her hair.

They found some wild roses and daisies, and together interlaced the stems through Zervana’s brown locks. Her eyes were still, and a soft breeze blew against her lashes.

Stu noticed that the color in her face was diminished, but not gone. She still had rosy freckled cheeks that reminded him of candy, the cold, and childhood all at once. He wondered if even the greatest artists in the galaxy could quite capture her cheeks the way they looked in the sunlight now. Nothing could compare to the way he saw her. Nothing could come close.

Once they’d placed flowers in Zervana’s hair and set her in the river, Milo held on to her body before letting her drift. He wanted to say a few words. The rest of the Mesitos and Amos gathered around, but they kept a respectful distance, anticipating whatever gospel Milo would have to preach.

Instead, he kept things short. Perhaps because he felt like saying too much would force him to accept finality. Milo didn’t want to accept anything at all just yet. “Zervana…” He took a deep breath, “I pray you rest easy.”

Milo pushed her off with his foot, and Zervana’s body floated to the center of the stream. As the river carried her, it did so gracefully. Her hands rested on her chest, and her hair sank into the water, where it would never resurface.

Steve cried as much for Zervana as for his brother. He loved Zervana too - she was the kind of numbingly good person who never ceased to win you over, even when she was doing nothing at all. You just want someone like her to be happy, and she was happy with Stu. He was happy with her. Everything was happy, even in death, for Steve believed that one day they’d see her again, and how sweet the reunion would be.

Stu and Espee approached the river’s edge, watching Zervana’s body float away, and each stood back to let the other speak. They played a fleeting game of manners, each not wanting the final word, but also not quite ready to admit the moment was passing. Eventually Zervana was too far to be present, and so they didn’t say anything.

Then Stu changed his mind, and chased her body down the edge of the river, calling out “I love you! I love you!” over and over, until the words had lost meaning to all but Stu. He said it every time like it was the first time. He would pray to her every night until he died, and tell her it was so; that he loved her, that she was worthy of endless love, and that he prayed she was doing alright. He would tell her the events of his day, from sunrise to sunset, and he’d imagine her lying next to him in bed, listening. She’d murmur “uh-huh” and “is that so?” every now and again, but it would sadden him that she’d never do more than listen. Zervana would never again tell him how her day had gone. She had no more days left.

Back with everyone else, Espee let a tear fall, and it landed on Macguffin’s little doggy head. He looked up at her with wide eyes, and they were sad eyes too. But he let the moment pass and licked Espee’s ankles until she bent down and buried her head in his fur. He licked her all over, while she wept and giggled.

Espee whispered into Macguffin’s ears that she loved him, and he thought to himself I love you, too. Even though her heart had lost a significant piece today, Espee felt it might grow back again. It would. It had to - no matter how hard life is, it always goes on. Now she had a family to go on with.

After a few minutes of standing by the river, the Mesitos began to disperse. Amos waited another half hour before leaving, giving Milo a pat on the back as he went. Espee and Steve gave it an hour, and then walked off side by side, with Macguffin close behind. Milo didn’t leave though, not until Stu returned. By then the sun was setting, casting an orange and purplish hue across the sky.

Stu’s eyes were puffy and his glasses were gone, and Milo reached out his arms to give him a hug. They hugged for what felt like a lifetime.

Then Milo and Stu broke apart and sat by the river. Saying nothing, feeling nothing. Just reflecting on Zervana. What she believed in and all she fought for. Reflecting on Leviathan, with its many problems, and how they all seemed so much more insurmountable without the greatest space pirate to ever live by their side.

Eventually they stood. They had to leave Zervana. But she would never leave their hearts.

When they got back to Prosper, Espee was speaking with Amos, while Steve and Macguffin laid on the floor together. They were both exhausted from the night before, and that’s when Stu realized how much he and Milo had missed. They should count their blessings; they were all still here. Life was melancholy, but it persisted.

Espee asked Amos once more if he meant to go off to GIBB and broadcast his truth to all of Leviathan.

“Yes,” he answered, “by the time you all leave this planet, Leviathan’s core will be changed. Every ruler’s firm grip will be challenged.”

Espee thought of Bashir Ergo.

“Every poor family will have the means to escape poverty,” Amos went on.

Espee thought of Pepper the Spider Lady, and all Zervana had told her about Sizmore.

Amos continued, “The law and order of every planet will be in shambles.”

She thought of Freedoni, the bazaar, the police, the merchants.

“And nobody can predict the new world order that will rise from Old Leviathan’s ashes.”

She thought of herself, of Milo and Stu and Steve. If Amos would be killed for his actions, then the weight of the galaxy - the fate of the new galaxy - rested on their shoulders.

“It’s all necessary though. My ancestors built this galaxy the wrong way, now it’s up to the next generation to rebuild it from scratch.”

Espee noticed some gray hairs in Amos’ stubble. She hadn’t realized it before, but he was probably twice her age, twice all of their ages. The Prosper crew was young, and while they were exhausted, there was still so much work left to do.

“I believe in you. I believe in all of you,” Amos went on, looking around the ship, “but it won’t be easy. In fact, it’ll probably kill you all.” He laughed, while Macguffin’s ears perked up. “I’m kidding, I’m kidding.”

“Seriously, though, you guys won’t be able to do this alone. You’re a formidable group, but unless a great many people are willing to stand by your side, things will return to the way they were. They always do,” Amos sighed, and wondered if any of his ancestors had attempted a similar shake-up that had since been lost to time. “Change is scary, I know, and you’ll need hundreds of thousands of people, millions even, to show a little courage if we want things to be different.”

Espee nodded, afraid. Amos Gibb had the power to destroy the status quo, but did they have the power to fix it? Or would vaccitubes return, just in a slightly different form? Vaccitubes were simply the latest means of control; was such a hierarchy destined? Or could there be a world where nobody was above anybody else, if enough people were willing to fight for it? Espee knew what Zervana would say; she’d have to believe in it, too. A broken vaccitube wasn’t just a symbol for rebels, it was a symbol for change. A change that was within reach. The world would go through dark times to find brighter days ahead - it was up to them not to squander it. To let the sacrifices, the divisions, and all the dismal days, stand for something.

Amos said goodbye to everyone, and they all went to see him off. The spaceship he’d come in on was too low on fuel to fly, and so Kit had the idea to siphon some from the cargo ship by the compound. Espee helped him with that, while Milo mingled with the other Mesitos. When he wasn’t thinking of what he’d lost, he had moments of joy realizing all he’d gained. So many Mesitos, and he wanted to know them all.

Stu and Steve and Macguffin hung back from everyone, as Steve fiddled with his old Floopy toy. It was torn in two, and a lot of the stuffing was gone, but he still loved it. Even in pieces, it could be rebuilt.

“I wonder if Espee can stitch it up,” he said to Stu and Macguffin. They both murmured in agreement.

“Hey Steve, what did Zervana think of our room anyway?” Stu asked. As he said her name, another tear rolled down his cheek. He wiped it away with the sleeve of his sweater.

“Oh, she loved it!” Steve said, overly cheerful as he rubbed his hand across his brother’s back. “She loved it so much. I promise you that.”

Stu felt like crying more, wishing he could’ve seen her reaction himself. That one day she could’ve shown him her old room, and that one day beyond that they could’ve built a room together. And one day even further past that, they would have built their kid’s bedrooms, and past that…

“Stu, bud, that reminds me,” Steve said carefully, rubbing his brother’s shoulders, “give me a few minutes.” He let go and ran back to Prosper, rummaging through the box of supplies he and Zervana had gathered in the palace. He came sprinting back to Macguffin and Stu with two envelopes in his hand. As he caught his breath, he handed one to Stu. It was labeled with his name in blue ink. In Zervana’s handwriting.

“What’s this?” Stu asked, palpitating. His heart was fluttering a bit.

“It’s a letter to you. From Zee.” Steve smiled. Stu gave him a massive hug and he returned it. Their relationship, he knew, would last forever.

While Stu wandered off, Steve went to Milo and gave him his letter too. Milo had a similar reaction of shock and gratitude. Though he had been in deep conversation with Grolt and Luna, he stepped away from the group and went to read it. Meanwhile, Amos, Espee, and Kit returned to fuel up Amos’ tiny spaceship.

Amos climbed into the pilot’s seat, and looked out across the land. When he’d landed here, he had kissed the ground. Now, he wished to bless it. Not because the land itself was anything special, but because it had carried him to a height he had thought impossible. He had walked thousands of miles without moving an inch, he had crossed hundreds of highways on unpaved land, and he’d seen his end whilst exploring his beginnings.

Kit shifted into a human and put a hand on Amos’ shoulder. Amos had never seen his human form before, but thought it suited him. He was a strong man with dark features and tiny brown eyes. Eyes that seemed to be disappointed in everyone and everything, because they knew what you were capable of, and they wanted you to reach that height. Those eyes looked at Amos and glistened with approval. He had surpassed all Kit had measured him to be.

“Thank you for everything,” Kit told Amos, and beckoned back to all the Mesitos gathered nearby; all free, all harmonious.

“And thank you for giving me a chance,” Amos replied, remembering the night by the campfire. He had been helpless and tied, but Kit had let him free anyway. Kit had even trusted Amos to lead them into battle, in spite of his tribe’s relative peace. It was an illusion, far less than what it could’ve been, but that was GIBB’s greatest trick. It can always be better.

Little Luna had approached the ship too, to tearfully say good-bye to Amos. She was excited to see what peace would bring, but sad that Amos would never see it. Like Milo, she was anticipating a life of harmonious living, Mesitos and humans together, but Amos and Zervana had missed that memo. They both had to die to let it live.

“So what are you going to do, save the world?” Luna asked, laughing at Amos.

He grinned and responded, “Yeah, what else?”

She rested her head in his arms and he patted it thrice. “Well, give ‘em hell,” Luna said.

Kit glared at her.

Surprisingly to Amos, there were still others waiting to give him a personal good-bye, from Paloma and Stin to Grolt and Steve. Espee stayed back but waved from afar, sad to know she’d never see Amos again. Even more sobering was that she knew she’d never see any Gibb again, but she was grateful to have met one before the end.

Amos started up his ship, waving at Kit and Luna and all the others, and then he was off. Off to the great unknown once more, but this time he knew what he’d find when he reached his destination. Once he was soaring through the stars with his course locked into GIBB HQ, he unbuttoned his floral shirt, kicked off his flip flops, and put the ship into autopilot.

For the final time, Amos was going to take a nap.

In the coming weeks, The Leviathan Times published countless pieces dissecting the broadcast Amos had put out from every angle. He had told the galaxy the truth about himself and how little he did. He had told Leviathan the truth about Mesitos, and how little they did. He talked about how vaccitubes were really made, and emphasized that they would never be made again. They were only placebos anyway. Finally, he spoke directly to the camera, and said that everyone was free to go anywhere they pleased, anytime they pleased. Free of cost and unburdened by regulation.

As soon as the company realized what he was doing he had been cut off mid-broadcast. Then Amos Gibb had been chased to a field in the middle of nowhere - a field, coincidentally, on his old home planet, just a few kilometers from his old family farmhouse - and GIBB corporation did their best to kill the face of their company. The Leviathan Times reported him missing, for no reputable source would call him deceased, but everyone knew.

Just as they all knew that vaccitubes were worthless now. Just as they all knew that the entire galaxy was in turmoil. Just as they all knew that some new person, or people, would have to establish a new world order. The fight for that world order would be a savage one, fought on every planet, in every domain, by everyone.
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The Prosper crew rested on Bex for a week before they even began to talk about leaving. Stu spent most of that week by the river, lying in the water, just to share one last thing with Zervana. He hadn’t read his letter after all; he kept it aboard Prosper, sitting in the lap of an Espee-repaired Floopy. He’d read it when the time was right.

Stu hoped it would contain the answers to all his questions about Zervana - her name, her history, her family - but he liked leaving some questions unanswered for now.

There was something soothing about knowing their story wasn’t over.

Milo, on the other hand, read his letter every day. Always in the same place: the sweet strawberry fields of Bex, for strawberries had been Zervana’s favorite food. While he read, he popped strawberry after strawberry into his mouth, slowly biting down and letting the juices overwhelm his senses. He’d lay on his back, while bees and ants peacefully moved all around him, and the sun’s rays stretched all the way to the ground, as if they too were trying to see what was written.

He always cried by the end of the first paragraph.

Today, as the rest of Prosper prepared to move on from Bex, out to the rest of Leviathan and to a long unpaved road they’d have to chart themselves, Milo read slower than ever. He savored every word, trying his best to imagine Zervana’s hand writing them all out. To feel her heart in every stroke and her thoughts in every syllable.

“Milo!”

Milo turned his head to the plains nearby. Steve, Espee, and Stu stood in the grass, Macguffin by their side. They waved him over, and Stu added, “We’re about ready to leave, are you?”

Milo didn’t answer at first. They had pulled him out of the world of Zervana’s writing, and he wanted to delve back into that world just a little longer.

“Go ahead!” Milo called out. “I’ll be there in a minute!”

The trio left, walking back to the ship, and Espee scratched at her face nervously. “I know he’s sad, we all are… But if we don’t get going we’ll just sit around being sad forever.”

Stu and Steve didn’t respond, so Espee went on.

“Besides, I like to believe that Zervana is still with us… Or at least her ideas are. She’s with us all—”

“It’s okay.” Stu interrupted, walking a little faster to reach Prosper first. “He’ll come when he’s ready. Or he won’t.” Stu added that last part carefully.

It had been a frequent thought of his the past week. Milo may belong somewhere different than the rest of them. Some Mesitos in the past week had flown off to the greater Leviathan, off to new domains and new lives, because they knew Amos was forging a path that was safer for them. But most stayed here. Together, with people they knew and loved, and on a safehaven which only four living humans could pinpoint. Milo had spent his entire life serving a galaxy which hated him; perhaps it was unfair for them all to ask him to keep doing it.

Perhaps he’d be happier here, starting a family, settling down, and eating all the strawberries he could stomach.

Espee and Steve walked together, and Steve was lost in thought too. He was ready to leave, but scared of the road ahead. He knew at some point he and Stu would have to face their father once more, but that perhaps by then that would be the least of their worries. Or perhaps Bashir would be one of the many vying for control of the universe, and he would be the biggest worry of them all. Steve also worried because he saw Stu’s point, and foresaw Milo staying here in the end. If that happened, Prosper would be back to the same four people it was before they had ever gone to Sizmore. Just him, Macguffin, Stu, and Sarah Prawn.

He thought they were pretty poor together, just a ragtag group of four. They were a bookworm, a weapon, a romantic, and an enigma. And lately, those labels were blurring.

As if Espee was reading his mind, she put her hand on his shoulder and said, “Don’t worry. We’ve got this.” He looked into her eyes, the blues piercing his soul, and wondered again who Sarah Prawn had been before. What was she hiding, and was it worth finding out?

Espee hoped he’d ask.

Together, Espee and Steve boarded the ship. Macguffin ran around the grass wildly, capturing every detail of this planet before they’d move on to the next one. Only when he was properly tired out did he board Prosper too, rushing to sit by Stu, who scratched him behind the ears and softly kissed his forehead.

Espee kept the door open as they waited for Milo.

Mesitos flew across the sky, free as the river and the green grass it tickled. Luna flew overhead Milo, who was still sitting among the strawberries; he’d shielded his eyes to hide his crying. She let him be, flying off to the woods and the mountains and the horizon, and Milo kept reading.

This was the letter:

Dear Milo,

I’m writing this to you from Stu and Steve’s bedroom. By the time you read it, I hope our reason for being here will be clear. We’re going to get you some help. We’re going to save you.

… um, I don’t really know what to say. I don’t know what I’m writing for. Steve said to put this all down to help me say goodbye to you, but I’m hoping that one day you’ll read it, so then why say goodbye? I won’t do it, but I will say what I’m thinking. I’ll put down all my thoughts, because there’s so much I want to tell you, and… if you do die… there’s so much I wish I would’ve told you before.

The biggest thing. The biggest thing is… I appreciate you. Milo, I know I don’t tell you it enough, but I would be nowhere without you! Everytime we go on a mission, I think to myself ‘come on Milo, don’t fail me now, we owe this to the galaxy…’ But that’s not fair to you. You should be coaching me! I’m the one who sits up in a watchtower, giving you cues from above, while you’re the one in the field, risking your life every day to give back to a world which tells you time after time that you’re nothing. It’s not fair. And you do it all for me, because you know how much I want to give back… but then I don’t even give you one-tenth of the gratitude you deserve!!

I appreciate you, I appreciate you, I love you.

Here’s the thing…

You may die. I look at you, lying on the bed in the ship, and your body is still. It’s slow. You’re hurt, very badly, and I honestly don’t know if you’ll recover. A large part of me feels that this letter will be delivered by a spirit. That we’ll never see each other again, and that our last mission together failed because I finally pushed you too hard. Not in any mission, but in the moments between them. I pushed you so hard, that I finally pushed you away… and that kills me.

For so long, I’ve known you wanted to stop being vaccitube pirates, but I kept bringing you back for one more, one more, one more, because truthfully, I don’t know what to do with you if we aren’t working. No, that’s not it… I don’t know what to do with myself.

I realized there’s two types of people, Milo. Those who never want to work, and those who only want to work. Because the moments when you’re not working are basically the same for everyone: you go to school, you get married, you have kids, maybe a pet or two, and you spend every moment until you die going through the same motions. Consume whatever media, spend time with whatever friends, save up for whatever trips; some you go on and look back at photos of until you die; others you never do, because doctor bills and home repairs keep popping up… an endless cycle of spending money on the necessary things, but never the right ones.

That life has always scared me, the life of monotony, so I pour myself into our work. Figuring that if I work enough, then I won’t need to think about the shelf life. It’ll just end before I know it, and then at least my life never fizzled out, like all the lives of those serving the machine.

Except, you wanted that life. You wanted the life that everyone has, just an endless series of milestones and little moments until you reach the last milestone, the final moment. And I never gave you that option. Because I knew… if you go, my work fails, and then I have to live an ordinary life too.

Only, now I see the beauty in that life. Now that we’ve made new friends, and I found someone who I love more than a friend, I want a life settled down, too. I want those basic milestones… Because, yeah, while everyone undergoes them, we haven’t yet. And it would be different too. It was naive to think that everyone who doesn’t obsess over work is the same prisoner to life as everybody else. All lives are different because they’re all surrounded by different people. All those lives are beautiful too, maybe even better, because while they’re punctuated by the same emotional beats as everybody else’s - deaths, and diagnoses, and divorces - perhaps a life where you submit yourself to those inevitabilities, is better than a life where you try to outrun them all. Those moments hurt because you have someone to love. I guess I always tried to avoid having that. I guess, after Diego, I thought having no family was better than a nuclear family… all those families end the same way.

I have to wrap this up now.

But, Milo, I’ll never be able to emphasize how sorry I am for controlling your life for this long. The fight for intergalactic equality has always been my obsession, but perhaps it’s also been a distraction. I hope, in one way or another, you’re free now. And let me pay for my crime by spending every day from here on out telling you that I’m sorry. If I settle down with Stu, I hope you won’t think I’m a hypocrite. Rather, I’ve finally heard you. And every day, I’ll remember to live like you.

I’m sorry for being a bad mother.

Please forgive me… and know, when we meet again, I’ll make it up to you. Forever and always.

Love, Isabel

When Milo finished rereading the letter, he folded it tight and held it up against his heart. What he loved about the letter was that it was written under the assumption that it wouldn’t be read. In the end, it wasn’t so much a good-bye as it was an internal confession. An apology.

It was only after reading the apology again and again that Milo felt with certainty that Zervana had nothing to be sorry for. He would cherish it always, just as he would always cherish her.
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By the time Milo reached Prosper, it was almost nighttime. He stepped onto the ship slowly, for his wounds were still healing, and some parts of him would never be fully recovered. His large frame cast a shadow across the ship’s hub, and the crew looked up at him, silhouetted by the waning moon.

“Ready to go?” Espee asked.

Milo stood there in contemplation. His lips were pursed as he considered the question. He took a deep breath, considering all Zervana had written and all she had stood for.

“It’s okay if you don’t want to go—” Steve began, before Milo put up his arm.

“…You all know what’s funny?” Milo said aloud. The crew nodded, curious, as Milo went on. “I always thought that when I found a place like this, a place full of Mesitos, then I would finally find my family and settle down. But I guess, over the past few weeks I realized… That I already had a family. All of you.”

Steve let out a sigh of relief.

“-but,” Milo suddenly continued, “as much as I love you all… and I appreciate everything you did to save my life… The life I’ve always led, the one you’ll all continue to live, is not what I want anymore. You’re all my family, no doubt about it. But this ship is not my home.” Milo lowered his head in shame. He took a deep breath, and said at last, “I’m going to stay here.”

As Milo cleared his throat, Espee, Steve, Stu, and Macguffin all ran to him.

“It’s okay,” Stu responded. “You’re alright,” said Steve, and “We’ll miss you, Milo” came from Espee. Their consoling words echoed throughout the ship, and the family of five hugged one another tight in the moonlight. Milo rested on them all, for he knew they’d catch him, and already he missed everyone here as much as he missed Zervana.

He felt such joy though, knowing that they would let him begin the next chapter of his life, even if it meant their lives - their adventure - would go on without him in it. And it finally confirmed to him what he’d always hoped. When push came to shove, Zervana would have let him go too.

Even before all of this, before Milo had found his people, before Lindon, before Freedoni, even before The Solar Express, Zervana would’ve always let Milo go. She may have known there was no chance that he would ever return. But, even still, she wouldn’t have kept him. It had simply taken her a while to admit it to herself. Zervana was never Milo’s master. She was always his partner.

The crew was pained to leave Milo, but that was what their love was all about. Loving the moments they’d had, even when there would be no more. When the group broke apart, and Milo descended the ship to go off with the Mesitos, the rest of Prosper hung still.

They were back where they’d begun. Just Espee, Stu, Steve, and Macguffin. A motley crew. But they were a crew forever changed by Zervana, Milo, and even Amos Gibb. While the road ahead would be long and dangerous, Prosper knew they could face it.

As long as they had each other.


Author’s Note

Thank you from the bottom of my heart for reading Zervana! It took me four years, eight drafts, and quite possibly thousands of hours to put this all together, but it was all worth it if even one person enjoyed the story. If you did not enjoy the story—if you hated this book with a burning passion—then please leave a review on Amazon! Positive or negative, they all help the book do better in the algorithm, which is exclusively how indie authors survive. I’m also hard at work on my next book and will implement every last bit of feedback. Thank you!!
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