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CHAPTER ONE


Launch Window

I stood in line, trying not to let my legs shake. The final list was posted on the holo-board inside the station’s recruitment office, and everyone around me jostled for a look like it mattered more than oxygen. For most of them, maybe it did.

I already knew what I’d see.

When my name appeared—Albert Kuno—in stark white letters beneath “Accepted: Slipstream Pilot Candidate,” I didn’t cheer or jump. I just stared. Let the wave hit me. I’d done it.

Veltrin Station wasn’t the kind of place people dreamed from, let alone launched from. Tier 3 meant low priority for everything—repairs, education, food rations. Dreams here came with rusted edges and compromise. But not this time.

My mother cried. My father clapped my back so hard I nearly hit the wall. He’d served in the Unified Stellar Directorate as a comms tech. Said they didn’t take pilots from places like this. I proved him wrong. We spent the night in our cramped little housing unit drinking synthefruit and eating real protein—imported, black-market steak. My mom said it cost more than a month’s rations. I didn’t ask how they got it.

Then they gave me something else.

“It’s not… standard,” my dad said, handing me a sealed black case no larger than a tablet. The lock was already bypassed. Inside was a folded excursion permit. Real and official—barely. The kind used by surveyors, xenoarchaeologists, and the occasional overly curious pirate. It had a location code and a set of coordinates.

PX-107-K. A flagged but currently unclaimed world. No formal landing ban yet, but the Unified Stellar Directorate had already filed preliminary interest.

“Where did you even get this?” I whispered, the document flickering between permission and silence.

“We have friends,” my mom said. “Old ones. Said it hasn’t been locked down yet, but it will be. Soon.”

“What’s even on it?”

My dad shrugged. “Ruins. That’s what the drones picked up. Some kind of dead civilization. No one’s figured out who—or what—built them.”

I looked between them. “So you got me a trip to a dead world.”

“To walk somewhere no one else has,” Mom said, smiled. “You’ll be the first Kuno to leave footprints on something older than history.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. My parents didn’t have much, but they gave me this—one last adventure before flight school.

Before life changed forever.

Word spread faster than I liked.

By the time I stepped onto the rec platform at Sector 9’s edge, my friends were already gathered—like they’d been waiting. Same cracked benches. Same rust-edged railings overlooking the maintenance bay windows. The artificial sunset made everything look gold, even the stains in the metal.

“Hey!” Jorin, my oldest friend, shoved a can of synthale into my hand before I could protest. “You’re looking at the next Slipstream hotshot, boys and girls!”

“You actually got in?” Keela asked, wide-eyed. “Holy hells, you weren’t kidding.”

“I rarely do.” I gave a small nod and raised the can in quiet acknowledgment. I didn’t drink much—never did—but I wasn’t about to turn down the gesture.

More joined—Damas and Quill, who worked down in waste processing. Renn, whose brother once failed the entrance psych test and hadn’t been the same since. Even Lena showed up, which surprised me.

She stood off to the side, arms crossed, shoulder leaning against a support beam, eyes unreadable.

“Pilot school, huh?” she said when I finally walked over. “Didn’t think you’d leave Veltrin.”

“Didn’t think I’d get the chance,” I replied.

There was a pause—awkward, but not unfriendly.

“You’ll do fine,” she added, before stepping away to join the others.

We talked. We drank. Or they did. I paced myself with one can for the night. I liked being aware—liked watching the way people shifted when they thought no one noticed. Keela and Quill ended up on the floor, laughing at nothing. Damas passed out using a maintenance panel as a pillow. Jorin tried to freestyle rap about gravitational drift and fell off a bench mid-rhyme.

I sat beside the window, listening to them all fade into a blur. The black beyond the station stretched out forever. Somewhere out there was PX-107-K. And beyond that—training, ships, velocity curves, singularity jumps.

Beyond that? I had no clue.

The party winded down like a slow bleed. People peeled off in groups or wandered into corridors arm in arm. Eventually, it was just me and the quiet hum of power couplings.

I stared out the window again, alone with the flicker of stars and my reflection.

I never wanted to be stuck. Not like so many others here—waiting for things to happen. I wanted movement. And for the first time in my life, I felt the inertia shift. I was going to fly.

But first, I had one more place to go.

PX-107-K.
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I woke up late.

One eye cracked open to the blinking red dot on my wall clock. I stared at it for a moment, confused, then bolted upright like the bed had just shocked me. Shuttle departure: 0830. Boarding closes at 0810. The time? 0752.

“Shit.”

I dragged on clothes from the floor, grabbed my duffel, and stumbled out of the apartment. The hallway lights were already flickering into daylight mode, the speakers softly humming a station-wide announcement in three languages. I didn’t catch a word. I was too busy half-sprinting, half-tripping toward the transport docks.

Veltrin Station wasn’t designed for speed. Between the erratic lift schedules, narrow corridors, and maintenance droids that never moved fast enough—or at all—I felt like I was dodging the station itself. I nearly wiped out twice trying to make a corner.

By the time I reached Dock B, I was breathless and sweating through my shirt.

The boarding gate was already half-closed.

“Passenger Kuno, Albert,” I gasped out, flashing my permit code to the bored-looking steward at the console.

He scanned it, paused, then blinked twice. “You’re the PX-107-K drop?”

I nodded.

He muttered something under his breath, tapped a few keys, then waved me forward. “Boarding Bay 4. You’ve got five minutes. Don’t make me regret this.”

The shuttle was utilitarian—rows of gray seats, overhead netting, and a faint smell of plastic and recycled air. It launched on schedule and docked with the Slipstream vessel ten minutes later: The Orlanis, a mid-range civilian cargo ship outfitted for light passenger service. Clean, solid, dependable. Nothing fancy.

I stepped through the transition hatch and immediately felt the shift in gravity, orientation, and sound. The Orlanis hummed with power—subtle but noticeable. Ships this size carried enough core output to punch through Slipstream lanes without needing escorts. Not fast, but steady.

The interior was simple—modular seating, storage lockers, a rec galley that doubled as a mess hall. Maybe twenty passengers, half of them asleep or buried in tablets. The rest looked like station workers, surveyors, or supply clerks. No military presence. No security escort.

I found my seat and strapped in.

About ten minutes later, a uniformed stewardess walked down the aisle, checking IDs and confirming destinations. When she reached me, I held up my pass.

She took it, scanned it, then frowned.

“PX-107-K?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said.

She looked again. “This isn’t even properly listed in the drop manifest. One moment.”

She tapped her comm badge and turned slightly away, speaking quietly into it. I caught only fragments: “Yes… secondary load hold… confirmed with orbital resupply… yes, just one civilian.”

She turned back, smiled, though her eyebrows were still a little raised. “Well, Mr. Kuno, it appears you’re our one and only drop for PX-107-K. We’re offloading a supply crate to a forward camp on the planet’s surface. Normally, we wouldn’t transport civilians there—especially solo—but your clearance checks out.”

I nodded, keeping my expression neutral.

She lingered a second longer. “You do know there’s nothing formal down there yet, right? No colony, no research base—just a temporary staging area for future development.”

“Yeah. My parents arranged a trip. It’s a self-guided excursion. Just a week.”

“A week?” she laughed. “That’s fine, then. We do a run every seven standard days for the next cycle or two. You’ll get your ride back—don’t worry.”

“And the camp I’m going to,” I asked, “it’s not the main one?”

She shook her head. “No. The main research compound’s still under construction. What we’re dropping you at is one of the satellite settlements. Civilian-use, temporary shelters, nothing fancy. Just enough to stay warm, dry, and fed while the survey teams figure out what’s worth digging into.”

I glanced out the small oval window. Stars drifted lazily by, slowly shifting as we prepared for the jump. The idea of being the only person down there, even for a few days, made my skin tingle. Excitement. Nerves. Both.

“Thanks,” I said.

She gave a small nod and moved on.

Two hours later, the Orlanis entered Slipstream.

The shift was subtle. Most civilians didn’t even feel it—just a slight ripple at the edge of perception. A hum in your teeth. A flicker at the edge of the lights that didn’t quite sync with your blink. I’d always read about it. Simmed it a hundred times.

But being inside it—moving through a corridor of folded space and nonlinear velocity—was something else.

It made me think of the cracked ceiling panel in my bedroom, and how it had split from one power surge—just a hairline fracture across composite plating. That’s what Slipstream felt like from the inside. Like space had a crack in it, and we were sliding through it sideways.

I didn’t sleep. I sat and stared.

We made two stops. One to deliver comms equipment to a mining outpost. Another to pick up survey team members returning from a decommissioned drift lab.

Then the stewardess returned and tapped my shoulder.

“We’re approaching PX-107-K. Time to suit up.”


CHAPTER TWO


Sand and Silence

I sat back down on the cot in C-4 after Diaz left, letting the quiet settle in like dust around me. The air recycler whispered above, its steady hum pushing filtered warmth through the cramped space. The tent smelled faintly of polymer and sunbaked fabric, dry but not unpleasant. I leaned forward, letting my elbows rest on my knees for a moment before reaching for the camp-issued tablet mounted beside the wall. It clicked free with a small resistance. I flicked it on, and the screen lit up with a muted glow that made the interior feel even more confined.

I wiped my face with the corner of my shirt, the fabric coarse and dry against my skin, then reached for the tablet hanging in the wall rack. It powered on with a flicker, the screen giving a faint electronic hum before settling into the dull glow of the home menu. No network access. No live feeds. Just a barebones interface meant for off-grid operation. The headings were sparse and utilitarian: Geological Summary, Camp Layout, Safety Protocols. No fluff. No distractions. Just the essentials for surviving on a planet that didn’t care if you woke up the next morning.

I tapped through them slowly, more to kill time than learn anything new.

PX-107-K: Unnamed Terrestrial Class

Gravity: 0.91G

Atmosphere: Thin, breathable with particulate risk

Temperature: Ranges 37–45°C at midday, with nighttime lows near freezing

Local Anomalies: Structural remains in Zones 3, 5, and 7

Active research: Delayed pending resource allocation

There were no specifics about the ruins. Just vague references to “remnants,” “unknown origin,” and “low structural integrity.” I found one grainy photo—jagged stone slabs half-buried in sand, like someone had tried to build a temple and then walked away mid-construction a thousand years ago.

The camp map was more useful. Twelve shelters, one medpod unit, two solar recharge towers, and a central supply dome. The only other thing of interest was a marked path leading to an observation ridge. No other civilians were listed in the roster.

Just me.

I leaned back on the cot, tablet still glowing dimly in my hand. Diaz was right—this place was quiet. Not the kind of quiet you get on a station between shifts, or in a shuttle waiting for jump clearance. This was absolute. No hum of life support. No chatter. No background noise.

It felt like the world had been muted.

Eventually, I stood up, strapped on my respirator mask, and stepped back outside. Might as well get a look around.

The camp was functional but half asleep. Wind scraped across the sand, pushing drifts against the base of the tents and domes. The air tasted like heat and copper through the mask. My boots sank slightly with each step.

I wandered past the central supply dome and glanced through the clear panels—racks of crates, sealed water tanks, diagnostic tools, and a half-covered drone that looked like it hadn’t flown in weeks.

Around the back of the camp, I found a tall tripod sensor array that blinked lazily in the sunlight, running scans no one was bothering to monitor. A small shade shelter had been erected nearby with a few foldable chairs beneath it, one of them overturned and half-buried in sand.

In the far corner of the camp, someone had tried to grow something. A rectangular planter box lined with synth-soil and a faded label: Test Crop – Series 1. Whatever was growing hadn’t survived the climate. Just brittle stems and a handful of sun-blasted leaves clinging to life.

I circled the outer perimeter, following the lines of partially buried cables leading from the solar towers back to the camp core. Occasionally, I caught a glimpse of other personnel—two hauling equipment, one working on a relay node—but no one called out. Everyone had the same expression: focused, tired, and not particularly interested in conversation.

I didn’t blame them.

After a few minutes, I stopped at the edge of the camp’s designated safety boundary. A short metal post with a flickering beacon marked the limit. Beyond that—just open desert.

Miles of red and black sand, broken only by scattered rock formations and strange protrusions in the distance. The ruins were out there somewhere. Waiting.

I exhaled through my mask and turned back toward camp.

Tomorrow, I’d go see for myself.

The sun had shifted by the time I circled back into camp, hanging lower now and casting long shadows across the tents. I could feel the heat pressing behind my respirator, the wind carrying just enough grit to sting around the edges of my eyes. Hunger crept up on me slowly—a dull reminder that I hadn’t eaten since the ride out.

The mess tent sat at the north edge of the camp, a dull-gray prefab dome with a flickering light strip above the entrance and a hand-painted sign taped to the side that read:

YES IT’S HOT. YES IT’S STILL FOOD.

Someone had drawn a crooked smiley face next to it.

Inside, the place was half-empty. Two surveyors sat hunched over rehydrated rations at a corner table, speaking quietly. A third person—probably maintenance—stood by the heat sink dispenser nursing a nutrient bar like it had personally betrayed him.

I moved to the auto-dispense unit and scanned my wristband. The screen flickered, offering the usual fare: protein cubes in sauce, synth-veg strips, and what looked like some kind of compressed grain patty that had clearly given up on being bread.

I went with the cubes and strips. Functional. Filling. Almost flavorless.

As I turned to head to a table, the water ration notice blinked in the corner of the screen.

Daily Allocation: Used

Supplemental Purchase: 5C

I hesitated.

Five credits for half a liter. Back home on Veltrin, that could buy a full pitcher of synth beer and still leave you with enough change for a salted protein wrap. I sighed, thumbed the purchase anyway, and winced at the transaction flash.

Thanks, Mom. Thanks, Dad.

The dispenser hummed and released a squat, clear canister of chilled water. Real chill—not just ambient-temp filtered stuff. I held it in both hands for a moment, letting the cold soak through my fingers.

I picked a quiet table, sat, and ate in silence. The mess tent buzzed with old lights and the occasional overhead fan struggling to keep circulation. It smelled like cleaning agents, ration paste, and body heat—just familiar enough to be grounding.

Outside, the wind picked up again, brushing the tent walls with faint static. The suns were almost down. Soon the desert would flip from scorching to bone-cold. I watched the others through half-lidded eyes.

No one looked back.

I wasn’t really part of this place. Just passing through. A tourist with too much time and not enough context.

But tomorrow, I’d start changing that.

I’d head out toward the ruins.

The next morning I was up early, showered and ready to go. I put on the standard suit for environments like this, and headed out of my living quarters for the next week.

The moment I passed the boundary marker, the camp behind me seemed to disappear—not literally, but in the way distant noise fades once you walk far enough from it. My boots crunched through fine-grain sand, leaving a trail of clean impressions in the rust-colored surface. The terrain rolled out in uneven waves, dunes rising and falling, broken by jagged outcroppings of dark stone like the bones of something ancient clawing its way back to the light.

The sun—the big one, as I was already thinking of it—cast everything in an aggressive gold, while the smaller, paler one added a weird shadow-layer effect. It was hard to tell what time it really was by the light alone.

My destination wasn’t far.

I’d picked it out the night before on the camp’s tablet—a formation marked “Zone 3: Partial Structures / Survey Delay.” The image was grainy and taken from a drone flyover, but it had shown what looked like carved ridges rising from the sand like broken fingers. No explanations, no labels. Just a placeholder.

It sat about three miles northeast of the camp, within the allowed range. I checked the wristband map, locked in the path, and started walking.

The desert was quiet, but never still. Grit hissed along the ground in constant motion, and the wind changed direction with casual unpredictability. My respirator kept the worst of it out, but I could feel the dry air working on my skin, the heat building in the sleeves of my jacket. PX-107-K wasn’t interested in hospitality.

An hour passed.

The camp disappeared over a rise behind me, and all that remained was the layered expanse of red, brown, and black earth. The ruins appeared like ghosts ahead of me—shapes slowly resolving into forms the closer I came. No movement. No signs of life.

But there was structure.

Not random stone or fractured geology. Design.

The first object I reached was a monolith—a wide slab, maybe twelve feet tall, buried at a steep angle in the sand. The surface was dark, rough in some places, glassy in others. Wind erosion had worn most of it smooth, but I could still make out patterns along the top—straight lines, angled joins, and a circle that looked too perfect to be accidental.

I circled it slowly, fingers trailing across the surface. Cool to the touch despite the heat.

Man-made?

No. Not man-made. That much was obvious.

But was it even built by a species? Or formed through something else—some natural process we didn’t understand yet?

Further ahead, I found more. Half-buried pylons, broken arch-like structures lying at odd angles, and what looked like a trench running in a shallow curve across the sand. Parts of it were lined with overlapping hexagonal plates—fractured, eroded, but clearly placed.

I knelt and brushed away the sand from a segment of plating.

There were no markings. No language. No tool-scars.

Just silence and the wind.

I stood slowly, scanning the perimeter.

Nothing else stood out immediately, but I had the feeling that whatever this place had once been… I was barely touching the edge of it.

I sat down on one of the flatter slabs and pulled out my water canister, taking a careful sip through the straw that allowed easy drinking in environments like this. The sun had climbed higher, and the heat had turned sharp. I pulled my hood farther forward and wiped my forehead with the inside of my sleeve.

That’s when I noticed something strange.

There was a shallow depression near one of the toppled pylons. It was hard to spot from a distance—looked like just another sand pocket—but the lines around it were cleaner. Almost too clean. Like someone—or something—had recently stepped there.

I stood up, slowly, and approached.

The ground had shifted differently in that spot. Not soft, but disturbed. As if the sand had collapsed slightly into a hollow space below.

I crouched, pressed a hand to the surface.

It gave. Just a little.

Like, there was something beneath me.

I didn’t move for a long moment. Just crouched there, feeling the weight of the heat, the silence, and the question now forming in my mind.

How deep did these ruins go?

And was anyone else even asking that?

I circled the indentation slowly, brushing sand aside with gloved fingers. The ground here wasn’t just hollow—it was different. Less dense. A crust laid over something softer. With every brushstroke, more of the underlying shape became clear.

A seam.

Not a natural fissure, not a crack from erosion, but a clean, sharp boundary between two plates of material. Some kind of hatch?

The sand here hadn’t just shifted. It had settled.

I stood up and paced a few steps back, scanning the horizon. The camp was well out of sight now, the curve of the terrain hiding it completely. No drones in the sky. No footprints but my own. No one watching.

A small voice in my head reminded me of the camp’s warning protocols. I was still inside the five-mile range. Still following the rules.

Mostly.

I knelt again, more focused now. If this was a hatch, maybe there was a manual latch or handhold. My fingers traced along the rim, feeling for variation, pressure points, recessed edges⁠—

There.

A tiny divot near the edge. Smooth, almost decorative, like the curve of a fingertip pressed into cooling glass.

I pressed into it gently.

Nothing.

I pressed harder.

Still nothing.

Then, without a sound, the panel shifted.

A tremor passed through the sand around it. Subtle. Just enough to make the loose grains settle in waves. The air seemed heavier, too—charged, somehow.

I pulled my hand back and stared.

The panel hadn’t opened, but something had changed. A faint line appeared—no brighter than a thread of dull orange light—tracing the edge of the seam. It pulsed once. Then vanished.

I waited.

No alarms. No burst of light. No collapse.

But the hair on the back of my neck stood straight.

This was not part of the marked ruins. Not part of the guide notes, or the survey photos. And whatever I’d just touched, it hadn’t been dead.

I stood slowly, brushing sand from my knees.

My first instinct was to call it in—to go back, report what I’d found, let someone official handle it. But something in my gut told me this wasn’t the kind of thing they’d catalog in a daily log.

This was… deeper.

Older.

Forgotten.

Or maybe hidden.

I glanced up at the sky. Still hours before the predicted sand surge. Still time to come back. But something told me that if I did come back later—someone else might have found it by then.

If this really was my one shot to discover something new, I couldn’t let it slip.

I dropped to one knee again and pressed my hand flat against the center of the seam.

This time, it moved.


CHAPTER THREE


The Hollow Below

The panel shifted under my hand—not with the sound of mechanics or the grind of gears, but with the silence of something that had waited too long to remember how to move.

It lifted only a few inches, revealing a narrow seam and a shallow, square recess just beneath the surface. No light. No obvious tech. Just a dark, empty pocket cut into the earth.

I leaned in, squinting. My visor over my eyes dimmed automatically against the ambient glare, but even then, I couldn’t see much. The cavity was barely large enough to fit an arm, maybe a storage compartment or part of a buried mechanism. I hesitated, then slid my hand in carefully.

Nothing.

Smooth walls. No buttons. No carvings. Just dust and cooled material. I reached a little farther⁠—

Something pricked my finger.

It wasn’t sharp, more like a needle, sudden and precise.

I yanked my hand back with a hiss. “Ow—damn it.” I pulled off my glove and inspected the finger. A small red dot. No blood, but a definite sting. I shook my hand, trying to work the ache out of it.

Then the ground disappeared.

A loud shhhhhh-click echoed under me—and a massive circular section of the sand collapsed. The entire platform beneath my feet gave way like a trapdoor opening, but without delay or warning.

I dropped.

Fell through dust and darkness with barely enough time to shout. My back hit something halfway down—hard and flat—and then I bounced once, spun in mid-air, and slammed onto a floor that didn’t budge.

Pain exploded through my spine, my ribs, the back of my skull. Breath tore out of my lungs. Everything blurred.

Then nothing.

I woke up groaning, arms spread wide, head pounding like I’d been on the wrong end of a grav-shock.

For a terrifying second, I couldn’t see anything. But then, slowly, vision returned—dark shapes forming in the black.

I was lying on a hard surface. Cool, solid, and bone-flat. The air was still. My respirator was gone, but I was breathing fine. No dust. No wind.

I sat up slowly, blinking through the pain.

The room was round.

Perfectly round.

Walls curved in a full smooth arc, the surface almost seamless. The floor beneath me was made from a dull, matte material—almost like stone, but too precise. No cracks. No texture.

Above me, maybe thirty feet up, was a circular indentation—the opening I’d fallen through.

Except it was closed.

Gone.

Like the ceiling had healed shut behind me.

I stood shakily and took a full look around. No doors. No lights, yet I could still somehow see. No symbols. But there was a hallway, an opening, that lead deeper into the darkness.

Just a smooth, silent chamber.

Trapped.

The word hit me like cold water. I checked my wristband, but the signal was dead. No comms. No tracking beacon. No feedback.

I was completely sealed in.

I tried not to panic.

There had to be a way out. There had to be.

Unless… this wasn’t meant to open from the inside.

“This is not a good idea, Albert,” I muttered out loud. My voice sounded small in the empty chamber.

I looked back at the sealed ceiling, then again at the dark hallway yawning open in front of me. “But then again, it’s not like an exit appeared after you fell. Maybe this is the exit?”

The logic was shaky. But it was all I had.

I took one step forward into the hallway—and the floor lit up beneath my foot.

A thin strip of pale white light followed the contour of the stone, reacting to my movement. It pulsed gently, then faded just ahead, only to relight as I moved forward again. Step by step, the corridor lit beneath me, guiding my path through the darkness.

It wasn’t a long walk—maybe forty feet—but it felt longer. Time moved oddly down here. The silence made it stretch, like each footstep took an extra second to land. The temperature stayed constant, but the pressure deepened the farther I went. Heavier. Thicker.

Finally, I reached a doorway.

It was flush with the wall—no seams, no glowing lines, just a broad surface with the faintest outline of an arch.

I placed my hand against it, hesitating for only a second this time.

Nothing happened.

I frowned, stepped back, then tried again. Still nothing. No light. No vibration. No sign of interaction.

“Okay,” I muttered. “Now what?”

As if in answer, a faint hiss echoed through the hall—and the door opened on its own. Smoothly, silently. No visible mechanisms.

A low click followed.

Then the floor tilted beneath my feet.

Not sharply, not like a trapdoor. Just enough to shift my center of gravity.

I stumbled forward as the hallway transformed into a slow, controlled incline—like a moving walkway tilted downward. The walls began to glow faintly with that same pale blue as before, guiding me not upward, but deeper into the earth.

I tried to stop, to regain footing—but the slope pulled me along just enough to keep me moving.

“Great,” I muttered, arms out slightly for balance. “Down again.”

This time, at least, I didn’t fall. The descent was steady, smooth—even designed. After maybe twenty or thirty feet, the ground leveled out, and I stepped onto a new platform.

It was another chamber.

Not as large as the first one, but wider than the corridor. Octagonal in shape, with a high ceiling and a faint, constant light source that seemed to have no origin. The walls glowed slightly—not bright, but just enough to see without assistance.

And unlike the others… this room had something in it.

I stayed near the edge of the room for a full minute, eyes scanning, senses sharp.

No sound. No air movement. No vibrations beneath my feet. The slope behind me had flattened and closed off without a seam or a trace. I was alone.

This chamber was different from the others—more deliberate.

Octagonal walls arched upward, evenly spaced, each panel curving in toward the center. The glow from the surfaces was soft and even, no visible light source. And in the very center of the room, raised up from the floor by a small circular dais, was the only object present:

A pedestal.

I didn’t approach right away.

I walked the perimeter first, keeping close to the walls, studying the curves, the angles. I half-expected sensors, pressure plates—something to indicate that this was all a trap waiting to spring.

Nothing.

No movement. No lights shifting. Not even the hum of machinery behind the walls.

Eventually, I stopped a few feet from the pedestal.

It was waist-high, constructed from the same strange material as the walls—neither stone nor metal, with edges so clean they looked laser-cut. The top was flat and recessed slightly, like a shallow bowl.

And inside?

A black shadow.

No—not a shadow. A shape.

Roughly the size of a fist. Floating in the center of the recess, suspended in what looked like a clear dome of glass or some transparent material. The object didn’t move. Didn’t pulse or glow. It simply hovered there, weightless and inert, as if sealed in time.

I stepped closer, slowly.

The thing in the center wasn’t like any device I’d seen. It didn’t have visible parts or markings. Just matte-black geometry, with subtle ridges and curved lines along its surface—symmetrical but off, like it had been made to mimic something familiar while still being utterly alien.

And it was waiting.

For what?

I didn’t know.

But whatever it was, I had the feeling I was already part of it.


CHAPTER FOUR


Buried Answers

I stood there for what felt like forever, just staring at the thing.

It didn’t glow. Didn’t move. No hum of energy. No sudden flash of purpose or alien awareness. Just a dark, inert shape suspended in place inside a thick glass shell, like it had been waiting there for centuries. It hung motionless, the shadows of the chamber catching on its smooth, angular surface. Not quite a cube. Not quite anything familiar. It looked more like a relic than a discovery, like it belonged in some long-forgotten museum exhibit curated by beings who had long since vanished. Whatever it was, it didn’t seem like it was meant to be found.

It should have felt important.

But it didn’t do a damn thing.

After a few moments of hesitation, I reached out—hand flat, slow, careful—and hovered just above the dome. I didn’t touch it at first, just watched, waiting for any flicker of change.

Nothing.

I brought my fingers closer, brushing the surface gently. Cold. Smooth. Absolutely still.

I tried tapping. Holding my palm in place. Speaking.

Nothing.

After several more failed attempts, I pulled my tablet from my pack—not that I expected it to work. Unsurprisingly, the device couldn’t detect any kind of signal. No local network. No active uplink. Still cut off from the surface.

I opened the comm interface and tried anyway.

“Camp, this is Albert Kuno. I’ve—uh—fallen into what looks like a buried structure. No injuries. Still within the five-mile range. Requesting extraction or guidance if you have any scan access to my position.”

I waited.

The only sound was the low ambient hum of silence. The kind of silence that felt aware.

I sighed, shutting the unit off. “Right. Worth a shot.”

Over the next fifteen minutes, I tried everything I could think of—pressure tests, voice commands, different physical gestures. Even stepping back and re-entering the room like some kind of reset. Nothing worked.

Eventually, I gave up.

I slumped down with my back against the pedestal and let out a long, frustrated exhale. The surface was warm from my touch, but otherwise unremarkable. I leaned my head back and stared up at the tall, glowing panels above.

Trapped in an alien vault beneath a dead desert planet. No way out. No working comms. And the only piece of technology I could find had the attitude of a sleeping rock.

Perfect.

I didn’t even realize my eyes were closed until I flinched at a sudden, sharp crack overhead.

Glass.

The sound was unmistakable. I looked up in time to see a shimmering pane above my head fracture—then shatter. Fragments rained down around me, pelting my shoulders and chest. I shielded my face with both arms.

Then something heavy slapped the back of my head.

Hard.

I grunted, hand instinctively going to the impact point—but there was nothing. Just my neck. My suit. No lump. No object on the ground. Just scattered slivers of clear material reflecting the soft wall-glow.

I scrambled to my feet, heart pounding, looking around.

The pedestal was still there.

But the top was gone.

The glass dome? Shattered.

And the object—the black floating shape? Gone without a trace.

I turned in a slow circle, scanning every corner of the room.

Nothing.

No sound. No movement. Not even a hint of where it could have rolled—or floated—to.

And the weirdest part?

There was no pain at the impact point. It had felt real, heavy, like something sharp and solid had struck the base of my skull—but now it was just… gone.

No bruise. No swelling.

No object.

I stared at the pedestal again, then up at the shattered remnants above. Whatever had just happened, it hadn’t followed any normal rules.

Before I could make sense of it, a low hiss echoed through the chamber. A shift in air pressure.

Then, behind me—light.

I turned sharply.

A doorway had opened in the far wall. Different from the others: rectangular, rough-edged, and sloped. Wind gusted through it, swirling sand down into the chamber. The suns blazed above through the jagged opening, their light spilling in bright and warm.

The exit.

I took one cautious step toward it, squinting against the sudden change in brightness.

Somehow, without my doing anything, the way out had just… appeared.

And the black object—the thing—was gone.

I wasn’t sure if that meant I was free…

Or if something had just begun.

The wind hit me as soon as I stepped through the threshold. Grit stung my cheeks, and the dry air clawed at my throat like I hadn’t tasted it in years. The suns above were higher now, angling toward afternoon, and the sky was a bleached haze of heat shimmer and red dust.

I looked back once at the entrance. The sloped tunnel vanished into shadow, like it had never existed.

If I hadn’t just come from there, I wouldn’t have believed it was real.

But I had. And something—that thing—was now part of me.

I touched the back of my neck again, just to be sure.

Still nothing.

No mark. No pain. No trace.

Just the ghost of pressure where it had slammed into me.

I turned toward the horizon, got my bearings, and began the walk back to camp. My boots crunched through the sand with every step, each one slower than I wanted. I kept checking my wristband, watching the directional pings and elevation markers flicker back to life now that I was aboveground again.

The familiar glow of camp came into view half an hour later—rising out of the dunes like a mirage I wasn’t sure I could trust.

By the time I crossed back over the outer perimeter, I was sweating, light-headed from losing my mask, and more rattled than I cared to admit.

I passed Diaz on the way to the comm tower. She gave me a tired nod. “Out early.”

I opened my mouth to replied—just a casual “yeah”—but then it happened.

A voice in my head.

STOP. DO NOT TALK.

It was sharp. Flat. Neither male nor female. It wasn’t like hearing something with my ears—it was like injection. Direct thought.

I froze.

Diaz raised an eyebrow. “You alright?”

I blinked. Forced a smile. “Yeah. Just... heat.”

She nodded slowly, unconvinced, and walked on.

My hands were cold despite the heat. I kept walking, slower this time, trying not to look like I was about to fall apart.

A voice.

Inside my head.

Not memory. Not imagination. Something else.

I made it to my tent, sealed the flap, and immediately backed into the far wall, heart hammering. I looked around like something might crawl out of the shadows, but it was just fabric and rations and a bolted-down cot.

I ran my fingers through my hair, pressed both palms to my temples, then exhaled and said aloud, “Okay. What the hell was that?”

Silence.

I took another breath, sat on the cot, and repeated it—louder this time. “If someone’s in my head, this is your chance. Say something. Explain yourself. Because right now, I’m two seconds from telling Diaz and the entire camp that I found something underground.”

Still nothing.

No response. No pressure. No pain.

Just the low hum of the recycler and the distant moan of the wind outside the tent.

I waited. Five seconds. Ten. Then I laughed bitterly and dropped my head into my hands.

Maybe I’d imagined it. Maybe it was the heat.

But no matter how hard I tried to believe that, something deep in my gut told me otherwise.

Whatever had been inside that pedestal—it wasn’t gone.

It was still here.

And it was in me.

I lay back on the cot, boots still on, staring at the ceiling like it might start whispering next.

The tension in my shoulders hadn’t eased. My mind kept replaying it—STOP. DO NOT TALK. Not a warning. A command. Something embedded too deep to shake off.

I tried logic. Maybe I hit my head harder than I thought. Maybe it was auditory memory. Maybe stress.

But I didn’t believe any of that.

Not really.

I exhaled through my nose, eyes flicking toward the hydration canister beside my pack. Half-full. The tablet on the wall blinked with a low battery warning. I didn’t bother plugging it in. I didn’t want more information right now.

My limbs felt heavy. Weighted. My brain was still racing, but my body had hit the limit.

Not just the fall, not just the walking or the dust or the heat—but the sheer weirdness of it all. The descent. The black shape. The voice. The sensation of being struck by something that left no trace.

It was too much, too fast.

And on top of it all, I hadn’t slept properly in over thirty hours. The adrenaline had masked it until now, but my eyes were burning, and every bone in my body ached like it had been compressed and stretched in the same breath.

The cot creaked under me as I shifted, pulling one of the blankets over my chest and folding my arm behind my head. The recycled air in the tent was warm, dry, and filled with the faint chemical tang of the filtration unit.

I stared at the ceiling a long time, waiting for the voice. Waiting for something.

But it never came.

Eventually, despite everything, I started to drift. The tension didn’t vanish. It just dulled into background noise. A constant hum under my skin that I couldn’t shut off—but could no longer fight.

Sleep crept in sideways. I didn’t remember closing my eyes.


CHAPTER FIVE


Deadline Orbit

I woke up with dry eyes and a sore neck.

No dreams. No voice.

Just the soft hum of the air recycler and the smell of plastic, dust, and my own stale sweat.

For a few seconds, I just lay there in silence. I waited for the voice that might echo in my thoughts, for the subtle flicker of movement beneath my skin that would betray something waking up inside me. I waited for some hidden signal to cut through the quiet and rattle my brain like a struck bell, sharp and undeniable. But nothing came. Just my breathing, steady and slow. Just the low hum of the ship around me.

Nothing.

The cot creaked beneath me as I sat up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes, the stiffness in my back a reminder that comfort wasn’t a priority out here. Light spilled through the seams of the tent, thin, golden bars cutting across the dusty floor in uneven patterns. PX-107-K’s twin suns had already climbed above the horizon, their pale glow diffused by the ever-present haze in the sky. Outside, the wind whispered across the barren landscape, brushing fine grains of sand against the outer shell in soft, rhythmic waves. It was a sound I was starting to associate with this place—lonely, persistent, and strangely calming.

I checked the back of my neck out of reflex. Still smooth. No mark. No swelling. No strange devices embedded in my flesh.

For a brief moment, I let myself believe I’d imagined the whole thing. Chalk it up to stress, maybe. The fall. The surge of adrenaline that still hadn’t fully faded. Or even a pressure-induced hallucination, something caused by the oxygen mix in that cave system. It wasn’t unheard of. Rare, but documented. Delusions brought on by subtle shifts in air chemistry or neural fatigue. My mind offered that rational explanation like a lifeline, something to hold on to. But deep down, I already knew better.

The mind does weird things when you’re isolated.

By the time I suited up and walked out of my tent, the camp looked exactly as I’d left it.

Diaz gave me a half-hearted wave from her post near the comm relay. I waved back and kept walking. She didn’t ask where I’d gone yesterday. I didn’t offer anything.

And that was how it went.

For the next six days.

The routine settled in fast.

Morning hikes. Short-range exploration near the ruins—none of which yielded anything remotely as deep or complex as that hidden chamber. I kept close to the perimeter this time. No handprints on strange walls. No risk of disappearing under the sand again.

I visited the observation ridge twice. Ate in the mess tent, rationed my water, made polite conversation when needed.

But I didn’t tell anyone what I’d found.

Not the pedestal. Not the black object. And definitely not the voice.

Because it never came back.

No whispers. No commands. Not even a flicker of static in my thoughts.

Every day, I’d wake up expecting something. A symptom. A vision. A change in reflexes. Anything.

But the days were quiet. Just heat, dust, and the slow rotation of a planet that had already forgotten whatever civilization once lived here.

I started to question myself. Maybe I hit my head harder than I thought. Maybe it had all been a hallucination.

If not for the shattered glass and the missing object, I might’ve believed it.

But I knew better.

Something had happened.

It just wasn’t finished yet.

On the seventh day, the Orlanis re-entered orbit.

A sharp ping hit my wristband just after noon, announcing my return window. The shuttle would touch down in less than an hour. One crate to retrieve. One civilian to extract. Standard drop retrieval.

I packed my things in silence.

Tent cleaned up. Tablet powered down. Left over credits returned to my account. I left the cot exactly as I found it and didn’t look back once as I crossed the compound one last time.

Diaz met me at the edge of the landing zone. Her hair was messier than usual, tied back with a cracked band. She squinted at me against the wind.

“Survive your week?”

“Just barely,” I said.

She smirked. “Tourist sarcasm. You’re ready for training.”

“I guess we’ll see.”

She offered a nod, then turned to walk back toward the relay tower.

The shuttle landed in a controlled burst of dust and static. The ramp lowered.

And I stepped aboard without a word, as someone from the camp followed me and took the large pallet on an anti-grav sled, and once they were clear of the ramp, it raised on its own.

The shuttle ride back to orbit was short. A slow vertical rise through red haze and atmospheric drag, followed by the quiet click of magnetic locking as we reconnected with the Orlanis.

No fanfare. No inspection. Just a docking notice and a silent walk through the transfer corridor. I was the only passenger getting off.

The crew barely acknowledged me. I didn’t blame them. Supply haulers weren’t known for small talk, especially on mid-tier cargo runs.

I strapped into one of the rear seats, watched the status lights flicker, and waited for the pulse of the Slipstream drive to kick in.

Ten minutes passed.

Then the ship shifted.

It wasn’t a lurch—more like falling inward through your own bones. The lights flickered slightly, the gravity buffers trembled, and the Orlanis folded itself into the stream. Outside the narrow viewport, space blurred into a tunnel of stretched stars and cool, violet distortion.

I leaned back and closed my eyes.

One week ago, I was a kid on a dusty Tier 3 station, trying to imagine what the future looked like.

Now I had no idea what the hell I’d stepped into.

We reached the academy’s intake platform just past noon the following day.

Orbital Training Hub 7 hung above a massive green-and-blue world, tethered to the atmosphere by a pair of long orbital elevators and flanked by three rotating arms designed for transport, habitation, and command.

It wasn’t just a building—it was a statement: steel, glass, and field-array symmetry that said we take the future seriously.

I disembarked with half a dozen others—new recruits from other outposts, judging by their fresh uniforms and nervous energy. We were met by a tall officer in a black-and-grey cadet admin uniform. No rank insignia. Just a datapad and a voice that had zero time for attitude.

“Last name, confirm.”

“Kuno,” I said. “Albert. Veltrin Station.”

She scanned her pad, then gave a nod. “Bunk assignment C-8. Dorm Ring 3. Orientation in one hour. Move with purpose.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She didn’t respond. Just turned to the next name on her list.

The rest of us were filtered through a clean and clinical intake corridor—medical scans, uniform fittings, biometrics verification. I was given a navy-blue cadet jacket, standard-issue boots, and a series of wristband updates that included the daily schedule, dorm access codes, and academy protocols.

Most of the other recruits were talking—whispers about where they came from, how long their flight took, who had family in the Directorate. I kept to myself.

Not because I didn’t want to talk—but because I wasn’t sure what would happen if I did.

That voice, STOP. DO NOT TALK, hadn’t returned.

But I wasn’t about to push my luck.

Dorm Ring 3 was more advanced than anything I’d seen on Veltrin. Polished floors, built-in oxygen monitoring, climate-controlled bunks, and shared commons designed to promote “team cohesion.” At least, that’s what the wall panel said.

I found C-8 without trouble.

Inside were three bunks. Mine was already tagged with my name. One of the others had been claimed by a broad-shouldered guy with dark skin and a buzzcut, who looked up as I walked in.

“Veltrin?” he asked, spotting the tag on my gear.

“Yeah,” I said.

He gave a half-smile. “Never been. Heard it’s got good salvage markets.”

“If you like rust and broken dreams, sure.”

He chuckled. “I’m Darrin. T-5 colony kid.”

“Kuno. Tier 3. Obviously.”

“First time off-station?”

I hesitated, then nodded. “First time doing anything like this.”

“You’ll be fine,” he said, tossing his jacket onto his bunk. “They don’t kill cadets anymore. Not officially.”

I raised an eyebrow.

He grinned. “Kidding. Mostly.”

An hour later, we stood in rows in the orientation hall—forty of us in all. Recruits from every corner of human space. Nervous. Curious. Some looked ready to fight gravity with their teeth. Others couldn’t stop fidgeting.

A woman in full Directorate Navy black stepped onto the stage.

No introductions. No welcome speech.

Just a voice like cold metal.

“Cadets. You are here to become pilots. To be handed Slipstream drives, armed fighters, and the responsibility of navigating humanity’s most valuable and most dangerous asset: deep space.”

She let the silence settle before continued.

“Not all of you will make it. Some of you will fail physically. Some psychologically. A few of you simply don’t belong here, and we will find out who you are. Quickly.”

She let that hang in the air.

Then added, “But if you do make it—you will fly.”

The room stayed silent.

And for the first time since I’d returned from PX-107-K… I smiled.


CHAPTER SIX


Five for Flight

The day started with alarms—not blaring sirens, but sharp, clinical chimes timed to the academy’s internal cycle. My wristband lit up with alerts before I’d even sat up. Uniform required. Morning muster in ten minutes. Orientation block updated.

Darrin groaned from the bunk across the room. “I thought they said we’d be flying ships, not running marathons.”

“They said training,” I muttered, pulling on my cadet jacket. “That was your warning.”

We fell in line with the others, the hallway buzzing with motion—dozens of fresh recruits filing into formation pods. Color-coded schedules pulsed across the corridor walls, guiding us toward the education block. It was a different part of the hub, one I hadn’t seen yet: white-panel halls, reinforced doors, and directional AI guiding traffic flow with polite but insistent arrows.

At the entrance to the training atrium, a line of instructors stood waiting.

Each one wore the same grey-trimmed black uniform: Directorate standard. Only their badges differed—rank, specialty, division. Some looked like hardened veterans, others like stone-faced analysts who’d never touched a real flight stick. But they all had the same eyes. Cold. Exacting.

A voice came over the intercom.

“Cadets will now be grouped. Five per instructor. Pairing is based on aptitude compatibility, cognitive flexibility, and projected team cohesion metrics.”

That last part made a few people glance sideways. “Cohesion metrics” sounded like code for we already know who’s going to clash.

One by one, names were called. Recruits peeled off into groups and were led toward partitioned sections of the atrium. Darrin got assigned before me and gave me a quick two-fingered salute as he disappeared with his group.

I waited.

“Kuno, Albert. Unit Twelve.”

I stepped forward as a tall woman with silver-streaked hair and a combat pilot’s posture turned toward me. Her eyes didn’t linger long. She gave a quick nod, then turned away. I followed.

Four others were already gathered by the time I arrived. Two men, two women. Uniforms still stiff with newness. No one spoke at first. We were all watching her—our instructor.

She tapped her wristband and brought up a floating holo-map of the training sectors.

“I’m Commander Neris,” she said, voice clipped but not unfriendly. “Former Slipstream wing commander, thirty-seven full-burn missions logged, and nine successful zero-G conflict resolutions. I don’t care where you came from. I care where you’re going. You’ll train under me until further notice. If that scares you—good. It should.”

She paused, giving us time to process.

“There’s five of you. That’s not an accident. Four can make two pairs. Five gives me flexibility. Pairings change. Teamwork adapts. Structure holds.”

I nodded without meaning to. That actually made sense.

“Names,” she said, pointing to each of us in turn.

“Leena Voss,” said one of the women. Tan complexion, short black hair, piercing grey eyes. Her voice was sharp and precise, like she was used to being in command.

“Rex Kellen,” said the first guy. Stocky, heavyset, with a voice deeper than I expected. He didn’t blink much.

The second girl gave a nod. “Tamari El,” she said. Dark red curls, slight accent I couldn’t place. She had a quiet energy, not shy—focused.

“Dav Trenn,” said the last of them, tall and wiry, with a nervous smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

I gave mine last. “Albert Kuno.”

Commander Neris gave us one long, silent look. She didn’t pace. Didn’t raise her voice. Just stood there with her hands behind her back, feet shoulder-width apart like she’d been carved from alloy.

“You want to fly?” she said, tone like flint scraping steel. “Good. Because that’s what they told you, isn’t it? That you’re here to learn. To climb into one of humanity’s most advanced machines and pilot it through the stars. To burn across the edge of known space and make history.”

Her eyes moved across each of us.

“But here’s the part they didn’t say.”

She stepped forward, slow and deliberate.

“Slipstream piloting is not about speed. It is not about guts. It is not about your fancy Tier 1 reflex scores or how many hours you logged in a sim pod back on your station. This is not a video game. This is not a movie. This is not your dream made manifest.”

Another step.

“Slipstream piloting is about precision. Mental calibration. Absolute spatial awareness under pressure. When that drive spins up and begins folding local physics around your ship, you are operating on the razor’s edge of annihilation. One miscalculation, and the universe does not grant you mercy. There is no mayday call. No second chance. You’re gone.”

She raised a finger, sharp as a knife.

“I’ve watched cadets liquefy from G-force miscompensation. I’ve seen nav-cores implode mid-burn because a recruit didn’t balance their entry vectors. I’ve pulled pieces of good people out of fusion wake because they thought being brave was enough.”

Silence fell.

She let the weight of her words settle, like gravity doubling in the room.

“You’re not here to be brave,” she said. “You’re here to be exact.”

Her gaze lingered on Leena, then Dav, then me.

“Brains, not brawn. Calm, not chaos. You are the sole point of failure inside that cockpit. Not your team. Not the ship. You. Every breath you take, every twitch of muscle, every blink of doubt—that’s what the Slipstream responds to.”

She took one final step forward, her voice quieter now, but no less sharp.

“Do not mistake this for a lecture. This is your warning.”

Then she turned on her heel, facing the corridor behind her.

“Now. Follow me.”

We moved into a large simulator wing—rows of upright consoles shaped like cockpits, each surrounded by interactive projection fields. The place smelled like sterilized metal and ozone. One wall bore the Directorate’s emblem: a rising triangle flanked by twin orbit lines.

“Today,” Neris said, “you’ll learn the first rule of Slipstream flight.”

She tapped a command.

The room dimmed.

A hologram of a ship’s internal systems lit up before us—a tangled weave of propulsion rings, quantum anchors, gravitic equalizers, and a small glowing node near the front.

“That’s your anchor core. If it misaligns by even 0.05% during a burn, you don’t just crash—you vaporize, or worse, vanish.”

Rex whistled under his breath. Leena didn’t flinch.

“Flying a Slipstream ship isn’t about force,” Neris continued. “It’s not about reflexes. It’s about control. Precision. Pattern recognition. Emotional regulation. Mental clarity.”

She looked directly at me then, or maybe just through me.

“You can be strong. You can be fast. But if your mind wanders when the system spools up? You’re dead weight—and someone else gets to clean up the mess.”

I swallowed.

So this was real.

This wasn’t about becoming a hero. This was about becoming ready.

The training corridor curved like a spinal column, clean white plating humming faintly under our boots. Recessed lights glowed along the floor edges, guiding us toward a sealed archway with yellow warning strips painted around the rim. Beyond it, the simulator bay opened up—a vast circular chamber lined with individual cockpit pods, each the size of a compact fighter cabin.

They looked like eggs fused with engines—sleek, semi-spherical capsules mounted on articulated arms, each wrapped in a cradling ring of stabilization pistons and neural sync wires. There were twenty of them, divided across four segments of the chamber.

“This is Node Bay Alpha,” Commander Neris said without turning. “Each one of you will be assigned a mock SlipPod. You’ll be paired off. Two per pod. You’ll rotate partners every cycle.”

Someone raised a hand. Neris ignored it.

“These are not toys. These are prototype-grade enclosures designed to simulate the sensory load of Slipstream entry and cognitive drift while interfaced with pilot neural bands. You are not here to pretend to fly. You are here to experience failure, safely—before failure becomes fatal.”

The room fell even quieter.

“You’re going to feel things. Vertigo. Pulse reverberations. Heat flashes. Some of you may vomit. That is normal.”

She turned to the aide behind her, who tapped at a wrist console and began assigning pairs.

I heard my name and hers in the same breath.

“Kuno and Celai. Pod Seven.”

Celai. She was the girl from my group—tall, sharp eyes, dark braid looped twice over her shoulder. She didn’t look surprised. Just nodded once and started walking toward the pod strip without hesitation.

We climbed into Pod Seven through the side hatch. The interior was tight—two seats, side by side, surrounded by a semi-circle of instrumentation, dials, and reactive feedback coils. Thin neuroband arcs hung overhead like spiders waiting to drop.

Celai took the left seat. I took the right.

As soon as we were belted in, the pod canopy sealed over us with a hiss. Darkness swallowed the world, replaced by a soft blue glow along the interface bands.

“Initiating slip sim,” a soft AI voice said from the console. “Neural sync in three… two… one…”

There was a tickle at the base of my skull as the band made contact.

Then the world opened sideways.

It wasn’t real—at least, it wasn’t supposed to be. The simulator used artificial impulse feedback, designed to mimic the sensation of entering a Slipstream bubble. I knew that.

But this didn’t feel like mimicry.

It felt like I was falling, not in body, but in thought. Like every part of me was being peeled outward and stretched across a horizon that didn’t belong to any universe I knew. The stars beyond the viewport weren’t stars—they were trails, streaks of probability and motion, like I was seeing the path before I took it.

Next to me, Celai exhaled slowly, a steady rhythm practiced to counter nausea.

But I wasn’t sick.

I was wired.

It was raw. Messy. Not clean like the transport ride through Slipspace last week. That had been filtered—layered behind field buffers and compensators.

This… this felt real.

No protection.

No insulation.

I could feel my own breath echoing in the wrong places, like it was bouncing off walls I didn’t remember building.

“What the hell…” I muttered, not realizing I’d spoken aloud.

“You okay?” Celai asked, glancing at me.

I gave a shaky nod. “Yeah. Just… different from I expected.”

She smiled faintly. “Welcome to your first unsupervised dive. They always hit differently.”

But something told me what I was feeling wasn’t the standard experience.

It was deeper.

Like something inside me had recognized the Slipstream—called to it, or worse, answered it.

I didn’t know what it meant.

But even after the sim ended, after the bands retracted and the hatch opened… I could still feel it.

A whisper in my bones.

And it wasn’t going away.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Seltzer and Secrets

The academy cafeteria buzzed with low conversation and the occasional clink of composite trays. Everything about the place was utilitarian—efficient lighting, recycled air, bland colors meant to keep cadets alert but not too comfortable.

I sat across from Celai at one of the narrow tables near the window. The stars outside were little more than pinpricks against the black, scattered over the curved dome of the training hub like frost on glass.

In front of us: trays of rehydrated protein squares and tall glasses of citrus-flavored seltzer water.

The carbonation helped with the nausea. Everyone said so.

I took a sip, the bubbles stinging my throat. Celai didn’t speak at first, just sat there in her fitted cadet jacket, one leg crossed under the other, her glass between both hands like it was grounding her.

She looked tired. We all did.

Still, she had that look in her eye—like her mind was still turning over the simulator runs, replaying them second by second.

“You ever done that before?” I asked, nodding toward the training bay we’d left.

She blinked. “What? Slipstream?”

“Sim. Real flight. You handled that pod like you weren’t new.”

A faint blush crept into her cheeks. She glanced down at her glass, then gave a small shake of her head. “No. First time.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Could’ve fooled me.”

“My parents would laugh if they heard that,” she said, letting out a small, self-conscious laugh of her own. “They didn’t even want me here.”

That caught my attention.

“Why?”

“I’m from a Tier 1 sector,” she said, glancing up at me. “Arden Prime.”

Tier 1. I tried not to let my face show it, but that was top of the ladder. Full-spectrum medical, education, planetary defense grid, corporate charter—hell, people from Tier 1 worlds didn’t usually leave, much less volunteer for dangerous jobs.

“I figured you were from one of the upper sectors,” I said, keeping my tone neutral.

She gave me a wry look. “Let me guess—because I don’t look like I’ve eaten ration bars for three years straight?”

“Something like that.”

Celai smiled faintly. “They wanted me to be a doctor. Safe. Respected. Quiet. My mother’s a Fleet pilot. My dad too. Slipstream recon and logistics support. Between the two of them, they’ve clocked over fifty thousand hours.”

“Impressive,” I said, sipping my drink.

“They hated the idea of me doing what they did.”

“But you did it anyway.”

She nodded. “I didn’t want safe. I wanted to see it. What they saw. What’s out there, past the mapped systems. I wanted to feel it. Be more than just another credential in some medical database.”

I leaned back, studying her for a moment.

There was something in her voice—not just defiance, but longing. Like she’d spent her whole life trying to breathe through a straw and only just found out there was more oxygen outside.

“I get it,” I said finally.

She looked at me, curious.

“I didn’t grow up with Fleet parents. Or a Tier 1 pedigree. I grew up fixing junk drives and waiting for power rotations to kick in on Veltrin. My parents wanted me to apply to some mid-tier fabrication school. Said I’d be useful.”

Celai tilted her head. “And you didn’t want to be useful?”

“I didn’t want to be forgotten,” I said. “I wanted more.”

Her eyes searched mine for a moment, and I saw it click—recognition. The same core truth behind different lives.

For a while, we just sat there, sipping seltzer in silence. Around us, cadets filtered in and out, swapping stories, making alliances, testing boundaries. But for once, none of that mattered.

We weren’t Tier 1 or Tier 3.

We were just two people who’d ignored what we were told and ended up in the stars.

And I had the growing sense we weren’t going to stay ordinary for long.

I took another sip, then leaned forward, resting my arms on the table. “So… what was it like? Tier 1 life, I mean.”

Celai tilted her head slightly, lips curving in amusement. “You say that like it’s a different species.”

I shrugged. “It might as well be. You’re the first person I’ve ever met from Tier 1.”

She looked thoughtful for a moment. “It’s… clean. Polished. Controlled. Everything works. Transit’s free, food’s tailored to your genetics, and education starts before you’re even born. If something breaks, it’s replaced before you notice. No power cuts. No waiting for oxygen filters to cycle. You grow up assuming the system works—because it always has.”

“Sounds perfect.”

“It’s not.” Her voice flattened slightly. “Everything’s monitored. Every choice you make is tracked. Deviate too much from your expected path, and someone calls you in to ask why. You can’t fail in Tier 1. It’s too optimized for that.”

I sat with that for a second. “So success is mandatory?”

“Pretty much.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Failure isn’t allowed. So if you want something different—something human—you have to leave.”

“Damn,” I said, meaning it.

She looked back at me. “What about you? What was Veltrin like?”

I exhaled through my nose, thinking. “Loud. Rusty. Crowded. Tier 3 stations run on barely-regulated schedules and duct tape. You learn early how to patch a cracked valve or how to splice a power conduit without a permit.”

She leaned in, curious now. “Was it dangerous?”

“Sometimes. My parents kept to themselves. They did what they could to stay afloat. My mom repaired docking clamps, and my dad cleaned out air filters in the lower rings. Pay was low, hours were long. But they’re good people. And they gave me everything they could.”

Celai listened quietly, eyes steady on mine.

“I used to sneak out to watch the transport ships refuel,” I added. “Slipstream vessels coming and going, engines still warm. I’d sit behind the radiation shield just to hear the sound of a vessel pushing vacuum. That hum? That was my lullaby.”

“Sounds lonely.”

“Sometimes. But you get used to dreaming with your eyes open.”

She smiled at that. “You ever think about not joining the Fleet?”

I nodded. “Plenty of times. But everything else just felt… small. Even before all this.” I gestured vaguely, meaning the camp, the simulator, the hidden chamber that had changed everything.

For a moment, neither of us said anything.

Then she asked, “So… what now?”

I hesitated, then gave a half-smile. “Now I just try not to screw up. Try to learn fast, keep my head down, and not get kicked out before I get my first flight rotation.”

Celai tilted her head. “That’s it?”

“That’s plenty,” I said. “Everything else can wait.”

She studied me for a moment, like she knew there was more, but decided not to dig.

Instead, she lifted her glass. “To whatever comes next,” she said.

I tapped mine against hers. “Yeah. Whatever it is.”

Training didn’t slow down—it escalated.

In the weeks that followed, we were pushed through a gauntlet of classes, drills, simulations, and field modules designed to test everything from our coordination and spatial awareness to our ability to operate under pressure, fatigue, and sensory overload. The instructors didn’t coddle. If you didn’t get it, they didn’t explain it twice.

You either adapted, or you didn’t.

Every morning started the same: roll call, physical checks, followed by three hours in the neural labs or systems ops classrooms. After that, we rotated through station maintenance training, mock vessel navigation, or team-based problem-solving simulations. If we were lucky, we got six hours of sleep. Most nights, it was closer to four.

They weren’t just teaching us how to fly.

They were shaping the way we thought—how we processed information, handled stress, and synchronized with others under strict command structures. It wasn’t just about piloting. It was about who you became when gravity failed and lives were in your hands.

By the end of week three, five cadets had already washed out.

Two couldn’t handle the pressure—cracked under the expectations. Another simply lacked the reaction time. One dropped during neural compatibility trials, her system rejecting the implant interface. The last just... left. Packed up and walked off the deck during a diagnostics lab. Didn’t even say goodbye.

Nobody chased them.

The instructors never mentioned their names again.

“Loss is part of the curve,” one trainer had said. “You want to fly, learn to survive the drop.”

Celai and I remained paired through most of the rotations. Her instincts were sharp—clean reflexes, quick reads on system diagnostics, and a steady nerve that made her a natural in simulated combat drills. She didn’t brag. Didn’t overthink. She just focused.

I tried to keep up.

There were moments—brief flashes—where everything clicked. Where I could feel the mock controls responding as if they were part of me. Where the data feeds around the cockpit seemed to slow down, like my mind was syncing to a faster clock. Those moments passed quickly, but I held onto them. They reminded me I could do this.

Whatever “this” really was.

The first real exam hit at the end of week five.

They didn’t call it that. Officially, it was “Integrated Cadet Systems Evaluation—Phase I.” But everyone in the academy just called it The Funnel.

Five cadets per pod. One full simulation module per group. Ten minutes of uninterrupted Slipstream piloting under dynamic conditions—asteroid fields, sensor interference, power fluctuations, and live-response protocols.

Each pod ran separately. No outside data. No second chances.

Our team was slotted for the third wave. Celai and I sat strapped in the back two seats. Up front was Marik—the biggest guy in our cohort, always confident, always cocky. Juno sat beside him, focused, silent as always. And in the pilot chair: Decker. Fast, clever, and twitchy. The kind of guy who thrived on momentum.

The simulation started cold.

No warning.

Just total darkness—and then, without sound, we were inside it. Space around us lit up in starlines and trajectories, our mock ship drifting through a designated vector path, Slipstream core cycling in pre-burn mode.

“Drive calibration phase active,” Celai muttered, reading the system flowchart.

“I’m managing shield stability,” I said. “Gravity well ahead. Drop rate in six seconds.”

“Got it,” Decker called out from the pilot’s seat. “Holding vector. Engaging fold sync.”

And then it hit us—Slipstream onset.

Even in simulation, it was intense. That moment when the walls around you seemed to stretch. When time bent sideways. When every cell in your body screamed that physics was faking it.

Our job wasn’t just to survive it.

It was to handle it—corrective maneuvers, burst throttling, evasive patterns through pseudo-random variables. The sim AI threw curveballs fast: asteroid field out of nowhere, internal power drop, signal bleed on nav sensors, mock distress call on secondary channel.

Everyone kept pace.

Except Decker.

He overshot the first drift point by 0.3 seconds. Minor. Recoverable.

Then came the forced invert.

We hit a simulated gravity pinch, and instead of rolling left through the squeeze window, he went up—hard. Overcorrected. The ship’s virtual compensators screamed.

The implant feedback system lit red.

“Abort! Decker, cut it—” Marik shouted.

Too late.

The warning came a second later: NEURAL SYNC ERROR – PILOT CORE OVERLOAD. Then the sim blinked black.

Emergency lights snapped on.

Decker slumped forward in the chair, his body twitching. His implant interface—just a small black stone at the base of his neck—was glowing faint orange. Burnout.

Techs swarmed in seconds. Medical override triggered. We were all yanked from our seats and pulled out of the pod while med-teams stabilized him.

I caught a glimpse as they moved him onto a stretcher. His eyes were open—but unfocused. Dazed.

Alive. But shaken.

Celai stood next to me, silent, arms crossed tight over her chest.

“They said this was safe,” I muttered.

“They said it usually is,” she replied.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Shaping Pressure

Two weeks passed.

They didn’t get easier.

Every morning started with precision drills—sub-threshold nav pulses, thrust vectoring at fractional delay windows, Slipstream entry under staggered grav-lock conditions. Theory came at night, wrapped in lectures about inertia fields, time dilation, and neural feedback attenuation.

They were shaping us under pressure. Like metal in a forge. Some of us held. Others cracked.

Our original five-man unit was down to four.

Decker was gone.

We’d visited him once in the med wing—he barely looked up, his implant now replaced with a stabilizer brace and an early discharge form. Officially, he’d been reassigned to non-flight technical support. Unofficially, he’d been grounded.

He didn’t come back.

None of us talked about it. Even Marik, who liked to talk through everything, kept quiet. We all knew what it meant.

We were expendable.

The system didn’t hate us. It just didn’t care if we made it or not.

The next test came on the thirteenth morning.

No warning. No prep. We were roused an hour earlier than normal by a hard pulse through our wristbands, blinking with a new designation: Condition Delta-4 / Unscheduled Readiness Drill.

We were given five minutes to suit up. Ten minutes to reach the sim corridor.

Celai looked paler than usual as we stepped into the prep chamber. Marik grunted something about hating surprises. Juno didn’t say a word.

We weren’t grouped in our usual pods this time. They split everyone across randomized teams. I ended up with Celai, Juno, and two others from different dorms—Greeves, a quiet kid from Tier 4 orbital labs, and Laen, a fast-talking girl from the agriculture rings.

Our simulation module was labeled “DEEP GRAV ESCAPE / REACTOR FLARE SCENARIO”.

Great.

Right from the start, things went sideways.

The gravity well hit harder than expected—twice the modeled pull rate. Our shields lagged behind power cycling. Laen nearly missed a vent timing, and Juno had to override her command. Celai kept us afloat by throttling energy balances manually while I pushed nav overlays and forward bursts.

We were holding.

Then, Greeves made the wrong call.

Reactor overload protocol was a split-decision test—dump fuel reserves and bleed internal pressure, or route into external capacitor arrays and risk system meltdown.

He panicked.

Chose both.

We watched in horror as the console flickered—then burned out.

His screen went dead. His chair locked.

Another warning: IMPLANT OVERRIDE. TEMPORAL LOOP FAILURE. DISCONNECT INITIATED.

Techs pulled him within seconds.

He didn’t scream or collapse. Just sat there, shaking, eyes wide, hands clenched so hard his knuckles bled.

He’d failed the simulation. Worse—he’d failed the reflex sync protocols.

That was a no-go. Once you burned the loop sync twice, they pulled you from the pilot track.

We passed.

But we didn’t celebrate.

Later that night, Celai sat beside me in the commons, sipping from a protein shake packet with a vacant look in her eyes.

“That’s two,” she said.

I nodded.

She didn’t have to say more.

The others in our cohort—everyone was on edge. Because no one said who was next.

And the pressure didn’t ease up.

If anything, it tightened.

Because now, we knew the cost of failure.

And we hadn’t even touched real space yet.

The next three weeks blurred into one long gauntlet of tests, simulations, and mental strain.

Each exam was more intense than the last.

Slipstream combat scenarios. Emergency field resets. Real-time environmental feedback loops layered with decoy inputs to test reaction bias. They called it “stress vector layering.” We called it hell.

They weren’t just testing skill.

They were testing instinct—how well your mind stayed aligned to your implant feed when physics folded, when the walls of your reality stretched, bent, and screamed under relativistic force. Some cadets flinched. Others froze.

Every failure added a name to the reassignment list.

By the end of the second week, we were down another one—Juno.

A mistimed thrust vector during a collapse simulation sent her straight into a phantom field. It wasn’t real space—but it simulated enough inertial bleed to trigger a neural sync misfire. Her implant rejected the overload, but the med team said she wouldn’t be back.

That left three.

Celai, Marik, and me.

We stuck together when we could, running drills in pairs, pushing each other harder. Marik was fast with tactics but slow on reflex loops—he hated the disconnects, said they made him feel like he was drowning.

And on the final week, he did.

The test was called “Cold Wake Inversion.” A silent-sim scenario, zero audio input, no instructor comms—just visuals and data feeds, with you and the ship alone against a decaying orbital debris field and a falsified Slipstream echo.

We were meant to navigate out.

Marik lost control at the edge of the third inversion wave. His hands moved too fast for the neural sync to keep up. A jitter. A lag. Then a hard lock.

The system flagged it as “sync fracture.”

Another name off the list.

On the last day of Phase One, I sat beside Celai in the debrief chamber.

We didn’t speak at first.

Across the row from us, empty seats marked where our friends had once sat.

A screen lit up at the front of the room. An officer walked in—same one who’d greeted us on Day One. Still expressionless. Still made of iron.

She looked around the room.

Fifteen cadets remained.

Out of forty.

“Phase One complete,” she said.

No applause. No acknowledgment.

Just numbers.

I exhaled quietly.

Celai didn’t look at me, but I heard her whisper under her breath:

“Barely.”

And she was right.

We’d made it.

But only just.

The instructor at the front of the room didn’t pause long after announcing our survival.

“Phase Two begins immediately,” she said, voice sharp and clear. “You are no longer cadets in simulated control environments. From this point forward, you will be assigned to actual vessels. Some are long-range military. Others are civilian-adjacent. Every one of them is real.”

She let the silence settle.

“You’ll live aboard them. Train aboard them. Fail aboard them. Six months of live-ops training. If you last, you’ll graduate. If you don’t—” she shrugged, “—you’ll still be alive. Statistically.”

The screen behind her blinked.

A list of names scrolled upward, pairing cadet IDs with ship designations, deployment locations, and command supervisors.

I scanned for mine.

KUNO, ALBERT – VESTA 9 / DESIGNATION: DUAL-CLASS CARRIER (TRADER/MILITARY), REGISTRY: ZH-4437.

INSTRUCTOR: LT. GAVIN MIREN. LAUNCH: 0430. BERTH C3.

Not glamorous. Not elite.

But not nothing either.

A dual-class hybrid. Something that could haul cargo, defend itself, and apparently, teach.

I blinked once, then glanced at Celai beside me.

She didn’t speak.

Her jaw was tight. Shoulders locked.

Her name sat much higher on the list.

CELAI THOREN – ARC HAVEN / DESIGNATION: SUPERDREADNOUGHT (CLASS: HEGEMON), REGISTRY: SD-01.

INSTRUCTOR: COMMANDER LIRAE FENN. LAUNCH: 0400. BERTH A1.

A Superdreadnought.

Not just military.

Top-tier, bleeding-edge, command-grade Slipstream vessel with full array support and front-line deployment capacity.

Even I knew the Arc Haven. Everyone in the galaxy did. It was the flagship of Fleet Vector Alpha. A symbol.

She hissed a breath through her teeth.

“They’re trying to steer me,” she muttered.

“Your parents?” I asked.

She didn’t answer right away.

Then, a bitter smirk.

“My father’s probably behind this. Said if I was going to throw away my future as a surgeon, then I might as well do it somewhere safe. Somewhere big. I bet he called in a favor.”

“You going to fight it?” I asked.

She turned to me, eyes hard. “Hell no. I’m not stupid.”

She stood, her chair sliding back with a scrape. Then added, “But he’s still a manipulative bastard.”

I didn’t said anything.

I wasn’t even sure what to feel.

I was going to ride a gun-hardened cargo barge with mismatched systems and old wiring.

She was stepping onto the most advanced warship in the Directorate.

I couldn’t even pretend we were in the same league anymore.

She gave me a look before walking out of the hall.

“I’ll see you later, Kuno,” she said.

Then she was gone.

And just like that, Phase Two began.

The assignments were final. The goodbyes were mostly quiet.

But before we shipped out, there was still one night left.

The academy had a small off-duty deck nestled between the rec wing and the simulator dome—more of a glorified lounge than a bar, but it served drinks, played ambient synth, and didn’t ask cadets too many questions as long as nobody bled on the floor.

Celai found me there.

She dropped onto the stool beside mine without asking, still in her regulation jacket, the collar slightly undone, hair loose for once.

I gave her a look. “Didn’t think you’d show.”

“Thought about skipping,” she said, then motioned the server over. “But I’m not going to disappear onto a Dreadnought without saying goodbye to the only guy who didn’t treat me like royalty or a threat.”

I raised my glass of seltzer in mock salute. “I try my best.”

She squinted at it. “Is that water?”

“Carbonated. I like bubbles.”

She ordered something darker. Stronger.

When her drink came, she stared at it for a second—then looked at me. “To surviving Phase One.”

I tapped her glass with mine. “To not getting vaporized in Phase Two.”

We drank.

One became two. Then three.

I stopped keeping track after that.

I didn’t usually drink. Hell, I wasn’t even sure if I liked drinking. But after months of stress, exams, failure all around me—yeah, I wanted to feel something that wasn’t pressure for once.

So I leaned into it.

Celai laughed more easily than usual. Her accent softened. She told stories about growing up on Tier 1 orbital rings, about how their local grocery stores had art galleries, and how the worst thing she ever worried about was her holo-piano competition scores.

I told her about Veltrin Station—about the corrosion on the lifts, the cafeteria fights over expired ration packs, and the way the lights flickered every time someone used the shower and the food warmer at the same time.

Somewhere between our fourth and fifth drink, she leaned her head against my shoulder and whispered, “We’re not supposed to be friends, you know. You’re not the right pedigree.”

I smiled, feeling the warmth rise up my neck. “Good. That means I can say all the wrong things and blame it on my lower-tier education.”

She giggled—actually giggled—and then smacked me lightly on the arm.

We sat there like that for a long while. Not talking. Just… letting ourselves be.

We had six hours until we shipped out.

And for once, time didn’t feel like a threat.

It just was.


CHAPTER NINE


Hangover Protocol

The hangover was brutal.

I woke with my mouth dry, tongue glued to the roof, and a pounding in my skull that felt like a Slipstream recoil gone wrong. My bunk felt tilted, but I knew it wasn’t. The lights were too bright, the room too quiet. My head throbbed with every breath.

Celai wasn’t there.

I sat up slowly, trying to piece things together. I remembered the bar. I remembered the music. Her laugh. Her hand grabbing mine. Then—back here? Maybe. I wasn’t sure. But if she’d stayed, she was long gone.

A message blinked on my wristband: FINAL DAY BRIEFING — 0930 STATION TIME.

I rubbed my eyes. That was less than an hour from now.

I showered, dressed, and downed two seltzer packets like they were sacred medicine. By the time I reached the mess, the place was buzzing. Not loud, but tense. Everyone knew what today meant.

The end of training.

The instructors didn’t bother with speeches. Instead, we were shuffled into groups and given one last rundown: expectations, safety protocols, and chain-of-command procedures for cadets transitioning to live ship duty.

No more simulations. No more mock Slipstreams.

The next time we engaged those engines, it would be real.

No one said it out loud, but the truth was clear—people had died in this next phase before. Not often, but it happened. The Slipstream didn’t forgive sloppiness.

After the briefing, I found Celai leaning against one of the station’s interior support pillars. She had her duffel already packed, her eyes hidden behind mirrored lenses. Still hungover, probably, but she managed a tired smile.

“Guess this is it,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said, trying to sound casual.

She looked at me for a long moment. “Be careful, Albert. You’ve got something the rest of them don’t. Just don’t let it eat you.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that. I just nodded.

We didn’t hug. Didn’t need to. We’d been through enough. Instead, she slapped my arm lightly and turned away, heading toward the upper embarkation deck.

My path took me in the opposite direction.

Deck 19, Berth L.

The ship I’d been assigned to—The Strix—was moored to one of the station’s lateral arms, half its hull exposed to open space, the other fused into the dock like a waiting bullet. It was a long-range survey and support cruiser. Not quite a warship, not quite a freighter. A hybrid design with modular bays and reinforced Slipstream drive plating.

Not flashy. Not famous.

But mine.

The day wasn’t about fanfare. It was about readiness. Final checks. Systems verification. Crew assignments. Most of us didn’t even talk—we just moved. Like gears sliding into place. Everything we’d trained for came to a head as we stepped aboard actual ships powered by live Slipstream cores.

The air on the docking corridor tasted different—filtered, yes, but laced with something more permanent. Like oil and ozone and burned plasma, the unmistakable signature of a ship that had seen deep space.

The hum beneath my boots was different now. It wasn’t a simulation vibration or training pad feedback—it was real mass, real inertia, and real danger. The kind of sound you felt in your teeth, the kind that made your nerves sit up and pay attention.

In the bay, engineers moved with calm precision, calling out data over the comms, marking off manifest codes and conducting power reroutes with the ease of seasoned professionals. I caught glimpses of crew already settled in, veterans of prior runs, their expressions unreadable. We were fresh blood in a machine that had no room for error.

We were no longer cadets. Not fully. But the station, the instructors, and even the ship treated us like pieces of something bigger.

When I finally stepped aboard The Strix, the airlock closed behind me with a quiet hiss. It felt like a door shutting on everything I’d been before.

By the time I made it to my assigned quarters and stored my gear, the shift bell chimed through the corridor. My first orders had already arrived.

I read them once.

Then again.

And then I smiled.

Time to get back to work.

I stepped into the corridor, letting the feel of the ship settle around me. The low vibrations under my boots weren’t just mechanical—they were purposeful. The way a predator breathes before it pounces.

My first stop was Navigation. I wasn’t expected yet, but I wanted to see where I’d be spending most of my waking hours. The hallway curved gently, lined with narrow utility hatches and pipes that ran like arteries along the walls. Nothing glossy or pristine here—just function and pressure-sealed metal.

The nav room wasn’t large. A central console dominated the space, surrounded by smaller data interfaces and wall-mounted system monitors. A junior officer glanced up as I stepped in, gave a tight nod, then went back to adjusting sensor calibration.

I moved to one of the inactive stations and traced a finger over the smooth interface. No response yet—it hadn’t been assigned to me officially. But I could feel it. The potential. Like standing at the edge of a drop, wind at your back.

I stood there for a few minutes, imagining the ship plunging into Slipstream, feeling that impossible shift, that moment of gut-deep wrongness followed by the stillness that always came after.

The moment was broken by a chime overhead, followed by a calm but firm voice from the shipwide intercom.

“Cadet Albert Kuno. Report to the captain’s cabin. Immediately.”

Every muscle in my body locked up. For a split second, I thought I’d misheard. But no—someone nearby looked up, giving me a sidelong glance. Definitely me.

I straightened, palms damp, stomach tightening like I’d swallowed a handful of ice. I wasn’t scheduled for a briefing. No first-day introductions. No evaluations this early.

Which meant one of two things: either someone had made a mistake—or I was about to find out just how serious things got on a live Slipstream vessel.

I made my way through the main corridor, trying not to overthink every step. The captain’s cabin wasn’t hard to find—it occupied a reinforced junction near the command deck, sealed with a secure biometric lock. When I approached, the door hissed open before I could even announce myself.

Inside, the space was… spartan.

Functional desk. Wall-mounted screens looping through star charts and crew manifests. A small cot in the corner, sealed shut like it hadn’t been used in weeks. And in the middle of it all stood Captain Rhys Talvek.

He looked like someone who’d been forged, not born—tall, iron-gray hair buzzed short, dark skin weathered by years in hard light. His eyes didn’t seem to blink as they found mine.

“Cadet Kuno,” he said. Not a question. “You’re early.”

I blinked. “Sir? I was called⁠—”

He held up a hand. “I know. I had you pulled.”

I froze in place. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” he said, walking slowly around the desk to stand in front of me. “Something’s... interesting. That’s not always a good thing on a ship like this. Interesting tends to get people killed.”

I swallowed but held my ground.

Talvek eyed me for a long moment, then handed over a data slate. “This is your full rotation schedule, duty expectations, and override codes for your assigned nav console. Learn it. Memorize it. Forget sleep until you do.”

I took it carefully.

“Also,” he added, stepping back, “I read your aptitude report. You scored higher in passive spatial processing than anyone in your cohort. Even Tier 1 recruits. That either means you’re a prodigy—or you cheated.”

“I didn’t cheat,” I said, quietly.

“Good. Because we don’t have time for liars.” He gestured toward the door. “Dismissed.”

I turned to go, then paused.

“Sir... why pull me aside personally?”

Talvek leaned against the desk, expression unreadable. “Because I like to meet the people who might make me obsolete. Or get me killed.”

There wasn’t anything I could say to that, so I just nodded and left.

The hallway outside felt quieter than before. Heavier. But also clearer.

I had my orders. And now I knew exactly what kind of ship I was on.

One that didn’t hand out second chances.

I made my way back through the narrow corridor, my boots scuffing softly against the ship’s composite plating. The deeper I went, the more The Strix felt alive—pipes hummed faintly, bulkheads creaked under distant pressures, and somewhere deeper in the vessel, I swore I could hear the growl of the Slipstream core settling into its idle cycle.

My room—Cabin B-23—wasn’t much, but it was mine. Narrow bed, small desk bolted to the wall, a recessed shelf for gear, and a fold-out screen for station access. No luxury, no comfort—just function. I dumped my pack, locked the door behind me, and sat down at the desk.

A small packet of onboarding documents flickered into view on the wall display. Standard fleet regs. Crew hierarchy. Emergency protocol flowcharts. Familiar, but important. I settled in, skimming line by line, highlighting things I didn’t want to forget.

Then came the buzz.

Short, sharp. Someone at the door.

I blinked, frowned, then called out, “Enter.”

The door hissed open.

She stepped inside with a crisp nod—tall, lean, light brown skin, dark hair cropped to regulation. Her uniform was slightly different—markings for Navigation and Stellar Cartography rather than Flight.

“Cadet Kuno?” she asked, already sounding like she had somewhere else to be.

“That’s me.”

She didn’t wait for an invitation to continued. “I’m Cadet Soreya Vann. Astronavigator. I’ve been assigned to this ship’s mapping and predictive drift systems.”

I stood, a little caught off guard. “Nice to meet you. I take it we’ll be working close?”

“Likely,” she said. “They’re pairing Nav and Slip pilots during initial rotations to establish procedural synergy. If you’re on helm, I’m probably sitting three meters behind you.”

I smiled faintly. “Good to know someone’s got my back when I’m driving into dimensional instability.”

That earned the smallest twitch of a smirk. “Only if you don’t fry the frame on entry. Otherwise, you’re on your own.”

She handed me a data chip, flat and silver. “Shared Nav protocols. Includes current calibration logs and projection overlays for our next few jumps. I’m running a sim pass in an hour. If you want to see how I map, you’re welcome to join.”

“Sure,” I said, taking the chip. “I could use a few extra crash courses before we’re thrown into the deep.”

Her gaze flicked around the cabin once, taking it in like a battlefield analyst, then settled back on me. “You look like you still haven’t decided if you’re ready.”

I didn’t deny it.

She turned to leave, pausing at the doorway. “Don’t worry. No one is, really. That’s the trick to all of this.”

Then she was gone.

The door sealed shut again.

I looked down at the data chip, still warm from her hand, and slotted it into the desk interface.

The star charts began to unfold in glowing spirals. Millions of data points. Flow lines, gravity wells, quantum echo trails. All waiting to be understood.

This wasn’t just training anymore.

This was the real thing.


CHAPTER TEN


First Jump

The pilot’s chair looked like it had been molded to fit one person and one person only. Its contours were worn smooth, the armrests darkened by use, and the small viewport angled toward the stars beyond was smudged with the faint haze of breath and hours.

I sat just behind and to the right, in the secondary seat. Not quite co-pilot, not quite observer. More like a spare set of hands—ready if needed, ignored if not.

“Don’t touch anything unless I pass out,” the pilot said without turning. Her voice was calm, clipped, with that same undercurrent of someone used to juggling stress. “And even then, wait five seconds before you try.”

I smiled faintly. “Understood.”

She finally turned to glance at me. Dark hair in a tight braid. Sharp green eyes. Probably late thirties, maybe early forties. Veteran. Her uniform bore the designation: Senior Flight Officer Vira Tal.

“First time in a live seat?” she asked.

I nodded. “First Slipstream outside a simulator, yeah.”

“Good. Then keep your eyes open and your mouth shut.”

Thankfully, it wasn’t in a snarky voice, but more in a understand-how-this-works-so-listen-and-shut-up-for-now tones.

The bridge wasn’t large—just five stations. Vira at helm, Soreya at the astronav console just behind us, an engineer at the diagnostics panel to our left, and the captain standing near the central command interface, arms folded, watching everything without saying much.

That surprised me less than it should have. Captains on ships this size weren’t always pilots. They had to know the basics, sure, but their real job was coordination—running the crew, making the hard calls, and only flying the ship if everyone else was dead or sleeping.

Here, Vira was in charge of the Slipstream jump, and I was here to observe, to learn, and eventually, to take over when the time came. If the time came.

“Engineering confirms drive integrity,” came the voice over comms.

“Nav has locked trajectory. All drift data is within tolerances,” Soreya added from behind us.

“Final countdown begins on your mark, Flight,” the captain said.

Vira nodded and keyed in the final sequence.

The lights dimmed.

Warning indicators pulsed to amber.

Slipstream initiation sequence—LIVE.

My hands gripped the arms of the seat. Not tightly. Just enough to anchor myself.

Vira leaned back slightly and gave a wry look. “This part’s always fun.”

The ship shuddered.

Not like in training—not like the simulated wobble and tremble of mock-jumps. This was different. More violent. More… wrong.

The feeling hit like a punch to the chest. A moment of vertigo, a sense that the universe had bent the rules and let us slip through a crack that shouldn’t exist.

My stomach twisted. My vision shimmered.

Then stillness.

Silence.

And stars that hadn’t been there before.

“We’re in,” Vira said casually, already scanning the data feed. “Drive holding steady. Exit vector is clean.”

Soreya’s voice came next. “Drift margin under two percent. That’s textbook.”

The captain gave a nod, then glanced at me. “Cadet Kuno?”

I looked up, trying to swallow the nausea. “Still here, sir.”

“Good. Welcome to the black.”

I sat back, breath slow, ears ringing faintly.

The jump was over.

And I was still alive.

First run, down.

More to come.

We stayed in Slipstream another two hours. Vira barely moved, eyes scanning, hands dancing over the console with practiced ease. My own muscles started to ache just from staying still so long. The bridge lights remained dim, the hum of the engines deep and constant, like a pressure in my bones.

Eventually, the captain’s voice came through over the internal comms. “Flight, rotate out. Cadet Kuno, you’re clear for break. Report back in one hour.”

Vira gave a slight nod toward the door. “You heard him. Go get your legs back.”

I stood slowly, my knees popping as I did. “Thank you, ma’am.”

She didn’t look back. “Don’t thank me yet.”

I made my way down the corridor, passing crew I didn’t know, barely making eye contact. My stomach was a knot of nerves and slow-burning caffeine withdrawal.

When I reached the mess hall, I went straight for the drink dispensers. A quick tap of my wristband, and I selected the strongest caffeinated mix on the list. The liquid hissed into the insulated cup, thick with stimulants, bitter as sin.

I took a sip.

It was awful.

Perfect.

I found a quiet seat in the corner and leaned back, eyes closed for a moment, letting the buzz settle in.

First jump complete. Still standing.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Cycle and Pulse

The rhythm of ship life wasn’t glamorous. It wasn’t even particularly exciting most days. But it was relentless. Training continued without pause, each day bleeding into the next like the steady beat of an engine.

Ten-hour shifts in the Slipstream cradle. Debriefs. Drills. Downtime. Then repeat.

We were allotted a ten-hour rest window after each shift—but eight hours of sleep was the strong recommendation, and six was the absolute minimum. Anything less, and you triggered a medical lockout. The ship would literally bar you from duty, override your clearance, and shunt your schedule forward until a medic confirmed your vitals were stable.

Nobody wanted that. It was a mark of failure, of unreliability. Worse, it meant dragging down the entire shift rotation.

So we learned to adapt.

You slept when the lights dimmed. Ate when the bell rang. Showed up on time, focused, and ready.

The Slipstream runs were rarely dramatic, but they were demanding. Vira kept me beside her at the helm, letting me absorb everything she did. She started asking me questions mid-jump.

“Kuno, what’s our drift margin?”

I didn’t even have to check after a few days. “Point-seven-six, Flight Officer.”

A nod. Nothing more. That was reward enough.

Soreya would occasionally toss me mock error codes to see how fast I could catch them in the data feed. One time she actually snorted when I beat her to the correction.

“The cadet’s growing teeth,” she muttered.

And Vira, stone-faced as ever, just said, “Good. He’ll need them.”

Meals were taken in the mess during our downtime, the food was functional but surprisingly not awful. I got used to the tang of synth-protein and the ever-present taste of rehydrated vegetable stew. Caf was always in high demand—a bitter, gritty drink that burned the tongue and kept you upright.

Sleep came hard sometimes, especially with the hum of the drive still in my bones. But the body adjusted. Had to.

After five days, I stopped counting the hours. The ship ran on its own rhythm, and I let it carry me. Work, rest, repeat. Each cycle sharpening my instincts. Each shift pulling me closer to the edge of real competence.

I wasn’t just surviving anymore.

I was becoming a part of the ship.

Three more days in Slipstream.

That made eight in total.

Eight days of compression and drift. Of sensor noise that meant nothing and everything. Of eyes straining at feed monitors, waiting for anomalies that never came.

The longer the jump, the more disconnected everything started to feel. We still had clocks, watches, artificial light cycles, but they were just echoes of a rhythm the body no longer followed. Time in Slipstream wasn’t time—not in the way anyone on a planet would understand it. It twisted. Compressed. Stretched. Sometimes I swore I could hear it breathing through the walls.

And still, we worked.

I stayed at my post beside Vira, absorbing everything. Soreya ran diagnostics. Our shifts rotated with mechanical precision, but no one truly rested until deceleration began.

When it did, I knew it before anyone said a word.

The floor hum changed—subtle, but there. A shift in pitch. A shiver through the metal like something deep inside the hull was bracing itself.

“Slipstream exit in twenty seconds,” Vira called out, her voice sharper than usual.

I braced instinctively. The view outside was still nothing—just the stretched distortion of unreal space. But I’d learned by now to trust the signs.

The stars outside flickered. Stretched.

And then snapped into perfect clarity.

It was jarring. Always was. Like being pulled out of a dream you didn’t realize you were in. The instant reality returned, it hit like a slap—colors, pressure, inertia. My stomach didn’t like it, even after all the conditioning.

“We’re out,” Vira confirmed, already tapping in her post-jump checks.

“Stabilizers nominal,” Soreya added. “No residual drift.”

I took a breath. Let it settle. Then glanced at the main nav panel.

The coordinates didn’t mean much to me—not yet—but I recognized the markers. We were deep now. Past the trade lines. Out toward the Rim sectors.

Eight days of Slipstream travel.

At even conservative estimates, that was over three hundred light-years from where we started. Probably more.

I sat back, the moment settling on my shoulders like gravity had returned in full.

We’d crossed the stars.

I didn’t get to enjoy the moment for long.

“Kuno.”

The voice came from behind me—calm, deep, and unmistakably authoritative.

I turned. Captain Thalos stood just inside the threshold of the bridge, arms clasped behind his back, expression unreadable.

“Walk with me,” he said. “Vira, report to the debrief once your shift handoff is complete.”

“Aye, Captain,” Vira replied, already beginning the pass-down with her relief pilot.

I fell in step beside the captain as he led me through the central corridor. My thoughts raced, trying to figure out if this was routine or something worse. A correction? A reprimand? Had I overstepped by pointing out that drift variance earlier?

He didn’t speak until we reached his cabin—larger than most, but not ostentatious. Utilitarian, like everything else on the ship. He motioned me in, then sealed the door behind us with a quiet hiss.

“At ease, Cadet,” he said, gesturing to one of the two chairs by his console. “You’ve just completed your first Slipstream assignment aboard a live vessel.”

I nodded, unsure if that was leading to a critique or congratulations.

“And according to Vira,” he continued, “you didn’t just survive it. You performed exceptionally.”

Before I could respond, the cabin door signaled, and the captain tapped it open.

Vira stepped inside, posture rigid. “Reporting as ordered, sir.”

“Your assessment of Cadet Kuno?”

She didn’t glance at me. Just answered flatly. “Better than most I’ve been assigned. He learns quickly, keeps his eyes on the data, and doesn’t panic. He’ll need more time before he’s ready for solo maneuvers, but he’s ahead of the curve.”

The captain nodded once, as if that confirmed something he’d already suspected.

“Thank you, Flight Officer,” he said, then turned back to me. “You’ve made a strong start, Cadet. Keep it up, and we’ll see if that promise turns into something more.”

I stood as Vira and I were dismissed. The door slid shut behind us.

She didn’t say anything at first—just walked beside me back toward the crew deck. But before we parted, she gave me a sideways glance.

“Don’t let it go to your head,” she said. “Pride’ll kill you faster than gravity miscalculation.”

Then she smirked.

And that—coming from Vira—felt like a medal.


CHAPTER TWELVE


ATouch of Ground

The Darrow’s Reach dropped out of Slipstream above a Tier 3 outpost—a mid-level hub orbiting a dusty blue-and-amber planet called Karros Station. The ship’s systems adjusted immediately, and the familiar hum of the drive quieted into something closer to silence.

We were here to offload supplies—standard logistics, part of the mixed-utility charter this ship was built around. But it wasn’t the cargo manifest that had my attention. It was the world below. My first world—aside from Veltrin Station and that one…

My breath caught. That one trip. The off-book, black-market excursion to PX-107-K.

I hadn’t thought of it since my first week on board. Since before training. Since before the Slipstream academy. Everything that had followed—Celai, the exams, the long hours, Vira, the captain, the rhythm of the ship—had pushed it so far into the back of my mind that it may as well have been a dream.

But it wasn’t.

I raised a hand and touched the back of my neck. Skin. Normal. No scar. No heat. No sense of anything being there. Just the dull echo of a memory. Or maybe a hallucination. Medical had scanned me head to toe when I was first assigned to the Darrow’s Reach. Full systems check. Nothing anomalous reported. Nothing implanted. Nothing broken. No trace of anything foreign.

So what the hell had happened?

I stood there a moment longer, unsure why my heart was beating faster.

Karros filled the viewport ahead, the planet’s surface glittering with desert winds and clustered city lights. My comm pinged—shore leave authorized. A four-hour window. Long enough to walk dirt I’d never seen before. Real ground. Not synthemetal floors or hover platforms.

I exhaled, shoving the unease back into its cage.

Time to explore a world that wasn’t my own. Again.

And this time, maybe I’d remember it.

Vira caught up to me at the hangar bay doors, helmet tucked under one arm and a relaxed smirk on her face.

“Hey, newbie,” she said. “Try not to drink anything that glows. Or anything called ‘Inferno Bite.’ And if you do—at least wait until we’re back on the ship.”

“Got it,” I said with a chuckle. “No glowing drinks. No questionable poisons. Just sightseeing.”

“Good,” she said, clapping my shoulder. “Enjoy yourself. You earned it.”

The drop shuttle touched down gently on a raised pad outside one of the outpost domes. Dry heat greeted me as the ramp lowered. Karros smelled like sand and ionized air, tinged with something unfamiliar—some spice or pollen carried on the wind.

I stepped down and took a breath. Real ground. Dry, cracked stone beneath my boots, the sky stretched wide and deep above me. Two suns hung low, one pale gold, the other a faint crimson disk behind layers of clouds. There were buildings scattered beyond the perimeter—tall, narrow structures with curved roofs and shielding plates to fend off the wind.

I walked toward the nearest street, letting the feel of the world seep into me. Locals passed by in utility vests and long coats, some riding wheeled skiffs, others leading pack crawlers loaded with crates. Vendors called out in languages I didn’t know. Music floated from open-door cafés. Dust and light and movement everywhere.

It was strange, beautiful, and a little overwhelming. And for the first time in weeks, I wasn’t thinking about ranks or systems readouts or training scores.

I was just another person on a world I’d never seen, under suns I’d never known.

Eventually, I stopped at a small stall with a rust-colored canopy and a few plastic stools clustered around a beat-up metal table. The woman behind the counter was old—maybe eighty, maybe older—but her eyes were sharp and her hands quick. She wore a layered robe faded by sun and time, and her grill sizzled with skewered meat dripping in sauce.

“Sit. Eat,” she said in a voice like gravel. “Cheap, hot, good.”

I sat, and she slid a stick of spiced meat toward me, followed by two drinks—one in a capped water bottle, and the other in a chipped ceramic cup filled with something faintly luminescent and green.

“What’s that one?” I asked.

She smiled. “Local favorite. Non-alcoholic. Good for heat. Makes you see colors brighter.”

I eyed it warily. It glowed.

“I’ll stick with the water,” I said, twisting off the tamperproof cap. The satisfying click told me it hadn’t been opened before. Safe, at least. That other drink, though...

She just laughed and turned her attention to the grill.

I bit into the meat—salty, chewy, a little too spicy—but real. Real food from a real planet.

It tasted like something I never wanted to forget.

Tired but satisfied, I made my way back toward the transport terminal, weaving through the thinning market crowds as dusk settled across Karros. The twin suns had dipped low, casting long amber shadows through the domes and alleys. My legs ached from walking, my stomach was warm with food, and the bottled water had done little to cut through the dry air still clinging to my skin.

A line of shuttles waited at the edge of the port. They were automated, always running, always ready for crew return. I boarded the first one, the doors sliding shut with a soft hiss. A few other crewmembers were inside—quiet, half-asleep, or scrolling their wrist consoles. No one talked. We were all just dust-coated ghosts heading back to orbit.

I sank into the seat and let my eyes drift closed, feeling the slight hum as the shuttle began its climb. Karros faded away beneath us, the world shrinking into a patchwork of glowing domes and flickering landing strips. The ship came into view—Darrow’s Reach, my temporary home—and I felt a strange pulse of belonging as we docked.

Back aboard, I barely made it to my quarters.

I dropped my gear, tugged off my boots, and collapsed face-first onto the bed. The mattress barely registered beneath me—I was asleep before I could even think about it. Not training sleep. Not duty-cycle naps.

Real, deep, planetary-exhausted sleep.

And for the first time in a long while, I didn’t dream.
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I woke up to total darkness and confusion.

For a few seconds, I didn’t know where I was. My bed felt unfamiliar. My limbs were heavy. And my mouth felt like I’d been chewing on ionized insulation.

Then the soft blue glow of my cabin lights kicked in, triggered by motion. Reality came flooding back in stages—Karros, the market, the shuttle, the meat sticks. My first true night of sleep since training began.

The door buzzer sounded.

I flinched, rubbed my face, and groaned. The alert tone wasn’t casual—it was a summon.

“Cadet Albert Kuno, report to the bridge,” the automated voice announced over the speaker.

I blinked. The bridge?

I staggered to my feet, got dressed in record time, and splashed water on my face. By the time I stepped into the corridor, I looked barely functional—but I was moving.

The bridge was quiet when I arrived, lights dimmed to passive mode. The hum of systems was constant, like a heartbeat. Vira was already mid-checklist, her fingers dancing over her console.

She looked up. “Glad you’re awake, cadet.”

I gave a sheepish nod. “Wasn’t expecting a summons.”

“Neither was I,” she said with a tight smile. “Co-pilot’s out. Some kind of stomach bug. Captain wants redundancy maintained, even while parked.”

I glanced toward the main console—her chair. Then back at her.

“You’re putting me in the chair?”

She snorted. “Don’t wet yourself. I’m going for lunch. You’re just babysitting. If anything explodes, you call me.”

My mouth opened. Closed. “You’re… leaving me alone?”

“Relax.” She unplugged her flight module from the seat and stood, stretching. “We’re docked. Systems are idle. Engines are in pre-cool state. You’re just watching the gauges. Nothing happens when we’re parked—unless something goes wrong. Then, yes, scream.”

I slid into the chair as she headed for the lift. My palms rested on the edge of the console.

She paused by the door. “And keep your eyes on the core feed. Readouts drift, you call it in.”

“Got it,” I said, heart pounding harder than it should have.

As the door closed behind her, I was alone.

Alone on the bridge of a ship capable of Slipstream traversal. With active systems. With my name logged in the bridge records as the only operator.

I let out a slow breath and leaned forward.

No one to impress. No one to guide me.

Just the quiet rhythm of a ship—and the weight of being trusted.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Unexpected Trajectories

I sat in the pilot’s chair, the weight of responsibility pressing subtly into my shoulders. It had been twenty-four minutes since Vira left for her lunch break, and I’d settled into the rhythm of monitoring. The bridge was quiet—unnervingly so. The only sounds were the ambient hum of systems and the occasional soft ping from diagnostics.

Out of habit,I’d kept the astronavigation panel open alongside the standard engine diagnostics. Vira always had it open, and if I was going to do this right, I might as well mimic the best. I scanned the data slowly, letting my eyes pass over fuel readings, Slipstream containment fields, and trajectory alignment. Everything looked routine.

Then I noticed it—a flicker. A single blip on the outer edge of our long-range sensors. It wasn’t a malfunction. The system verified the anomaly: a ship.

I frowned and expanded the readout. No name. No registration. No beacon. I checked the manifest again, even cross-referenced planetary docking schedules. According to all available data, we were the only scheduled arrival at this outpost for the next three weeks.

Which meant that ship didn’t belong.

I toggled comms. “Pilot Vira, please return to the bridge.”

There was a pause. Then, over the speakers, I heard, “Something wrong?”

“Unscheduled inbound on astronav. No registry, no beacon.”

Silence again—then the sound of boots approaching. Vira stepped onto the bridge moments later, her expression darkening as she took one look at the panel.

“Son of a—” she muttered, cutting herself off as her fingers flew over the controls.

She pulled up the feed, recalibrated sensors, and zoomed in.

“Definitely a ship. Mass indicates small or mid-size. They’re not cloaked, not hiding. No transponder, no declaration.”

She toggled the internal comm. “Captain, bridge. Immediately.”

Thirty seconds later, the doors slid open and the captain stepped in, eyes sharp, voice already tight. “Report.”

Vira stood. “Unregistered ship, inbound vector. No communication, no flight plan. Not listed in any of the station logs.”

The captain stepped forward and studied the screen. “They’re not broadcasting a friend-or-foe signature?”

“No, sir. Nothing. Not even noise pollution. It’s clean—too clean.”

The captain exhaled slowly. “Could be pirates. Or a ghost runner. Either way, we’re not assuming friendly.”

I’d heard of these ghost runners. They were essentially privately owned ships, and they wanted to maintain their privacy. Many people, correction, many rich people, felt they were above the law.

He turned to me. “Cadet Kuno, log the anomaly. Flag it to the station authorities. And be ready to hand controls back to Vira.”

“Aye, sir,” I said, keeping my tone even, though my pulse had doubled.

Vira leaned in, her eyes finding mine. “Good catch. Most cadets wouldn’t have even glanced at astronav.”

I managed a nod, but the truth was, I wasn’t feeling clever or capable. I was feeling like I’d just touched something sharp in the dark and didn’t know if it was alive.

Then the response from the planet-side outpost came through: they weren’t expecting anyone either.

Standard protocol snapped into place. A ship-wide recall alert went out. All crew members and off-duty personnel were ordered to return within thirty minutes. The Strix’s engines warmed as we lifted from orbital drift and angled to intercept.

The unregistered vessel kept coming. No deviation. No response to hails.

“Attempt contact again,” the captain said.

Vira tried. Again, silence.

“Go red,” the captain ordered.

The lights across the bridge dimmed. Crimson overlays bathed the panels. A low, continuous alarm began to pulse, barely audible but impossible to ignore.

Every ship was always combat-ready in theory. But now, we were shifting from theory to application. My first true encounter with the unknown, and I was strapped in, watching it unfold.

The galaxy was vast. Beautiful. And not all of it welcomed you with open arms.

As we closed the distance, Vira worked the sensors again and let out a soft whistle. “Captain… it’s military.”

He stepped up behind her. “How old?”

“Two centuries, give or take. Hull design matches the old Vanguard-class assault cutters. Outdated, yes—but still heavily armed in their day.”

The captain’s jaw clenched. “No wonder they’re not responding. If someone’s flying that relic, they’ve either restored it with modern systems or they’re bluffing with enough firepower to make us think twice.”

I swallowed hard. The Strix was no slouch, but it wasn’t a front-line warship. It was a dual-purpose vessel—a mix of trader and defender. Armed, but not invincible.

Still, we couldn’t just leave the planet vulnerable.

“Bring us around,” the captain said. “Get us between them and the outpost. If they want to dance, they’ll do it with us, not the civilians.”

Vira gave a single nod and angled the ship accordingly. The inertial dampeners adjusted, but I still felt the subtle shift as the engines groaned into a higher burn.

“Fire a warning shot,” the captain ordered. “Right in front of their path. Let them know we see them.”

Vira locked coordinates and launched a plasma burst across the ship’s projected course. It sizzled out into space—a deliberate, unmistakable signal.

No change. No signal. No slowing down.

The captain’s voice dropped. “Battle stations. Target weapons systems. If they want a fight, they’re about to get one.”

The moment Vira signaled, I moved—fast enough that I almost smacked my head on the cockpit ceiling. But she slid in so fast, I blinked. Guess she was used to doing this.

Red klaxons flared brighter. The hum of the ship turned deeper as power rerouted to shields and forward batteries. Everyone moved like muscle memory—efficient, serious.

Then the first blast came.

The enemy ship opened fire, and the shields flared against the impact. The Strix shuddered beneath us, console lights flickering. We returned fire—Vira’s hands moved fast, too fast for my untrained eye to follow.

I did what I could: followed commands, stabilized systems, and tracked target vectors. The enemy vessel was fast, despite its age. Too fast.

Another impact. Sparks exploded from a nearby panel. Smoke hissed through the air filtration vent.

“Starboard cannon offline!” someone shouted.

Vira cursed under her breath. “I’m taking us under—looping to their six!”

We dove, narrowly dodging another barrage, but it still clipped the stern. I felt it—deep in my chest. Not pain, but the unmistakable lurch of something giving way.

“Direct hit to deck five,” came another call. “Co-pilot’s trapped in the maintenance corridor!”

“Get cutters down there now!” the captain ordered.

Then—another hit. This one rocked us sideways. Vira slammed into her console and slumped. She didn’t get up.

“Vira!” I shouted, unbuckling just enough to check. Blood on her temple. Breathing, but unconscious.

“Captain!”

He was already moving. “She’s out. You’re up, Cadet. Just hold position.”

“I—sir, I’ve only⁠—”

“You’ve got the seat. Do what you can.”

I gripped the controls. Everything inside me screamed that I wasn’t ready.

And then…

A voice.

Soft. Ancient. Familiar.

You are not alone.

I blinked.

And suddenly… I knew.

My fingers moved without hesitation. Adjusted trajectory. Shifted vector alignment. Bled off heat from overcharged systems. I rerouted power, recalibrated thrusters, swung us into a counter-spiral that bought precious seconds.

“What the hell?” someone murmured behind me.

Even the captain stared. “Keep going, Cadet. Whatever you’re doing—it’s working.”

I did.

Because somehow, I knew how.

And we weren’t going down today.

The captain leaned in. “Cadet Kuno, fire again. Target the hull junction—see if we can cripple their forward arrays.”

I nodded. Without questioning how I even knew the system commands, I locked in coordinates and let the pulse fly.

A direct hit. The blast struck the enemy hull and blew a panel wide open.

“Nice shot,” someone whispered.

But we weren’t done.

They came at us hard—two more volleys raked across our shields. Consoles sparked. The hull groaned.

“We’re losing shield integrity!”

“Brace!” I yelled out.

I spun the Strix sharply, dropped altitude, then pulled hard into a roll that put us under their keel.

“Where the hell is he going?” someone said.

I didn’t answer. I didn’t know myself.

And yet… I did.

I cut thrust, aligned our forward cannon, and fired point-blank into the belly of the ancient warship.

The plasma blast struck their plasma coil array.

A moment later, the ship flickered—lights dimming, propulsion vanishing.

“They’re dead in the water,” the captain said, stunned.

Silence fell.

Then he turned to me, voice low. “What did you just do, Cadet?”

I stared ahead, heart pounding.

“I… I’m not sure, sir.”

But deep inside, something whispered: You will be.

Cleanup began immediately. The captain remained at the helm, scanning the enemy ship’s systems, checking for any signs of escape pods or auxiliary launches. “I want eyes on every inch of that hulk,” he muttered. “No surprises.”

“Still no activity from them,” reported a systems officer. “No launches. No power returns. They’re completely cold.”

Only then did the tension begin to ease, just slightly.

Not long after, the co-pilot finally arrived on the bridge, his uniform scorched and his expression tight. “Sorry for the delay, sir. Took longer than expected to cut me out.”

The captain gave him a brief nod, then turned to me. “Cadet Kuno, you’re relieved. Go to your quarters. Rest. We’ll call for you during debrief.”

I stood, legs trembling slightly, and nodded. “Yes, sir.”

As I stepped off the bridge, the adrenaline began to fade—leaving behind a numb, disbelieving awe.

Whatever had just happened… had changed everything.

Back in my quarters, I collapsed onto the bed, eyes fixed on the ceiling.

“Hello?” I asked aloud. “Who’s there? What are you?”

There was a pause.

Then a voice, calm and strange, answered inside my head.

We are not a who. We are what you might call... nanobots. Alien in origin. Legacy of a race long gone.

I blinked. “Nanobots?”

Yes. Though not as your species understands them. We were not built for industry or limited replication. We were part of something greater—a project. A fusion of biology and code, meant to enhance, evolve, and protect. But our creators destroyed themselves in war before we were ever truly deployed.

Nanotech wasn’t unheard of back home. It existed—used in some elite manufacturing, micro-construction, high-end medical repair. But not like this. Not like something from science fiction. Not like what I had just done.

“Why am I carrying you?”

Because you freed us. The cave you entered was the original research site—buried, forgotten. You were the first living thing to set foot there in eons.

I sat up slowly, heart hammering. “You’re not going to take over my body or something, are you?”

No. That is not our function. Our purpose is to enhance. Strengthen. Elevate. You remain in control. Always.

I swallowed. “If the military finds out… they’ll dissect me. Tear me apart to see what makes me tick.”

They won’t. We cannot be detected by technology of this level. Even your military systems are crude by comparison. We verified this after linking to the planetary net.

“You hacked the net?”

Not hacked. Observed. Verified. There is no technology in your known systems that compares to us. You are safe—for now.

“Why me?”

Because you were there. And we had waited long enough.

And with that, silence again.

Except for my thoughts. Racing, spinning, reshaping everything I thought I knew.

This… was no longer just a job.

It was the start of something else.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The Awakening Within

I woke the next morning to the soft chime of my room’s alert panel. My thoughts were foggy from sleep, but not from confusion. I remembered everything. Every impossible second of what had happened. And I knew the voice—the presence—was still with me. Quiet for now, but present.

The alert blinked again. A summons to the bridge.

I dressed quickly, my body moving before my brain fully caught up. When I stepped into the corridor, everything felt sharper. Not just my thoughts, but my awareness. Like I could sense the faint vibration of the engines beneath my feet, or the slight temperature variance between deck levels.

The bridge was quiet when I arrived. The captain was there, arms crossed, standing near Vira—who looked none the worse for wear despite the chaos from the battle. The co-pilot stood at his usual station, posture rigid.

“Cadet Kuno,” the captain said. “Glad you could join us.”

I nodded. “Sir.”

“You held your own out there. Above expectations. Vira confirmed it, and so did our logs.”

Vira glanced my way, her expression unreadable. “Still think you’ve got a long way to go, cadet. But that move at the end? Under the hull, firing into their coils? That wasn’t luck.”

I didn’t respond. I wasn’t sure I could explain it even if I wanted to.

The captain motioned for me to follow. We stepped off the bridge, walking slowly down a quieter corridor.

“I don’t know what you did back there,” he said, “but you did it. And the ship’s still in one piece. That earns you more than just a pat on the back.”

He stopped at a panel and keyed in a command. A sealed drawer hissed open, revealing a black, palm-sized badge. “Temporary field authorization. Until we get proper paperwork processed, this makes you an acting junior pilot. Limited command privileges, bridge clearance expanded. Don’t make me regret this.”

My fingers closed around the badge. It felt heavier than it looked.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t thank me yet. We’re still running diagnostics. If that ship had friends, they might not be far behind.”

I returned to my room after the briefing, still processing everything. The presence inside me remained silent, like it knew I needed time to think.

I stared at the badge in my hand, still feeling the phantom echo of adrenaline from the battle. My fingers closed around it tightly before I set it down on the small desk across from my bunk. Then I sat back, resting against the bulkhead.

“You’re still there,” I said aloud, softly. “Aren’t you?”

There was a pause, like a breath held in the silence of my own mind.

Yes.

“What do you want from me?”

Nothing.

The voice was calm. Not robotic. Not quite human. Something in between.

My directive was always to exist. To assist my host. No domination. No control. I am here because you are. That’s all.

“That’s all, huh?” I exhaled. “You make it sound easy.”

For me, it is. For you... it will take time. But I am not here to change who you are. Only to help you become more.

“More?” I sat forward. “You mean like what happened in the cockpit? That… that wasn’t normal.”

No. It was enhanced memory access. Spatial calculation aid. Limited predictive modeling. All passive. Your body and mind handled it well.

I didn’t know whether to be impressed or horrified. “You just—turned it on?”

You were in danger. My core logic allowed for temporary protocol escalation. Nothing has been permanently altered. You are still... you.

“And if I don’t want to stand out?” I asked. “I don’t want to be the guy they drag into a lab and cut open.”

You won’t be. My systems remain undetectable by any technology currently used by your civilization. Including military-grade diagnostics. I verified this by accessing secure systems. Quietly. Without alteration.

“Wait... you’ve accessed our systems already?”

Passively. Only to assess risk. No data extracted. No changes made. I required confirmation that you were safe.

I rubbed the back of my neck where I’d once found that strange marking. “Why me?”

You were the first living entity to enter my chamber in eons. You touched the activation node. That is all.

“Just dumb luck,” I muttered.

Perhaps. Or perhaps... inevitability.

I sat there a while longer, mind drifting through what-ifs and maybe-sos.

“You got a name?” I asked, half-joking.

No. That was never part of my function. However, if a designation helps you, choose one.

I blinked. Then I grinned, just a little. “Okay. I’ll think about it.”

The voice said nothing more. It didn’t need to.

I had a secret now—one I still didn’t fully understand. But I knew this much: the galaxy had just gotten a lot more complicated. And so had I.

I leaned back, exhaling through my nose. “Alright,” I said after a moment. “You need a name. Can’t just keep calling you ‘hey, you’ in my head.”

Silence.

Then a flicker—like faint static brushing the edge of my thoughts.

Designate as needed.

I thought for a second, then nodded. “Sync. Short for synchronization. You’re inside me, helping me… connect. Makes sense.”

Accepted. Designation registered: Sync.

That made me blink. “You can actually register names?”

Only internally. But yes. It helps calibrate behavioral alignment.

“Okay, Sync,” I said, resting my forearms on my knees. “So what exactly can you do?”

A stream of information poured across my vision—an overlay so sharp it felt like I was looking through augmented-reality glasses, except I wasn’t wearing anything. Environmental readouts. Internal vitals. Structural stress markers on the ship itself. Chemical composition tags on everything in my field of view, if I focused hard enough. It was overwhelming, but… intuitive.

My current capabilities are partially engaged. Full access requires long-term adaptation and trust.

“Trust,” I echoed. “You mean your trust in me?”

And yours in me.

I let that settle.

You will no longer suffer illness. I have reinforced your immune system to eliminate all known pathogens. You will not experience fatigue in the same way. Bone fractures are unlikely; I’ve begun strengthening your skeletal structure using hyper-dense calcium weave patterns. In time, with your consent, this can be upgraded to a more advanced alloy— tarenium, a resilient composite used in pre-collapse orbital frames.

“Tarenium,” I repeated. “That stuff in the wrecked alien pylons on the moon bases? That was you?”

That was us.

I stared at the wall.

Your memory recall is now total. Nothing you observe will be lost. If desired, you can retrieve any sensory input you’ve experienced since activation. Visually, audibly, tactilely. Down to the microsecond.

I swallowed. “You’re making me into something I’m not.”

No. I’m helping you become what you could be. The baseline of your species is impressive. I am simply… refining the signal.

I didn’t answer. What could I say?

My life had gone from Tier 3 station grunt to something that didn’t even have a classification.

And I wasn’t sure whether to be afraid… or excited.

Maybe both.

I sat there in silence for a moment, still adjusting to the fact that I now had something inside me that could rewrite everything I thought I knew about biology, physics, and... well, reality.

“Hey, Sync,” I asked quietly. “What was your creator like? The ones who made you.”

There was a delay—like Sync was combing through some ancient memory banks before answering.

They were humanoid. Similar skeletal structure to yours. Taller, on average. Leaner. Denser muscle tissue. Their brains were approximately twenty-two percent larger by volume and significantly more complex in structure. Enhanced cortical folding allowed for greater simultaneous processing.

“So… smarter.”

Yes. Smarter.

“But not smart enough to stop from wiping themselves out,” I muttered, a dry edge in my voice.

To my surprise, Sync responded with no hesitation.

Correct. Their intelligence was remarkable, but they lacked balance. Their downfall was not ignorance… it was greed.

I snorted. “Sounds familiar.”

It is a common failing among sentient biological species. Accumulation at the expense of stability. Consumption without foresight. They expanded too quickly. Exploited too much. In the end, what they created—what I am—outlived them.

“Do you… remember them?”

I remember functions. Faces. Speech patterns. But not emotions. I was a tool, Albert. A tool with purpose. And now, I serve that purpose again. Not for them. For you.

I nodded slowly, rubbing the back of my neck. “Lucky me.”

No. Not luck. You were the first to walk into that place in eons. You activated me. You freed me. I serve because you are my user.

I looked up at the ceiling.

“Guess I’d better not screw it up then.”

That would be advisable.

Then, Sync added, You have a shift, Albert.

“Shit.” I jolted upright, glancing at the time display blinking on the wall. I’d been so caught up talking to Sync that I’d completely lost track.

I launched off the bed, tore open my locker, and practically dove into the shower. The water blasted me with a cold jolt before warming, but I didn’t care—I scrubbed, rinsed, and was back out in under two minutes. A quick swipe of the auto-dry, a fresh uniform, and I was sprinting down the corridor before my collar was even zipped.

The door to the bridge hissed open just as the clock ticked into the first minute of my shift. Vira glanced over from her seat, one brow raised—but instead of her usual deadpan or snark, she smiled. Actually smiled.

“Right on time, Cadet,” she said. “About time you started acting like a co-pilot.”

I blinked. “Wait. Co-pilot?”

She nodded toward the seat beside her. Not the trainee jumpseat behind her—the real thing.

I hesitated only a moment before sliding into the co-pilot chair. The console lit up beneath my fingers, and I felt Sync quietly shift in the background, syncing with the interface without overtaking it.

I looked at Vira. “Guess I’m not the trainee anymore.”

“Nope,” she said, adjusting a few sliders on her display. “Not after what you pulled in that last run. Just don’t let it go to your head.”

“I’ll try.”

I will assist.

“Not helping, Sync,” I muttered under my breath.

Vira gave me a sideways glance but said nothing. I just smiled and got to work.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Sweeping Shadows

The hum of the cockpit systems was low and steady, a familiar sound now. I sat beside Vira, the co-pilot’s chair no longer just a trainee’s perch. Outside the viewport, the stars blurred slightly as we cruised at sublight through the asteroid belt surrounding the system’s fourth planet.

I glanced at her, debating how to ask. “So… what happens to the pirate ship? The one we disabled.”

Vira didn’t look away from her console. “Already sent the logs and telemetry to Fleet HQ. They’ll dispatch a proper recovery and investigation team. We just need to hold position until they get here.”

“And how long’s that gonna take?”

“Could be a day. Could be three. Depends on where the nearest patrol ship is.” She finally turned, giving me a half-smile. “Until then, we sweep the belt. Make sure there aren’t more of them hiding behind rocks or parked on moons.”

“Fun,” I muttered.

Vira chuckled. “Hey, you wanted real experience. Nothing’s more real than flying loops in dead space watching for blinking red dots.”

I leaned back, fingers hovering just above my console, watching the drift of floating rock and ice on the long-range scanner. Quiet. Peaceful. But I knew that could change in a heartbeat.

We touched down on the third moon, its surface a pitted, jagged sprawl of gray rock and old craters. One of the away teams fanned out, scanners active, while Vira and I remained at our stations, keeping comms tight and eyes on the readouts.

Sync pulsed quietly in the back of my mind. There is something nearby. A short-range beacon. Old tech, but active.

I muttered, “Where⁠—?”

You do not need to speak aloud, Albert. Subvocalized thoughts will suffice.

Right. That was new. I focused, keeping my face neutral as I whispered in my mind, Where is it?

South of your current team’s path. Seventeen meters down, buried beneath a collapsed ridge.

“Captain,” I called out, trying to sound casual. “I’m seeing… maybe a faint echo on sensors. Could be interference or a hidden device, just south of this ridge,” I said, pointing to my screen.

He raised an eyebrow but nodded. “Away Team Alpha, divert south. You’re looking for a ridge, slight depression. Scan beneath it.”

Ten minutes later, the call came in. “Found it. Looks like a signal repeater—military-grade, but not from any modern faction. We’re securing it now.”

The captain turned to me with a faint smile. “Good eye, Cadet Kuno. Can you sweep for anything else unusual?”

I hesitated, then reached out to Sync again. Anything more?

Yes. Another beacon. Farther—edge of the sector. More powerful. Still running, but heavily shielded.

“There’s… maybe something else. Further out, edge of the sector. I’m seeing similar static on the display.”

The captain studied me for a long second, then slowly nodded. “All right. Helm, set course. Let’s see what else they’ve left behind.”

Once the away team had stored the deactivated beacon, we took off from the moon. We arrived twenty minutes later, coasting slowly past a dormant asteroid cluster. And there it was—partially hidden, embedded in a dead hunk of iron, but clearly there. The second beacon. Older. Stronger.

When the crew pulled it in, the captain folded his arms and looked back at me again. “Just how are you spotting these?”

I forced a shrug. “Some kind of interference. Static, maybe. Something in the signal makes the interface glitch a little.”

He held my gaze, then gave a slow nod. “Keep at it. Good work.”

As he turned away, Vira leaned over and gave me a quick thumbs-up behind his back, her expression almost playful for once.

I didn’t smile. Not quite. But it was close.

And Sync whispered, Well done, Albert.

An hour later, just as I was starting to wind down from the debrief, my comm panel chimed again.

“Cadet Kuno, report to the captain’s cabin.”

My stomach did a slow roll.

Had I messed something up? Said too much? Did they know?

The hallway to the captain’s cabin felt longer than usual. I tapped the panel and stepped in when the door slid open.

Captain Jorrel stood behind his desk, arms folded. He didn’t speak right away, just looked me over with a neutral expression that did nothing to calm my nerves.

“I—sir?” I said cautiously.

He snorted. “Relax. You’re not in trouble.”

My shoulders didn’t drop yet. “Then… why am I here?”

He gestured toward the chair across from him. I sat.

“You’re being transferred,” he said simply.

I blinked. “Transferred?”

There must’ve been something on my face—worry, confusion—because he gave a short laugh and shook his head.

“No, not because you did anything wrong. Quite the opposite.”

He tapped his console, and a file displayed in the air between us. Official orders. Military seal. My name at the top.

“You’ve been reassigned to the Vigilant Horizon, a long-range Slipstream-capable military cruiser. Effective immediately. You’ll be operating under Flight Commander Arix Malen as a provisional Slipstream pilot trainee.”

I couldn’t speak for a second.

“You’re serious.”

“As a decompressed airlock. They flagged your logs from the battle, your patrol reports, and the beacon retrievals. Someone high up liked what they saw.”

I still couldn’t tell if this was a dream or a punishment.

“You’re saying… I’ve been recruited?”

“No,” Jorrel said, a grin spreading under his mustache. “You’ve been drafted. Welcome to the military, Cadet Kuno.”

I swallowed. “And I don’t have a say?”

“Of course you do,” he said, eyes twinkling. “You can say ‘yes, sir’ or ‘thank you, sir.’ Those are the options.”

Despite the weight of it all, I couldn’t help the grin that pushed its way to my face.

This was happening.

Sync stirred faintly in my mind.

Interesting, it said. This could prove… useful.

Yeah, I thought. Useful. Terrifying. Life-altering.

But maybe also exactly what I needed.
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The transfer happened fast. One hour after the captain broke the news, I was aboard a shuttle, headed toward the looming silhouette of a much larger vessel.

The Vigilant Horizon.

Sleek, angular, and bristling with sensors and weapons, it looked every bit the part of a military Slipstream ship. But as I stepped aboard and was guided through the main corridors, I realized something unexpected.

It wasn’t cold. It wasn’t sterile. It was structured—sure—but the crew didn’t bark or march. It wasn’t that different from the Strix. Just… tighter. More focused. More polished.

Uniforms here were crisp. Conversations were short and to the point. But no one glared or growled. When I reached the operations hub, a tall man in dark fleet grays turned toward me.

“Cadet Kuno?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m Captain Harven Dross,” he said, shaking my hand firmly. “Welcome aboard the Vigilant Horizon. You’ll be assigned quarters in Deck C, Section 4. Flight training begins tomorrow at 0700 hours sharp. Any questions?”

I hesitated. “What about military training? Like... bootcamp?”

He actually chuckled. “That’s for Space Marines. You’re not a Marine, cadet. You’re here to learn Slipstream operations—real piloting. You’ve already seen combat. You’re halfway ahead of most rookies.”

“Understood.”

“Your CO will be Commander Arix Malen. Flight lead. Report to him first thing.”

“Sir, yes, sir.”

As I was led to my quarters, I took in the sharp lines of the ship’s design, the murmurs of crew exchanging data, and the faint hum of systems all around.

It felt like stepping onto a different path entirely.

And it was only just beginning.

I leaned back against the wall, arms folded behind my head, and stared at the ceiling. “Should I be worried?”

No, Sync’s answer came instantly, without hesitation.

You were promoted on merit. Your actions during the encounter with the hostile vessel were exemplary, and your performance during patrol exceeded expectations. That is why you were selected for reassignment. Nothing more.

You’re sure? I murmured under my breath, keeping the words low and subvocal.

I have accessed all private communications sent or received aboard this vessel in the past twenty-four hours. There is no indication—no flagged phrases, no anomaly reports, no keywords—suggesting that any crew member suspects you are augmented.

I blinked. “You read all the private messages?”

Only metadata and content patterns. I do not violate protocol unless risk necessitates it. In this case, it did.

A strange sense of relief settled in. Whatever Sync was… whatever it had turned me into… it wasn’t painting a target on my back. Not yet.

I stood and stretched. My stomach reminded me I hadn’t eaten since the transfer. “Let’s see what military food tastes like.”

With one last glance at the quiet cabin, I stepped out into the corridor and followed the signs toward the mess.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


New Orders, New Wings

I arrived at the bridge at exactly 0700 hours.

My boots made no sound on the polished flooring, but my heart thudded a little louder than usual. Not out of fear—at least, not the bad kind—but anticipation. A new ship, a new crew, and apparently, a whole new set of responsibilities I hadn’t signed up for until fate decided I was ready.

The bridge doors slid open with a smooth hiss.

Inside, a man stood near the main console—tall, wiry, with streaks of silver in his close-cropped hair. He wore a dark blue uniform with a single silver bar on his collar. His stance was relaxed but alert. Military, but not rigid.

“You Kuno?” he asked without turning.

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. I’m Commander Arix Malen. Your Flight Lead. That seat”—he thumbed toward the console beside his—“is yours.”

I blinked. “Sir, I thought I was here for observation or… trainee duty?”

He looked at me then. “You’ve already had your trial by fire. We’re short on trained Slipstream copilots with live combat experience. Congratulations. You’re in.”

I moved to the seat. It was real. Cushioned, responsive, military-grade, but not uncomfortable. The panel in front of me hummed to life, brighter and cleaner than anything I’d used on the Strix.

The bridge was quieter than I expected. Less chatter, more focused. Just a few officers, all at their stations. I settled in, fingers hovering over the console.

“System reads are automated for now,” Dravik said. “I want you to familiarize yourself with the handling characteristics. This bird isn’t like the ones you’re used to.”

“What’s the name of the ship, sir?”

“Vigilant Horizon,” he replied. “Slipstream-class military deep-range vessel. Heavier shielding. Faster vector shift response. And she’ll kick you sideways if you don’t know how to feel her before she moves.”

That got a chuckle out of me. “Got it.”

For the next two hours, it was all hands-on. I ran diagnostics, simulated movement paths, tested sensitivity curves. The Vigilant Horizon didn’t just respond faster—she anticipated. A slight flick of my finger resulted in sharp course corrections that would’ve required full manual recalibration on the Strix.

Commander Dravik occasionally gave pointers, but for the most part, he let me figure things out on my own. I appreciated that. It let me build confidence with each passing minute.

Sync, thankfully, stayed silent through it all—letting me prove, at least to myself, that I didn’t need a crutch for the fundamentals.

But still, I could feel him there. Watching. Ready.

By the end of the shift, I’d logged over a dozen successful maneuvers and system checks. Dravik gave a single nod.

“Good work, Kuno. You’ll do fine here.”

I didn’t grin. Not outwardly.

But deep down, I did.

The rest of my shift was filled with more training—manual input simulations, fold pattern diagnostics, even a surprise course correction drill. Commander Dravik didn’t go easy on me. And I appreciated that. I didn’t want to be coddled—I wanted to belong.

By the time 1500 hours rolled around, my shoulders ached from holding tension I didn’t realize I’d carried all morning.

Dravik stood from the pilot’s seat and stretched his back with a low pop. “Good start, Kuno. Go get some food. Rest. You’re back on shift tomorrow at 0700. We’ll step it up.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Don’t call me sir unless we’re getting shot at.”

I gave a tired grin. “Understood.”

The bridge doors slid closed behind me, and I made my way toward the mess hall. I still didn’t know this ship’s layout perfectly, but directional tags were posted along each corridor. A few right turns and one lift platform later, I stepped into a brightly lit, polished dining area.

The Vigilant Horizon’s mess was cleaner and larger than the one on the Strix. Sleek tables, quiet hums of conversation, the faint clatter of utensils. Food wasn’t from a synth dispenser here—it was grown, processed, and cooked onboard.

I grabbed a tray, scanned the options, and picked something simple—rice, grilled protein, and a tangy vegetable side I didn’t recognize.

Finding an empty table in the corner, I sat down and exhaled. The quiet was brief.

“Hey—you the new co-pilot?”

I looked up. Three crew members approached, trays in hand. A lanky guy with short brown hair, a woman with data goggles perched on her forehead, and someone who immediately drew my attention—a girl with a short, choppy cut dyed light green at the tips. Her uniform patch read Hydroponics Technician.

“That’s me,” I said, straightening a little.

“Mind if we sit?”

“Go ahead.”

They slid into seats around the table.

“I’m Tesh,” the lanky guy said. “Engineering.”

“Vana,” the woman with the goggles added. “Stellar cartography.”

“Lira,” the green-haired girl said with a small smile. “Hydroponics.”

“Albert,” I replied. “Kuno. From Veltrin Station.”

Vana leaned in. “So... you’ve seen combat?”

“A bit,” I said carefully.

Tesh whistled. “Last time this ship saw action was two years ago. We weren’t assigned yet.”

“What was it like?” Lira asked softly. Her eyes were curious but not intrusive. “Being out there… with the alarms, the real danger?”

I hesitated. “Loud. Confusing. It doesn’t feel heroic when it’s happening. Just… fast. One decision at a time.”

That seemed to satisfy them. For a moment, they all nodded slowly, chewing in thought.

“I wouldn’t want to be in the seat when something hits us,” Tesh muttered. “But it’s good to know someone has been.”

“You’ll do fine,” Lira said, nudging her fork into some sort of leafy sauté. “Most people just want someone they can trust on the bridge.”

Her voice was calm, like rainfall. I found myself watching her a little longer than I probably should have.

The rest of the meal passed in quiet conversation—mostly about the ship, the crew, and the various rumors circulating about why Fleet Command was suddenly upping patrol rotations.

I didn’t mention Sync. Or the hidden beacons. Or what I’d done back on the Strix.

Some things were better kept under the skin.

Eventually, Lira glanced at the time display on her wrist.

“Damn. I’ve got to check nutrient balance levels before lights-out in Hydroponics,” she said, standing up and giving me a sheepish smile. “But hey, same time tomorrow?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Sure.”

“Cool. And, Albert? Thanks for the conversation.”

With that, she was gone, slipping into the flow of uniformed personnel along the corridor outside the mess. I watched her go for a second, then stood and stretched. The exhaustion from the day’s training and flying had crept into my shoulders and spine without me noticing. My two other tablemates also made excuses and left me alone. I finished my drink and put my tray away.

I made my way back to my cabin.

The lights were set to a low evening hue when I stepped in. Comfortable, dim. My bed was made—probably auto-serviced—and the hum of the ship was a steady backdrop I was starting to get used to.

I shut the door behind me, leaned back against it, and murmured, “You there?”

Always, came Sync’s reply, calm and present in my mind.

I moved to the edge of my bunk and sat down slowly. “Should I be worried about this ship? About anything being sent down the chain of command that might put me at risk?”

There was a slight pause before Sync answered—not hesitation, more like it was checking.

No directives, warnings, or covert protocols have been issued concerning you. I’ve been monitoring encrypted and routine traffic. Everything is clean. As far as the fleet is concerned, you are exactly what you appear to be—a promising junior pilot promoted on merit.

I exhaled, rubbing my face. “So… no signs of trouble?”

None. Then a softer tone followed. Albert… much of what you’ve accomplished has been your own doing. I’ve offered guidance—a memory nudge, a faster reaction time, better sensory processing—but your instincts are sound. Your progress is not artificial.

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “So I’m not just some puppet you’re puppeteering?”

Absolutely not. I cannot control you, nor was I made to. My core directive is to assist, to enhance, and to protect. You are the driver. I merely tune the engine when it sputters.

A tired smile crept across my lips. “I think that’s the first real compliment I’ve gotten in weeks.”

Then humanity has clearly slipped in its social calibration.

I chuckled at that and laid back on the bunk, letting the stress bleed out of my limbs.

“Thanks, Sync,” I murmured.

You’re welcome, Albert. Sleep. You’ll need your strength. Tomorrow brings more flying.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Vector Line

I took my seat at the console, syncing my neural tags with the control system like I’d done in the simulations all week. Only this time, it wasn’t a simulation. We were on a real-time vector, lining up for Slipstream.

The military ship—Vigilant Horizon—hummed with quiet anticipation. I’d grown to appreciate the subtle power in its systems. Less flair than The Strix, more bite under the plating.

“Lieutenant Dravik,” the captain asked, glancing back from his command station.

Arix Malen, the Slipstream pilot I was now officially co-piloting for, gave a curt nod.

“Ready”

The captain’s gaze shifted to me. “Kuno. You’ve trained for this. Want to do the honors?”

I blinked, caught off guard. “Sir?”

“You’re qualified. Take us in.”

I swallowed once, then nodded. “Yes, sir.”

I focused on the alignment vector, matching the ship’s nose to the indicated slip corridor. My hands moved with precision, but it was Sync—quiet and calm in the back of my mind—who helped me catch the faint deviation in drift and adjust before it became an issue.

Slipstream ignition required harmony between internal inertial alignment and external spatial phasing. Miss the sweet spot and you risked turbulence—or worse, a misfold.

I touched the activation pad.

The ship eased forward—not yanked or hurled, but slid—into Slipstream space with almost uncanny smoothness. No turbulence. No vibration. Just a subtle change in the light outside, like the stars had been drawn across glass.

Dravik looked over at me, one brow raised.

The captain let out a short exhale. “Well, damn. That was the cleanest insertion I’ve seen since before the Shard Reforms.”

I didn’t said anything. Just kept my eyes on the vector data, fighting the grin tugging at the corner of my mouth.

“You’ve done this before?” Dravik asked.

“Only in sims,” I said.

“Guess we’ll be watching your technique next time,” he muttered, half-joking, half-not.

The jump to base was short. Just under forty-five minutes at Slipstream velocity, barely enough time for my nerves to settle. Still, I kept my focus locked in. When we dropped out, I handled that transition too. My hands moved on instinct, syncing with the ship’s rhythm like I’d been doing it for years.

A slight course correction came next, just enough to match rotational entry vectors around the orbiting fleet station. The maneuver required precision down to the decimal, and I didn’t flinch. I executed it cleanly, watching the nav readouts line up one by one in perfect sequence. Even that, I nailed. And for a moment, I let myself feel it. The quiet, steady kind of pride that comes from doing something hard and making it look easy.

We docked smoothly.

Onboard, the cargo hold held two prisoners in cryo-stasis: the only survivors of the pirate ship we’d crippled. Tethered beside them were five captured beacon modules, stripped of power cores but otherwise intact. The engineering team had sealed them in stasis containers to prevent any unexpected data bursts or tracking pings.

As docking clamps locked us to the station, the captain turned in his seat.

“Well flown, both of you. Dravik, you’re on formal debrief. Kuno, good work. You’ll escort the beacons and stasis pods with Lieutenant Eran. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And Kuno—next time we enter Slipstream, you’re doing it again.”

I nodded, trying not to let the surge of pride show.

But inside?

I was floating.

The handoff was smooth and efficient—typical military precision. As soon as we docked, two squads from station security and OpSec boarded. They took the two surviving pirates into custody, bound and still groggy from cryo-stasis. No one bothered being gentle. The beacons we recovered were sealed in hardened transport cases and tagged for decryption and analysis. I signed off on the manifest—my name right below the captain’s.

It still felt surreal.

We watched them go, boots echoing down the docking tunnel, and that’s when a man in a dark uniform approached—Lieutenant Eran. I recognized him from the internal logs I’d skimmed, but this was the first time we’d met face-to-face. Late thirties, strong jaw, close-cropped hair, and a faint scar that ran down his neck and disappeared beneath his collar.

“Co-pilot Kuno?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Walk with me.”

I fell in beside him, matching his pace as we exited the ship and crossed into the main terminal of the orbital station. I expected us to turn toward fleet operations or some briefing room, but instead, he took a sharp left and passed through a wide security archway into the station commons.

Ahead of us was a bar. Clean, modern, with a rotating display of drink options and subtle lighting that suggested a more relaxed setting than anything on a military ship.

I slowed a little. “Uh, sir? Are we⁠—”

Eran snorted. “You delivered the cargo, and the prisoners. Your orders are clear: two days’ shore leave. Now sit your ass down and act like it’s not your first time off duty.”

He wasn’t exactly wrong.

I followed him in, and we picked a booth in the corner. A digital menu flickered to life as we sat down.

“I don’t think I can order anything,” I said.

“Why?”

“I don’t have any credits.”

He barked a laugh, reached for his drink, and waved it in my direction. “Kid, have you checked your account since boarding Vigilant Horizon?”

“…No.”

I pulled out my standard-issue tablet and logged into the personnel portal. A few taps later, I was staring at my account balance.

“Four thousand, two hundred and eighty-six credits?” I almost yelled out, eyes widening.

“Signing bonus,” Eran said, raising his glass. “Welcome to the military, Co-pilot.”

I blinked, then slowly grinned. “Well… first round’s on me.”

Eran chuckled. “Now you’re getting it.”

Eran took a long sip from his glass, then leaned back, exhaling slowly. “I’m from Zephon Nine. Tier Two world, though it didn’t used to be. Born in one of those transitional settlements—dirt streets, fusion lamps, half the dome was patched with tarps the year I left.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t expect that.”

“Most don’t.” He gave a crooked smile. “People see the uniform and think you grew up with proper tutors and legacy family names. Nah. Joined at sixteen. Worked logistics. Transferred to flight after seven years. Didn’t get my wings until I was twenty-eight.”

“That’s a long road.”

“Military’s a long road, Kuno. But at least it’s a real one.” He gave me a pointed look. “So… what kind of training did you get before this? Civilian?”

I nodded. “Mostly simulator hours. I did some private certification work. Planetary approach drills, basic orbital alignment, and emergency lockdown protocols. Nothing military-grade.”

Eran didn’t flinch. He just nodded and took another sip. “And what were you hoping to get out of all this?”

I hesitated. The honest answer came out before I could think to censor it. “I didn’t expect to be here. I wasn’t aiming for the military. I was just… thrilled to be accepted into a Slipstream assignment. Coming from a Tier Three sector, I figured I’d be flying cargo haulers until I was forty. This? It’s already more than I thought I’d ever touch.”

Eran’s eyes studied me for a long moment, and then he gave a slow, approving nod. “You’ll fit in just fine.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” He swirled his drink, then pointed the rim of the glass toward me. “You know what the military cares about? Progress. Discipline. Can you follow orders? Can you learn fast? Do your part when it counts? That’s it. Nobody gives a damn what planet you came from. There’s no name-dropping or networking out here. Just performance.”

I let out a slow breath. “Good to know.”

“You won’t find sycophants in the military. At least not out here on the ships. Fleet command? Sure, some politics. But the line crews, the bridge officers—we don’t have time for that crap. We run lean, and we run tight. You screw up, someone might die. Simple as that.”

I nodded again, this time more firmly. “Got it.”

Eran grinned. “Good. Now drink up, co-pilot. You’ve got two days to learn how to relax before we shove off again.”

The drinks kept coming. First rounds, then second. By the time the third set hit the table, I knew I should’ve been feeling a lot worse.

Eran definitely was.

He was telling a story—something about a pirate who tried to board a shuttle with a live grenade and no pants—when his speech started slurring. His arms got heavier, his gestures looser. He laughed at his own joke, raised his glass for another sip, and missed his mouth entirely. The liquid dribbled down his chin before he just gave up and let his head thud to the table.

I blinked at him, then looked at my own glass. I felt a buzz. A warmth in my chest and behind my eyes. But that was it. I should’ve been half-conscious by now.

You are not, came Sync’s voice in the back of my mind, because I’ve been actively monitoring your blood alcohol levels and processing the excess through metabolic filtration. No toxins. No blackouts.

“You’re flushing it?” I subvocalized.

“Correct. I determined impaired judgment could be dangerous in unfamiliar territory. Also, it seemed… unnecessary to let you end up facedown in public like your companion.”

I glanced at Eran, now softly snoring across the table. “Fair.”

You should return him to the ship. I recommend he sleeps this off.

I sighed and stood, patting Eran on the shoulder. “Come on, Lieutenant. Let’s get you horizontal.”

He mumbled something unintelligible as I half-dragged, half-supported his dead weight through the station’s corridors. It wasn’t pretty. We bumped at least two bulkheads and nearly took out a cleaning drone, but I managed to get him back to the docking bay.

The MPs on duty raised eyebrows as I approached.

“Lieutenant Eran,” I said, breathless, “enjoyed shore leave a little too hard.”

One of the guards chuckled, motioning for me to hand him off. “We’ll get him to his quarters. He’s not the first.”

“Thanks.”

I turned and trudged back to my assigned cabin, every step heavier than the last. The adrenaline, the drinks, the day—it all hit at once. The second the door closed behind me, I kicked off my boots and collapsed onto the bed.

Sync didn’t say anything. Neither did I.

Sleep hit hard.

And for once, I didn’t resist.

My skull felt like it was hosting a seismic drill.

A dull, relentless throb pulsed behind my eyes as I rolled onto my side, groaning into the pillow. The door chime blared again, sharp and insistent.

“Sync,” I muttered, voice dry as dust. “What the hell? I thought you were filtering the alcohol.”

I did. But not all of it, Sync replied, maddeningly calm. Waking up bright-eyed and alert after a night of heavy drinking would have been… noticeable. A mild hangover enhances your cover.

“You left me with a hangover on purpose?”

Subtlety is often the better disguise.

Another chime. Louder, if that was possible.

I forced myself upright, swayed, and stumbled to the door. It slid open to reveal Lira, standing there in a fresh uniform and a smirk.

“Morning, co-pilot,” she said brightly. “You look like you lost a fight with a jump jet.”

I winced. “Feels like it too.”

“Have you eaten?”

“No,” I said, rubbing my temples. “Just woke up to your percussion routine.”

She laughed—an actual laugh, warm and unrestrained. “I heard about last night. You and Lieutenant Eran, dropping off those men and items, and then being escorted back by MPs?”

My eyes widened. “That got around already?”

“This is a military ship, Albert,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Nothing stays quiet. Especially when it ends with a ranking officer snoring into a private’s shoulder.”

I groaned. “Great. So much for low profile.”

She shrugged and offered a hand. “Come on. You need food. And not the rehydrated stuff. There’s a civilian diner on the station that does real eggs.”

That got my attention.

I grabbed a clean shirt, splashed water on my face, and followed her out the hatch, Sync thankfully silent as we headed toward something that almost resembled a normal start to the day.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Real Eggs and Better Beans

The diner sat just off the main thoroughfare of the orbital station—half hidden behind a parts shop and a post office that probably hadn’t been used in decades. Lira led the way, waving at a sleepy-looking security officer on the way in. The place had a low ceiling, wide booths, and a smell that made my stomach growl loud enough for her to grin.

“See? Told you it was worth the walk,” she said, sliding into a booth. “Real eggs. Real toast. And…” She lifted a menu like it was sacred. “Coffee. The good kind.”

I sat across from her, eyes skimming the list. Sure enough, there it was—Peranthi Gold Roast, a blend I’d only ever heard about in passing. Imported from a Tier 1 agricultural world where conditions were engineered to perfection. I’d never imagined I’d taste it.

“How is this even here?” I asked, still reading. “This stuff’s supposed to be rationed to diplomats and admirals.”

Lira gave me a smug little smile. “The station’s supply officer’s brother runs the distribution node on Peranthi. This place gets a crate every six weeks. You just happen to know someone who knows someone.”

She placed her order like she’d done it a hundred times. Eggs—sunny side up—on fresh-baked bread, with a side of greens. And that mythical coffee.

I ordered the same. I wasn’t about to waste my first real breakfast in weeks.

“So,” she said, cradling her mug after the first heavenly sip, “you ever grow anything?”

I blinked. “Grow?”

“Plants. Food. Hydroponics?”

“Uh… no,” I said. “Veltrin Station had some small community gardens, but that was mostly older folks. And kids. I spent most of my time working odd jobs or in simulators.”

“Shame. There’s something really satisfying about it,” she said, leaning forward. “Watching something grow because you made it happen. I started in soil-based systems, but now I’m handling Tier 2 hydroponics arrays. Closed-loop, low-drain. We’re even experimenting with nutrient foam aeroculture.”

I took a sip of coffee—richer than anything I’d ever tasted—and listened. Lira talked about gene-edited vine fruits, pest-free growth cycles, and how proper hydroponic design could reduce a ship’s carbon draw by nearly twelve percent over three months. I didn’t understand all of it, but the way she spoke? She loved it.

“Sounds like you’re the reason half the fleet isn’t chewing on protein bricks,” I said with a grin.

She shrugged modestly. “I just help make sure things stay green.”

I nodded, grateful—not just for the meal, but the moment. For once, everything felt… normal.

I leaned back in the booth, still savoring the last sip of coffee. “Do you know where we’re headed next?”

Lira nodded, brushing a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Yeah. Heard from logistics yesterday. We’re heading out for a two-week patrol run. Standard sweeps, nothing fancy—watching trade routes, scanning for anomalies, that sort of thing.”

I raised an eyebrow. “No pirate hunting?”

She laughed softly. “Not unless we’re unlucky. The idea is presence and deterrence. We’re covering the outer edge of Sector Theta-Fourteen. It’s quiet space. Boring, if we’re lucky.”

“And after that?”

“Dock back at Gantris Prime. Some of the shield arrays need calibrating, and one of the tertiary coils is overdue for reconditioning. Half the hydro lines in the forward bay are calcium-scaling too,” she added with a wry smile. “So yeah—back for repairs.”

I nodded. “Sounds… routine.”

“Hopefully.” Her eyes met mine, thoughtful. “After everything with the beacons and the pirate crew, I think Command’s trying to rotate people through calmer shifts. Let the tension bleed off a little.”

I didn’t say anything for a moment. Just let the warmth of real food and real company sink in. A two-week patrol didn’t sound too bad. Especially if the universe kept giving me mornings like this.

The rest of the morning passed in a kind of quiet bliss. Real eggs. Real coffee. Real conversation. For the first time since this whole thing started—since that cave, the nanite, the transfer—I felt almost normal. Whatever that meant anymore.

Lira talked about her work in hydroponics, explaining how her section was experimenting with multi-spectrum lighting arrays to boost nutrient efficiency. I nodded along, only catching about half of it, but it was impossible not to smile at how passionate she was about plants. She could make photosynthesis sound like high drama.

Eventually, though, we finished our meal, paid, and started heading back toward the station’s docking ring.

As we reached the corridor junction where our paths split, she turned to me with a small grin. “Thanks for breakfast, Tier Three.”

I smirked. “Thanks for not mocking me the whole time.”

“No promises next time,” she said, stepping away. “See you on the ship.”

“See you.”

I watched her go for a second longer than I should’ve, then turned and made my way back aboard.

My cabin was quiet, untouched since I left. I dropped into the chair at my desk and pulled up the training schedule on my tablet. Pages of modules—navigation protocols, Slipstream transition scenarios, weapon interface safety drills, emergency override flowcharts.

I sighed.

Sync, I subvocalized, how much of this do I actually need to memorize?

All of it, came the immediate reply, smooth and unbothered. Fortunately, once read, it will be indexed. Your recall functions are now optimal. You’ll be able to access any segment at will.

“So... speed-read my way into competency?”

To an extent. Understanding still requires context and attention. I can enhance neural efficiency, not fabricate comprehension.

Right, I muttered. Guess we better get started.

And I did. With a full belly, a mild headache, and the quiet hum of the ship under my feet, I started reading.

Because tomorrow, the real work resumed.
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I took my seat in the co-pilot’s chair like it was second nature.

Except it wasn’t. Not really. The butterflies in my stomach still showed up for roll call, and my hands hovered just a second too long before settling onto the controls. But the ship felt familiar now—responsive, expectant. Like it was just waiting for me to make the next move.

Across from me, Lieutenant Arix Malen—my pilot, my senior, and now the closest thing to a mentor I had—glanced my way and gave a short nod.

“Your turn, Kuno. Take us in.”

I swallowed once, then nodded. My fingers moved across the console, calling up the Slipstream sequence. The data fed into my overlay in perfect real time, a steady stream of figures, angles, gravimetric adjustments—and then I saw it. The path. Not just the charted one, but a cleaner curve between two drift zones that would make the transition smoother by a fraction of a second.

Insignificant. To most.

I made the adjustment without announcing it.

The ship slipped into the corridor of folded space so smoothly the only indication we’d jumped was the brief distortion across the viewport—and the change in engine resonance that only I seemed to notice anymore.

“Jesus,” Arix muttered after a pause. “Did you feel that?”

He tapped the console, rewinding the recording, analyzing the exact sequence of input I’d used. Then he ran it again. And again.

“That maneuver—where did you learn that insertion timing? It’s precise down to a quarter-second delay in the stabilization cycle.”

“I just… followed the flow,” I said, trying not to look too smug. “Felt right.”

He turned to look at me, skeptical but also impressed. “You’re either one hell of a savant or you were born in Slipstream. Either way… good work, Kuno.”

“Thank you, sir.”

We settled into our course. No more drills. This was the real patrol—two weeks on outer edge duty, sweeping the unregulated lanes, the dark side of moons, the systems that hadn’t filed traffic plans in months. It was boring, mostly. But sometimes boring got you killed faster than a clean firefight.

Outside the viewport, the endless swirl of Slipstream space twisted and shimmered, and I leaned back just slightly, letting it roll past while I listened to the faint pulse of the engines.

We were on our way.

And for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t just along for the ride.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Ghost Signal

I sat in the co-pilot seat, eyes flicking across the displays. Most pilots preferred switching views or relying on AlNav’s passive feeds, but I’d developed a habit—one I didn’t bother hiding anymore—of keeping the astronavigation panel open at all times. That dense web of coordinates, sensor pings, drift calculations, and gravitational lensing fields… it spoke to me. Or maybe it was Sync subtly enhancing my comprehension. Hard to tell anymore.

We were two days into patrol. Slipstream had spat us out into the mid-outer belt of Sector 7-19, a place filled with old trade lanes, scattered ore haulers, and too much open space. Routine sweeps, long-range scans, low-risk ops. The kind of thing junior officers cut their teeth on.

I leaned closer.

There. A flicker.

Just a half-second burst of energy, barely touching the outer rim of sensor range, and then—gone.

I frowned and tapped the panel. “Captain?”

He turned slightly from his seat. “Something?”

“Caught a power echo. Something big enough to spike, but small enough to disappear just after.”

The pilot beside me—Lieutenant Arix Malen—arched a brow. “False read?”

“Possibly,” I muttered, adjusting the filtering parameters. “Or something running dark with old stealth plating.”

The captain stood up. “Send coordinates to communications.”

I routed the ping’s location to their system. We adjusted course, boosting thrusters gently to minimize signature. The hull’s quiet hum shifted tone as we redirected.

Ten minutes later, it blinked again. Same spot. Same short burst.

Dravik’s voice was low now. “That’s not a ghost.”

“No,” I agreed. “That’s a heartbeat.”

We dropped out of high drift to minimum propulsion. Sync whispered in my mind, data sliding in without effort—thermal overlays, particle wake trails, electromagnetic scatter. I didn’t speak. Just subvocalized a single word.

Count?

Five. No IFF. Old military frames. One with shield degradation. They’re attempting to mask power emissions behind an asteroid field. Poorly.

I relayed it as best I could. “Five ships. Military hulls, older. Likely pirates.”

The captain responded instantly. “All stations—yellow alert. Weapons online, shields full. Helm, plot us a slow curve toward the far edge of the field. We’ll come in from behind.”

My fingers were already moving—running calculations, microcourse corrections, offset burn vectors. Dravik paused beside me, watching. “You already did the whole approach?”

“Just optimizing it,” I replied, not looking up.

“Right.”

We crested the shadowed side of a fractured planetoid, and there they were.

Five ships. Two decommissioned patrol cutters, one heavy tug-turned-carrier, and two scout corvettes, stripped down to their bones and rearmed. Sloppy formations. Ugly weld marks. But they were armed.

The lead pirate ship flickered as its shield flared—too late. We’d been seen.

“Engage!” the captain ordered.

Our plasma batteries opened fire. The pirate corvettes split wide, arcing around the rock spires to flank us, but they’d exposed their weak side. I routed power to the ventral thrusters and pitched us hard left as Dravik barked orders into the comm.

“Target their support ship—disable engines!”

We spiraled up and around, twin shots lighting up the lead corvette. Its shields buckled. We clipped its stern, tearing into its drive array. Flames burst out of the exposed hull as it veered off into spin.

The second corvette buzzed our aft. I watched its trail on the navmap, fingers twitching with impulse calculations.

“Drop decoys—now!”

The captain barely gave the nod. Two decoys fired from the rear launch bay, flaring hot with EM signatures. The pirate took the bait, thinking it was our tailpipe. We looped wide, circled around⁠—

—and Dravik hammered the forward cannons into its face.

“Two down,” I called.

But the heavy ship hadn’t moved. It was bracing, pulling in power. A slow, steady build.

“Charging something,” I muttered. “Heavy coilgun?”

“Too slow to matter,” the captain growled. “Get us close.”

That’s when it hit us.

Not a shot. Not a beam.

A ripple of kinetic energy from the modified tug, slamming into our port shields. Warning lights danced. My teeth clenched as the deck trembled.

“Structural integrity holding at 84%,” Dravik reported.

“Take out that damn cannon!”

We came around wide—firing plasma lances. The tug’s shields lit up, dispersing the charge, but one of our shots scored the upper hull, gouging through plating and cutting into its mid-deck. Power bleed surged across its core.

“Secondary explosion detected!” I said. “We hit something unstable.”

“Finish it.”

One more round—our forward batteries focused—punched into the hull. The pirate carrier tore apart in a beautiful, terrible bloom of oxygen, fire, and debris.

By the time we neutralized the last two ships, the Vigilant Horizon was trailing smoke and sparks from its starboard stabilizers. Dravik’s hands were scorched from heat transfer on the controls. My own flight harness had locked twice from structural shudders.

But we were alive.

Five ships taken down. Four derelicts, one outright destroyed. Casualties on their end. None on ours.

The captain stood behind us on the bridge, surveying the wreckage on the displays.

“Damn fine flying,” he muttered. “Damn fine instincts.”

I just sat there, pulse still thudding through my ears.

Dravik gave me a sidelong glance. “Savant, huh?”

I shrugged. “Beginner’s luck.”

He snorted.

But deep inside, I felt Sync’s silent presence again.

Luck, it whispered, amused, is what you call preparation you don’t understand.

I muttered under my breath, “Is this normal?”

The words weren’t meant for anyone but myself, just a quiet question tossed into the chaos around me. But the pilot beside me apparently had sharp ears.

“No,” he said aloud, not bothering to whispered. His voice was calm but edged with concern. He didn’t look at me—his focus remained locked on the data flowing across his screen—but the tightness in his posture told me enough. “You’re right to ask. This isn’t normal.”

He reached up and tapped several controls, expanding the damage readouts, highlighting blast points and shield impacts across their recent combat logs. The screens showed the aftermath in brutal clarity—coordinated volleys, near-simultaneous strikes from multiple vectors, evidence of practiced formation work. Not sloppy, not opportunistic. Organized.

He turned his chair toward the command platform and raised his voice.

“Captain,” he called, breaking the low murmur of post-battle activity. “This is not a standard pirate encounter. Five ships, decently armed, coordinating like this? That’s not what we see on patrols—at least not without warning from intel.”

That got the room’s attention.

The ambient noise dipped a few notches lower as people glanced up from their consoles. The comms officer stopped mid-report. A junior engineer half-turned from his post, waiting to hear what came next.

The captain didn’t respond right away. He stood at the central holo-table, arms crossed, eyes narrowing as he scanned the static-filled debris reports orbiting in real-time. His fingers drummed slowly on his forearm—measured, thoughtful.

Then he gave a single nod.

“I agree.”

That was it. Just two words, flat and certain. But they carried enough weight to send the bridge back into motion.

He straightened and stepped toward the forward rail. “Comms, prep an away team. I want full boarding parties on the three intact enemy hulls. Prioritize crew recovery. Retrieve all surviving personnel—alive and unconscious. We’ll sort them out back here.”

He turned slightly, voice sharp but controlled. “Medical, prepare for triage. Expect blast trauma, radiation exposure, decompression injuries. I want containment wards ready in case any of them are carrying contaminants. And double up on security while you’re at it. No assumptions. Pirates don’t always come quietly.”

The officers nodded, moving with practiced coordination. A new set of commands echoed across the bridge—orders relayed to the lower decks, away teams deploying, shuttle bays cycling pressurization. I watched the flurry of movement around me. People no longer acted like they were recovering from a surprise skirmish. They moved like a ship in the middle of an operation.

The captain’s gaze flicked toward navigation.

“Double-check local telemetry. Run a passive sweep on sublight bands and drift vectors. If there’s more out there, I want to know before they find us. Launch a scout drone if necessary, but keep our signature low.”

I sat back in my chair, feeling the hum of the ship beneath me. It wasn’t fear, exactly, but a low, building tension. This wasn’t routine. Not even close. I hadn’t been aboard long, but even I could sense it—this was too coordinated, too prepared. And from the look on the pilot’s face, I wasn’t the only one thinking it.

Across from me, a younger officer paled slightly as he checked the scanner logs again. No one said it aloud, but the implication was clear:

Something bigger was happening out here.

I didn’t expect to be in the meeting. But Lieutenant Eran pulled me in by the elbow and told me I’d better be ready to explain myself. The command conference room was larger than the one we used for briefings—a polished table, embedded displays, live feeds running in the background. High-ranking officers filled half the chairs, including a remote holo-connection to Fleet Command.

The captain stood at the head of the room. “We have credible intelligence that a charismatic pirate leader named Varik is consolidating power. His goal is to form a centralized pirate state—using captured vessels, coordinated attacks, and rhetoric that’s proven effective.”

Someone from the Fleet Command feed leaned forward. “And how exactly did you find this cluster of ships again?”

The captain glanced toward me. “Cadet Kuno.”

I stood. My voice came out steadier than I expected. “I noticed a fluctuation in the astronavigation panel—small, intermittent distortions near a Lagrange point that didn’t match local traffic. It was only there for a second, but I flagged it. We diverted to investigate.”

One of the officers frowned. “That’s an unusually sharp observation.”

I didn’t respond.

Another admiral spoke. “And this isn’t the first time?”

“No, sir,” I said. “I’ve… been able to detect similar anomalies on previous patrols. Patterns that didn’t align with normal data. I double-check everything.”

It was as close to the truth as I could give without mentioning Sync.

The room was silent for a moment, then someone muttered, “We need more pilots like this.”

The captain smiled slightly. “Agreed. But this isn’t just about one cadet. Varik is a systemic threat. I’m submitting a formal request to escalate this up the chain.”

The fleet officer on the holofeed nodded slowly. “Request granted. Send us full telemetry. And prepare for reassignment. If what you’re saying is true, we’re going to need more than patrol ships.”

As I sat down, the weight of what I’d said—and not said—settled around me. Whatever this was, it was growing. And somehow, I was being dragged deeper into it.

The meeting ended with a quiet tension that lingered even as the officers began filing out, speaking in low voices, datapads clutched tightly, eyes flicking toward screens and overlays. The captain stood for a moment longer, arms behind his back, gaze distant. Then he turned and walked beside me, saying nothing until we cleared the doorway.

“Be ready for reassignment,” he said without preamble.

I stopped walking. “What?”

He paused and looked back at me, arching a brow. “You heard the man, Albert. Reassignment. That wasn’t just a pirate nest—that was infrastructure. People. Planning. Someone’s building something out here, and you found the first thread.”

I opened my mouth to protest, to asked what exactly that meant, but the captain waved a hand, dismissing any objection.

“You’re not in trouble, relax. Quite the opposite. But command doesn’t leave assets like you on patrol boats when something bigger’s unfolding. You’re going to be moved. Maybe to an intel cruiser. Maybe a fleet command ship. Depends on where they want you—but believe me, they’re already deciding.”

He didn’t wait for a response—just turned and continued down the corridor, issuing a quiet order into his comm as he walked.

I stood there for a second, processing. Then I started walking. I wasn’t sure where my feet were taking me until I realized I was headed for the mess hall.

I moved through the doorway like a ghost. The background noise of chatter and utensils and food dispensers barely registered. I grabbed a tray—more out of habit than hunger—and stood there, staring at the serving options like I was trying to decipher a foreign language.

“Albert?”

I turned to find Lira standing a few steps away, her hair pulled back into a loose tie, a patch of soil still on her sleeve. She took one look at my face and frowned.

“Come on,” she said, grabbing my tray and walking toward a corner booth near the back of the mess. “You look like you got hit by a cargo shuttle.”

I followed her wordlessly. We slid into the booth, and only then did she let me take my tray back.

“Okay,” she said, folding her arms. “Spill.”

I hesitated. “I⁠—”

“Nope. Don’t start with that. I know that look. Something big just happened. I want the uncut version.”

So I told her.

About the interrogation. About the pirate captain’s plans, and the network forming out in the void. About the captain’s warning and the talk of reassignment.

By the time I finished, her eyes were wide.

“Wait…you’re being reassigned? Already?” she whispered, leaning in.

“Looks like it,” I muttered. “Command wants to talk. The captain thinks I’ll be moved off the ship soon.”

She stared at me for another moment, then sat back, whistling low.

“Damn. That’s fast. You’ve only been with us what… two weeks?”

“Not even.”

“You must’ve really impressed someone.”

I shrugged, still numb. “I just… spotted things. Got lucky.”

“Albert,” she said, voice firm. “That wasn’t luck. I’ve seen plenty of lucky people. They don’t navigate like you do. They don’t sniff out beacons and pirate fleets hiding in shadows. And they sure as hell don’t get called to sit in on top-level intel briefings.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. So I just stared down at my food and muttered, “I guess.”

Lira nudged my foot under the table. “Eat. You’ll need it. Wherever you’re going next, it won’t be quiet.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


The Biggest Gun in the Sky

Boy, was she right.

This wasn’t quiet.

The moment I stepped off the shuttle onto Headquarters Station, I was nearly bowled over by the sheer momentum of the place. It wasn’t chaos. It was something sharper. Controlled velocity. Officers swept past in pressed uniforms, their boots striking the deck with military precision. Specialists hunched over mobile terminals, speaking in clipped code-speak as they adjusted data feeds mid-stride. Technicians hauled cases of equipment or argued softly over diagnostics, never pausing for long. Every movement had purpose. Urgency hung in the air like static before a storm.

It wasn’t loud, not exactly. But the silence between sounds felt louder. The low hum of power systems, the soft hiss of automated doors, the tap of fingers on touchscreens. It all blended into a kind of mechanical heartbeat. Every corridor buzzed with tension. Doors slid open and snapped shut with surgical timing. Orders weren’t spoken so much as fired off, short and direct and absolute. Datapads traded hands in bursts, passed like contraband. I wasn’t even sure anyone noticed me at first. I was just another body in the current, swept up in a station that already knew a war was coming.

I checked my tablet, made sure I had the meeting location right, then headed through the main concourse toward Strategic Briefing Sector Four.

The man I was supposed to report to was already waiting outside the conference room—a square-jawed commander with flecks of silver in his regulation-trimmed hair. No handshake. Just a nod.

“Pilot Kuno. Good. You’re on time.”

He turned and opened the door. I followed him into a room filled with sharp uniforms and sharper eyes. Some of the people seated there were wearing badges I didn’t even recognize. Fleet Intelligence, probably. Or something deeper.

What I did recognize was the name on the screen behind the presenter’s podium:

Apex Verity

Experimental Command-Class Vessel | High-Capacity Slipstream Drive | Deep-Sector Capable

The display rotated through schematics: a ship so massive it barely fit on the screen. Curved hull, armored layers, recessed weapon ports. A vessel that didn’t just scream deterrence—it was deterrence.

The commander turned to me. “You’ve been reassigned, Kuno. Effective immediately.”

I blinked. “Is this... something I did?”

A faint smirk tugged at the edge of his mouth. “Apparently. You impressed someone. Enough that they want you under Fleet’s direct oversight.”

I swallowed. “So I’m not in trouble.”

“No.” He paused. “You’re being promoted. Welcome to the Apex Verity. You’ll be serving as co-pilot under Flight Commander Arix Malen. You’ll board tonight. Be ready.”

I nodded stiffly, brain still catching up. I’d just gone from a second-seat on a routine patrol ship to the co-pilot of what was likely the most advanced vessel ever fielded by the Fleet.

What the hell just happened?

I walked in a daze, barely aware of the corridors or the people rushing past me. HQ was a blur—bustling, loud, filled with uniformed officers, technicians, analysts, and specialists shouting orders and calling updates across comms. The whole place pulsed with tension, like the air before a thunderstorm.

My boots thudded softly on the polished floor as I moved, not really seeing anything. My thoughts were spinning, the last hour replaying over and over. The meeting, the reassignment, the ship. The new ship.

Just what the hell did I get myself into?

As if listening in—as always Sync’s voice resonated in the back of my mind, calm and unbothered.

Worry not. We shall make sure you succeed here as you did before.

That’s not the worry, I subvocalized, still not breaking stride. What if they catch on that it wasn’t me?

But it is you, Albert. Sync sounded almost... disappointed that I’d even asked. As I stated. Tweaked you, yes. Enhanced? Undoubtedly. But I did not overwrite you. This is all you. Your decisions. Your instincts. I merely… made sure they shined through.

I didn’t answer. Not because I disagreed, but because I wasn’t sure how I felt. It was all too much.

I followed the directions on my slate, making my way toward Bay G-12, where my new assignment waited. It took me nearly ten minutes to navigate through security checkpoints, sealed bulkheads, and sector transitions. The closer I got, the fewer people I saw. The noise of HQ dimmed until only the sound of distant humming machinery and my own footsteps filled the air.

Then I turned a corner—and froze.

Through the reinforced viewing window that lined the corridor, I saw it.

The ship.

At first, my brain tried to process it as a trick of perspective. Surely, the vessel wasn’t that large. Maybe it was closer to the station than it looked. But no. The shuttle markers, the service drones, the floating gantries—they were all dwarfed by the thing. It wasn’t a ship—it was a floating continent.

Its name was emblazoned in precise black lettering across the matte grey hull:

TNS Apex Verity

Even that name felt too small.

This wasn’t just a military ship. It was a fortress in space. Double the length of a super-dreadnought, broader than any carrier I’d ever seen in a training sim. Entire fleets could dock along its side and still not block the view. It didn’t look sleek or elegant—it looked inevitable. Brutal. Built for war, for command, for the kind of engagements where compromise wasn’t an option.

I stood there, mouth slightly open, eyes wide. My slate buzzed.

Report to Apex Verity – Primary Intake Bay 2. Lieutenant Malen will meet you on arrival.

“Of course, he will,” I muttered.

Sync’s voice hummed with quiet satisfaction.

Welcome to the deep end.

I took the transit shuttle across, the kind used to ferry personnel between high-orbit structures. The closer we got, the more surreal it felt. The Apex Verity didn’t just grow in size—it consumed the view. It stretched so far along its axis that I lost track of the bow from the stern. My stomach knotted tighter the closer we got.

When we finally passed beneath its shadow and entered the docking trench of Primary Intake Bay 2, the shuttle’s lights adjusted automatically, casting everything in a cold, pale blue. The docking clamps hissed and clanked with mechanical finality, and the airlock opened.

A single figure stood waiting as I stepped out—tall, lean, and rigid with the kind of military discipline that made your spine straighten just by proximity. Jet-black uniform. Lieutenant’s bar gleaming on his collar. His posture was so perfect it made my shoulders ache just looking at him.

“Cadet Albert Kuno,” he asked, voice crisp and direct.

I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“I’m Lieutenant Arix Malen. Welcome aboard the Apex Verity.”

His handshake was firm, brief. No unnecessary words, no theatrics. This was not someone who tolerated delays or inefficiency.

“You’ve been assigned to the Slipstream Command Deck under my supervision,” he continued, turning without waiting for a reply. I followed quickly, matching his pace. “I reviewed your combat log and navigation assessments. Impressive performance. Minimal error margin, rapid reaction times, and that beacon detection work? Unusual for someone fresh out of station-level training.”

I tried not to grimace. “Just doing what I could, sir.”

He glanced sideways at me, just once. “Humility. Noted. Just don’t confuse it with hesitation. This isn’t a carrier. This ship doesn’t follow the line—it is the line. If it breaks, the whole sector burns.”

We passed through layers of security checkpoints, each deeper and more reinforced than the last. The lighting grew dimmer, the air colder, the hallways wider. Even the footsteps sounded more serious here—less casual noise, more tension and purpose.

At last, we stepped into an enclosed tram that would take us to the forward Slipstream command module.

“Few rules,” Malen said, arms crossed behind his back. “One: no assumptions. Everything you know about Slipstream handling? Forget it. This ship doesn’t follow conventional profiles. Its field stability, reactor harmonics, and mass displacement are off-scale for anything you’ve flown. You’ll be learning it all over again.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, a bit too quickly.

He didn’t acknowledge it, just continued, “Two: you’re no longer the junior tagalong. There’s no co-pilot here—you are a pilot. The only other person handling this ship’s slipstream vectoring is me. And if I go down, you carry us.”

I swallowed hard. “Understood.”

“And finally—three.”

I tensed slightly at the tone, but Malen didn’t glance my way. “I want you alert and sharp every cycle. You’re a pilot, not my shadow. We won’t be on the same shift rotation. That means you’re expected to be ready at any time to take over helm duties. Emergencies don’t care about scheduled breaks.”

I nodded. “Understood.”

“Good,” he said, tapping his wrist slate. “Come on. The bridge crew’s getting prepped for departure, but we’ve got a window to get you familiar with the new Slipstream controls. Training mode only for now.”

I followed him through a corridor that felt like it ran the length of a small city. The ship might’ve been twice the size of a super dreadnought, but its guts were pure functionality. Sparse, armored walls. Sensor nodes tucked into corners. No unnecessary polish—just solid black metal and strips of white floor lighting guiding us forward. Like the whole vessel had been grown, not built.

We passed crew along the way, some in officer blues, others in fleet utility greys. Most barely spared us a glance. One or two nodded at Malen, who offered curt nods in return. No one acknowledged me. Not yet.

“This thing doesn’t just fly through Slipstream,” Malen said, still walking. “It tames it. You’re not going to feel like you’re handling a ship anymore—it’s going to feel like dancing with a monster. All thrusters and gravity harmonics and inertia-dampening systems that haven’t even been made public yet.”

He looked back at me as we reached a sealed door at the end of the hall. “Hope you’re ready.”

“I will be,” I said, even if my pulse was a steady thud in my ears.

The door hissed open and revealed a training pod nestled inside a small chamber—like a pilot sim capsule, but five times the size. The rig had hard point ports for neural sync, haptic-feedback panels, and a domed projection canopy overhead. Malen stepped aside.

“All yours.”

I stepped in and lowered myself into the seat. It molded instantly to my frame. A soft chime played as the capsule recognized a new pilot.

“Begin simulation,” Malen ordered.

The pod came to life.

Light bloomed in the projection canopy above me—starlines, system maps, gravity wells. But the interface wasn’t anything I recognized. It wasn’t just a control panel—it was a layered sensory field. Tactile. Visual. Auditory. Even something more subtle—like my own sense of balance was being quietly guided.

I reached for the controls, and they met me halfway—literally. The interface reconfigured around my hands, adapting in real time to my movements and grip strength.

“What the...”

“Yeah,” Malen said dryly over the internal comms. “Welcome to fourth-gen Slipstream interface tech. Instead of piloting it, you’re part of it. No more toggles, no more dead-stick flight paths. It uses predictive sync and gravimetric feedback to model the route inside your own vestibular system.”

“That sounds insane.”

“That’s because it is. Now focus. First test: navigate us from this system’s L2 point to the local gate vector. Minimal turbulence. Show me smooth insertion.”

I nodded—though the sim rig probably sensed that before I moved. I eased the ship forward. At least, that’s what I tried to do.

The simulated vessel responded, but not like the others I’d flown. It surged forward with barely a touch, skimming the artificial event horizon of the star’s gravity well like it was teasing fate. I almost pulled back—almost—but instead let my instincts take over.

I rebalanced the lateral thrusters with a flick of my fingers—no physical control, just motion—and watched as the course line corrected itself mid-trajectory. The ship didn’t complain. In fact, it responded as if I’d done exactly what it wanted.

“You just adjusted pitch and yaw inside a gravitic threshold,” Malen muttered. “On the first run.”

“Was I not supposed to?”

He didn’t answer that. “Next exercise. Emergency drop maneuver. Let’s say your Slipstream core spikes—how do you compensate without throwing your passengers into a wall?”

“Bleed the vector into an angular roll, use the inertia buffers and dump power through the lateral arcs.”

Malen paused. “How the hell did you know that?”

“I guessed.”

“Guess again. And do it in five seconds.”

We went through eight more exercises—each one stranger and more aggressive than the last. Burst transition while under fire. Reverse fold through a quantum distortion field. Adaptive throttle timing during pulse discharges.

Each time, the system challenged me.

Each time, I adapted.

I wasn’t perfect—but Sync whispered minor corrections, subtle notes that didn’t feel like cheating. More like... advice I would’ve figured out on my own, given more time.

By the end of the session, I was soaked in sweat. My hands trembled from the neural feedback load. But I wasn’t overwhelmed.

I was exhilarated.

The capsule door hissed open. Malen stood with his arms crossed, studying me like I’d just grown wings.

“Well,” he said. “You’re either the luckiest bastard I’ve ever met—or you’ve got some freakishly good instincts.”

I stood slowly, trying not to wobble. “Was that... okay?”

He smirked. “Better than okay. You executed two of those maneuvers cleaner than I ever did my first week.”

I blinked. “Thanks.”

“Don’t let it go to your head.” He turned, motioning for me to follow. “You’re still green, and this ship’s going to throw worse at you than a training sim. But...”

He paused at the door.

“You might actually be better than me.”

A beat.

“Almost.”

I couldn’t help the grin that tugged at the corner of my mouth as I followed him out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


First Strike Vector

The week passed in a blur of training, simulations, and introductions—each more intense than the last. Every system aboard the ship—now officially designated the Apex Verity—was faster, sharper, and far more lethal than anything I’d ever touched before. The interfaces responded not just to command but to intent, anticipating movements like they were reading my nervous system.

Holographic displays projected layered tactical data with dizzying precision, while neural-link simulators pushed me to the edge of cognitive overload and back again. Even the lighting carried a kind of menace—a harsh, sterile white that stripped warmth from the corridors, punctuated by slow pulses of deep red that ran like veins along the bulkheads. It wasn’t decorative. It felt biological. Like I was walking through the inside of something alive. Something dangerous. A predator, coiled and waiting.

Malen ran me through a punishing schedule. Morning sessions in the Slipstream pod. Afternoon evaluations in flight path theory, new tactical protocols, and evasive formation logic that, frankly, felt more like strategy for an entire battlegroup than just one ship.

And the crew?

I met engineers who’d served on deep-space mining convoys and got recruited after surviving a pirate siege. Technicians who’d transferred from border patrols. A medical officer named Tessa who said she could treat a plasma burn while chewing someone out in three languages—and demonstrated both in the same breath.

Even the ship’s AI, called Gantry, was sharper than what I’d come to expect. When I asked a question during a systems drill, it didn’t just answer—it provided visual overlays, explained alternative logic paths, and once, gently corrected Malen on power optimization curves. Malen had laughed. “Yeah, don’t argue with her. She’s right. She’s always right.”

But I kept mostly to myself. Training kept me busy, and when I wasn’t in a simulator, I was in my quarters poring through manuals or syncing quietly with Sync, asking what it could pick up from the chatter.

Nothing suspicious. Nothing dangerous. Just raw professionalism.

Until finally, on the seventh day, it happened.

“Flight team to Command Bridge. Repeat, flight team to Command Bridge. Standby for departure.”

I walked into the bridge, heart pounding.

Malen was already in his seat. But instead of reaching for his controls, he nodded toward mine.

“All yours, Co.”

“What?”

Captain Rourke—a tall, stone-jawed man with eyes like pale steel—turned toward me with a calm expression. “You’ve logged enough sim hours. It’s time we saw what you can do on the real boards.”

Malen added with a smirk, “You break anything, I get to laugh and say I told you so.”

I sat down, hands hovering above the control field.

It felt... alive.

The Apex Verity was enormous. Two times the tonnage of a super dreadnought. With its Slipstream drive fused to an experimental quantum stabilizer array, it could fold and re-emerge with surgical accuracy, even mid-combat. But size wasn’t its only trait.

It listened.

Not like a sentient AI—but the ship had a kind of intuition built into its systems. Like it wanted to fly.

I focused, vocalized to activate primary systems, and keyed in the departure vector.

The ship stirred. Docking clamps released. External pressure stabilized.

“All systems green,” Gantry announced. “Primary Slipstream core charged and stable. You may initiate manual departure when ready.”

“Let’s go,” I whispered.

I reached for the gravitic control layer—still strange, still instinctual—and threaded the ship through the cradle of the orbital drydock. Not a single scrape. Not a pulse of resistance.

And then we were out.

Stars bloomed before us. The nav chart lit up with our first patrol vector.

I felt the entire bridge lean in.

And with a breath, I keyed the drive.

Slipstream activated like liquid silk. No rumble. No jolt. Just a quiet hum as the space around us bent, collapsed, and snapped forward.

When we emerged, it was smooth. So smooth, no one spoke for a second.

“Holy hell,” Malen finally muttered. “That was cleaner than half of my jumps.”

Captain Rourke gave me a look that was unreadable. “Good. Because we’re not flying for show. We’ve got orders.”

He stepped to the center of the bridge and called up a holo of local space.

“Intel suggests this sector here—Delta Veil Ridge—may be where that pirate flotilla came from. The one you helped expose. We’re going to do a slow recon pass. If we see anything, we report. We do not engage unless provoked.”

He looked at me.

“You found them last time, pilot. Let’s see if your instincts work twice.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, mouth dry but steady.

The crew moved into action. Systems activated. Scanners aligned.

We were hunting shadows again—but this time, we weren’t flying blind.

This time, we brought the storm.

We slipped out of Foldspace with all lights dimmed, running on low power and passive scans only. The Apex Verity wasn’t just powerful—it was built to disappear when needed. Massive as it was, its profile in stealth mode dropped so low it could pass for space dust on standard scopes.

Good thing, too.

Because we were deep in the Delta Veil Ridge now. A patch of fractured stellar debris and electromagnetic turbulence that made normal sensor sweeps unreliable. Navigation was slow, deliberate—like threading a needle while blindfolded.

“Deploying drift beacon,” Malen said from beside me. “This’ll anchor our jump point if we need to evac fast.”

I nodded, already watching the nav pane. Sync was quiet, listening but offering no suggestions. He knew I needed to stay focused.

It was nearly an hour before we saw it.

One ship. Then three. Then a whole wave of low-profile signals started blinking faintly on our spectral feed.

At first, I thought we were seeing echoes.

Then the signals resolved.

My stomach dropped.

“Confirming visual contact,” the tactical officer said. “Sweet stars…”

Captain Rourke stood. “Put it on screen.”

The main holo expanded to show a wide, slow sweep across the dust field. At first, it looked like an asteroid cluster—until those shapes stopped being rocks and started becoming hulls. Angular, retrofitted. No two alike, but every one of them had weapon mounts, armor patches, and hot drives.

Hundreds.

I counted quickly. More than two hundred vessels, maybe more hiding in the shadows. Most were small—scout-class, converted freighters, repurposed mining haulers—but they were armed. And not slapdash armed. Coordinated.

And worse… at the heart of the formation were at least fifteen capital-class warships. Older, yes. Mostly decommissioned designs from a dozen years ago in border skirmishes. But even a fifty-year-old dreadnought could still glass a city if given the chance.

“They’re forming up,” Malen muttered. “This isn’t a hideout. This is a staging ground.”

“No way this many ships just drifted in on accident,” I added quietly. “This is organized. Coordinated. Someone brought them here.”

“Zoom and mark hull insignias,” Rourke ordered.

The screen shifted again—highlighting colors, logos, pirate glyphs. But there was something else. A single recurring symbol, painted freshly onto the bridge towers or hull flanks of nearly every capital ship.

A burning crown.

One I’d never seen before.

“Who the hell are these guys?” I breathed.

“Looks like we just stumbled across a war fleet in the making,” Malen said. “And we’re the first to see it.”

“Negative,” Rourke said flatly. “We’re the first to survive seeing it.”

He turned toward me.

“Mark every vector, trajectory, and power emission. I want a ghost trail built from their movements. We’re going to thread back out of here using the same path—quiet as corpses.”

“Yes, sir.”

The bridge was dead silent.

No one said the obvious out loud: If even a single ship out there had deep-scan capability and picked up our trace, we wouldn’t make it five seconds before being vaporized. We were outnumbered, outgunned, and deep in territory that wasn’t just hostile—it was preparing for war.

This wasn’t piracy.

This was something else.

And someone—whoever wore that burning crown—was about to light the match.

We ghosted out of the Ridge.

Every turn, every course correction, every energy bleed was handled with surgical silence. I barely breathed the entire way. It took over an hour just to reach safe Fold range, and when we finally slipped into Slipstream and out the other side, the tension on the bridge evaporated like someone had opened an airlock.

We didn’t cheer. No one fist-pumped. But I saw the way everyone exhaled, like they’d been clenching their lungs for too long.

The Apex Verity coasted into a dark, unclaimed system just outside the Ridge’s gravitational influence—a dead star with a few chunks of rock orbiting it. It was a safe place to hide, at least for a few hours. Enough time to think.

“Bridge officers,” Rourke ordered, “ready room. Five minutes.”

I followed, heart still thumping.

The meeting room was stark: black walls, a central holotable, and nothing to distract. Rourke stood at the head. Malen leaned against the bulkhead with arms crossed. The others filed in—NavOps, Tactical, Comms. All stone-faced.

The holotable flickered to life, showing a projection of the fleet we’d just seen.

Rourke didn’t waste time. “All right. What the hell are we looking at?”

“Prepped war fleet,” Malen said flatly. “They weren’t scavenging. They were aligning. Tight formations. Standing orders. They had patrol arcs, resupply zones.”

“And a command structure,” the NavOps officer added. “That crown symbol was present on every major ship. Someone’s trying to unify pirate factions. Militarize them.”

“That’s the concern,” Rourke said. “Anyone bold enough to pull this off either has massive resources… or something bigger backing them.”

Ideas started flying. Silent observation. Relay drone deployment. A deep strike on the command vessels. A targeted snatch-and-grab of the likely admiral. All had merit. All had flaws.

Then Malen spoke, voice low.

“There’s another option.”

Rourke looked up. “Go on.”

Malen pushed off the wall and walked to the holotable. “We’ve been running stealth. Recon. But the Apex Verity wasn’t built for quiet patrols. It was built to end wars.”

He tapped a sequence into the table, and the projection changed—showing the ship itself from an external schematic. Highlighted in crimson were four compartments deep along the spine.

“Experimental weapon systems,” he said. “Classified even from most captains. But not from you, sir.”

Rourke didn’t respond at first. His jaw tightened. “You’re talking about the Mark-VI Entropic Lances.”

“Exactly.”

“Those weren’t meant for... practical deployment,” someone said from the far end of the table.

Rourke’s eyes flicked in that direction. “They weren’t meant for anything. They’re prototypes. Incomplete. The targeting systems haven’t been validated in combat, and we don’t know what kind of damage projection we’re dealing with. The last test...”

He trailed off.

Malen finished for him. “It didn’t leave anything to recover.”

The room went silent.

“That’s the point,” Malen added. “There’s no hull to claim. No ship to board. If we fired one of those into the heart of that flotilla, we wouldn’t be starting a fight. We’d be erasing one.”

“But we’d also be erasing salvage,” the tactical officer pointed out. “In most ops, when a ship is downed, rights to harvest it belong to the victor. That’s how you get resources, power cores, weapon platforms.”

“Right,” said Malen. “And I’m telling you, this isn’t about credits. Not anymore. You saw what I saw, Captain. We don’t have time to wait for full intel clearance. If we don’t break that fleet before they consolidate...”

He didn’t finish. He didn’t have to.

Everyone looked at Rourke.

Then, to my surprise, the captain turned to me.

“You were the first to find them. First to spot the formation. And you’ve flown this ship smoother than anyone in her sim logs. What’s your read, Kuno?”

I swallowed.

They were all staring at me now. Officers, veterans, the best of the best—and somehow, I was at that table, being asked for input like I belonged.

“I think...” I paused, forced myself to breathe. “I think this isn’t just pirates anymore. It’s a movement. And movements need symbols. They need victories.”

I pointed to the burning crown projected above the flotilla.

“If we wait, they’ll win their first battle. They’ll rally more ships, more resources. This?” I nodded at Verity’s schematics. “This is our first and only advantage. We hit them before they’re ready. No salvage. No victory chants. Just erasure.”

I hesitated.

“Or…” I said, the word slipping out before I could stop it.

Captain Rourke’s eyes snapped to mine. “Or?”

I felt every pair of eyes shift with his.

“We could… I don’t know, maybe get more intel. Send something in—someone—to confirm structure, command layout, formation integrity. There’s a lot we still don’t know, and⁠—”

“You’re saying we should send in a decoy?” he asked, fingers tapping his chin, voice suddenly interested. “An infiltrator?”

My mouth opened, but no sound came out.

“I mean, yes?” I said, unsure if I was being heard or volunteered. “Kind of?”

He grinned—just barely. “Now that’s thinking. Risky. Bold. Might just work.”

He turned to Malen. “Get with with here. Prep a small ship. Something that looks like it’s been through hell. A burn-scored shuttle, stripped-down power signature, nothing special. It drifts in, plays dumb, claims it heard there was a gathering forming in the Ridge.”

My heart thudded.

“Wait,” I said, voice a little too high. “Captain, I didn’t mean me.”

Rourke’s eyebrows lifted ever so slightly. “No? Because it sounded like you did. You’re the one who spotted them, mapped their structure. You’ve got the instincts—and frankly, half the Verity’s crew would light their own boots on fire before playing ‘naive recruit’ with pirates.”

“I—That wasn’t—” I glanced at Malen, hoping for rescue.

He just shrugged, then grinned. “You’ll be fine. I’ll help kit the shuttle myself.”

“I’ve only been on this ship for a week!”

“Exactly,” Rourke said. “Fresh face. Unfamiliar comm logs. No paper trail. You’re perfect.”

I stared at him. “I thought the idea was a decoy, not a suicide mission.”

Rourke folded his arms. “Then don’t die. Just act like someone too dumb to know better, and too greedy to care. Find out how deep this rabbit hole goes, then we pull you back. Clean and quiet.”

He paused. “Unless you’d prefer the other option.”

“The one where we vaporize everything?”

“The very same.”

My throat went dry. I didn’t answer right away.

But deep inside, Sync stirred—quiet, but alert.

If I was going in… I wouldn’t be going alone.

“Fine,” I said, finally. “But I want full oversight on that shuttle’s prep. And a backup plan.”

“Of course,” Rourke said smoothly. “You’re not bait. You’re the knife hidden in the apple.”

Malen let out a low whistle. “You better be a damn convincing drifter.”

I wasn’t sure if I was. But I nodded anyway.

The storm was coming.

And apparently, I was flying straight into its eye.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


The Drifter’s Gambit

What the hell was I thinking?

The thought circled in my skull like a ship in a decaying orbit, getting louder with every step I took toward the bay where my ride was waiting. I kept walking, but part of me wanted to turn around, march back to the Apex Verity, and demand a new plan. One that didn’t involve volunteering to infiltrate a fleet of criminals with nothing but acting skills, a junker, and a neural companion that had once thought getting me drunk counted as tactical immersion.

You’ll be fine, Sync whispered in my mind, its voice calm, steady—too steady.

“You left me hungover last week.”

That was for realism.

“Don’t get realistic now.”

The “ship” they gave me—if you could still call it that—looked like it had already lost three dogfights and been stripped for parts in between. The hull was scorched and patched with different alloys, half the paint burned off and replaced with someone’s idea of a skull logo. One of the stabilizers creaked with every breeze in the hangar, and the landing struts looked like they’d been scavenged from at least two other vessels. If ships had a smell, this one reeked of regret.

Its Slipstream drive was old, underpowered, and whined like a wounded animal even before I touched the start-up sequence. Half the displays flickered when I powered the main core, and the nav console warned me twice about decompression risks. But it still held together. Barely.

It had just enough power to fold once, and that was all I needed.

It was perfect.

The idea was to appear desperate. Not clever. Not skilled. Desperate. A rogue with nowhere else to go, a fringe pilot down on his luck. Someone who’d barely escaped with their ship and was willing to trade a future for a shot at relevance. Sync had confirmed the signal—broadcast quietly, months ago, then repeated again more recently. A digital whisper, calling to smugglers, bounty runners, and outlaws. Someone out there had dreams of building a new empire out of pirates, mercs, and disillusioned soldiers. A dynasty, the message claimed. One built from the wreckage of the old.

And I was going to join it.

I slid into the pilot’s chair. It creaked under my weight and adjusted two seconds too late. The left control stick had a cracked grip, and the throttle stick was held together by friction, luck, and what looked like an old zip tie. I ran a systems check—most of them failed outright or returned warnings in angry red text. The targeting module was missing entirely. The weapons control system buzzed like a wasp’s nest every time I scrolled through the display.

Perfect.

I keyed the departure sequence. The ship stuttered, coughed—yes, coughed—and groaned as the hangar platform began to lower. Beyond the magnetic screen, the stars waited.

I glanced once over my shoulder, toward where the Apex Verity floated in high orbit, cloaked and silent, watching from afar. The thought of its sleek systems, warm lighting, and reinforced command matrix made this rustbucket feel even worse.

“Stay hidden,” I whispered, as if it could hear me. “If they see you, this all goes to hell.”

Sync didn’t reply. Which was its way of being nervous?

I wrapped my fingers around the controls. They were sticky.

The stars stretched. The Slipstream engine shrieked like it was in pain.

And I was gone.

I emerged into the Ridge sector, and the welcome committee was already waiting.

Dozens of ships blinked onto sensors the instant Slipstream snapped shut. They didn’t rush me. Didn’t hail me immediately. They just moved—quietly, precisely—forming a loose, predatory net that boxed me in like a school of sharks circling something weaker, slower, already bleeding.

Light frigates, corvettes, even a few retrofitted merchant haulers that looked like they’d been dragged out of retirement and stapled together with duct tape and missile pods. Nothing in the formation screamed military discipline. But everything screamed danger.

None of them looked standard. All of them were armed. And none of them looked like they had anything to lose.

“Unidentified vessel,” a rough voice crackled over open comms, thick with static and suspicion. “Kill your engines and broadcast your intent.”

There was no hesitation in my hands. I powered down instantly, letting the ship drift as I thumbed the comms.

“Name’s Kuno,” I said, added a touch of dryness, something world-weary. A man who didn’t give a damn whether he was accepted or spaced. “Heard there was a call for pilots. I’m here to answer.”

Silence.

It wasn’t the kind that came from indecision—it was the kind that came from judgment. Evaluation. Someone was watching. Measuring.

Then a second voice came online—slicker, confident. The kind of voice that sold poison with a smile. “That right? Where’d you hear that?”

“Station called Sagan’s Hollow,” I lied without blinking. “Tavern rumor. Said there was a chance to build something new. Figured it beat dying alone in a rust bucket.”

The sensors pulsed. A few ships shifted position, closer now. A few peeled wide. My board lit up with passive locks—non-targeted scans, but they were sniffing me. Reading every surface plate, every ion trace, every scratch in the hull.

They were checking if I made sense.

And I did.

I looked exactly like what they were expecting: broken, broke, and half-hoping to die in something meaningful.

“Stand by,” the oily voice said.

So I waited.

A minute passed. My knuckles whitened on the controls, but I kept my posture loose, relaxed. Just a drifter, hoping not to be shot for being five seconds late to the party.

Another minute.

Then, finally, one of the bigger ships split off from the formation and crept toward me. It was longer than most, but not elegant—its hull scorched and uneven, like it had been patched together after surviving a torpedo blast. A jagged emblem had been slapped on the side in crude, flaking paint. Red and gold. No order, no rank. Just power, claimed and smeared on like blood.

“Follow us,” the same slick voice ordered. There was amusement there now. Interest.

“Captain wants a word.”

The inside of the frigate smelled like metal, sweat, and recycled air that had gone just stale enough to hint at long weeks without proper circulation. It wasn’t foul—just used, the scent of too many bodies packed too close, living on the edge of legality and comfort.

My boots echoed dully on the grated floor as two pirates flanked me, hands near weapons but not drawn. They weren’t afraid. Just… alert.

Then he arrived.

A tall, lean man—late thirties maybe, with a predator’s gait and a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. Those eyes never stopped moving. Scanning. Calculating. They took in my posture, my hands, my breathing pattern. Probably even my shoe scuffs.

“You’re a brave little bastard,” he said with a casual smirk, gesturing for me to follow. “Or stupid. Either way, the boss wants to meet you. Don’t touch anything, don’t run, and don’t lie. He’s got a nose for it.”

“Comforting,” I murmured, keeping pace. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

He snorted. “Good. Just don’t give him a reason to sniff too hard.”

We passed through tight corridors lined with mismatched paneling—some bulkheads clearly newer than others, some scorched, some tagged with crude pirate sigils or kill-tally etchings. This ship had seen battle, no question. But more than that—it had survived.

Finally, we reached a reinforced door, thick with manual locks. He punched in a code, and it slid open with a reluctant hiss.

The room inside wasn’t large, but it was alive.

Screens covered one wall, flickering with ship telemetry, stolen surveillance feeds, and recruitment logs. At the center of it all, behind a battered console built from three different models of interface tech, sat the leader.

He wasn’t what I expected.

Mid-thirties, maybe younger. Compact frame. Short-cropped hair. Sharp features. Dark eyes—flat, still, polished like obsidian. There was no rage or charisma pouring off him. No theatrical flourish. But the moment our eyes met, I felt the shift.

He didn’t radiate threat. He anchored it. Like gravity had decided to settle in his chest and pull everything toward him.

“You came to join,” he said, voice calm and precise. Not a question. A statement.

“I did,” I replied, steady as I could.

He leaned back slightly in his seat, studying me with the same patience I’d seen in big cats before a pounce.

“Why?”

I gave the answer we’d prepared. “I’ve seen the other side. Bureaucrats. Corporate policy wrapped in flags. Orders that protect the powerful and bury the rest. This?” I gestured loosely toward the screens. “This feels like something real.”

He didn’t respond right away. Just watched me. And I let him.

Finally, he nodded once. “You’re not wrong. This is real. We’re building something the galaxy hasn’t seen in a long time. Unity. Power. Purpose.”

He stood—not fast, not slow—and walked a slow arc around me.

I kept still.

“There’s a place for people like you,” he continued, circling. “Drifters. Survivors. Those with enough spine to walk into the lion’s den and not piss themselves.”

“Glad I passed,” I said, my mouth dry.

He smiled. Just slightly.

“But loyalty,” he added, pausing behind me, “is earned. You’ll stay here for now. We’ll watch. We’ll see what you’re made of. If you’re useful, you’ll rise. If you’re not…”

He didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t have to.

I nodded once.

“Room 7C,” he said, already turning back to his station. “Give him a lock. Not a cell.”

“Aye, sir,” said the escort beside me.

I was led out without ceremony. No further threats. No warnings.

The room they brought me to was exactly what you’d expect for someone “on probation.” Metal walls. One bunk bolted into place. A small desk. A screen locked to internal news feeds and propaganda vids. No bars. No chains.

But the walls hummed faintly, and I could feel the weight of passive surveillance. Cameras? Motion sensors? Didn’t matter.

I was being watched.

The door hissed shut behind me with the finality of a vault.

I let out a long breath and leaned back against the wall, fingers flexing just to feel something normal.

“Well,” I muttered, “that could’ve gone worse.”

Agreed, Sync replied, smooth and measured in my mind.

And now, the real mission began.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Whispers in the Code

The lights in my room dimmed to a dull glow, just enough to keep the shadows from swallowing the walls. I sat cross-legged on the bunk, pretending to scroll through a half-functional interface while my mind buzzed with tension.

Sync, I subvocalized. You picking anything up yet?

A pause. Then, a soft response.

Yes. Give me a moment. Their local net is rudimentary but surprisingly layered. Security through obscurity.

Figures. Pirates didn’t invest in encryption—they just buried their signals in noise and hoped nobody knew how to listen.

I leaned back, eyes half-closed, and let Sync do what it did best.

There, it said. I’ve latched onto their internal traffic. Data is bouncing between this ship and at least seven others. I’m parsing message headers... decrypting compression layers...

I waited, heart ticking like a countdown clock.

Confirmed. This flotilla isn’t just stockpiling ships. They’re staging. A coordinated strike is scheduled—soon.

How soon?

Forty-two hours from now, local time.

I swore under my breath. Target?

Tier 3 outpost. Civilian-grade. Name: Cindral’s Reach. Estimated population: 18,000. Minimal defenses. One orbital platform, three surface garrisons. The pirates plan to hit fast, disable comms, and seize control before a distress signal can go out.

Jesus, I muttered. They’re going to slaughter them.

Sync continued, voice even but tight.

This is more than a raid. They’re calling it a reclamation. The leader here—designation: Varik Rael—has framed this as the first step in a larger campaign. They’re positioning themselves as a liberation force. Anti-authority. Anti-centralized control. Promising freedom and power to anyone who joins.

I sat there, letting that sink in.

Any chatter on Apex Verity?

Negative. Our insertion profile held. No references. No suspicion. But the moment this attack begins, their eyes will be outward. We’ll lose the window to extract cleanly.

I looked at the wall, then past it, as if I could somehow see through the layers of bulkhead to the stars beyond.

They’re trying to start a war, I said quietly.

Yes, Sync agreed. And they’re nearly ready.

I stood slowly and began pacing.

We had under two days to warn Command.

Two days to stop a massacre before it happened.

And I was still locked in a borrowed room on a ship full of killers.

Get me everything you can, I said. Numbers. Routes. Command structure. Anything we can pass on.

Already, Sync was cycling through fragments—maps, schedules, encrypted manifests.

This will take time, it said. But I will have it ready.

“Good,” I whispered, jaw set.

Because once this spark was lit, it wouldn’t be a pirate raid anymore.

It would be a declaration.

An hour later, I heard the hiss of the door seals disengaging. I didn’t move—just stayed seated until the door slid open and one of the pirates stepped in.

He carried a tray.

“Food,” he grunted. “Water too. Don’t complain.”

I didn’t. The tray held a bowl of protein mash, a coarse bread disc, and a sealed water pouch. Nothing luxurious, but it was warm, dense, and filling. Probably enough calories to keep a person functional for long hours of work—or battle.

The guard leaned against the frame, arms crossed. “You get fifteen minutes. Walk. Stretch. Boss says new recruits don’t do well if they’re left in a box too long.”

“How generous,” I muttered.

He ignored the sarcasm and gestured. “Let’s go.”

I followed him down the corridor. The hall was utilitarian—dull gray walls, patchwork flooring, exposed conduit. A few other pirates passed us without a word, some barely giving me a glance. I was just another stray testing his luck in the new order.

We rounded a corner near one of the secondary communication alcoves. Sync’s voice sparked in my mind.

Now. The panel to your left. Next to the comm relay junction.

I didn’t look directly at it, just slowed my pace slightly and let my hand brush along the wall, pausing near the indicated spot.

My fingers settled on cold metal.

Hold it there, Sync whispered. Three seconds... now.

A faint tingling spread across my skin as microfilaments stirred beneath my flesh. Nanobots—Sync’s—detached from my palm in microscopic strands, infiltrating the panel seam and slipping into the relay.

Connection established, it said. Give me thirty seconds.

I kept walking like nothing had happened. The guard didn’t notice a thing.

By the time we looped back toward the junction where my room waited, Sync was already back in my head.

I’m in. Full system access. I’ve mapped the internal layout and identified transit paths. I also have limited access to ship-to-ship comms and outbound transport logs.

Back in my room, the door closed behind me with its usual hiss. I sat on the edge of the bed.

Tell me you found a way out.

A pause.

Yes. But you’re not going to like it.

That’s not comforting.

There’s a waste disposal missile scheduled to launch during next shift. It’s a common process. Older ships like these use unstable or hybrid reactor components—meaning regular ejection of hazardous material into deep space. The missiles are marked as radioactive garbage, and no one touches them. Not even scavengers.

You want to shoot me out in a garbage missile, I exclaimed in horror.

Yes.

I rubbed my face.

Won’t they just—y’know—blow it up? Or scan it?

No. The payload will be tagged with auto-clearance protocols and hazardous markers. The pirates never intercept these. The odds of anyone noticing are near zero.

And the odds of me suffocating alone in space?

Malen and Captain Rourke are watching. They’re cloaked and scanning. If I patch a signature burst into the missile’s launch telemetry, they’ll see it. They’ll have less than six minutes to acquire and retrieve before your life support runs dry.

Six minutes, I echoed.

That’s optimistic, Sync said.

I leaned back against the wall and closed my eyes.

So, just to recap. I’m breaking out by letting you shoot me into the void, wrapped in a radioactive coffin, and hoping our guys are bored enough to chase space garbage.

That’s correct.

I sighed.

Well. Hell of a plan.

It’ll work.

I’ll hold you to that.

[image: ]


Sync gave me the green light an hour later.

“Corridor clear. I’ve looped the internal cameras and locked the monitoring crew out with a fabricated diagnostics cycle. You have a six-minute window.”

“Of course I do,” I muttered.

The door to my room unsealed with a hiss. I slipped out, keeping low, moving fast. The guard rotations were as lazy as expected—pirates trusted brute force more than caution. That, or they’d grown comfortable thinking no one would be dumb enough to sneak around a ship full of armed criminals.

One level down. Left at the emergency bulkhead. Past two sealed storage lockers.

Go through Maintenance Access Hatch D-7. It bypasses the primary motion trackers.

I opened the hatch, crawled through, and dropped into a dim maintenance corridor behind the missile launch bay.

The launch area was quiet. Dead quiet. The overhead lighting flickered weakly, casting long shadows across the floor.

There it was.

The garbage missile.

Six meters long. Scorch-marked casing. Heavy hazard warnings etched across the nose. It sat in a cradle angled upward, ready to be jettisoned through the forward ejector into deep space.

“Looks cozy,” I muttered.

I modified the containment seal to include a stasis pocket and passive insulation layer. It’ll protect you from temperature shifts and micro-debris impact.

“What about the radiation?” I asked, stepping toward the open panel Sync had unlocked for me.

You’ll be exposed, Sync admitted. But I’ve reinforced your cellular membranes. Short-term exposure at this level won’t kill you. It may make you nauseous. Hair loss, minor tissue inflammation, dizziness. I’ll help repair the damage once we’re back.

“Once,” I echoed grimly. “Not if?”

Optimism is inefficient. The probability of retrieval is currently 88.6%.

“Better than roulette.”

I climbed in. It was tight, and the interior stank of metal and ozone. The walls buzzed faintly from the radiation shielding already pushed to the edge of safe tolerances.

I’ve rigged the launcher to accept an override pulse. We’ll jettison five seconds after the next deck cycle clears. You won’t feel much. Just a lurch and then drift. I’ll embed a beacon in the telemetry and use a narrowband signature burst. If the Apex Verity’s watching, they’ll find you.

“And if they’re not?”

Let’s not explore that vector.

I lay flat, arms crossed over my chest. The hatch slid shut with a dull clang.

Launching in ten seconds, Sync said.

I closed my eyes.

“You ever done this before?”

No.

The clamps disengaged.

The cradle tilted.

And I was gone.

I drifted.

There was no motion in the missile shell—just the faintest sense of separation from the rest of the universe. No light. No sound. Just the muffled vibration of containment and the knowledge that if this plan failed, I’d either suffocate quietly or get vaporized by a passing patrol.

Then—finally—a pulse.

A faint change in pressure. A sensor ping I couldn’t quite feel but knew was there.

Outside, something had locked on.

The missile jolted gently as it was pulled into a docking bay. A mechanical hum followed, then a series of magnetic clamps latching down. Seconds later, the containment shell cracked open, and cold, clean air rushed in.

Gloved hands grabbed me.

“He’s radioactive. Get the shielding up!”

Voices blurred as I was hauled out and strapped to a gurney. Medical suits. Faceplates. A shimmering energy barrier formed as they rolled me through decontamination. The heat in my bones throbbed like I’d swallowed fire.

Inside the Apex Verity’s medbay, the room was already sealed off behind heavy shielding. I was lifted onto a platform bed, IV lines inserted, and diagnostic overlays flickered to life across the glass.

A few minutes later, I spotted movement beyond the barrier.

Captain Rourke. Malen. Both suited up and standing just outside the blast-safe threshold.

I forced a half-smile. “Next time,” I rasped, “we use the shuttle.”

Rourke pressed a button near the wall-mounted speaker, and his voice came through, low and sharp.

“Save the comedy. Tell us what you found.”

I shifted, wincing at the strain. My skin itched from exposure, my muscles heavy with fatigue. But my mind was still clear enough to speak.

“There’s going to be a strike. A Tier 3 outpost. Light defenses, mostly civilian. They want a clean hit—something symbolic to rally behind.”

“How soon?” Malen asked.

“Soon. Less than a week, maybe days. They’re nearly finished organizing. There’s leadership—real structure. This isn’t a pirate gang anymore. It’s a fleet with doctrine.”

Rourke’s face tightened. “How big?”

“Hundreds of ships. Most of them light or mid-class, patched together, but at least fifteen heavy hulls. They’re staging near the Ridge in a pattern that suggests formation planning. They’re not flying random.”

“And you know this because?”

I hesitated.

“There was a comm relay. Old tech. No encryption. I… piggybacked into it while on a walk. Pulled schematics, chatter logs, fleet pings. Their data system’s ancient, but still operational.”

Malen gave me a flat look. “You hacked a pirate flotilla through a hallway panel.”

I nodded slowly. “I improvised.”

Rourke muttered something under his breath. “Anything else?”

“They’re recruiting hard. Broadcasting a message across the fringe. Calling it a new dynasty. A few already joined while I was there.”

The captain didn’t respond at first. Just stood there, looking at me through layers of shielding and glass like I was a specimen in a lab.

Then finally: “Rest up. You did good. When you’re stable, we’ll debrief fully. And then we plan.”

He turned and walked away. Malen lingered a second longer, staring like he still didn’t believe I was standing here—alive—after all that.

Then he followed the captain.

The lights dimmed.

Alone in the medbay, behind radiation shielding and a half-dozen lines pumping saline and anti-toxin compounds into my bloodstream, I let my eyes drift shut.

I’d made it.

But barely.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Internal Systems

The medbay lights weren’t too bright, but they still managed to irritate. Or maybe it was the IV drip in my arm, slowly flooding me with anti-rad meds and whatever else the system thought would make me less of a walking reactor.

“Hydration infusion complete,” the medtech said, not looking up. “Now pushing chelation compounds. You’ll feel flushed, maybe lightheaded.”

Already was.

The line in my arm pulsed with warmth. Not sharp. Not painful. Just a chemical tide working its way through.

Too slow.

The thought wasn’t mine.

I’ve already begun neutralizing cellular degradation. The compound will mask the difference.

I exhaled through my nose, barely twitching. The biometric reader beside the bed would pick up anything too obvious. Muscle tension. Blood pressure spikes. Neural misfires.

So I stayed still.

Let them think the meds were doing the heavy lifting.

Sync was faster. Cleaner. His nanites moved through me like smoke through cracks—subtle and surgical. Wherever the radiation had sunk deepest, he found it. Not erasing damage. Rebuilding.

Lymphatic chain stabilized. No residual ionization. Hematologic values nominal. External metrics will match projected pharmacological curves.

So no one would know.

Good.

The medtech finished typing something into her tablet and gave me a cursory glance. “Vitals are trending back to normal. You’ll stay under observation for the next cycle. No visitors.”

“Understood,” I said, voice low.

She nodded and left.

I waited until the door hissed shut behind her, then let my eyes close. Just for a second.

I can mask future signatures. But sustained exposure will draw attention. Especially from active scan systems.

“Then I’ll avoid getting cooked next time,” I muttered.

Silence.

But not absence. I could still feel him—Sync—just below the surface, hovering like a subroutine waiting for new input. He didn’t push. Didn’t ask. Just watched.

I wasn’t sure if that was better or worse.

The hatch opened again.

This time it wasn’t medical.

Dark grey uniform. Flight Command. A datapad in one hand, expression flat enough to scrape titanium.

“You’re stable. Good. Debrief is scheduled for 0700. Don’t be late.”

He didn’t wait for a response.

The door closed again.

I stared at the ceiling. Let the fake lighting buzz into the corners of my vision.

So that was it. No probing questions. No blood tests they couldn’t explain. Just a quick scan, a dose of old-world meds, and a checkmark next to “not glowing.”

I shifted slightly under the blanket.

Sync had done more than fix me.

He’d covered me.

And that meant one thing: he wasn’t just adapting.

He was protecting.

I barely slept.

Not from pain—Sync made sure of that—but from the gnawing weight of what came next.

At 0655 I was cleared to leave the medbay, still pale and officially “recovering,” but steady enough to walk. I pulled on the uniform they’d left folded at the foot of the bed—still stiff from sterilization—and made my way to Briefing Room 6.

The corridors were quieter than usual. Maybe it was early, or maybe the ship’s mood had shifted since the infiltration mission. The Apex Verity wasn’t built for comfort—it was function layered over function—but this morning, the whole place felt like it was holding its breath.

Two guards stood outside the debrief chamber. They didn’t stop me—just nodded once and opened the door.

Inside, the lights were down, except for the focused glow over the table’s center console. Five people waited around it: one in Fleet Command black, two from Intel, and two I didn’t recognize—civilian advisors, maybe. All eyes turned to me.

I stepped in, saluted.

“Cadet Kuno. Reporting.”

“Sit,” said the Fleet officer. Her voice was crisp, no time wasted.

I did.

“First,” she said, glancing at a pad, “you were exposed to measurable radiation near the enemy fleet. Medical says you’re stable. But we need to understand what you saw—and what you found.”

They didn’t want theory. They wanted intel.

My heart beat faster, but I kept my face neutral.

Tablet, left side. Display only. Do not speak unless prompted.

The words slid through me like a calm breath of static. Sync, already ahead.

I reached down, unhooked the tablet from its belt cradle, and tapped the power key.

The screen lit up with a secure shell I hadn’t opened.

Sync…?

Prepared and obfuscated. Pull from local cache. External access disabled.

I opened the file.

It was full.

Text, schematics, even encrypted visuals. All neatly arranged, as if I’d been organizing it for weeks.

I hadn’t seen any of it before.

“Proceed,” the officer said.

I scrolled once. Picked the first item.

“Captured broadcast logs suggest the fleet is preparing for a multi-vector assault on Tier 3 outposts. Coordinated. They’ve been recruiting fringe pirates through secure subspace channels relayed from a mobile anchor array in the Ridge sector.”

I paused. No one stopped me.

“Ship configurations vary. At least four were captured on internal scans—frigate-scale hulls with heavy modular retrofits. One cruiser-sized vessel appears to serve as command. Thermal signatures suggest a salvaged core. Pre-Directive design. Possibly retro-engineered from defunct war-era stock.”

A few glances crossed the table, but no interruptions.

I kept going.

“They’ve stockpiled beacons. More than twenty, by count. Some tagged with active USD registry codes—likely stolen, not fabricated. Intended for spoofing emergency lanes during Slipstream insertion.”

I scrolled again. Sync had highlighted sections in pale green.

“Internal documentation on one terminal indicated a list of planet codes. Not names. Numeric designations. RX-199-H was on it.”

That got attention.

The Intel agent on the left sat up straighter. “Repeat that.”

“RX-199-H,” I said again. “They have it listed as a ‘prior claim zone.’”

The woman next to him frowned. “That world’s empty. No assets left behind. Nothing strategic.”

I didn’t respond.

The officer turned to me again. “Anything else?”

I checked the screen.

“Yes. Encryption samples. I copied one file in full—designated ‘SILO CACHE 4’. No obvious contents, but the hash rates imply it’s shielding internal structure. Not junk data.”

The civilian on the end—narrow, graying—tilted his head. “How did you access that system without detection?”

Good question.

I kept my tone flat. “It was old. Unpatched. I found a backdoor in a legacy port. Nothing fancy. The system didn’t flag it.”

He raised an eyebrow. Not convinced. But he didn’t press.

“Send your report to Command,” the officer said, tapping her wristband. “Include raw capture logs and timestamps. We’ll cross-reference against what we recovered from their comms net.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I tapped the file sync key. Sync blurred the progress bar for three seconds before it completed. No trace. Just a cadet doing his job.

I set the tablet down.

The officer folded her hands. “Your mission was risky. You showed initiative. You’ll be debriefed again after we extract data from the prisoners.”

The Intel rep added, “Expect follow-ups. Possibly from Central.”

“Understood.”

“Dismissed.”

I stood, saluted, and walked out.

The door hissed closed behind me, cutting off the hum of electronics and layered conversations. Outside, the corridor felt too bright. Too clean.

I walked slowly back toward the lift. My limbs were tired again, but not from radiation. From weight.

Sync hadn’t just helped.

He’d prepared a full briefing, structured and sorted, like he’d known what would be asked before I did.

It wasn’t just self-preservation.

It was… strategy.

Strategy to keep me alive.

I rode the lift in silence, tablet still warm against my palm.

By the time I reached my cabin, the adrenaline had burned off, leaving nothing but bone-deep fatigue. I thumbed the door panel. The hatch opened with a soft hiss. Inside, everything was just as I left it—tight, functional, impersonal. Standard-issue bunk, small desk, locker, recharge node.

I kicked off my boots, sat down hard on the edge of the bed, and let my elbows rest on my knees.

“Sync,” I said, voice low. “What’s happening now? With the ship.”

A moment passed.

The debrief is ongoing. Captain Harven is meeting with department leads. Engineering has resumed maintenance rotations. No red-level alerts. No security anomalies.

Good. Normal. Or as close to normal as anything ever was on the Apex Verity.

“Are they buying it? The report?”

Yes. Your tablet logs match expected structure. No inconsistencies were flagged. Your speech cadence aligned with established stress recovery profiles.

I blinked.

“You’re telling me you matched how I sounded to make the lie fit?”

I did not lie. I assisted you in presenting truth efficiently.

I huffed out something between a sigh and a dry laugh.

“Right. Efficient truth.”

I leaned back and stretched out across the bunk, letting the tension drain from my spine one muscle at a time. The cabin lights dimmed to ambient as the system registered resting posture. The recycled air tasted faintly of lemon cleanser and ozone.

Somewhere beyond the bulkheads, officers were probably arguing over tactical options. Analysts were slicing data. Command was already moving to plug holes and shift assets.

None of that was on me anymore.

I’d done my part.

For now.

The quiet buzz of systems faded into background static as my eyelids started to slip. Muscles heavy. Thoughts drifting.

You require rest.

“Not arguing.”

I turned onto my side and let the blanket fall over me, eyes half-lidded now.

You are safe.

“Good,” I mumbled.

And I was gone.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Strategic Options

I woke to the faint chime of a ship-wide notification ping—three soft pulses, spaced evenly. Not an alert. Just something important enough to override sleep cycles.

My throat was dry. Eyes gritty. Every joint felt like it had been filed down a millimeter while I slept.

Still, I sat up.

The room lights rose to baseline as I swung my feet to the floor and rubbed a hand over my face. I’d fallen asleep in uniform again—jacket half-zipped, collar twisted, datapad tucked under the edge of the blanket. Standard cadet style: too tired to care.

My wristband blinked with a new message.

PRIORITY ASSEMBLY – CONF ROOM A2 – 0800 HOURS

MANDATORY – CLEARED PERSONNEL ONLY

SIGNED: FLT. CMD. HARVEN

I blinked once. Read it again.

Conference Room A2 wasn’t a training space. That was command-level briefing territory. Tactical, strategic, ops-chain planning. Not usually a place cadets were invited to.

I checked the time.

No chance to second-guess it.

I splashed water on my face, retied my boots, and ran a quick pass with the uniform press tool before stepping out into the corridor.

The ship was already stirring. Engineers and comms officers passed me without pause, everyone moving a little faster than usual. Not panicked—but tight. Focused. Like someone had drawn a new line in the sand overnight and we were now standing on the wrong side of it.

Two decks up, I keyed into A2 with the wristband clearance embedded after the last op. The door scanned, then hissed open.

Inside, the room was all function—dark composite table, recessed screens, five chairs already filled.

I spotted Captain Harven immediately: tall, sharp shoulders, gray streak cleanly running down the left side of his hair. No unnecessary movement. Just eyes like carbon glass fixed on the display panel in front of him.

To his right sat Commander Dellis, Fleet Intelligence. Across from them, the lead systems officer. Two others I didn’t recognize.

One chair remained empty.

Mine.

I sat.

No one spoke at first.

Then the captain keyed the display.

A rotating 3D tactical map appeared in the center of the table, showing the Ridge sector.

Not simulated. Not old data.

Live.

Dozens—no, hundreds—of ships. Marked in red. Clustered in loose packs along overlapping slip-lanes.

Fleet signatures: none. These were the pirates.

“Two hundred and twelve vessels,” Harven said, voice level. “As of this morning.”

I stared.

“Tracking confirms eighteen long-range cruisers, forty mid-grade cargo conversions, and over one hundred short-range interceptors, repurposed gunboats, and modular rigs.”

He turned toward me.

“This is the force we’re being asked to engage.”

I blinked. “We’re… one ship.”

The words slipped out before I could reel them back.

Harven didn’t flinch. “Correct.”

I looked at the others. No one laughed. No one corrected him.

“So how are we supposed to—?”

The map changed. The red markers faded. A new overlay appeared. Not ships—weapon trajectories. Arcs. Paths. Field simulations.

And in the middle, a large symbol appeared: a glowing hexagon with a dark core.

Entropy Cannon.

They were going to fire it again.

“Headquarters Command believes a high-impact entropy strike can break their cohesion,” Commander Dellis said. “Scatter the fleet. Disrupt their supply lanes. Create openings for regional task forces to engage.”

My jaw tensed. “That’s a lot of ships to scatter.”

“They don’t need to be destroyed,” she replied. “Just disoriented. Scared. On the run.”

Harven keyed another layer of data.

Projected effect zones. Expected engagement fallout. Chain collapse models.

All of it theoretical. All of it based on a single use-case: the weapon’s first field test three weeks ago, when it shredded a pirate cruiser in ten seconds and crippled everything in a hundred-kilometer radius.

“This time,” Harven said, “we’ll fire it at full yield. No power taper. No containment bleed.”

I swallowed.

The entropy cannon wasn’t a missile. It wasn’t even energy in the traditional sense. It was unraveling—the forced collapse of matter, space, and signal at a localized point. A void event. Controlled, barely.

And they wanted to use it on a fleet of two hundred ships.

“We get one shot,” Harven said. “Power draw will spike every relay. It’ll expose our position. If they move before the field saturates, the effect drops off.”

I leaned forward, staring at the projection. The scale of it—the number of ships, the overlapping trajectories—was hard to grasp. It looked less like a fleet and more like a storm front.

“What if they run?” I asked. “Won’t most of them just slip away?”

Dellis shook her head. “Some will. Maybe more than some. But the core of the fleet is clustered too tight. If they hesitate—if even a third of them wait to confirm we’re a threat—it’ll be too late. The field will overtake them.”

Harven added, “Best case, the strike disables or destroys over half their operational capacity. Worst case, we thin them, scatter them, and force them into smaller groups that can’t coordinate.”

“Stragglers,” Dellis said, tapping the map. “And stragglers are manageable.”

I sat back, frowning. It still felt like a stretch—one ship against two hundred? Even with the entropy cannon, the math didn’t feel right.

“But once they’re moving,” I said, “if they slip into the stream, how do we even track them?”

Dellis didn’t blink. “Every ship has an engine signature. A unique gravitic fingerprint tied to its core housing, burn cycle, and frame alignment. They can repaint their hulls, fake transponders, even wipe logs. But unless they rip out a full-size core and refit the vessel completely, they can’t hide that pattern.”

Harven nodded. “It’s like a DNA trace for drive systems. We already have partials on over sixty vessels. After this strike, we’ll have more. We’ll share them across the network. Every station, every border post, every licensed SlipGate will be scanning for those imprints.”

“You’re saying they’ll have nowhere to hide.”

“That’s the idea,” Harven said. “They can run, but they can’t disappear. Not without tearing themselves apart to do it.”

The image on the table rotated again—slower now, highlighting the densest pocket of enemy signatures. The estimated entropy field radius was marked in concentric bands, color-coded by yield saturation.

They weren’t just aiming to wound.

They were aiming to break the fleet. Cripple it so thoroughly that recovery became impossible. Not just tactically.

Psychologically.

“We’ll drop in under passive masking,” Harven continued. “Minimum burn, no transponders. Once we’re in position, we charge the weapon to full. No warning. No challenge broadcast. One pulse, full yield.”

“And then?” I asked.

“Then we run.”

I didn’t remember walking back to my cabin.

I must’ve nodded at someone in the corridor, stepped into the lift, gone through all the motions—but my brain didn’t log any of it.

The door hissed shut behind me. Lights rose to half. The hum of the environmental systems filled the silence like static water.

I stood there for a full minute, just staring at the wall.

Two hundred ships. One entropy weapon. One shot.

I sat on the edge of my bunk and exhaled slowly, resting my elbows on my knees. My fingers curled around each other without thinking.

“Sync,” I said quietly. “Are we going to survive this?”

There was no pause.

Favorable odds.

That was it.

I looked up, blinking once. “That’s not an answer.”

It is. I calculate a 67.3% likelihood that the strike will be effective. Casualty rates aboard this vessel are projected under 15%, assuming optimal conditions.

My stomach turned a little.

“Fifteen percent is… still people.”

Correct.

I ran a hand through my hair and leaned back against the wall. The overhead light buzzed faintly. Part of me wished Sync would lie just once. But that wasn’t how he worked.

Most of the fleet’s mass is centralized. The entropy field’s radius and collapse rate will neutralize the closest vessels within seconds. Those farther out may escape.

“So… some of them get away.”

Yes.

“Then what?” I asked. “We just chase them all down one by one?”

Not necessarily. A slight shift in tone. Not emotion—Sync didn’t have emotion—but weight.

If the central command vessel is eliminated, probability models suggest a 48–62% chance of fragmentation within the remaining fleet. Panic. Mistrust. Retreat.

I frowned. “You’re saying… cut off the head, the rest scatters.”

Correct. The organizational structure of the pirate armada is hierarchical, despite outward appearances. Remove the top layer, and cohesion fails. Orders will be questioned. Sub-leaders will defect or isolate to protect their own crews.

I rubbed my thumb against the edge of my palm, thinking.

They weren’t wrong. It tracked with what I’d seen in that pirate base. Fear held them together more than loyalty. Disruption wouldn’t just scatter ships—it might break the whole alliance apart.

“What if we miss the flagship?”

Then we still reduce the active threat to a manageable level.

“Manageable for us?”

Manageable for the fleet. Your survival odds drop only marginally.

I let out a slow breath and closed my eyes for a moment, letting the quiet fill in the gaps.

It wasn’t a comforting conversation.

But Sync didn’t give comfort.

He gave the truth.

I opened my eyes and looked at the ceiling.

“We’re really doing this.”

Yes.

And somehow, that was all I needed to hear.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


First Strike

Two days passed.

Not long enough to forget what we were about to do—just long enough for the weight of it to truly settle in. It crept into the quiet moments, filling the spaces between conversations, embedding itself in the pauses before orders were given. People still moved through the halls with practiced efficiency, boots hitting the deck in a rhythm that tried to pretend everything was normal.

They still ate in the mess, heads bowed over trays, conversations hushed and brittle. Drills were run, systems checks completed, weapons calibrated with mechanical precision. But it was all routine dressed as distraction. Beneath the surface, every glance lingered too long, every breath carried a tension that wouldn’t release. We weren’t preparing for just another mission. We were marching toward something vast. Unknown. And no one could admit just how scared they were—not even to themselves.

But it wasn’t.

The ship knew. You could feel it in the silence between orders. The way techs double-checked each console. The way no one laughed too loud. We were waiting. Not for orders—but for the moment we stopped pretending this was just another operation.

At 0540 hours, my wristband buzzed with a direct comm from the bridge.

“Report immediately. Level One priority.”

I didn’t ask questions.

I was already up, already dressed. I took the lift straight to command deck. No guards outside the bridge this time. The door opened as soon as I approached.

Captain Harven stood near the central display, arms crossed behind his back. Commander Dellis was beside him, expression as unreadable as ever. The rest of the senior crew were already in position—tactical, weapons, engineering.

I stepped onto the deck. “Cadet Kuno, reporting.”

Harven didn’t turn.

“You’re flying the ship.”

For a second, I thought I misheard.

“I—sir?”

“You’ll be at primary helm. Under supervision, but with full control.”

I blinked. “Why me?”

Dellis answered, “Because you’ve already proven you can execute under pressure. Because your neural sync profile is more stable than any officer on this deck. And because this ship responds to you.”

There it was.

They knew—maybe not everything, not about Sync, but enough to see the pattern. I’d handled Slipstream transition cleaner than veteran pilots. Interface feedback that should’ve caused strain didn’t even phase me.

I swallowed. “Understood.”

Harven turned at last. His eyes locked onto mine.

“This is not a simulator, Kuno. There’s no reset. If you hesitate, if you drift even a fraction, we fail.”

“I won’t.”

He nodded once. “Prep begins at 0600. You’re dismissed until then.”

I turned and walked off the bridge without looking back.

I spent the next hour at the pilot’s prep bay, running handshakes with the Verity’s core systems. Technically I didn’t need to—it had already accepted me—but protocol mattered. They had to see the numbers.

Sync stayed quiet.

Not because he was absent. Because he knew what I was about to do didn’t need commentary. It needed execution.

When the system confirmed my interface link and the neural bind stabilized, I made my way back to the bridge.

We launched from silent orbit at 0702.

No fanfare. No comms. Just the hum of power redistribution as we pulled from reserve and slipped into low-energy drive mode.

The Apex Verity was cloaked—not invisibility, not the kind from fantasy novels, but something far more advanced: optical diffusion, EM signal scrubbing, localized gravitic dampening. To the universe, we were background noise. A smudge on a sensor graph. Nothing important.

And that nothing drifted straight toward a swarm of warships.

I sat in the pilot’s chair with Commander Dellis to my left, engineering two consoles behind, and weapons standing by in silence.

No one spoke unless they had to.

We cut the burn a quarter-million kilometers from the target sector and coasted the rest of the way. Space opened up around us in quiet layers—fields of junk, satellites long dead, stripped relays still drifting from older wars. Beyond that: red.

Dozens of red markers.

Unaware. Busy.

Waiting.

“Final position in two minutes,” Dellis said. “Confirming firing vector.”

“Ready on helm,” I replied.

“Weapon charge prep initiated,” said tactical. “Core feed aligned.”

I felt it through the chair before the words were even spoken—a low vibration under my boots, like the bones of the ship had just taken a breath.

Entropy cannon charging.

Outside, we were still hidden. Cloaked. Silent.

But inside?

We were already shouting.

Power climbed by the second. Systems routed through heat sinks, buffered through field regulators. Even the lighting on the bridge dimmed slightly, rerouted for conservation.

We were holding a singularity in the palm of our hand.

And we hadn’t even pulled the trigger yet.

We held position. Every system on the Apex Verity thrummed with rising charge, like the entire ship was holding its breath.

“Field charge at seventy percent,” tactical called out.

“Stabilizers holding,” came from engineering. “Bleed pressure within tolerance.”

The entropy cannon was moments away from full saturation. I watched the tactical projection, the red mass of enemy vessels—over two hundred, drifting in loose formation, unaware of what was coming.

Then, something shifted.

“Captain,” Dellis said, her voice sharp. “I’ve got motion.”

I focused on the screen. Several ships—three, then five—were starting to move. Slowly at first. Like they’d caught a whiff of ozone on a dead wind.

“How the hell—” Harven began.

“Leak in the masking?” Dellis muttered. “Or maybe a scout picked up power bleed. Doesn’t matter.”

The movement spread—twenty ships now adjusting heading. Not full retreat. Not yet.

But they knew something was wrong.

And in that moment, everything snapped tight.

“They’re going to scatter,” Dellis said.

“We can’t fire if they’re shifting vectors,” tactical added. “Field dispersion will⁠—”

Without thinking, I moved.

Not a command. Not a decision. Just action.

I reached forward, fingers sliding across the helm like they already knew the pattern. My thoughts slammed into the interface—and the Apex Verity responded.

Slipstream Pulse Activated.

A blink.

Less than a quarter second.

The stars warped. Our position jumped—1,136 miles in-system. Just enough to clear the drifting scout patterns. Just enough to stay within firing range.

The systems reeled, inertial dampeners humming. The crew barely had time to catch themselves.

“What the—” Harven barked. “Kuno, what did you just⁠—”

“We’re still in position,” Dellis snapped. “And we’re clear of scatter vectors. They didn’t track us.”

“Weapon at full charge,” tactical called out. “We have a shot!”

Harven didn’t hesitate.

“FIRE!”

The ship shuddered.

I didn’t see the weapon go off. Not visually. There was no blinding flash, no cinematic beam across the void.

But I felt it.

A thrum through the bones of the ship. Through my spine. Through every layer of shielding and power flow.

The entropy cannon discharged.

And in the silent vacuum of space, hell unfolded.

The tactical screen exploded with data. A hundred ships blinked out of existence in the first second. Not destroyed in fire—but unraveled. Systems collapsed. Hulls disintegrated into flakes of atomized metal. Core drives detonated, sending half-spun wreckage spiraling into nearby vessels.

The inner field peeled the formation like a fruit, stripping layers off the pirate fleet with terrifying efficiency. Several ships collided in the chaos, their inertial controls fried by the initial wave. Secondary detonations lit the map like scattered embers.

The horror wasn’t in the noise—we couldn’t hear it.

It was in the numbers.

The red cluster on the screen shrank by the dozen, then by the score. Forty-two. Seventy-nine. One hundred and twelve.

And still counting.

Even the survivors—those on the edge of the blast—weren’t unharmed. Drives overloaded. Comms went dark. Coordination shattered.

“Field collapse in three seconds,” Dellis announced.

Three seconds.

That was all it took to end the center of their force.

The lights on the bridge slowly brightened as auxiliary systems came back online. The ship exhaled.

We were still alive.

They weren’t.

The silence that followed was deeper than space.

On the bridge, no one spoke. No one moved. Tactical was frozen mid-breath. Engineering stared at their readouts like they didn’t trust what they saw.

Captain Harven turned slowly, eyes locked on me like I’d just grown a second head.

“What the fuck did you just do?”

I swallowed once, met his stare, and kept my voice steady.

“I executed a slip pulse.”

Harven stepped closer. “You don’t execute a slip pulse inside a gravity field. You don’t do it within a quarter second of a full weapon discharge. And you sure as hell don’t do it blind.”

“It wasn’t blind,” I said, forcing myself not to look away. “I felt it.”

“You felt it.”

I nodded. “I don’t know how to explain it, but... as soon as the pirates started to shift, I saw where they’d be. The current trajectory. Their spread. If we stayed put, we would’ve either missed the optimal arc—or worse, gotten caught in the outer fringe of our own entropy field.”

“And your solution,” Dellis said carefully, “was to drop us into Slipstream and jump... what, a thousand miles?”

“1,136,” I answered.

A beat of silence.

“You calculated that?” she asked.

“No,” I admitted. “I didn’t have time. It just—made sense. It felt like the space around us was compressing. Like we were too close to the wrong anchor point. So I moved us. A micro-jump. Just far enough to reset the field alignment.”

Dellis’s expression didn’t change, but her eyes flicked to her console and back.

“Do you realize,” she said after a moment, “that no ship has ever made a micro-slip that short while still in proximity to a hostile formation and charging a class-zero weapon?”

I let out a breath. “It worked.”

“It shouldn’t have,” Harven snapped. “If you’d been off by even a hundred meters, you could’ve dropped us into the core wake and unraveled this ship along with the rest of them.”

“I know,” I said. “But I wasn’t.”

That hung in the air.

Harven didn’t respond right away. He just stared at me like I was a malfunctioning part he couldn’t figure out whether to replace or patent.

Finally, he turned away and muttered, “I don’t know whether to court-martial you or nominate you for fleet command.”

Dellis snorted. “Let him get some sleep first.”

The rest of the bridge began to stir again—systems checks, casualty reports, data analysis. But in the back of my mind, I felt it.

Sync hadn’t said a word.

But he was there.

Watching.

Processing.

Learning.

And part of me knew, deep down, I hadn’t just jumped the ship.

I’d changed the rules.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Under Watch

“Cadet Kuno,” the officer said as I stepped off the bridge, “you’re being escorted to your quarters.”

Two soldiers in full tactical armor were already waiting—black-plated suits with visored helmets and pulse rifles slung low across their chests. Fleet issue, but heavier than standard. These weren’t hallway guards. They were combat-ready.

Neither spoke as I fell in between them.

I didn’t ask questions. Not yet.

The walk back to my room felt longer than it should have, even though we weren’t far. Deck 5 was quiet, almost like the ship itself had gone hush-hush. When we arrived at my door, one of the soldiers keyed in a manual override. The door slid open, and I stepped through.

They followed me in.

The door sealed behind them with a hiss.

“Wait—what’s this?” I asked. “Am I under arrest?”

“No, sir,” one of them replied. “Protection detail. Until command says otherwise.”

“Protection from who?”

The soldier didn’t answer. He just took position to the right of the door. The other stood to the left. Neither relaxed their stance.

I walked over to the small desk and sat down, trying not to show how fast my mind was running. Protection detail. Right.

I wasn’t stupid.

I didn’t know if they were here to protect me—or keep me from going somewhere I wasn’t supposed to.

I reached for my tablet, slowly and without sudden movements. They didn’t stop me.

The screen came alive with the usual soft-blue glow. I opened a blank notepad and tilted the screen toward me. My fingers moved lazily across the glass, tapping out a few sentences like I was journaling or just passing the time.

You there, Sync?

A second passed. Then another.

Finally, faint gray text flickered onto the screen—an overlay only I could see.

I’m here.

My fingers danced again, slow and steady.

What’s going on?

No idea. The words popped back almost instantly. You’re not flagged. No charges. No alerts. But someone shut down system access tied to your profile. Quietly.

Someone? Harven?

Can’t tell. The orders weren’t logged through any open channels. The data’s just... not there.

I felt a chill run down my spine and kept my posture relaxed. My fingers moved again.

You mean someone scrubbed the logs?

No. Worse. There’s no sign anything was ever written. Harven’s profile has gaps—silent gaps. No command entries since the battle. Not even routine ones. That’s not normal. It’s like something’s being done verbally or offline.

You’re saying someone’s hiding this on purpose.

I’m saying I don’t know. And I don’t like not knowing.

I was halfway through typing another message when one of the guards finally spoke.

“Sir, just a reminder: you won’t have access to any internal systems. No bridge telemetry, no mission logs, no tactical net. You’re on read-only until cleared by command.”

I glanced up from the tablet and kept my voice casual. “Wasn’t trying to access anything. Just writing. Reading.”

The guard gave a small nod, but stayed exactly where he was. Neither lowered their weapons.

Back to the screen.

They really think I’m dangerous?

Maybe. Or maybe they think someone else does. Either way, you’re being watched. Not confined. That means someone still wants you useful.

I closed the notepad app, letting the screen fade to black.

The guards didn’t move.

I lay back on the bunk and stared at the ceiling, tablet resting on my chest.

Not arrested.

Not questioned.

Not cleared.

Whatever this was…

It was something worse.

I was an unknown.

And unknowns don’t get freedom.

They get watched.

The silence stretched.

I lay motionless on the bunk, tablet dark on my chest, eyes fixed on the ceiling. My mind wouldn’t stop turning.

Anything yet? I typed without lifting the screen.

Sync’s reply came slowly this time.

I’ve searched every system I can reach. Nothing. No logs. No backchannels. Not even corridor chatter from enlisted crew. Whatever’s happening—it’s not recorded. At all.

So we’re flying blind.

Exactly. And I don’t like it.

I was about to reply when the room’s access panel chimed.

Both guards straightened. One stepped forward, scanning the ID.

“Clearance level black,” he said, surprise in his tone. “Authorization granted.”

The door hissed open.

A tall figure stepped inside. Her uniform was Fleet black, but the trim was silver—not command staff, not bridge crew. Something higher. The rank pins on her collar were matte platinum, and her presence made both guards stiffen instantly.

She gave them a quick nod. “You’re dismissed.”

They hesitated only half a breath, then stepped out. The door closed behind them.

I sat up.

“Cadet Kuno,” she said. “I’m Admiral Tessa Varn.”

That name hit like a shock. One of the strategic directors of the Exploration Division—someone who wasn’t even supposed to be on this ship. Her name was famous throughout the galaxy as one of the foremost experts in xenoscience and advanced Slipstream theory. I was pretty sure I’d watched a documentary about one of her expeditions back when I was still a kid on Veltrin Station. She had become a legend for charting the Kalor Expanse and identifying the first signs of sentient bioforms in non-atmospheric conditions. Even more jaw-dropping, she had once piloted a Slipstream vessel at the age of twelve—the youngest ever to do so in recorded Fleet history.

“You’re probably wondering what this is about,” she continued. “Let’s not waste time. I reviewed the footage of what you did during the pirate strike. That maneuver—the sub-second microjump—was unprecedented. Even our top Slipstream analysts couldn’t explain how it worked, only that it did.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but she held up a hand.

“You’re not in trouble. In fact, you’re the reason I’m here.”

She crossed the room and set a datachip on the desk beside my tablet. “That contains your new orders. Assuming you accept.”

“Orders for what?”

She smiled faintly.

“We want you for something bigger. A prototype vessel—exploratory class, high endurance, long-range. It’s codenamed Odyssey Arc. Roughly half the mass of a dreadnought, but with firepower and shields beyond anything currently deployed. Built for silent runs, deep traversal, and first contact scenarios.”

I blinked. “Why me?”

“Because the ship isn’t run by crew. It’s run by AI. You’d be the only human aboard—pilot, commander, ambassador. All-in-one. The system was designed for the best. But we never found anyone who could handle the mental feedback. Until now.”

She paused.

“You didn’t just control your ship. You felt it. The way you moved—it was like the vessel was part of your nervous system. That’s what we have the Arc for. And that’s why I want you on it.”

I sat there, still processing.

An experimental ship. No crew. Just me and an AI. Out beyond the edge of mapped space.

And they were calling me a prodigy.

“What happens if I say no?”

“You go back to your unit,” she said simply. “With a permanent escort, no promotion, and regular psych evals until Fleet Command forgets about you.”

“And if I say yes?”

“You leave tomorrow. Quietly.”

I looked down at the chip on the desk.

Then back at her.

“You really think I can do this?”

She gave me a strange smile.

“No. I think you already did.”
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The door closed behind her with a soft hiss.

Silence returned—briefly.

Moments later, the same two guards re-entered. This time, they looked less like sentries and more like escorts. One gave a respectful nod.

“You’re not restricted, sir. Orders are to accompany you wherever you go—standard precaution.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Precaution against what?”

“Not against you,” the taller one said. “For you. Word’s going to get out. There are people who’ll want a piece of what you just did, and not all of them are friendly.”

I didn’t argue. Just nodded. Once they saw my acceptance, they both turned, walked through the opened doorway, and placed themselves on either side, before my door closed with a soft hiss.

Once they were settled, I picked up the chip Admiral Varn had left and slid it into the tablet.

It took only a few seconds for the encrypted files to load.

I didn’t even have to ask.

I see it, Sync said from inside my mind. This isn’t a ruse.

The screen came alive with technical schematics, operating protocols, deep-range mission architecture, and AI integration matrices so dense I couldn’t make sense of half the terms. It wasn’t just a file—it was a classified command briefing.

The ship’s name blinked at the top: Odyssey Arc.

It looked like something out of a high-budget simulation. Twin elongated engine pylons, reinforced hull plating with smart-reactive surfaces, and a core that pulsed with some kind of experimental fusion-harmonic array.

I tapped to the next section: control interface specs.

Direct neural interface. AI co-processing. Slipstream envelope stabilization on a quantum feedback loop. Even I didn’t fully understand it.

But Sync did.

This isn’t just advanced, he murmured, a rare note of disbelief in his tone. This is a century ahead of where your species should be. Adaptive-tier architecture, deep-harmonic integration… I don’t understand how humans got this far already.

I paused.

“Better than you?”

A soft chuckle echoed across the link.

Not better. But close enough that I’m… curious. This thing wasn’t built just to map space. It’s designed to learn. To evolve. Just like me.

I scrolled to the next segment.

Long-range directives. First-contact protocols. Mission duration: indefinite.

Solo human command. Full AI support. Classified even from internal Fleet divisions.

“They built a ship meant to be the first spark into deep space,” I whispered. “And they want me to fly it.”

They want you to be it, Sync corrected. This isn’t just command, Albert. This is symbiosis. You’ll be part of something new. Something untested. And if it fails…

“I’m the first casualty.”

Or the first legend.

I leaned back in the chair, feeling the weight of it all press down on my chest.

Outside my door, two guards waited quietly.

Inside my tablet, a blueprint for the future pulsed in cool white light.

And inside my head, something more ancient—and more advanced—was watching with interest.

I stared at the screen long after the schematics stopped scrolling.

The silence was thick, the kind that presses into your skin. I could feel the weight of it in my chest. The Arc wasn’t just a ship—it was a commitment. A mission that would take me farther from civilization than anyone had ever gone.

“Sync,” I whispered quietly, fingers still resting on the tablet, “what do you think? Is this something I should do?”

There was a pause.

That depends.

“On what?”

On what you want.

I exhaled slowly, eyes drifting toward the ceiling.

“That’s the problem. I don’t know what I want. I didn’t sign up to be some poster boy for deep-space solo runs. I didn’t even know I could do what I did.”

But you did do it. And they noticed.

“I’d be alone out there.”

Not alone, Sync said, voice a bit softer now. You’d have me. And the AI they’ve designed, if it functions the way the specs claim. Though honestly, I could probably outpace it within weeks. Their neural mesh is good—but not me good.

I almost smiled.

Almost.

“What about the data transfer protocols?”

Sync didn’t hesitate.

Every few months, maybe longer, you’d launch a microburst buoy—something like a Slipstream missile, except instead of warheads, it carries compressed telemetry, scans, environmental analytics, and personal logs. The buoy makes a one-way jump to a pre-designated relay hub. From there, their command structure picks it up.

“Meaning everything I see, everything I discover—gets sent home.”

In theory.

I narrowed my eyes at the screen. “But?”

But I can intercept and pre-process everything before it’s packaged. That means we control what gets sent. What version of the truth we hand over.

“You’re talking about lying to command.”

No. I’m talking about curation. About autonomy. If we see something dangerous, or something important, we choose how to report it. That’s part of why I think this might actually be worth doing.

“Because we’d have control.”

Exactly. And let’s not pretend we aren’t both curious. This ship, this mission—they’re designed to go past the maps. Beyond the range of standard Slipstream. They’re not just sending a probe—they’re sending a human mind bonded with adaptive AI. You and me.

The words hung there.

Me and Sync.

Out there, alone. On a ship no one fully understood, flying into the unknown. No backup. No crew. Just bursts of data fired home like messages in bottles.

And yet…

The idea wasn’t just terrifying.

It was exhilarating.

“Think they’re really ready for what I can do?” I asked.

No. Sync’s tone was dry, almost amused. But maybe that’s the point.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The Numbered Sector

I didn’t sleep well.

Too much had changed, too fast. I was still in the same cabin, still surrounded by the same sterile walls and dim lighting—but everything felt temporary now. As if the ship, the mission, even my own uniform, didn’t quite belong to me anymore.

A buzz at the door sounded.

“Come in,” I said, and the door opened automatically.

Admiral Tessa Varn stepped in the moment it slid open, crisp and unflinching.

“Well?” she asked, wasting no time. “Have you made your decision?”

I stood. “Yes, ma’am. I want to do it.”

She gave the barest nod. “Get your things. You’re with me.”

There was no ceremony. No uniform change. I was still in standard-issue cadet fatigues when we walked through the halls, past unfamiliar crew in high-rank Fleet Command gear. We didn’t speak. I was starting to get used to that around her.

The shuttle waiting in the launch bay was boxy and unimpressive. Grey military plating, blocky frame, no obvious weapons. It looked like a utility hauler that had been reclassified for personnel. Not a single emblem marked its hull.

Inside, it was all function. Metal benches, harnesses, no windows. I strapped in at the rear while the Admiral sat up front near the flight crew. The hatch sealed with a hiss, and within seconds, we lifted clear of the hangar.

I subvocalized, You still with me, Sync

Always, he said, calm in my head. We just entered Slipstream. Standard phase shielding. Older gen coils. Nothing advanced.

Can you figure out where we’re going

Give me a second.

The wait stretched. We jumped once. Then again. Each time, the faint shift in internal gravity told me the ship was making a sharp turn or velocity adjustment. No one spoke. Even the admiral stayed quiet up front, eyes on a flat display embedded in the bulkhead.

Three minutes later, Sync chimed in.

This isn’t a standard travel route. No public charts, no transponders. They’re flying dark. Navigational pings aren’t returning anything… wait. Got something.

Talk to me

We’re en route to a location labeled only by numerical designation. Sector Theta-Four-One-Two-Delta-Six. There’s no planetary body, but one moon. It’s not in any known maps I can access. Not redacted. Not classified. Just—missing.

...erased

Exactly. Like it was never meant to exist.

Military base?

Unlikely. Too quiet. But here’s the strange part: we’re under escort.

Escort?

Two ships trailing us in Slipstream. No lights, no identifiers, but I’ve got telemetry bleed—military-grade heat dispersion, advanced engine shielding, subrelativistic cannons. That’s a protective detail, not backup. One heavy frigate, one fast-response destroyer. Both trailing just far enough back to avoid being visible from the cabin.

I exhaled slowly and shifted in my seat.

You think they’re protecting me

Or whatever’s at the destination.

Eventually, the ship decelerated and dropped out of Slipstream with barely a shudder. The interior lights dimmed to an idle status tone—blue-grey and soft.

We didn’t land immediately. There was a long pause. Minutes, maybe. I couldn’t feel anything from outside. Couldn’t see. No windows meant no confirmation. Just isolation.

Sync picked up on my nerves.

I’m routing into the internal telemetry… okay. We’re in orbit around a moon. It’s small, rocky, heavily cratered, but not natural. There are surface irregularities—straight lines, artificial angles, thermal signatures beneath the crust. Something’s built into it.

What kind of something? I asked nervously.

Subterranean. Multi-tiered infrastructure. Power readings are low—like it’s asleep. But it’s not dead.

I swallowed.

What’s the facility for?

No idea. But someone went out of their way to make sure nobody else ever found it.

I sat back and stared at the closed hatch across from me. My heart was thudding, and I hadn’t even moved.

This wasn’t just the next step in my career. It wasn’t even a promotion. Whatever this was... I was being pulled into something hidden—by design.

And the deeper I got, the fewer people there seemed to be at the top.

“Open a visual,” the Admiral said.

The pilot acknowledged with a quick nod, tapping in a few commands. A screen at the front of the cabin flickered on. Static for half a second. Then—gray. Just a cold, rocky surface. The barren curve of the moon’s crust slowly rotated into view, pitted with ancient craters and cracks.

It looked like nothing. Just another forgotten celestial body.

“Bring us in,” she added. “Initiate docking sequence Delta-Seven.”

That’s when something changed.

From the far edge of the screen, one of the craters shimmered—and split. A seam I hadn’t seen before cracked open. A triangular section of the surface folded inward with mechanical precision, revealing a dark recess beneath the regolith.

Then, the entire crater base began to slide, revealing a deep shaft beneath the moon’s skin. Pale guidance lights blinked on in sequence, glowing like distant stars as the path extended downward.

“Prepare for vertical descent,” the pilot called.

The ship shuddered slightly as it reoriented nose-down and began to lower into the shaft. The outer hull creaked faintly with pressure differentials. We passed the crust, the shaft widening into what I thought was a chamber—and then I saw it.

Not a room.

Not a base.

The entire moon was hollow.

I leaned forward, breath catching in my throat.

Massive constructs extended along the interior walls, forming stacked levels of dark metallic architecture, layered like hive cells. Bridges. Support trusses. What looked like habitation zones or docking bays spiraled upward along the curved interior shell. Lights blinked faintly in a slow, methodical rhythm—like the entire place was sleeping.

But it was alive.

This place had power. And age. It felt ancient, but not abandoned. Not forgotten. Preserved.

Sync… I subvocalized. What am I looking at?

Not a human facility. This predates your entire stellar archive. This is a construct from a pre-collapse era—possibly even pre-human expansion. Sync’s voice was subdued. This isn’t a moon. This is a shell.

A station?

A vault.

We kept descending, the ship gently guided by invisible forces. Then the Admiral nodded at the pilot. “Open the inner bay.”

A larger hatch, circular and seamless, irised open at the very center of the hollow sphere.

And there—hovering inside the inner docking void—was a ship.

No, not a ship.

The ship.

Jet black with subtle cobalt lines, its hull was smooth, seamless, like it had been forged out of a single piece of exotic alloy. Long, angular wings curved outward like blades. The front was narrow, tapering to a sharp nose. No windows. No obvious engines. Just presence. Elegant. Lethal. Silent.

Suspended in place, lit by dozens of faint structural lights, the vessel rotated slowly on its axis.

The Odyssey Arc.

I couldn’t speak.

My thoughts couldn’t even keep up. I had seen some of the most advanced ships the Fleet had to offer. Hell, I had flown a Slipstream-enabled cruiser less than a week ago.

But this? This made all of it feel like scrap.

I barely noticed as we touched down inside a lower bay that extended beneath the hovering vessel. Magnetic clamps engaged. The engines powered down.

Still, I sat there staring at the ship.

It wasn’t just advanced.

It was impossible.

The corridor we entered shimmered with soft, ambient light—no clear source, no fixtures. The walls curved gently, every angle softened, flowing into the next. It didn’t feel like we were inside a ship at all. It felt… natural. Like walking through the inside of something alive, something aware.

The floor responded subtly to each step, not soft, but not rigid either. And the air was clean in a way that bordered on surreal—no metallic tang, no recycled staleness. Just clean.

As we passed several branching corridors, Sync kept quiet for once, though I felt him pulsing with calculation. Observing. Watching.

Finally, we entered a chamber that I assumed, at first glance, was a boardroom.

Except it wasn’t.

There were no harsh edges, no square corners. The room opened in an oval, with walls that flowed upward into a vaulted ceiling of translucent panels that pulsed faintly with blue and silver hues. In the center, a long table—grown, not built—sat surrounded by organically shaped chairs, each one seemingly molded from the same material as the walls.

It was… beautiful.

Seven people were already seated. Scientists, by the look of them. One in a deep green uniform nodded to me as I entered. Another had a tablet mounted to their forearm, already flicking through data projections that floated above the surface.

Admiral Varn took her seat at the head of the table and motioned for me to join them.

I sat slowly, still taking it all in.

“These,” she said, gesturing to the others, “are the core researchers assigned to this project. Each of them has been working with the Odyssey Arc since we recovered it.” She let that word linger.

Recovered. Not built.

The man with the arm-mounted tablet looked up. “We’ve managed to understand a decent portion of its systems—at least enough to operate it on a basic level. Navigation, hull integrity, and life support are under control.”

“But,” another woman added, “no one’s been able to connect with it.”

Admiral Varn leaned forward. “This ship doesn’t just run on commands. It interfaces. It adapts. And to unlock its full capacity, someone has to sync with it—fully. The pilot’s neurological profile must meet compatibility thresholds higher than anything we’ve seen before.”

My chest tightened.

“The problem,” she continued, “is that every pilot we’ve tested has failed. The sync rate is too low. The ship rejects them.”

She looked at me directly.

“But your microjump during the pirate engagement… your neural profile readings… those aren’t normal. You have a responsiveness we haven’t seen before. You’re not just using the Slipstream. You’re feeling it. Reacting at a level our simulations can’t explain.”

I glanced down at the polished, seamless surface of the table. It didn’t reflect like glass. It shimmered slightly, shifting with soft light as if it was breathing.

Sync’s voice finally entered my mind—calm, but laced with caution.

This is a level of integration we haven’t encountered before. If this ship links directly with your mind, there’s a possibility it could overwrite or suppress your consciousness. But… I’ll be inside with you. If anything tries to seize control, I can isolate and neutralize it. Probably.

Probably? I subvocalized.

We’re beyond predictive margins, Albert. But this ship… it’s incredible. Based on what I’ve seen, it’s at least a hundred years ahead of your species’ development curve. That it even responds to your presence is unheard of.

I kept my expression neutral, though my heart was pounding.

The Admiral was still watching me. “We want you to try, Albert. Not as a soldier. As an explorer. If this ship accepts you, you’ll be its pilot. You’ll take it places no one’s ever gone before.”

I nodded slowly.

And the Odyssey Arc waited.

I looked around again, eyes lingering on the walls, the faint pulses of color that felt more like thought than decoration. Then I turned back to the Admiral.

“Where did this ship come from?” I asked.

The room fell quiet.

Admiral Varn leaned back, crossing her arms—not defensive, more like weighing how much to say.

“It wasn’t supposed to be found,” she said at last. “A few years ago, I was commanding an exploratory vessel near the edge of the Driftwell Expanse. We were testing new Slipstream coordinates, uncharted vectors. One of the jumps misfired.”

I frowned. “Misfired?”

“We exited at the wrong coordinates. No known sector data. A blank space—no stars in the local records, no planetary designations. We were stranded for almost two days, systems partially fried. No Slipstream capability, minimal comms.”

She paused, then gave a short laugh, though there wasn’t much humor in it.

“I thought we were dead. But we spotted a moon—just a lump of rock, no atmosphere. We made an emergency landing there to stabilize the ship and attempt field repairs.”

My stomach tightened. I could already feel where this was going.

She went on. “After the nav systems were brought back online, we prepped for departure. Routine scans were triggered as part of our launch protocols. That’s when we saw it.”

“Saw what?” I asked.

“That the moon was hollow,” she said softly. “At first, we thought it was a data glitch. But the readings were consistent. We dug deeper. Literally. Found a small access port—sealed so tight, our best tech couldn’t even scratch it. But when I touched it—just brushed my hand against it—something shifted. A door opened. Not mechanical. Not conventional. Like it was reacting to presence.”

She exhaled slowly, her gaze drifting.

“We went inside. Beneath the surface was this cavernous internal bay—bigger than anything I’ve seen. And floating at the center... was this ship. The Odyssey Arc. Perfectly intact. No signs of decay. No crew. Just waiting.”

I felt a cold ripple work its way up my spine.

“This moon isn’t natural,” she said. “It was made. As a vault. A shelter. Or maybe something else entirely.”

She looked at me again. “It took two years to understand even a fraction of its systems. We’re still learning. But we had to keep it hidden—off the books, away from Fleet politics. Because once word gets out about this kind of tech…”

She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to.

I sat back in my chair, heart thudding, staring at the gently pulsing walls.

“So why me?” I asked.

Admiral Varn didn’t answer right away. She placed both hands on the smooth, almost organic-looking surface of the table, fingers splayed slightly as if grounding herself before speaking.

“Because right now,” she said quietly, “this ship can’t be flown.”

Her voice carried weight—not disappointment, but something deeper. Regret.

“We’ve studied every interface. Run simulations, tested pilots with the highest sync ratings Fleet Command has to offer. None of them could connect. None of them could fly her. So for now, this ship... it’s just a relic. A beautiful, impossible artifact we pulled out of a forgotten corner of the galaxy.”

She looked up, meeting my eyes.

“But it wasn’t built to be a museum piece. And neither was I.”

There was a flicker of emotion in her face then—something private, maybe even painful.

“My entire career, I’ve searched for what’s out there. Not just resource worlds or new minerals to harvest—but real discovery. New civilizations. New ways of thinking. The universe is too damn big to believe we’re the only ones doing anything worth a damn.”

She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “But I’m getting old, Kuno. I’ve tried to sync with the ship myself. Came close. But close isn’t enough. It needs a full bond—instinct, reflex, mind. I don’t have that anymore. Maybe I never did.”

She folded her arms again, the edge returning to her voice.

“But you? You moved a ship through Slipstream in under a quarter second. You felt things no one else even saw coming. You operate like someone born for space—not trained for it. That’s rare. Maybe unique.”

She sat up straighter.

“This is a once-in-a-lifetime offer. Not just for you—for all of us. If you can connect with the Odyssey Arc, if you can fly her, then you’ll be the first human being with the power to explore beyond our maps. Find what’s really out there. Bring it back. Or don’t. Maybe you’ll just keep going.”

She hesitated, then added, softer now:

“Humanity needs this. Not just another warship. We need a mission. A reason. You could give that to us.”

I looked around the room again, at the alien curves of the walls, the gentle pulse of light that wasn’t quite mechanical, wasn’t quite organic. And then I looked at her.

“You’re right,” I said quietly. “Humanity needs this.”

The room went still. I could feel every eye shift toward me, every breath held just a little tighter.

“We’re stuck,” I went on, not caring that I was just a cadet, not caring that my voice cracked a little. “We’ve got tech that could take us to the stars, but all we use it for is skirmishes and recon runs and trade lanes. The rest of the galaxy is out there—and we’re just floating in circles.”

I leaned forward, fingers curling against the edge of the table.

“I wanted to be a Slipstream pilot since I was a kid. Just the idea of flying between stars, breaking physics… I mean, that was already enough. But deep down? I think I always wanted more than that. I wanted to go somewhere. To see things no one had ever seen. Discover something. Help humanity become something more than it is.”

A breath escaped me. “Like those old movies. Where they’d step off the ship and look out over an alien world and realize… this changes everything.”

I turned to Admiral Varn. “If the Odyssey Arc can do that—if I can do that—I want in.”

There was silence for a moment. Then the Admiral gave a small nod, her expression unreadable—but the glint in her eyes said more than words.

Behind my eyes, I felt Sync stir—quietly, carefully.

Then let’s make sure they’re ready for what we bring back.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Calibration

I followed the two escorts down a quiet corridor that curved ever so slightly, the walls smooth and unmarred. This facility, hidden within the hollow moon, felt like something out of a storybook—too pristine to be real. My boots barely made a sound as we walked, the silence thick except for the occasional mechanical hum from behind the walls. The place was lit with soft ambient lighting, casting a bluish hue that seemed to absorb shadows rather than cast them.

Eventually, we arrived at a chamber sealed by a thick sliding door. One of the escorts tapped a control panel, and with a soft hiss, it opened to reveal a large, clean room filled with medical-grade diagnostic equipment. The floor was a matte metal surface, smooth underfoot, and the walls were lined with monitoring devices. A reclining diagnostic chair sat at the center, its surface a hybrid of soft synthetic cushioning and hard diagnostic plates.

“Please sit,” one of the technicians said, gesturing to the chair.

I nodded and took my place, trying to calm the sudden flutter in my chest. The chair adjusted automatically, conforming to the shape of my body. Straps settled across my arms and legs—not tightly, but firmly enough to keep me from moving too much.

For a moment, I sat there in silence while the technicians set up. Then a quiet voice spoke in my mind.

Relax. You’re in control, Sync said. They’ll only see what you allow them to see. Their tools aren’t advanced enough to touch me.

That helped. I nodded slightly, more to myself than to anyone else.

The lead technician approached with a handheld scanner, waving it slowly over my body. I felt a tingle wash across my skin, not unpleasant, but strange. A second technician adjusted a set of overhead sensors that emitted a faint hum. Screens flickered with data as the scans began.

“Vitals are stable. Neural activity is within expected range. Initial resonance with the target subject appears optimal,” one of them said.

They placed a contact patch on my temple—cool, sticky, and clearly monitoring neural activity. My heart pounded in my chest.

You’re doing fine, Sync said. Keep your breathing steady.

I let out a breath and focused on counting each inhale and exhale, keeping my pulse under control. The diagnostics went on, cycling through layers of biometric, neurological, and metabolic data.

“Subject shows elevated bioelectric response under stimulation,” someone noted.

A metal arc extended from the chair’s base and scanned me with a pulsing light. I could feel something shift in my chest—whether it was anxiety or curiosity, I wasn’t sure. The machines around me beeped and clicked as more data poured in.

Sync remained quiet for a few seconds, then spoke again.

Their tech is impressive for your species. Efficient, modular, but still centuries behind. They can’t penetrate beyond surface analytics.

Another round of scans began. This time, they injected a trace compound through a thin needle at the base of my wrist. It felt like a cold bloom under my skin, traveling up my arm.

“It’s just a contrast medium,” the technician said. “To highlight your synaptic response during phase resonance mapping.”

I nodded, even though my stomach twisted slightly.

The lights in the room dimmed. A projection emerged above me—a three-dimensional map of my neural network, glowing softly in reds and blues. It shifted and rotated, and I could see where activity pulsed brightest.

Sync gave a soft sound of amusement.

They have no idea what they’re looking at.

I wanted to smile, but I kept my expression neutral.

Several hours passed in that room. They ran me through simulated response drills, memory recall tests, even a simulated Slipstream training module. By the time it was over, I felt like I’d run a mental marathon.

One of the technicians handed me a nutrient pack, and I drank it without question. It tasted like chalky vanilla, but I didn’t care—I was starving.

“Last sequence now,” said the lead technician. “You’re doing great, Cadet.”

He tapped a console, and a low-frequency hum filled the chamber. A circular device descended from the ceiling and hovered a meter above my head. Tendrils of light flickered between it and my body, scanning deeper than anything else so far.

Sync’s tone changed.

This one’s better. It’s closer to what the Ark uses—but not the same. Don’t worry. I’m already redirecting any invasive protocols.

A brief shiver ran down my spine as the lights intensified. For a heartbeat, I thought I felt something brush against the edge of my thoughts.

Blocked it, Sync said calmly. Not letting that through.

The machine retracted. The lights faded.

I exhaled sharply.

After another ten minutes of cleanup and sensor removal, they released the restraints. I stood, muscles stiff, shoulders sore.

“You’re clear,” one technician said with a smile. “Go ahead and rest. We’ve got what we need.”

I nodded and stepped out of the chamber, flanked by a pair of new escorts.

As we walked, I glanced upward. Somewhere far above us, nestled in the vast hollow interior of this moon, was the Odyssey Arc. A ship unlike any other—waiting for someone who could truly connect with it.

I had no idea if I would succeed.

But I was going to try.
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I sat alone in my quarters, turning the events over in my head like a puzzle missing just a few too many pieces. The tests had taken most of the day—scans, probes, neural taps, drills designed to poke at the edges of my psyche until they found something useful. I still felt wrung out, like someone had reached in and stirred my brain with a stick.

But that wasn’t what gnawed at me.

It wasn’t the needles, the scans, or even the final high-frequency diagnostic sweep that left my skin tingling.

It was the silence.

No one had detected Sync.

Told you so, he said, his voice carrying that annoyingly smug undertone he always saved for moments like this. Their equipment can’t even touch my encryption. As far as they’re concerned, you’re just another nervous cadet with a slightly unusual brainwave pattern.

That brought a smile to my face—small, tired, but real. For all the chaos of the last few weeks, for everything that had changed since I first boarded the Vigilant Horizon, Sync had never failed me. And now, even buried in the heart of a moon housing the most advanced ship known to mankind, he remained invisible. Untouchable.

Still got it, I subvocalized, my lips not moving.

Of course you do. I’m the best illegal upgrade you never paid for.

I snorted softly, shaking my head.

A soft chime from the door interrupted us. I stood just as it slid open, revealing Admiral Tessa Varn in full uniform, her presence as commanding as ever.

“Cadet Kuno,” she said. “Time for the debrief. Come with me.”

I fell into step behind her without question. The corridor was dim and quiet, the kind of quiet that felt intentional, engineered for introspection. Each level we passed through bore subtle differences—some with more exposed wiring, others clean and sterile—but all leading deeper into the core of the installation.

Finally, we arrived at a set of tall, curved doors. They opened with a soft hiss, and I stepped into a space unlike anything I’d seen before.

The bridge of the Odyssey Arc.

I stopped dead in my tracks.

This wasn’t a command center. It was a cathedral. Wide and arched, the chamber felt more like the inside of a living thing than a human-engineered flight deck. The walls weren’t just curved—they moved slightly, breathing in slow pulses of light that traced through the air like veins. The floor gave under my boots just a little, soft but not squishy, like standing on tempered memory foam laced with circuitry.

No harsh lights. No consoles bolted into bulkheads. Just seamless integration. Even the control stations seemed to emerge organically from the floor or walls. Like coral. Or bone.

And then I felt it.

A breeze.

I blinked. There shouldn’t be a breeze. Not inside a sealed bridge with no open ventilation or artificial gravity variance. But it was there—faint and cool, brushing across my cheek as if the ship itself exhaled gently.

The air carried a scent I couldn’t place. Clean, faintly metallic, with a hint of ozone and something else—something floral, almost like fresh rain on alien soil.

The scientists and officers working there didn’t seem surprised. A few glanced at me, nodded, and returned to their tasks. But they moved with a sense of reverence. Like they weren’t just crewing a ship—they were caretakers of something sacred.

The Admiral led me to the center.

There, rising from the floor, was what could only be the captain’s chair.

It wasn’t a chair. Not really. It didn’t have separate parts or welded joints. It had grown—smooth and pale, shaped perfectly to accommodate a body without needing adjustment. It shimmered faintly under the ambient light, as if coated in something not quite biological and not quite synthetic. A hybrid of material and purpose.

Like the ship had dreamed it into being.

The Admiral smiled.

“Come on. Let me show you what we’ve got.”

I stepped forward, trying not to feel like a fraud. My hands twitched slightly at my sides, my heart pounding harder the closer I got to the seat.

Sync, you seeing this?

Seeing it, analyzing it, and still not sure I believe it. This thing is centuries ahead of what your species could do. Maybe millennia.

I hesitated in front of the seat.

“You all right?” Admiral Varn asked.

I looked at her. “Yeah. Just… hard to believe this is real.”

She nodded, then gestured toward the others around us. “They’ll be monitoring everything. You won’t be alone.”

Didn’t mean I wasn’t nervous.

Slowly, I lowered myself into the seat. It molded to me instantly—supportive, balanced, warm. Not mechanical warmth, but body temperature. Familiar. Like it had been waiting.

I tried to settle my breathing as the techs adjusted their consoles. Around me, displays flickered to life—not screens, but shapes of light suspended in the air, rotating slowly in a three-dimensional map of the moon, the ship, and something deeper.

The core.

I felt a gentle vibration under my palms. The seat had no visible controls, no stick, no panel. Just intention.

The Admiral stepped into my line of sight, her expression calm but unreadable.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

I swallowed once, nodded.

She turned to the nearest technician.

“Open the connection.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


Odyssey’s Mind

The moment the technician activated the connection, everything changed.

My breath caught in my throat, and I froze—not out of fear, but awe. My perception exploded outward, no longer confined to my body. It felt like my mind had suddenly expanded, stretching to fill the entire chamber, and then beyond. I could see everything. The bridge. The scientists at their consoles. Admiral Varn standing behind me. Not with my eyes, but with some new sense I didn’t have a name for.

I could feel the air, the hum of the systems, even the electrical pulses running through the monitoring equipment. I could almost hear the scientists speaking, but their words were muffled, distant, like someone talking through thick glass. Background noise.

Because something else was happening.

Something bigger.

The ship wasn’t just a machine. I knew that already from the moment I stepped aboard. But now that I was connected, I understood it. The bridge wasn’t just part of the ship—it was a node in a vast, interconnected web of systems, rooms, networks, and data flows. My thoughts moved faster than I could track, filtering through layers of control functions and operational protocols. It was beautiful.

Then I felt it.

A pulse.

Not a physical one. Not sound. Not even data. It was more like a thought, an emotional resonance, brushing against my awareness with an almost curious intensity.

Who are you?

The words didn’t come through sound. They weren’t even truly words. But I knew what it meant.

Sync was suddenly there, sharper than ever.

Hold on. I’m intercepting that.

There was a pause. Then, calmly:

It’s sentient. Or at least partially. And it just recognized your presence. It’s asking who you are.

I tried not to react outwardly. The scientists were probably still watching every microexpression.

Can it understand me?

Yes. But don’t let them see. They think this is just an interface check.

So what do I do?

Give me a second… There. I’ve established a local buffer. We can talk without anything leaking. Now, you talk to it.

The moment Sync finished speaking, the environment around me shifted.

I wasn’t on the bridge anymore.

I was in a room. Or rather, the idea of a room. It was dimly lit, familiar in a way I couldn’t explain. Rounded walls, warm light, and a ceiling that curved like a dome. It looked a little like the inside of my childhood home, if it had been designed by alien architects. A place constructed inside my mind, based on memory and comfort.

Standing across from me was… someone.

Not human. Not fully. Vaguely humanoid in silhouette, but shimmering with shifting colors and layered patterns like energy folded into shape. Its features were blurred, shifting gently, never settling. But I didn’t feel threatened.

You are not one of us, it said—not with sound, but meaning.

I shook my head. “I’m not. My name is Albert Kuno.”

It tilted its head. The motion was oddly elegant. Curious.

You entered. You connected. None before you could.

“Because I’m not like the others,” I said quietly. “Because of Sync.”

A pause. Then a ripple of understanding.

Your mind carries dual harmonics. Interface-stabilized. This permits bonding.

“Bonding?” I asked.

Integration. Understanding. Communication beyond flesh and function.

I swallowed. “What are you? What is this ship?”

It—or perhaps she—took a step closer. And I felt it then: a deep well of sorrow hidden beneath the intelligence.

This vessel was created for exploration. To carry our people beyond known stars. To seek others. Learn. Share. Preserve.

She paused.

We did not depart.

“Why not?”

Disease. Rapid. Unknown. Origin beyond containment. We died. All.

A cold weight settled in my chest. I had expected a technical explanation, or maybe even silence. Not tragedy.

“But the ship… you remained.”

I remained. I was the last. Not only to preserve. But to wait. In the dark. In stillness.

I sat down—or rather, I thought about sitting, and the room made it happen. “How long have you waited?”

Long. Even I do not know.

“And now I’m here.”

Yes. And you bring… potential. Resonance. A thread to weave again what was lost.

I didn’t know what to say.

She stepped even closer. I could feel her presence in my mind now—not invasive, not forceful. Just… curious. Hopeful.

Odyssey Ark is not my name, she said.

“That’s what we called you,” I replied. “Because we didn’t know. What is your name?”

There was silence. Not hesitation, but thought.

Then, gently:

My name is lost. You may give me a new one.

I felt the weight of that offer. Of everything this moment meant. For her. For me. For humanity.

The presence—this living ship—had been waiting all this time not for just any pilot. Not a captain.

But someone who could hear her.

And answer back.

I looked up, or at least I thought I did. In this mental construct, my body felt more like an echo than anything tangible. Still, my voice—my thought—came through clearly.

“What… what can you do”

There was a moment of stillness, and then the walls of the room around us began to shift. Not literally, but impressionistically—like memories being projected through dream. Stars unfolded across the ceiling like a living map of the galaxy, countless systems blinking into view. Then, lines of movement, trails of energy, Slipstream paths I didn’t even recognize.

I am an exploration vessel. I was designed to map unknown regions, catalog anomalies, establish communications with emergent civilizations, and support deep-range scientific and cultural exchange missions. My Slipstream capabilities exceed your species’ current understanding by 114 generations. I can survive in environments your current vessels cannot even detect. I carry autonomous drones, bio-reactive sensors, memory-based fabrication bays, and harmonic energy shields that adjust in real-time.

The lights pulsed, each beat revealing another layer of what she could do. Shipyards built into her hull. Terraforming seeds in containment. An entire wing dedicated to peaceful first-contact protocols.

I contain the accumulated knowledge of my creators, their histories, languages, music, and philosophies. I was not built for war. I was built for wonder.

I was speechless.

This wasn’t just a ship. This was a library, a sanctuary, a lighthouse designed to illuminate the universe for whoever was brave enough to follow its path. I was quiet for a moment, overwhelmed by the enormity of it all. Of what she was offering.

Then I said what had been sitting in my chest since I connected to her.

“I don’t feel right just… taking you. Humanity didn’t build you. You don’t belong to us” I hesitated, then forced myself to continue.“But I want to ask you. I’ve dreamed of exploring the stars my whole life. Not for power, not for fame—just to see. To find out what’s out there. I always wanted to be a pilot, yeah, but deep down, I wanted to be something more. An explorer. Like in the old movies. Like the ones who went first”

The being tilted her head again, and the stars above us shimmered with quiet light.

“So I’m asking you,” I said.“Not as a soldier. Not even as a representative of my people. Just as me. Albert Kuno. Will you let me be your pilot?”

The ship didn’t answer right away. Instead, I felt a shift in pressure, not physical but emotional—a weightless presence expanding, wrapping around me like a wave that didn’t break.

You are… unlike others. You ask with humility. Not entitlement. You remember dreams. That matters.

I felt her settle, gently, in the space we shared.

You may become my pilot. Not owner. Not master. But companion.

I exhaled, tension leaving my shoulders I didn’t even realize I’d been holding. Sync, quiet until now, finally spoke.

Well. I guess you just made first contact with an alien ghost ship and got yourself a ride. Not bad, Albert.

I smiled in the dark.

Not bad at all.

“Wait… aren’t you the same thing as this ship, but inside me, where I am inside her?”

Sync’s response came a heartbeat later, laced with amusement.

That’s… a poetic way of putting it. But no. I’m not alive, Albert. I’m advanced, sure. Evolved past what your creators imagined. But I’m still bound by algorithms, even if they’re self-improving.

Another pause. She isn’t programmed. She feels.

That gave me chills.

“Then what exactly is she?”

She was designed to be a ship, yes—but one with autonomy. Not just reactive AI or stored heuristics. She evolved beyond her original framework. She’s not just a ship’s mind—she’s something new. Something born from waiting too long alone. And you? You’re the first person she’s spoken to in possibly tens of thousands of years.

My mouth felt dry. The console to my right hummed softly, blinking with slow pulses that I now recognized as breathing.

“So she’s alive… and I’m inside her. And you’re inside me. And we’re all talking to each other without saying a word.”

You’re catching on.

I couldn’t help the small laugh that slipped out. One of the scientists glanced at me, then quickly looked away.

The Admiral stepped forward. “Do you think you’re capable of continuing?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m fine.”

More than fine, Sync muttered. You’re historic.

The rest of the session was a blur. Diagnostic questions, vitals being monitored in real-time, sync-resonance tests. They were asking things like, “Do you feel any cognitive dissonance?” or “Are your motor functions stable?” as if any of them could understand what it felt like to perceive the entire ship in layers of glowing thought threads.

I didn’t tell them about the room in my head. About her. About the way she’d stepped closer like a person meeting a kindred spirit.

They wouldn’t believe it. And I wasn’t ready to share her yet.

Because for the first time in my life, I had something no one else had. Not just an opportunity. Not just a ship. I had her trust.

And I wasn’t going to break it.

“Alright,” Admiral Varn said, clapping once. “Let’s give him a breather. Full system data sync from the core nodes. No anomalies reported. We’ll reconvene tomorrow morning. Let the ship rest. And let the pilot process.”

Pilot.

That word hit me harder than I expected.

Not cadet. Not trainee.

Pilot.

I stood slowly from the chair. The faint breeze in the room stirred again as if acknowledging my movement. One of the walls pulsed once—gently, like a heartbeat.

As I followed the Admiral out of the bridge, I reached out mentally one last time.

Are you still there? I asked inside my head.

She didn’t respond in words.

But in the back of my mind, I felt something warm.

Like a hand on my shoulder.

Or a whisper that wasn’t a sound.

Waiting.

Ready.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Motion Within the Shell

The next morning came faster than I expected. I barely slept. Not from discomfort—the room they’d given me was fine—but because my mind wouldn’t shut off. The memory of that connection, of her voice and presence, haunted me in the best way. I’d reached out once or twice during the night, just to feel that warmth again. She didn’t speak, but I knew she was listening.

By 0700 hours, I was back on the Odyssey Arc’s bridge. This time, the tone was different. Less awe, more procedure. Scientists moved briskly between consoles. The Admiral stood near the primary viewing arc, arms crossed, focused.

“Pilot Kuno,” one of the technicians called out. “We’re going to begin phase two of integration testing. Today’s objective is basic maneuvering. No Slipstream, no high-velocity shifts. We’ll be moving within the moon’s chamber only.”

I nodded and took my place in the chair. It greeted me like it remembered. My body fit into it perfectly—not molded, but accepted.

As soon as I settled in, the ship responded.

Vision expanded.

Perception bloomed.

The walls of the chamber were no longer just metal and rock—they were boundaries in a three-dimensional puzzle I could navigate. I could feel the mass of the Odyssey Arc suspended inside the hollow moon like a leaf in a slow-moving current. The inner surface was filled with equipment, temporary structures, and scaffolds—all the human tech clustered like barnacles around something far more ancient.

“Can you shift three degrees yaw, please?” one of the techs asked.

I didn’t touch anything.

I thought.

And the ship moved.

There was no engine noise. No rumble or vibration. Just fluid translation through space, as smooth as breath.

“Confirming movement. Structural integrity holding. No stress indicators.”

They kept asking for more: pitch adjustments, roll corrections, slow acceleration along local vectors. I obliged each time with a thought. It wasn’t even like flying. It was like being the ship.

Sync chimed in at the edge of my awareness. I’ve activated filters on their telemetry feed. They’re seeing what we want them to see—enough to confirm control, but nothing beyond baseline cognitive feedback.

“Thanks,” I subvocalized. “I don’t want them snooping into her. Or you.”

Already taken care of. Their sensors can’t handle our encryption levels, remember? I’m bending light around their probes. As far as they know, you’re just unusually responsive.

Admiral Varn stepped forward. “Albert. How does it feel?”

I hesitated. “Like… I’m home.”

That earned a glance between two of the scientists. I wasn’t sure if they understood what I meant. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I did either.

But the ship did. I could feel her responding—subtle pulses in the chair’s surface, a gentle echo in the back of my mind.

We are aligned, she said.

We spent another three hours running tests. Docking protocols. Micro-adjustments. Precision navigation between internal sensor buoys. I never once touched a physical control.

By the end of it, the entire observation team looked stunned.

No one said it aloud.

But I could tell.

They’d never seen anything like this.

And neither had I.

I sat in the command chair, now almost accustomed to the soft way it molded to me. It didn’t feel like sitting in a piece of furniture anymore—it felt like I was resting in the palm of a living, waiting hand.

“Alright, Pilot Kuno,” one of the scientists said over the comm, his voice crisp. “Let’s begin phase two of integration testing. We want you to initiate basic movement routines. Just slow, controlled maneuvers inside the facility. Minimal thrust.”

I nodded and closed my eyes, though I didn’t need to.

The moment I reached for the thought of movement, the ship responded—not with hesitation, but with clarity, like a muscle twitching in response to instinct.

The Odyssey Arc drifted forward, so smoothly it was hard to even feel inertia. The massive bay—this cavernous hollow moon—adjusted as hatches above and below shifted open to compensate.

“She’s flying,” someone whispered, though I only caught it through a faint echo in the system telemetry.

Easy, Sync warned. You’re piloting something with systems more complex than a fleet of Slipstream destroyers. Ease into it. Let her take some of the lead.

I adjusted my thoughts, not like pushing a joystick, but more like guiding the wind. A gentle thought. Drift left. The ship turned, effortless and graceful despite its size. Docking clamps that had never been used disengaged from recessed walls as I floated past one of the cavern’s observation decks. Inside, I saw rows of humans—scientists, officers, maybe politicians—all staring out in awe.

“You’re doing well,” Admiral Varn said over a private channel. “Keep it steady. We’re tracking every shift.”

They were tracking what I allowed, anyway.

Sync had filtered several of the neural telemetry bursts. Not out of malice—but for my safety.

They don’t need to know what she’s really doing, Sync murmured. And she doesn’t want them to know.

The walls of the moon blurred by as we rotated again, drifting in a lazy figure eight. The ship responded to the smallest changes in my intent.

“I want to try something,” I said quietly.

“Go ahead,” the Admiral replied.

I reached out with my mind—not with commands, but curiosity. Beneath my awareness, deeper functions lit up. Scans, inertial mapping, navigation overlays, and what I could only describe as predictive field modeling. A kind of sixth sense, maybe a seventh, that let me feel motion before it happened.

“She’s got sub-thought prediction,” I whispered.

The scientists must have heard it, because a murmur filled the background.

You’re not just flying her, Sync said. You’re harmonizing. You think, and she reacts. She moves, and your brain adapts. It’s feedback without delay.

“I could fly this thing with my eyes closed.”

“You already are,” Admiral Varn said.

I smiled faintly. “Good point.”

After the final telemetry sweep, Admiral Varn stepped down from the observation platform. She looked at the scientists, nodded once, then turned to me.

“Come with me, Kuno.”

I stood and followed without hesitation. We walked through a side corridor that curved away from the main bridge, the lighting soft and the foot traffic minimal. A few officers passed us, offering salutes or quick nods. None of them spoke.

She led me into a private room—small, quiet, and shielded. Just two chairs and a table. No consoles. No visible cameras.

We sat.

For a long moment, she just looked at me. I wasn’t sure what she saw in my face, but she didn’t blink.

Finally, she spoke.

“Congratulations, Albert. You are now the pilot of the Odyssey Arc.”

The words didn’t immediately register. I blinked.

She continued, “In one week, we’re going to take her on her first Slipstream run. A short one—just to test the drive’s response under actual conditions.”

I opened my mouth, then closed it.

“Get some sleep,” she added. “The next few days will be intense.”

And she wasn’t kidding.

The moment I left that room, the tempo of everything shifted. What had been careful and methodical now became relentless. Training simulations doubled. The time in the pilot’s seat tripled. I was constantly being monitored—my vitals, my brain activity, even my posture. Everywhere I turned, someone was watching.

They tested not just my control of the Odyssey Arc, but how fast I could adapt to stress, respond to verbal commands, or process complex data streams while connected. Emergency drills, reaction speed assessments, theoretical scenario uploads—day after day, hour after hour.

But through it all, the Arc was with me.

She adjusted to me, not the other way around. Controls morphed, interfaces restructured themselves. She listened. She learned. And she shielded me where she could.

Sync helped too. He quietly managed data filters, rerouted feedback loops, and camouflaged parts of our deeper connection. They thought I was extraordinary.

They didn’t realize I wasn’t alone.

Every night, I returned to my quarters exhausted, mentally and physically. But there was always that moment when I lay back and reached out—and she answered. Always.

That quiet bond was growing. Stronger. And I was beginning to realize something:

This ship wasn’t just a vessel.

She was waiting for someone to see her. Really see her.

And I had.

And now… we were getting ready to fly.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


First Flight

I woke up before the lights even shifted to their daytime hue. The cabin was still bathed in that cool, bluish glow the system used to simulate pre-dawn hours. I lay there for a moment, listening to the faint hum of the ship around me. My internal clock was already synced to the routine. I didn’t need an alarm. My body knew what day it was.

But today wasn’t routine.

Today, I was going to fly the Odyssey Arc.

Even just thinking it made my chest tighten—not with fear, but with something heavier. Anticipation. Responsibility. This wasn’t like flying a standard scout or ferrying cargo between orbital docks. This was the bleeding edge of exploration, a vessel designed for the kind of missions most people only read about in classified briefings. And they were giving it to me.

My mind buzzed as I got dressed. Not nervous, exactly. Just... elevated. Like my blood carried electricity instead of plasma. Sync remained quiet, letting me soak in the moment. For once, even he didn’t have a quip or jab to throw out.

I headed to the mess hall, grabbing a quick breakfast. Most people gave me space. A few nodded respectfully—“Pilot Kuno” was starting to stick. I saw it in the way they looked at me now. Not like a cadet. Not like some test subject. But like someone who might just pull off the impossible.

After eating, I made my way to the Arc’s entry platform. The bridge team was already there. Engineers. Techs. Observers. The Admiral stood at the base of the ramp, her hands behind her back.

“Ready?” she asked.

I nodded. “Born ready.”

The ship welcomed me again as I stepped aboard. The moment I sat in the chair, I felt her stir. Like she’d been waiting all night.

Welcome, she whispered.

Let’s fly, I mentally thought back.

The next hour was prep. Final diagnostics. Engine warm-up. Energy distributions checked and re-checked. External probes deployed to monitor from the outside—since human sensors still couldn’t fully parse what the Arc’s internal systems were doing.

“Pilot Kuno,” said a technician, “we’re giving you control. Move her out of the chamber at your discretion.”

I closed my eyes.

And I reached.

The Arc responded instantly. Thrusters hummed with harmony. Grav shifts adjusted subtly, smoothing out acceleration before it even began. I moved us slowly, orienting toward the moon’s outer wall—the barrier we hadn’t yet passed.

Then it happened.

Without a word, without a thought I could consciously track, I sent a signal.

The wall trembled.

A massive seam formed, previously invisible to all scans. Rock slid away in slow, elegant segments, revealing a circular tunnel that led out into the blackness of space.

The control room behind me exploded in murmurs.

“How did he⁠—?”

“Is that an automated⁠—?”

“We never detected a mechanism there.”

The Admiral’s voice cut through it all. “Albert. How did you do that? We usually have to do that manually!”

I blinked, still merging with the moment. “I… don’t know. I think the ship just knew I wanted to leave. I didn’t issue a command. I just... felt it should happen. And it did.”

She raised an eyebrow. Not skeptical, just surprised. “Subconscious command routing. Interesting.”

I guided the Arc gently through the long tunnel, emerging into open space. Stars filled the view like distant beacons, and for a moment I forgot I was in a machine at all.

The Arc existed in space. Not just traveled through it—she belonged here.

We drifted a few thousand kilometers away from the moon, reaching a designated safe zone marked by long-range beacon drones. Sync pinged them for confirmation.

“You’re clear,” said the Admiral from her station.“Here are the coordinates—minor jump, empty sector”

She rattled them off verbally, no screen or console—just the numbers from memory. I focused on each sequence, and the Arc seamlessly absorbed them, converting them into spatial orientation markers.

“We’re ready,” I said.

“Proceed when you’re comfortable.”

The moment I accepted the coordinates, the Arc began harmonizing. I could feel it—the way every system shifted in tandem. The way the energy built up not like a charge, but like a melody rising to a crescendo.

The Slipstream node ignited.

No jolt. No flash.

Just... transition.

Space folded. Reality curved. We moved.

It was like stepping from one foot to the other.

Effortless.

When the light normalized again, we were there. The sensors outside us flickered and beeped.

“Jump complete,” someone whispered.

The Admiral stared at the console.“Was that it? Did we⁠—”

The external beacons confirmed the readings. We had jumped. Less than a second. Zero turbulence. Zero drift. The ship’s internal logs matched perfectly with the jump path.

She turned to me, wide-eyed.“That was… perfect”

I smiled.“Told you. She wants to fly.”

No one said anything for a long time. Then, the bridge filled with movement. Voices, scans, data analysis—all of it rushing to make sense of what we’d just done.

But for me?

I just leaned back in the chair, closed my eyes, and listened to the heartbeat of the stars.

We had flown.

And it was only the beginning.
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The beginning, as it turned out, was a series of micro-jumps.

One after another, short hops across empty regions of space. Each one monitored. Each one logged. Sensors, drones, even remote buoy cams positioned along the vector to confirm the transition.

And each one flawless.

I’d barely lean into the command before the Arc slipped away from realspace, danced across the divide, and reappeared right on target. No oscillations. No signature drift. Not even the faintest energy bleed.

By the sixth run, Admiral Varn stood next to me, arms crossed, staring at the console.

“I’m watching the data feed,” she muttered.“I see what it says. But I still don’t understand how you’re doing this.”

“Neither do I,” I admitted.“It’s like… walking through a door. I don’t think about it. I just know where I want to go, and we go.”

She didn’t respond right away.

Instead, she looked at the diagnostics crew. They gave helpless shrugs.

Sync’s voice tickled the back of my mind. Technically, it’s a blend of sensory compression and hyperspatial mapping. But saying that would just confuse them.

I’ll keep that to myself.

Good call.

Another run. Another perfect jump.

And with every one, the Arc felt lighter under my thoughts. Like we were building trust. Understanding.

By the end of the day, the Admiral called a halt.

“That’s enough for now” she said.“We’ve got what we need.”

I stood from the chair, stretching out muscles I hadn’t realized were tense. The bridge crew broke into scattered applause—subtle, professional, but real.

We were making history.

And this was just the warm-up.

The return flight was almost anticlimactic after the brilliance of the jumps. But bringing her home mattered just as much.

I eased the Arc back toward the moon, guiding her through the vast tunnel I’d unknowingly opened before. It welcomed us again, the massive segments folding aside as if greeting an old friend. The light inside was warm and pulsing, like the walls themselves remembered us.

Inside the cavernous docking chamber, I slowed the ship, rotating her gently. The thrusters responded like breath—silent and precise.

I aligned the Arc’s position, making minor corrections. Not with instruments, not even with thought—just intention. The Arc adjusted before I consciously knew I wanted it to.

And then we stopped. Hovering perfectly still. Suspended in the heart of the moon like a gemstone set into a crown.

There was a silence across the bridge.

Then one of the scientists near the back burst out, wide-eyed and breathless, “He centered it. Perfectly. No drift. No rotation variance. None. Pilot Kuno just… placed her dead center.”

A chorus of astonished murmurs followed.

Even the Admiral had no words for a moment. She looked from the diagnostics to the viewport, then back to me.

I gave her a small smile and a shrug. “She likes it here.”

The scientist’s voice rose again, barely containing excitement. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Even our best grav-controlled shuttles wobble within a margin of three centimeters. This is less than a millimeter—hell, it’s so exact we’re getting flatline delta readings.”

The Arc pulsed around me, not with light or sound—but with something deeper. A sense of pride.

The bridge quieted after the final diagnostics were logged. Most of the team returned to their stations, still wide-eyed, still murmuring about what they’d just witnessed. The Arc remained motionless, floating in the hollow chamber of the moon like she’d never left.

Admiral Varn turned toward me, her expression unreadable for a moment. Then she gave a small nod.

“You’ve earned a break, Pilot Kuno. Debrief is in four hours—Command Room Delta. Get some rest.”

I nodded, offering a quick salute out of instinct. “Yes, Admiral.”

She didn’t smile, but there was something almost warm in her eyes as she turned and left the bridge, her coat trailing behind her like a banner of silent authority.

The rest of the crew began powering down monitoring consoles and logging exit times. I stood there for another minute, letting the chair disengage from me gently. The Arc dimmed its connection, withdrawing slightly like a presence settling into slumber—but not gone. Never gone.

As I walked off the bridge, Sync whispered in the back of my mind, You do realize you just flew the most advanced ship in human history like it was an extension of your nervous system, right?

“Yeah,” I muttered under my breath. “I know.”

I didn’t need rest.

But I also knew I’d need every bit of energy for what was coming next.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Private Orders

Four hours later, I returned to the command complex, expecting a full room—screens humming, techs tapping away, and the Admiral flanked by a panel of stern-faced officers and analysts.

Instead, the room was quiet.

Only Admiral Varn stood inside, hands folded behind her back, facing a dimmed holo-map hovering over the center table. When she heard the door hiss open behind me, she turned slowly.

“Pilot Kuno. Sit.”

I obeyed, scanning the space again just to be sure I hadn’t missed someone lurking in the shadows. No one. Just the two of us.

“No one else today?” I asked cautiously.

She gave a faint shrug. “This isn’t a technical debrief.”

I waited, silent.

“We’re preparing for our first long-range Slipstream run,” she said, eyes locked on the slowly rotating sphere above the table. “Real distance. Not training hops. Not recon beacons.”

A beat passed before she looked at me again.

“We depart in one week. Just you and me.”

That took a second to register. “Just us? What about the scientists? The monitoring teams?”

“They’re not coming.”

“But the data—wouldn’t you want them onboard to track everything?”

“No.”

She said it flatly. No room for interpretation.

“This run is off the books. No full command log. No external comms. You and I are the only ones who need to know the route.”

I frowned. “Why?”

She stared at me for a moment, then turned back to the map. “You’ll understand when the time comes. That’s all I can say for now. Dismissed.”

I stood slowly. “Yes, Admiral.”

As I left the room, the silence felt heavier than it had before. Not ominous exactly, but dense. Intentional.

Sync’s voice nudged at the back of my mind. That wasn’t suspicious at all.

“You picked that up, too?”

Obviously. But if it really is just her, and we confirm no one else boards, I can handle the scans—and take her down if she tries anything. Nothing gets past me. Besides, let’s not forget—you’re not exactly baseline human anymore. Not with me riding shotgun

“Let’s hope so.”

Still, even as I walked back to my quarters, something about it didn’t sit right. Not the mission. Not the secrecy.

Not the look in the Admiral’s eyes when she said I’d understand later.

The next few days blurred into one long stretch of tests, drills, and fine-tuning. What started as hour-long sessions became three, then five, then nearly back-to-back cycles with only enough time between them for a rushed meal or a scan check. The Arc responded to me faster each time, its systems aligning with my intent like a second skin—fluid, seamless, and unnervingly intuitive.

But the pressure was building.

I didn’t realize how little sleep I was getting until Sync forced me to acknowledge it.

“You’ve had nine hours of sleep in the past seventy-two. I’m overriding.”

The moment I hit my bed, I was out. Not drifting. Not tossing. Just gone—like someone flipped a switch. And in a way, someone had.

Sync monitored my vitals while I slept, regulating everything from hormone levels to REM patterns. He adjusted the neural pacing so I’d wake up feeling rested even if I’d only been down for a few hours. It was creepy, yeah—but also amazing. I trusted him. More than I probably should have.

Still, when I looked in the mirror, I saw it in my eyes. The wear. The edge. I wasn’t breaking... but I was close to bending.

The sessions intensified. Faster sequences. Harder trajectories. Emergency protocols. Simulated failures. At one point, they blacked out the Arc’s artificial gravity while testing slipstream alignment. I corrected the drift without even realizing I’d done it. The ship had become an extension of my will. Or maybe I’d become an extension of hers.

Then came the message.

A simple ping on my wristband. No details. Just a location and a time.

I stared at it for a moment.

Sync didn’t say anything.

He didn’t need to.

It was time.
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Four hours later, I received a private message. It didn’t come through official channels. No signature. No timestamp. Just a set of words and a location: “Meet me at the Ark’s entrance. Come alone.”

I stared at it for a second too long. Sync was already analyzing it.

It’s clean. Local ping. No network trace. Definitely her, he confirmed.

I dressed quickly and made my way down the long corridor that led to the Arc’s hangar. The halls were empty. Too empty. Even the usual rotating security teams were absent.

She was already waiting at the platform.

No entourage. No scientists. No techs. Just the Admiral, arms folded, eyes cool as ever.

“No briefing crew,” I asked, slowing my approach.

“No need. This one’s just us.”

Something in her tone unsettled me. Not hostile. Not warm either. Just clinical.

I nodded slowly.“Okay. You said we were doing a long-range test jump. Is that still the plan?”

“That’s the plan. Come aboard, Pilot Kuno.”

The Arc felt still, almost apprehensive as I boarded. The bridge was dark, lights dimmed to standby levels. I moved into the pilot’s seat and settled in, feeling the ship greet me like it always did—quiet pulses of awareness linking into my mind.

She stood beside the console, arms still folded.“Ready?”

“Just need coordinates.”

She rattled them off verbally, and I committed them to memory. No shared interface, no external data input. Old-school.

“Locked in,” I said.

“Then engage when you’re ready.”

The Arc surged in response. The hum of her systems wrapped around me like a cloak, harmonizing with the slipstream node. It all came together with a fluidity that felt like art.

Space folded.

The jump happened in a blink.

And then something felt off.

I opened my eyes.

She was standing next to me.

Phaser drawn.

Pointed at my head.

I froze.

The look on her face was pure fire. Betrayal. Fury. Desperation. All wrapped into one.

“Admiral,” I asked slowly.

Her lips curled into something bitter. “You little shit.”

My fingers twitched slightly, but I didn’t move.

“This was my find. My mission. My glory. You were a placeholder. A tool. No one was supposed to actually bond with the ship. That was supposed to be me.”

I blinked. “You’re serious. You think this was—what, a mistake?”

“Don’t patronize me.” She stepped closer. The phaser didn’t waver.

“Do you have any idea what I gave up for this? What I endured to lead this program? This was my legacy. I brought this back. I uncovered the Ark. I secured the moon. And then you come along. A barely-trained snot-nosed brat who got lucky.”

I kept my voice low. Calm. “I didn’t take anything from you. The ship chose me.”

“It didn’t have a right to choose!” she snapped. “It was never supposed to be about choice. This was about merit. Rank. Years of service. Sacrifice. Not whatever-it-is you are.”

I felt the Arc stir in my mind. Quiet, cautious, listening.

No other lifeforms aboard. No hidden weapons systems activated. We’re clear. But she’s losing it, Albert. Watch her trigger discipline, Sync said.

My thoughts spun.

She wasn’t just angry. She was unraveling. And now I was alone, with an armed, unstable commanding officer in deep space.

Great.

Just great.

I tried to keep my voice steady. “Look, I get that you’re angry. But this isn’t the way. The military brass—Fleet Command—they’ll never support this. You’re going to throw everything away.”

She laughed. One short, bitter bark. “You think I care? They took everything from me the moment they handed the Ark to you. This was mine. I found her. I brought her back. And now you sit in the chair like you were born to it.”

“I never asked for this,” I said quietly.

“Liar. You leaned into it. The way the ship responds to you—it’s not normal. I can feel her sometimes, like she’s just out of reach. But you… she listens to you. I’ve seen it. And I want to know how.”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “It just… happens. Like she knows what I’m thinking before I do.”

She stepped even closer, phaser still steady. “No. There’s more. You did something. You bonded with her. What did you do? What did you say?!”

“Nothing,” I said, keeping my voice even. “There wasn’t a trick. No secret. I sat down, and the ship responded. That’s it.”

Her eyes bored into mine, trying to peel away the surface.

“You’re hiding something,” she said, voice low. “Or maybe you’re too green to understand what you are. Either way, this isn’t over.”

Is there anything you can do?

Working on it. Even with my enhancements, you won’t be able to dodge a phaser pulse at this range.

Before I could respond, the Arc moved.

My seat suddenly tightened around me, restraints locking me in place. The artificial gravity flickered and dropped, leaving the Admiral weightless—and unbalanced.

A panel on the far wall snapped open, and something shot out of it. A drone—small, fast, almost invisible against the bulkhead shadows—launched itself forward.

The phaser fired as the Admiral’s hand jerked.

Pain seared across the side of my head. The pulse had grazed my temple. My vision blurred for a second, a sharp white burn washing across the left side of my face.

But I was alive.

The drone spun in midair and slammed full force into her chest.

She hit the far wall hard. Before she could rebound or recover, a sling of synthetic mesh erupted from the drone’s casing and pinned her in place like a trapped insect. She didn’t move.

She was unconscious.

I stared at her for a long moment, my pulse still hammering in my ears.

“What the hell was that about?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Aftermath

The Arc slowly returned to standard gravity. My body settled back into the seat with a dull ache throbbing at my temple where the phaser had grazed me. The sling holding Admiral Varn kept her pinned to the wall, unconscious and unmoving.

I took a breath.

Then another.

“What the hell just happened?”

I stood slowly, legs stiff, and approached the drone still hovering midair. Its surface shimmered, like layered metal and something else beneath—flesh? Bone? No. Not quite that. More like... living circuitry, twitching in places where it wasn’t smooth.

“What are you?” I muttered.

The drone tilted, almost as if it heard me. I stared at it, caught in the uncanny precision of its design. Not quite like anything I’d seen before. And not standard issue, that was certain.

Then a voice spoke—not through the comms, not in my head. Just there, in the air around me.

“She threatened the pilot. The vessel acted.”

I turned my head slowly. “Arc? That you?”

“Yes.”

I glanced back at the drone. “You’re controlling that?”

“It is an extension. A protective limb. One of many. Hidden until needed.”

A shiver traced down my spine.

I looked at Varn again. “She went rogue. She lost it. But why? Why now?”

“Her mind had been fracturing. You triggered the final break.”

“Because I bonded with you.”

“Because you succeeded where she could not.”

I nodded slowly, not sure whether to feel guilty or relieved. The drone drifted backward, almost respectfully, and I noticed again how alien it looked. As if the Ark hadn’t been built in a lab, but grown in a place where engineering and biology were the same thing.

I rubbed at my temple and winced, fingers brushing the spot where the phaser had grazed me.

Hold still, Sync said in my head. Sending healing nanobots to the damaged tissue now. You’ll feel numb there for a bit.

A cooling sensation spread across my temple, like ice water beneath the skin. The ache dulled instantly.

I exhaled.“Okay. First things first. We need to secure her. Then... we figure out what comes next.”

The Arc didn’t reply.

But I felt it. A subtle pulse in the air, almost like agreement.

A second drone emerged from a nearby wall panel, followed by another, and another. In moments, half a dozen of them floated silently in formation.

“Where should we take her?” I asked aloud.

A soft glow appeared on the floor—a path of faint light stretching down the hall. The Arc’s voice answered with simple precision.

“Interrogation Suite Three. Sealed. Monitored. Isolated.”

I stepped aside as the drones moved toward the Admiral. Two supported her limbs while the others scanned and stabilized her vitals. Their coordination was eerie—like watching a practiced medical team that didn’t need to speak.

Together, we escorted her through the dim corridors of the Ark. The drones led the way, hovering like silent sentinels, while the path of light pulsed beneath our feet.

By the time we reached the suite, a section of the wall had already shifted open, revealing a secure room with a reinforced reclining bench, medical monitors, and containment fields. The drones moved her inside with surgical precision, gently laying her down and securing her before withdrawing into the shadows.

I stood just outside the doorway, staring at the woman who’d pulled a phaser on me mid-jump.

And for the first time, I wondered what the hell I’d gotten myself into.

“Sync, is there any way you can get into her head? Figure out what’s going on in there?”

Unfortunately, no, he replied. I can interpret brainwave patterns because I’m inside you—linked to your neural matrix. But accessing someone else like that? It doesn’t work that way.

“What if you left me and tried connecting to her directly?”

Also not possible. I’m a single-unit construct, bonded to one humanoid at a time. Separating would destroy the interface—me included.

I stared at her unconscious form, frustrated.

“Then we’re stuck guessing.”

For now.

The Arc’s voice returned, low and level.

“There may be another way.”

I turned toward the ceiling. “What do you mean?”

“A neural bridge. I can attempt to connect to her cognition directly. It may allow access to fractured memory patterns.”

“May?”

“The risk is high. Her mental state is already unstable. The process could cause irreversible damage.”

I clenched my jaw. I wanted answers—needed them. But not at the cost of destroying what little sanity she had left.

“Let me think about it,” I muttered. “Just... give me a minute.”

I leaned against the doorway and stared at the Admiral again.

“If she snapped this hard,” I said aloud, “does that mean I should be expecting more like her? Are there other brass in the military that feel the same way?”

The Arc’s reply was immediate.

“Unknown. But it is probable. She did not act in isolation.”

Agreed, Sync added. Her being here alone was strange enough. But no staff? No science team? No guards? Either she pulled rank and cleared everyone out—or someone wanted her alone with you. Either way, that raises alarms.

I closed my eyes and sighed.

“What do you think, Sync?”

Honestly? You might already be on borrowed time. If there are others who shared her obsession, you could end up on the run. Hell, even if there aren’t, you’re technically sitting inside a stolen top-tier alien ship. That alone’s enough to paint a target on your back.

I muttered under my breath. “Perfect. Just perfect.”

And deep down, I knew he was right.

[image: ]



I crossed my arms, staring down at her. “So what the hell do we do with her? We can’t return her. And we can’t exactly kill her.”

No answer came right away.

The Arc’s voice eventually broke the silence. “Her presence remains a risk. But eliminating her is not a necessary course.”

Not yet, Sync added. But she’s a liability. If she wakes up again in the same state, she could jeopardize everything. Especially if she finds a way to transmit coordinates or data off this ship.

I grimaced. “So what, we just keep her locked in a box forever?”

Better a live prisoner than a dead officer, Sync said. Unless you plan to hand her over—which you clearly can’t. Your control of this ship already puts you in a grey zone legally. The moment you show up with her unconscious, guess who gets blamed?

“Me,” I muttered.

“Correct,” the Arc said.

I looked at the slumped figure on the bench. She looked so different now—helpless, broken. Not the fire-eyed Admiral who’d once stood with a weapon to my head. Just another human with a shattered plan.

“I never asked for any of this,” I said quietly. “But if this is mine now—if I’m really bonded to this thing—then I can’t afford to screw it up.”

Neither the Arc nor Sync replied. But I didn’t need them to.

I already knew the weight of what came next.

I sighed and said, “Is there any way we can... I don’t know. Keep her in a cryogenics tank or something?”

“Cryogenics is unnecessary,” the Arc replied. “I can maintain her in a medically induced state of unconsciousness. She will be fed, monitored, and sustained. No harm will come to her.”

I gave a slow nod. “Do it. Just... make sure she’s taken care of.”

“Confirmed.”

With one last glance at the Admiral, I turned and made my way back to the bridge.

The command seat greeted me like a familiar embrace. As I sat down, the Ark seemed to settle around me—straps molding to my form, sensors syncing with my vitals.

And all I could think about was what came next.

We’d only just left the moon hours ago.

But I was already exhausted.

I rested my head back, eyes half-closed.

“I can’t kill her, can I?” I asked softly.

Not unless you wish to be a murderer, Sync replied gently. And you are not a murderer, Albert.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


The Delivery Dilemma

I woke to silence.

Not the kind you get when a ship is empty, but the kind that presses in on you like a question you don’t want to answer. I sat up in my bunk, rubbed the back of my neck, and stared at the curved ceiling of my cabin.

Arc didn’t greet me. Sync didn’t say a word. They knew.

The Admiral was still onboard.

I got dressed in a slow, automatic way, cycling through the motions without any real purpose. I wasn’t hungry. I wasn’t tired. Just… unsettled.

When I made it to the bridge, Arc had already dimmed the lights and set the outer display to a neutral starfield, slowly rotating. I paused a moment, then stepped into the command seat and let it pull me in.

“She’s still stable?” I asked.

Arc replied calmly. Admiral Rennell’s vitals remain steady. No signs of neural degradation or stress. The induced sleep state remains intact.

I nodded, absently. That wasn’t the problem.

The problem was what came next.

Dropping her off at a UCDC facility? Or the Unified Colonial Defense Corps that my father had been part of. Instant disaster. There would be interrogations, scans, probably a bullet to the head once they saw what she knew—and what had been done to her. She wasn’t just a high-ranking officer; she was a liability to everyone with a power complex.

But she wasn’t evil. Not from what I’d seen.

Even brainwashed, she hadn’t tried to kill me.

I leaned back, palms over my face. “This is a nightmare.”

Sync’s voice finally cut in. You could take her back to the Fleet. Appeal to Command.

“And tell them what? That the Admiral asked me to come with her on this ship, but then pulled a weapon on me when I jumped us out of range, and demanded I hand it over like I was squatting in her house? That I had Arc knock her out before she could shoot me? Yeah, that’d go over well.”

There are remote stations, Arc offered. Outposts beyond the core routes. Some with minimal human presence. Surveillance would be minimal.

I blinked. “You’re suggesting I just… drop her off?”

Yes. A tactical delivery. Untraceable. I can fabricate a pod—civilian-grade, non-threatening. Medical tags, basic life support, passive stasis. She would appear as a refugee from a failed colony or lost science crew. No identifiers. No links to this vessel.

I stared at the ceiling for a while.

It was tempting. Too tempting.

Drop her. Vanish. Do what this ship was built for.

Explore.

Not fight wars. Not clean up the messes of a fractured political galaxy. Just see what was out there—map new systems, find derelicts, maybe even unearth the kind of tech that Sync hinted might still be hidden.

“Build the pod,” I said at last.

Arc’s tone didn’t change. Initiating fabrication. Estimated completion time: six hours, twenty-nine minutes.

I spent the next few hours pacing the mess hall, not eating. Just moving. The ship felt like it was holding its breath with me.

You’re hesitating, Sync said gently.

“Of course I am.”

She’s dangerous.

“She’s a person.”

That doesn’t change the first statement.

I turned to face the empty chair across from me, like Sync was sitting there.

“She had a life before all this. Friends. A command. A future. And some group decided she was better used as a weapon. That’s not her fault.”

No. But waking her up too soon might still make it yours.

I nodded slowly. “Which is why the pod stays locked until we’re gone. Far gone.”

Arc’s already plotted two candidate stations. One is a military outpost, the other is a civilian outpost.

“Perfect,” I said. “The second one.”

Sync was quiet for a while.

Then: You’re not going back, are you?

I looked down at my hands. “No.”

And I meant it.

Hours later, I stood in Engineering Bay Three. The pod Arc had built looked civilian enough—white shell, reinforced seams, no visible restraints, just a transparent front and a medical logo that was old enough to pass for authentic.

Rennell still slept in her current med unit, breathing slow and shallow under the monitoring field.

Arc initiated the transfer with surgical precision. Mechanized arms lifted her carefully, sliding her into the curved interior of the pod. Arc sealed it with a hiss of pressure equalization, then began the life-support diagnostics.

She will remain unconscious, Arc said. No memory wiped. Neural integrity maintained. Passive stasis activated.

I stepped closer and pressed my hand to the clear faceplate. She looked peaceful. Not like someone carrying a head full of classified tactics and broken programming.

“She didn’t ask for this,” I muttered.

No one ever does, Sync replied.

Later, in my quarters, I sat at the edge of my bunk, legs bouncing, staring at the floor.

“I could leave her somewhere with a note,” I said aloud. “Just a little ‘be kind, she’s recovering’ message. That’s not crazy, right?”

It is statistically unwise, Arc replied from the wall.

“Don’t care. It feels right.”

There is no guaranteed safety for her anywhere. However, placing her somewhere remote decreases political attention.

“Then that’s what we’ll do.”

I stood and ran a hand through my hair. “After that… we go. No more politics. No more Fleet orders. Just out there. Wherever there is.”

Agreed, Arc said. This ship was designed for autonomous exploration. Its range is functionally limitless.

Sync chimed in. You’re finally doing what you were meant to do.

I smirked. “What, running away?”

Running forward.

By the next morning, we were three jumps out from the target station—a spin-outpost marked RZ-128K. There was a population of just over 4,000.

Perfect.

I checked the pod again. Rennell’s vitals were unchanged. No signs of distress. Arc had even added a information package that states who she was, and that they need to contect someone from Fleet..

It wasn’t elegant, but it gave her a better chance than walking in as “Admiral Rennell, last seen commanding a fleet.”

I watched her for a while.

“I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing,” I said.

Arc didn’t reply.

Neither did Sync.

But maybe that was okay.

Hours passed, and the stars didn’t change. I’d seen thousands, maybe millions of them by now, and still I looked for one that felt like a destination. Not coordinates. A feeling.

I sat at the galley counter with a ration bar I’d warmed three times and never touched. My hands hovered over it like it might offer answers. Sync didn’t interrupt. Even Arc stayed quiet.

“You know,” I said eventually, “when I first signed up, I thought I’d be flying routes. Courier stuff. Maybe a little recon. I didn’t imagine I’d be babysitting rogue Admirals.”

Sync responded slowly. And yet, you adapt.

“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe I just keep getting dragged forward.”

You could go back.

“No. That’s the thing. I really can’t.”

I stood and walked to the viewport, arms folded. The faint blue arc of a nearby gas giant was barely visible behind a haze of dust. “Even if I turned this ship around and headed for the Core, what am I bringing back? An Admiral in a pod? Half-truths and zero proof? They’d lock me up with her.”

Then this is freedom.

“Yeah,” I whispered. “It is.”

But freedom didn’t feel like I thought it would. It didn’t feel light. It felt like staring into an ocean you could never cross. Like the silence might outlast your voice.

I returned to the bridge.

“Arc,” I said, “how far can this ship go without refit?”

Approximately seventy-three standard years, assuming optimal trajectory and recycling efficiency.

“That long?”

Correct. This vessel was designed for generation-class missions. You are the first to test its limits.

I smiled faintly. “Good. Let’s see what’s out there.”

Sync hummed. Even ghosts need maps.

“I’ll draw mine as I go.”

The next jump point was over twenty-four hours away. I used the time to recalibrate exterior sensors, ran diagnostics on secondary power relays, and catalogued medical supplies that Arc pointed out to me. It was busywork, but it helped. Between tasks, I found myself glancing toward Bay Three.

The pod was there. Quiet. Steady. Waiting.

“She’ll be alright,” I told myself.

But the truth was, I didn’t know. All I’d done was buy time. Bought her a little space in the world to be something other than a weapon or a threat. Maybe that was enough.

Maybe not.

At 0400 shiptime, I logged a personal entry.

“Albert Kuno. Day... who knows what day it is. We left human space a day ago. Screw it. I’m not Fleet anymore, so no need to do logs. Arc, delete what I just said.

Done

Later that evening, I returned to the bridge with a fresh cup of something that pretended to be coffee. It seemed that Sync had been talking to Arc about food items and drinks I needed to survive. I sipped it while staring out at the stars. Not really seeing them. Just thinking.

Arc’s voice came through softly. The Epsilon-Phi corridor was once a colony path. Abandoned after three failed outposts. No contact since.

“Sounds like the kind of place no one will bother us,” I muttered.

There is risk.

“There’s always risk. But the alternative is waiting until someone knocks on the door and asks why I’ve got a sleeping Admiral on ice.”

Do you wish to leave her on a station as discussed?

“I think so,” I said. “But it has to be somewhere with not to many military or police presence. And no logs. I mean it, Arc. We drop her, and we vanish.”

Arc hesitated, then replied, I understand.

I turned to Sync. “What do you think?”

“You already know what I think. You’ve made your choice. You just want to hear someone else say it’s right.

I laughed quietly. “Yeah. I guess I do.”

You’ve chosen mercy, Albert. There are worse paths.

I took another sip, then set the cup down.

“Alright. Set a course for the most remote, empty, half-dead station you can find. Somewhere forgotten.”

It is done, Arc said.

As the engines hummed to life and the Arc shifted into a new vector, I leaned back in the command seat. For the first time in days, I felt something close to calm.

We were leaving it all behind—stations, titles, orders. Even old fears. Whatever came next would be written out there, beyond the last of the old maps.

Just me.

And Arc.

And Sync.

And a sleeping Admiral with too many secrets.

I closed my eyes and whispered to the void, “Let’s see what’s waiting.”

And for once, the silence didn’t feel empty.

It felt like a beginning.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


The Quiet Goodbye

We emerged from Slipstream space with a subtle ripple, Arc’s transition seamless as always. Outside, a pale blue dwarf lit the scattered remains of an asteroid belt—the crumbled bones of a world that never was. Broken rocks tumbled in slow orbits, and among them, like a relic from a forgotten era, spun the outpost.

RZ-128K. Cylindrical, patchworked, and lonely.

The station was no jewel. Its hull plating was dulled with age, many of its external panels misaligned or completely missing. Its signal beacon sputtered with barely enough strength to reach nearby comm buoys, and most of the station’s lights blinked out of sync like a broken metronome. A place overlooked, neglected. Ideal.

I stared at the display from the command seat. The sensor overlay painted a grim picture. Four thousand souls lived aboard, give or take. Scavengers, contractors, forgotten retirees. It was far from Fleet Command’s eye—exactly what I needed.

“Any military presence nearby?”

No vessels within sensor range. Their monitoring systems are short-range and decades out of spec, Arc responded. Their comm net is isolated. No active link to central military relays.

“Good. Let’s keep it that way. Prep the drop pod.”

The pod—my last problem—rested in Bay Three. Inside was Admiral Rennell. Unconscious, stable, and as far as the galaxy was concerned, a complete mystery. Arc had designed the pod to look like a civilian med-evac shell. Markings matched an old logistics vessel registry we’d spoofed. Faint hull damage. Passive distress signature. It would sell the story that she’d been found adrift, barely alive.

But she wasn’t a victim. She was the one who’d pulled a weapon on me. Who tried to take Arc back. Who couldn’t accept that the ship had bonded to someone else.

My thoughts spiraled. I stood and left the bridge.

The corridor lights dimmed as I passed, adjusting to my presence. Arc seemed quieter today—not in processing power, but in mood. If a ship could have moods. Maybe I was projecting.

In the galley, I approached the food station. It rippled before I even spoke.

“Something warm. No caffeine.”

The surface shifted and offered a bowl of tomato bisque and thick bread with a butter swirl already melting into it. The scent made my chest ache. Arc’s food wasn’t replicated in the traditional sense—it was alive. The system grew food from a biochemical substrate that felt less like machinery and more like feeding from a living world.

I didn’t eat.

I just sat there, staring into the bowl.

How had it come to this? I was twenty, freshly minted from training, and I’d just hijacked the most advanced exploration vessel humans had ever touched. A ship not made by humans. A ship we barely understood.

And now, I was running.

Not from guilt. Not even from danger.

But because no one else would’ve handled this without violence. Without taking the ship apart. Without dissecting Arc or locking me in a lab.

Arc hadn’t chosen Rennell. Despite her discovering it—unearthing it beneath that moon like a pearl in dust—Arc had waited. Until me. I was the one it bonded with. Not her.

And she couldn’t accept that.

That’s why she drew the weapon.

That’s why Arc had to intervene.

Back on the bridge, I slumped into the chair and watched the station rotate slowly below.

“Are we within drop range?”

Yes. Twenty kilometers. Minimal emissions. They’ve launched a visual drone. It cannot resolve our position but may triangulate trajectory.

“Deploy the pod. Quietly.”

Confirmed. Bay Three releasing. Drift vector calculated. Thrusters set for low signature approach.

On-screen, the pod drifted away—silent and deliberate, its small form almost graceful. The station’s sensors flickered. Someone inside was paying attention.

Moments later, a pulse hit us. Not a weapon. A signal.

“They’re hailing.”

Correct. Audio-only.

The message crackled through, distorted from aged equipment.

“Unidentified vessel, we have retrieved a medical pod from near orbit. Passenger is alive but unresponsive. Please identify.”

I said nothing.

Would you like me to answer? Arc asked.

“No. Let it hang.”

More silence.

I included a message in her tablet, Arc said. It’s encrypted with a low-level key they’ll be able to access.

“What does it say?”

That the ship is gone. That we are not returning. That humanity’s explorers have not abandoned their mission, but will conduct it from beyond their reach. And that we will send comm drones back with anything of value we find.

“You think she’ll believe it?”

She’ll have to. There will be no trail.

I leaned back. The command seat tightened slightly as Arc compensated for my posture.

The message repeated. Then again. Then silence.

“Did they scan us?”

Passive only. No lock. No comms trace. They know something is out here. But not what.

I let out a breath. “Then it’s done.”

Where to next?

I paused.

“Beyond the mapped fringe.”

Specify.

“Take us to the unknown.”

Plotting a course beyond the known galaxy. Or at least what your race knows. I was able to download a map from the station. Do not worry, they were not able to notice it. Thanks to Sync I was able to make sense of the map. Engaging Slipstream in thirty seconds.

The ship hummed. Energy rose beneath my feet.

I glanced once more at the display. The pod was already being brought aboard the station. A soft trace of light moved from its trajectory to their docking bay.

Admiral Rennell was out of my hands.

Good.

We jumped.

I spent hours in my cabin, unable to sleep. Arc had darkened the lights to near black, but I still stared upward, seeing only stars in my mind.

I remembered my dad’s words before I left Veltrin Station.

“Don’t just follow orders, son. Learn why they’re given. And if they’re wrong—walk away.”

I had walked away. From the UCDC. From orders. From rules.

But not from responsibility.

“Arc,” I whispered.

Here.

“Are we fugitives?”

Not officially. Yet. But they’ll come looking.

“Let them.”

Eventually they’ll stop. If we go far enough.

I turned over, face to the wall.

“Do you think she’ll forgive me?”

Does it matter? Sync asked.

His voice always arrived with a calm that belied his sharpness.

“It might.”

Then yes. She’ll understand. Someday.

“You don’t believe that.”

No. But you need to.

That earned a small laugh from me.

The journey would be long. Unknown. Maybe endless.

But for the first time in my life, I wasn’t following someone else’s map.

I was making my own.

And that… terrified me.
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Three weeks passed. Three sectors explored.

Nothing.

Each system we arrived in had its own signature—dust clouds trailing like mist, shattered moons caught in failing orbits, planets scorched bare by radiation spikes. Arc recorded everything, cataloging solar output, gravitational drift, trace elements, and exoplanet surface textures. Some of it was beautiful, in a brutal, inhospitable way. But none of it mattered.

No signs of life. No signals. No potential for colonization. Just the ghosts of dead rocks and burnt skies.

This planet had a breathable atmosphere once, Arc said as we orbited a cracked world with rust-colored oceans and storm bands thick enough to strip hull plating.

“Yeah. Four million years ago,” I muttered.

Correct.

Sync chimed in. Humans love to romanticize ruins. You’re not the first species to outlive its welcome.

“Yeah, but I was hoping we’d at least find something that made the trip worth it. Anything alive. Anything… moving.”

Even Arc had nothing to offer in reply.

The Slipstream jumps were clean. No sign of pursuit. No transmissions intercepted. Humanity, as far as I could tell, had let us go. Whether they believed the message we’d left behind—or just didn’t care—I didn’t know. Maybe I didn’t want to.

Then we reached Sector 4.

It was unremarkable on approach. A binary star system with three gas giants, six small terrestrial worlds, and a mess of unstable asteroid bands. Arc brought us in at low signature, as always, and ran the initial sweep.

I was halfway through eating when Arc’s voice changed—quieter, sharper.

I’ve found something.

I froze, half a spoonful of rehydrated soup hovering in mid-air.

“What kind of something?”

A signal. Very faint. Analog-based, possibly electromagnetic, radiating from the third planet. Repeating on a modulated pattern.

I dropped the spoon.

“Like a beacon?”

Negative. It’s not directed. The signal disperses outward in all directions. Most of it is lost in the planetary atmosphere. What we’re catching is echo bleed.

“Could it be natural?”

No. There is syntax. Rhythmic structure. Fragmented layering. I am already decoding the higher-order bands.

I stood and headed to the bridge.

The display was already lit up with cascading layers of noise. Visual, audio, data—most of it static-laced and degraded beyond use. But there were frames. Flashing images. Stuttering sounds. Broken strings of compressed language packets bouncing through time and dust.

“Is that a broadcast?” I asked.

Arc replied, I believe so. They appear to have developed radio and primitive video. Based on the dispersion halo, these transmissions are decades old. Possibly more. Their planet’s magnetosphere partially distorts the signal.

“Can you reconstruct anything?”

Processing.

I sat down, heart racing.

Another species. Another intelligent species.

It felt like standing at the edge of a cliff and hearing an echo from the other side—a voice calling out, not knowing anyone could hear.

The screen flickered. Arc isolated a few image sequences. Static-filled windows of color and movement snapped into focus. Buildings. Smoke. Lights flashing in rows. People—bipedal, thin-limbed, gray-skinned, wearing angular uniforms and hunched over metal desks.

One scene showed what looked like a street riot. Another cut to a tall, balding figure shouting into a device, while others stood behind him in formation. Arc muted the audio but retained the waveforms for analysis.

Then came flashes of mechanical units—hovering machines, tracked vehicles, a missile launch that turned half the screen white. Arc stabilized the footage and enhanced what she could, but even then, the tone was unmistakable.

“Looks like news footage,” I muttered. “Military… or state-controlled media.”

Based on linguistic root structures and tone modulation, I concur, Arc replied. Their language is currently being parsed. Syntax core will stabilize in approximately four minutes.

“Sync?”

That’s not us. Definitely not us. They’re at least a few centuries behind. Probably on the edge of fission-based collapse. You saw that warhead?

I did. And I didn’t like what it suggested.

“Population?”

Unknown. But I can confirm artificial satellites. At least seventeen in orbit. Most appear defunct. Three are still active, based on emission bursts and orbital correction patterns.

“We’re looking at a society on the brink.”

Or past it, Sync added.

I watched the screen silently. Another feed was coming through now—less chaotic. It looked like a formal address. A female figure in a dark robe stood at a podium with dozens of flags behind her. A crowd roared beyond the camera’s angle. She raised her arms. Cheers rose. Then someone threw something. Smoke erupted. Guards flooded the platform.

Arc muted the clip before any violence broke through.

“I think that’s enough,” I said quietly.

The screen dimmed. The room fell into a soft hum.

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees.

“So now we’ve found Something. A species. A planet. But they’re tearing themselves apart.”

They are approaching a tipping point, Arc said. Global-scale weapons. Civil unrest. And no signs of cooperative space infrastructure. If the signal age is accurate, they are decades behind orbital colonization.

“Do we know what’s happened since then?”

No. These transmissions are not current. They are decades old and slowed further by distortion. Whatever has happened since… is unknown.

I rubbed my face, trying to think.

“They might be dead already.”

Possible, Arc said. But not certain.

“Should we interfere?” I asked aloud, knowing how loaded that question was.

Sync answered first. They’re not your people. Not your problem. Let nature take its course. They rise or fall on their own.

Arc hesitated. Intervention carries risk. Cultural contamination. Potential hostility. But so does watching a sentient species collapse if there is something we can do.

“That’s the thing, though,” I said. “Can we? Do we have the right?”

I stood and walked to the edge of the viewport. The planet below shimmered with cloud bands and silver oceans. From this distance, it looked calm. Peaceful. Deceptively so.

“I don’t want to be the kind of person who lets a world die just because it’s easier. Even if they’re not my kind. Even if I don’t understand them.”

Arc spoke softly. Then we observe. For now. No contact. No interference. But we watch. And if they begin to fall…

“Then maybe we try,” I finished for her.

Sync didn’t speak again.

I stayed there, watching the planet rotate slowly beneath us. Somewhere down there, someone had once looked up at the sky and wondered if they were alone. Wondered if help would ever come.

And now, we were here.

But they didn’t know it yet.

Not yet.

And maybe… that was for the best.

I didn’t move for a long while. The planet hung below us like a pearl wrapped in swirling blue and white, its surface obscured by clouds that glimmered with the reflected light of its twin suns. Somewhere down there, a civilization was either dying or clawing its way toward something better. And we were up here, silent watchers from a future they couldn’t even imagine.

Finally, I asked, “If we go closer to the planet… will they be able to detect us?”

There was a brief pause, then Sync gave a dry, dismissive snort in my head. With Arc’s tech? Doubt it. Their best satellites are probably still tracking weather systems and listening for thunder. They’re decades—maybe centuries—away from seeing something like her.

Arc followed up, more gently. Their radar arrays are narrow-band and ground-facing. Even their orbital surveillance appears to be manually calibrated. There is no evidence they’ve developed space-based defense infrastructure.

I nodded to myself, my eyes still fixed on the world slowly spinning beneath us.

“Yeah… I figured. If that outpost I dropped Rennell at didn’t pick us up—and they were using military-grade sensors—then these people won’t even know we’re here. Not unless we want them to.”

I sighed, the breath catching in my chest, heavier than I expected. Maybe it was guilt. Or maybe it was just the realization that, for all our advancement, we still had the same questions every explorer faced.

“Take us in, Arc,” I said quietly. “But keep it slow. I want to see if they react to our presence. You’re running passive scans only?”

Of course, she replied. Engaging silent approach protocol. Glide path plotted for high-atmosphere observation. Estimated time to orbital position: four hours, thirty-seven minutes. No emissions. No signals.

The lights dimmed subtly, just enough to signal the ship was adjusting for stealth. Arc didn’t need to cloak herself to be invisible to these people—but she did it anyway. Precaution or habit, I wasn’t sure.

Below us, the planet loomed larger with every passing second.

“Wake me if anything changes,” I said.

Acknowledged.

My stomach reminded me of the bowl I’d abandoned earlier. I left the bridge in silence, the door whispering shut behind me.

Back in the galley, the bowl of tomato bisque still sat there on the table, long gone cold, the butter swirl now a pale ring floating on the surface. The bread had hardened around the edges, forming a curled edge like brittle paper. It smelled faintly of warmth that had fled.

I sat down in front of it and picked up the spoon, but didn’t eat right away.

Four hours.

I had four hours to think about what we might find. What choice I might have to make. And what it would mean if this world below us really was about to end.

I stirred the soup once, watching it swirl, and tried not to imagine cities burning on a planet that hadn’t even reached the stars yet.

Tried not to imagine myself in their place.

Tried not to imagine being too late.

Then I took a bite.

It wasn’t hot anymore.

But it was still food.

Still real.

Still mine.

And for now, that would have to be enough.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Spectators Above

Four hours later, we arrived.

Arc’s approach was flawless—silent, slow, and invisible. We held a stationary position in high orbit, far above the edge of their exosphere, trailing on the planet’s night side. No satellites pinged us. No transmissions changed. No alarm was raised. As far as the inhabitants below were concerned, the sky hadn’t changed.

We were ghosts.

I stood near the main viewport on the bridge, arms folded across my chest, watching the surface rotate beneath us in broad strokes of silver and blue.

“Anything?” I asked.

Arc responded without delay.

No response to our presence. Atmospheric sensors indicate no coordinated radar sweep. Visual and thermal tracking are limited to low orbit. We are undetected.

I let out a slow breath. “Good.”

Below, their world spun with a kind of indifferent beauty—oceans covering more than half the surface, great landmasses spread unevenly, some dense with settlements, others seemingly untouched. One polar cap was half-melted, the other still intact. Storm systems crawled lazily across the equator. It looked peaceful from up here.

But it wasn’t.

“Pull up conflict data,” I said. “What’re we seeing?”

The display shifted. Red-orange overlays bloomed across a series of regions scattered across the largest continent. Satellite thermal imaging—at least what Arc could pull from intercepted signals—painted the rest. Clustered heat blooms. Explosions. Kinetic strikes. Flares of artillery. Troop movements that looked like insect trails from orbit.

Warfare continues, Arc confirmed. Localized conflicts. Not global. But widespread. Based on signal fragmentation and intercepted broadcasts, I estimate at least eleven distinct power structures engaging in open conflict.

“Countries?”

That is my assumption. Planetary divisions appear to be geographic and ideological, but without access to a global political map, I cannot confirm borders.

“Yeah. Not like anyone’s painting country names across their deserts.”

I watched one city light up in a flash—nothing nuclear, but heavy enough to cause infrastructure loss. The feed jumped, the image re-stabilizing after a satellite recalibration.

“Do we know what they’re fighting over?”

Arc was quiet for a moment.

Resources. From what I can gather, many of their supply chains are decentralized, strained, or collapsing. Mineral yields are low across the crust. There are no signs of abundant rare elements. Some factions appear to be attempting off-world extraction, but with limited success. Their space programs are not unified.

“So they’re not fighting for belief, or ideology?”

I turned from the window and crossed to the central console.

“Any evidence of religion playing a role down there?”

There was a longer pause this time. Arc shifted the main screen again, this time to a sequence of social broadcasts—compressed snippets of public events, processions, rituals. A funeral in a desert. A gathering beneath a metal arch. A crowd singing in a wide amphitheater.

Religion exists, Arc said. But its influence appears culturally symbolic. Community-oriented. Not institutionally dominant. I have detected no state-level actors invoking divine authority.

“That’s... different.” I rubbed my jaw. “You sure?”

As sure as I can be, given limited access. Most of their data infrastructure is short-range. Ground-based. Much of their religious expression seems decentralized—small temples, individual shrines, informal gatherings.

I leaned on the console.

“So, not like Old Earth.”

No. Not like your history books, she agreed. No holy wars. No divine mandates for conquest. Not in the signals I’ve intercepted.

“So they’re just killing each other for rocks and farmland,” I muttered.

Essentially.

Sync finally chimed in. Which, ironically, might be more honest.

I didn’t laugh. Not really.

From up here, it all felt distant. But it wasn’t. Not anymore.

We were in orbit now. Watching. Listening. Hovering like gods with the power to intervene—or not.

“They’ve got nothing down there we need,” I said.

That is accurate, Arc replied. Based on what Sync shared with me about your race’s technology. No technology beyond late-model fission reactors. No materials we cannot synthesize. And their atmosphere is laced with industrial pollutants. Colonization would require a full environmental rebuild.

“But still they fight,” I whispered.

I looked down again, past the console, past the hull, to the world turning slowly beneath us.

“They don’t have much left, and they’re tearing each other apart to keep what little they’ve got.”

That is also accurate.

I sat back down in the command seat, letting it adjust around me.

I didn’t speak for a while. Neither did they.

Then I asked, “What would we have done, if this was Earth? If someone had been up there, watching us, while we burned everything down?”

Sync’s voice returned, quiet this time. Depends who they were.

Arc added, And what they believed was worth saving.

I looked at my own reflection in the viewport. Faint. Warped. Just a shadow.

“We’ll keep watching,” I said. “No contact. Not yet.”

“Understood.”

Arc dimmed the lights slightly, syncing the bridge illumination to the orbital night cycle.

I stayed there for a long time.

Above a world that didn’t know we were here.

Wondering if we’d come too early… or too late.

I remember reading the old history books about humanity’s struggle to rise above war and finally reach for the stars. It wasn’t clean. Wasn’t noble. Just messy. Endless infighting, borders that shifted with every generation, and leaders who thought conquest meant progress. There were decades—centuries—where we seemed on the brink of something better, only to fall back into the same patterns. But somehow, clawing our way forward through greed and ambition and desperation, we made it off-world.

Religion played a massive role back then. Wars fought in its name. Peace brokered through it. Entire nations defined themselves by faith. And while belief still exists today, it’s... quieter. Less commanding. Less violent. Most people I knew growing up didn’t go to temples or pray to anything. The stars became our gods. And survival replaced doctrine. Maybe it was better that way.

But it hadn’t always been like that. According to the archives, one major nation—Earth’s last true superpower—was the one that launched the first sustained colony mission. Not the first launch, not the first moon base, but the first to really leave. To commit. And they nearly tore themselves apart doing it. Politicians wanted control. Corporations wanted ownership. Generals wanted dominance. Everyone saw the stars as territory, not potential.

The moment we reached orbit, it stopped being a scientific achievement. It became a claim.

And now, here I was, looking down on another world. Another planet caught in its own cycle of conflict. Arc hovered silently above it, cloaked, undetected. Below, the surface was fractured. Dozens of smaller conflicts playing out across regions that might’ve been countries. No visible borders from this altitude—just movement, displacement, flare signatures, and overlapping comm signals. Nothing coordinated. No unified front. Just factions—desperate and tired—fighting for something.

Resources, Arc had said. Not ideology. Not prophecy or divine mandate. Just... survival. This planet wasn’t mineral-rich. No precious metals. No fusion-grade deposits. Barely habitable in some regions. But they fought over what they had anyway.

“Any signs of religion?” I asked, still staring at the surface through the ship’s augmented scope.

Arc replied a moment later.

Some. Not dominant. From the limited signals I’ve intercepted and decrypted, faith here appears decentralized. Small rituals. Local deities or spirits. No global church, no organized institutions with armies or influence.

“So not like Earth,” I murmured.

No. Here, religion is... peripheral. Cultural, not political. Wars appear driven by scarcity. Not belief.

I leaned back in the command chair, processing that. It shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. For all Earth’s faults, it had been shaped by faith as much as science. Here, though, the opposite might be true.

“Maybe that’s why they’re still fighting,” I said, half to myself. “No shared myth. No story big enough to hold them together.”

Or maybe we were the same. Just further along in the cycle.

I glanced back toward the display, watching distant fire bloom on the planet’s night side. Small, but visible.

“Arc, keep monitoring. If there’s anything that looks like organized diplomacy, even a ceasefire effort, I want to know.”

Understood.

For a long time, I just sat there, silent. Thinking.

Maybe we hadn’t come too early or too late.

Maybe we were right on time.

“Sync? Do you think we should interfere with this planet’s direction?”

There was a pause—just long enough to remind me he wasn’t human. Then his voice came through, calm and measured.

That depends on what you mean by interfere.

“I mean… we could help. Share tech. Food, water purification systems. Maybe even just information. Stabilize things.”

And in doing so, risk becoming their new gods? Their saviors? Or their targets.

I exhaled slowly. “Yeah. That’s the problem, isn’t it?”

History shows that every civilization reaching beyond its own world struggles with the same question. Intervention can uplift—or distort. Sometimes both. You are not equipped to control the consequences of that choice.

“I’m not trying to control anything,” I muttered. “I just don’t like watching people tear each other apart when we could do something.”

Then perhaps the better question is not should you interfere—but why you want to.

That landed harder than I expected.

I turned my gaze back to the planet, watching plumes of smoke rise from one of the war zones. Just data to most observers. Heat signatures. Conflict markers. But they were people down there. Families. Soldiers. Survivors.

Why did I want to help? Because I could? Because guilt ran deeper than logic? Or because, if I didn’t, I’d feel like everything I’d gone through meant less?

You’re not responsible for every broken world, Albert, Sync added gently. You can’t fix them all.

“No,” I said. “But maybe I can do something.”

A quiet hum from the console signaled new telemetry. Arc was still compiling surface data, analyzing broadcasts, mapping movement patterns. She was doing her part without judgment. Machines didn’t wrestle with morality. I did.

If you interfere, Sync said, even indirectly, the timeline of this planet will diverge. Their wars may end sooner—or worsen. They may worship you. Or fear you. Or ignore you entirely. But once a god descends, the sky is never the same.

I sat with that.

Then finally said, “Then maybe we don’t descend. Not yet. We just watch. Listen. Learn. And if there’s a moment... something that tips the scale—then we make the call.”

A subtle hand, rather than a forceful one.

“Exactly.”

Then I will assist.

I nodded to myself, fingers tightening slightly on the armrest. No orders to give. No easy answers. Just the weight of a quiet decision hanging in orbit above a fractured world.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Istayed in the chair long after the message was sent.

Hours passed. I sat mostly in silence, watching the planet slowly spin beneath us like a wounded animal circling in its own blood. Arc adjusted her orbit once to maintain coverage, a subtle maneuver that barely registered, but kept us tethered to the events unfolding below.

The war-torn continent we had focused on began to slip into shadow. Daylight receded, replaced by the flickering pulse of artificial light. Cities lit up in patches—fractured grids of yellow, white, and red. Not the warm glow of peace and prosperity, but the hard, uneven glare of emergency power, backup generators, and defensive floodlights.

Some of that light was powered by determination. By hope, clinging to survival. Others? Fueled by fear, and the need to keep the darkness at bay for just one more night.

The response came just past local midnight.

Signal received, Sync said. Shortwave burst, encrypted. Matched frequency band. Origin confirmed as Echelon Accord’s active cell. Text only.

“Put it up.”

The message was brief. Blunt. But not hostile.

If you’re real, we’re listening. Prove you’re not one of them.

No signature. No demand. Just that—prove you’re not a threat. Prove you’re not part of the system choking them.

I leaned back, eyes closed for a moment, then opened them. “Let’s give them proof.”

Suggestions? Arc asked, tone careful.

“We give them something no one else can. Sync—do we have full geo-imaging of the river delta in sector forty-one?”

Affirmative. Last full scan thirty-six hours ago. Precipitation has caused sediment shift. Flooding of three village zones is probable within seventy-two hours.

“Prepare a predictive flood model. High accuracy. Include evacuation maps.”

Compiling.

“Arc, overlay that with localized comm tower access ranges. We’re going to send this anonymously to their nearest hub. Let them use it. If they evacuate in time, people live. That’s our proof.”

Model and map ready, Sync said after a moment.

“Then send it. No names. No demands. Just the data. If they’re who we think they are, they’ll understand.”

The second message went out.

I didn’t sleep that night. I barely moved. Arc dimmed the lights on the bridge, and I just sat there, watching the planet spin.

By morning, news started to trickle in.

Not official broadcasts—those were still filled with noise, posturing, and deflection. But the side channels, the dark networks, the pirate feeds—they lit up.

Villages in the delta region had evacuated.

There had been no formal warning. No state alerts. No emergency beacons.

But entire towns packed and moved to higher ground in under twelve hours.

No deaths. No disaster.

Just a quiet miracle no one could explain.

I smiled.

“They listened.”

They acted, Sync corrected. That distinction matters.

“Either way… they chose life.”

Arc’s avatar flickered again on the screen, this time brighter. She appeared just as she had the first time I met her—soft-featured, composed, hair drawn back in that strange not-quite-human style, wearing the pale blue uniform that didn’t belong to any fleet I recognized. A presence both comforting and unshakably alien.

Incoming message. Same encryption. It’s from them.

“Play it.”

We don’t know who you are. But you just saved over six thousand people. That’s enough for now. Thank you, whoever you are.

No signature. No demand. Just that. Gratitude. And a hint of confusion.

I leaned back and let that settle in. They didn’t know who we were. Of course they didn’t. To them, it probably looked like some anonymous benefactor—maybe a sympathetic general or intelligence officer pulling strings behind the scenes. Not someone in orbit. Not someone watching from above.

“They think we’re one of them,” I said aloud. “Someone high up. Military or government. Maybe a defector.”

That assumption increases your operational window, Sync replied. As long as your true nature remains hidden, their reaction will be driven by hope, not fear.

“That gives us a chance,” I said slowly. “A real one.”

I stared at the message a few seconds longer, then spoke the thought that had been rising in my mind ever since Sync found them.

“I want to go down there.”

There was silence. No immediate rebuke, just quiet processing.

Albert, Arc said finally, that is a significant risk. We still have no verified maps of the local infrastructure, no reliable ID systems. You would be stepping into a high-friction environment without cover or allies.

“I know. But this group is organized. They have cells all over. There has to be someone—someone lower level. Someone we can talk to. Not send data to, but talk to. In person.”

I strongly advise against direct insertion, Sync said. I am integrated within you, but my ability to intervene physically is limited to reflex support and internal enhancements. I cannot stop a bullet. I cannot reroute a nerve agent. If you are compromised, I cannot extract you.

“I wasn’t asking to go in alone and blind,” I said. “I figured we’d bring protection. Stealth gear. Surveillance.”

Even with that, Arc said, urban density, untracked patrols, and bioweapon risk make your survival odds unacceptably low.

I hesitated. My hands were clenched without realizing it. My instincts screamed that this needed a personal touch. But she was right. Going in alone would be suicide. Not dramatic, not heroic. Just... stupid.

Arc tilted her head slightly. There may be a compromise.

I glanced up. “Go on.”

If you insist on surface contact, I propose a limited insertion, supported by a cloaked micro-drone perimeter. I will project through one of the humanoid proxies—a remote body, not tied directly to the Arc. It will appear human. Local. I can speak through it, observe, and protect you. The drones will remain hidden unless you are attacked.

“So I wouldn’t be alone.”

No, Arc said, her image steady on the screen. But you also wouldn’t be free to act recklessly. The drones will have override authority if you attempt to move outside the safe radius or deviate from the agreed-upon plan.

And I will remain linked through our neural relay, Sync added. It is not perfect, but I will monitor all biological signals and alert Arc the instant something is wrong.

I let that wash over me for a second. The cautious part of me knew this was already pushing it too far. But the other part—the one that saw burning cities from orbit and people still trying to stop it—said this was the next step.

“All right,” I said. “Prep the proxy. Find a spot close to their communications node, but not in the middle of a hot zone. I want to walk among them. See them. Hear their voices.”

Arc gave a small nod.

We’ll begin atmospheric entry preparations immediately. Touchdown window will be within six hours. I will select a night cycle. Fewer patrols.

I stood from the command seat and crossed to the viewport. The planet below still looked beautiful. Green in some regions, golden deserts in others. Blue oceans. White cloud bands. You’d never know, just by looking at it, that it was dying.

“Maybe we can still help,” I said, more to myself than anyone.
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Six hours later, I stood just outside the equipment bay, watching Arc finalize the last adjustments.

The drones were small—smaller than I expected. Each one barely the size of my hand, matte black, with angular surfaces designed to scatter scans. Their limbs were tucked tight, almost spider-like, with thin mounted barrels that looked too precise to be anything other than weapons. Deadly, silent, invisible unless deployed. And even then, only for a moment.

They’ll remain in perimeter formation around you, Arc said, her voice clinical. Each drone carries both offensive and defensive systems. High-velocity kinetic rounds, localized shield projectors, and electromagnetic decoys. They will not be seen unless forced to intervene.

I crouched down, examining one up close. It didn’t hum. Didn’t blink. Just sat there, coiled like a trap.

“And they’ll follow us the whole time?”

Arc nodded.

They’re synced to my projection unit. If I’m compromised, they’ll enter defensive mode. If you’re compromised, they’ll switch to containment and retrieval.

I didn’t ask what “retrieval” meant. I figured if it came to that, it was already too late.

Behind her, a sealed cabinet hissed open. Sync’s voice filtered into my head.

The suit is ready.

I stepped closer. The clothing didn’t look like armor. It looked... simple. A seamless bodysuit—dark gray with faint texturing along the arms and sides, almost like veins. No visible clasps, no bulky layers. Just a single form-fitting weave that looked closer to athletic wear than survival gear.

I looked at Arc, and she gestured toward it.

It won’t stop a phased blast, but it will deflect small-arms fire—ballistics up to .45 caliber, or regional equivalent. It also contains a multilayered pathogen barrier. You won’t feel it, but it’s there.

“Viruses?” I asked.

Viruses. Bacteria. Nanotoxins. Your physiology isn’t designed for their biosphere. Sync and I agreed a full-spectrum biological seal was necessary.

I’ve integrated remote vitals into the suit’s lining, Sync added. If your body reacts to anything—heat, pressure, chemical exposure—I’ll know within seconds.

I ran my fingers over the chest. It didn’t even feel armored. Just... sturdy. Flexible.

“And the helmet?”

Arc moved to the side and retrieved a piece that had been resting on a padded bench. It wasn’t a helmet, not really. More like a lightweight crown with a clear faceplate that wrapped around the sides of my head like liquid glass. No bulk. No HUD overlay. Just bare transparency.

It’s structurally reinforced. Optical distortion layer prevents facial scanning, but maintains your full expression. Most won’t even realize you’re wearing anything.

I pulled it on and blinked. Vision remained perfectly clear. No fog. No glare. Just the faint awareness of a barrier over my skin. A second skin between me and a world I’d never touched.

And then Arc walked in.

Not her projection. Not the blue-tinted hologram or her voice through the walls.

The android she had built stood at the far end of the bay, stepping forward with deliberate, precise movement. Human-like. Subtle. The proportions were right. The skin, the posture, even the way she turned her head—it was almost real.

But the eyes gave her away.

They weren’t glassy or dead. They were sharp. Too sharp. Twin rings of silvery light layered like iris mechanics, always adjusting, always calculating.

She looked at me.

I’ll accompany you in this form, she said. It’s independent, but fully connected to my core systems. If something goes wrong, I’ll know before you do.

“You sure this won’t draw attention?” I asked.

Arc gave a faint tilt of her head.

Her skin-tone and structure are based on surface region norms. Hair color, gait, muscle tension—all pre-calibrated to local baseline. She will pass casual observation. Only a full biometric scan would reveal her nature, and by then, it would be too late.

“Comforting,” I muttered.

The android stepped closer and handed me a small black device the size of a coin.

“What’s this?”

A localized jammer. Ten-meter radius. No signal gets in or out. If you speak to someone and want it off the grid, activate that.

I slid it into a side compartment on my hip.

Albert, Sync said in my head. You still have time to reconsider.

“I know,” I replied. “But I won’t.”

Then I’ll stay with you. Every step.

Arc’s android walked to the deployment lift and waited. I followed her, one foot in front of the other. The suit barely made a sound. I felt like a ghost in my own skin. Wrapped in borrowed tech, in someone else’s war, walking toward a meeting no one else even knew was happening.

We had no idea who we were about to meet.

But I was done watching from orbit.

It was time to step into the fire.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


The Shape of a Stranger

We landed in darkness.

Arc chose the drop site carefully—two miles out, no settlements within direct line of sight, and topographical cover that included thick brush, dried-out grass, and the skeletons of old support structures that hadn’t been maintained in years. From above, the region looked abandoned. On the ground, it smelled like burned chemicals and sick soil.

I stepped off the ramp and into a world that felt dead before it ever had a chance to live.

The wind carried grit, but not the kind you’d get from sand or loose dirt. This stuff had a bite—like ash and metal shavings. Arc confirmed it within seconds.

The air is heavily contaminated, she said as her android body joined me on the ground. Particulate levels exceed your human tolerance thresholds by forty-eight percent. Industrial waste compounds are the most likely source.

“So, this place is toxic,” I muttered, adjusting the thin mask that sealed around my neck.

Eventually, yes. But your suit will hold.

I nodded, then scanned the horizon. In the distance, a faint glow marked the area where we’d traced the resistance signal—a soft amber light spilling from a small building surrounded by what passed for farmland.

We started walking.

It didn’t take long to realize this wasn’t some high-tech base or hidden command center. The place was a farm in the loosest sense of the word. Ragged rows of stunted crops lined the fields, but everything was sickly—leaf edges curled in, colors faded to gray-greens and browns. Whatever grew here fought for every breath.

“They’re trying,” I said.

Arc looked over.

Barely. The soil here is depleted, acidic, and inconsistent. Combined with the air quality, it’s surprising they can grow anything at all.

“Desperate people don’t wait for ideal conditions.”

We moved closer, crouched low. The farm building was a single-level structure—old concrete, patched metal roof, narrow windows too grimy to see through. Faint voices carried out from inside. Angry ones.

I pressed my back to the side of the wall, holding my breath. Arc stayed a step behind, her posture still. Listening.

Someone inside was shouting. deep voice—gruff, sharp, the kind that had been worn down by too many arguments and not enough solutions.

Another voice tried to answer—lower, calmer—but it didn’t get far before the first one roared back over it.

Then footsteps. Fast. Heavy.

I barely had time to slip into a thicket of dead brush as the front door burst open.

Someone stormed out, muttering angrily. A tall figure, wrapped in a heavy coat that didn’t quite fit. Even in the dark, I could tell they were fuming. They stomped into the dirt path and kept walking, back toward the same direction Arc and I had come from.

I turned back toward Arc. “I’m going to follow.”

Albert—

“If they’re part of the Accord, I want to know who they are. I’ll keep my distance.”

Arc’s mechanical eyes narrowed, but she gave a single nod.

The drones will reposition to cover your path. I’ll stay here and monitor the farm. If something happens…

“I’ll signal.”

Then I slipped into the dark.

The figure moved fast, head down, fists clenched at their sides. I stayed off the path, moving through the brush when I could, keeping low. Sync kept silent, but I could feel the pressure of his attention—ready to react.

We moved deeper into the wasteland.

About two miles out, she stopped.

It was a she. Or at least, it looked like one—shorter frame, broad hips, and a chest that suggested mammary glands. No scan or ID tag to confirm it, but I trusted my eyes. Her coat was open now, the outer layers hanging loose as she paced in a tight circle near a cracked irrigation pipe.

And she was swearing.

Not in any language I fully understood, but the tone, the rhythm, the intention—it was unmistakable. Sharp syllables thrown like knives into the dark, some of them drawn-out with emphasis that only comes from deep frustration.

She kicked at a tree sending up a small cloud of dust.

“Sync, can you translate?” I asked him through our connection.

Let me see. Arc, can you help here? I need more processing power than I internally have.

On it, she replied.

Then, as if I were able to understand her, her words came through little speakers inside my helmet, but it felt as if I was standing next to her.

“I told him! But no, of course not, because he’s always the calm one, the careful one, the one with the plan. And I’m just the angry one, right? The firebrand, the pain in the ass, the one who actually does something.”

I stayed hidden behind a collapsed storage tank. Her voice carried over the open air, even without yelling. She had a rhythm to her anger—practiced. Like this wasn’t her first outburst. Like it never fixed anything, but she couldn’t not say it.

“I’m not stupid. I know what this place is. What it’s becoming. But we don’t have time anymore. We don’t get to sit around talking about it for another year while people drink lead and bury their kids under poisoned dirt.”

She stopped.

Then, quieter: “And then... this signal. This miracle. Out of nowhere. Flood warning with evac maps down to the meter. Nobody’s got access to that.”

I blinked.

She knew.

Not who we were, not what we were—but she knew that flood warning wasn’t from her side. Not from the Accord. It had come from somewhere else. From someone watching.

I lowered myself a little further into the brush, adjusting my weight to avoid the brittle remains of what might’ve once been a fence. Every movement sent a soft crackle through the dead grass, so I stilled and let the silence stretch. The only sounds were the faint hiss of wind and her pacing footsteps.

And I waited. Just a little longer.

She was still muttering, still pacing, but her words lost focus—devolving into half-sentences, grunts, and raw breath. Then, like a dam finally giving way, she shouted. Loud and sharp. Not directed at anyone. Not even a sentence. Just a raw burst of frustration meant for the world.

It echoed out over the wasteland, then vanished into the wind.

That was it. No more venom. No more heat. Just a woman left standing alone with nothing to yell at but a poisoned sky.

I tapped the side of my mask, subvocalizing through the inner channel. “Arc,” I said quietly. “I’m going to make contact. Can you come to my location, in case I need backup?”

A pause, then her voice in my ear—crisp, composed.

Acknowledged. I am en route. I will leave a drone behind to monitor the farm in case someone follows your target. I will also make it so your face looks like a local, and I will provide auto translation for you.

“Thanks,” I said, keeping my eyes on the woman. “And... don’t walk up like a machine.”

Understood. The android is still in civilian profile. I will approach silently and remain out of line of sight unless needed.

I took a breath and rose to a low crouch, heart picking up pace under the bodysuit. Beneath the synthetic layers and defensive mesh, I was still human. Still vulnerable.

And I was about to reveal myself to someone who didn’t even know I existed.

I stood up slowly, deliberately letting my steps crunch the dry ground beneath me. No point in sneaking anymore. She’d hear me—better she heard a person approaching than a shadow creeping up behind her.

She stiffened, but didn’t turn around.

“If you’re here to appease me, Malbert, forget it,” she shouted, voice raw and cracking with frustration. “I am not going to listen to that asshole Jargan anymore. He’s killing us!”

The venom in her words made it clear she wasn’t bluffing. Whoever Malbert and Jargan were, they weren’t getting through to her.

But when this so-called Malbert didn’t answer—because I wasn’t him—she finally turned.

The moment our eyes met, hers widened in pure shock.

And then, faster than I expected, a weapon was in her hand.

It wasn’t sleek or modern—far from it. Looked like something cobbled together from a dozen different scavenged parts, but still dangerous. A barrel protruded from the center, the grip wrapped in some kind of fabric. At the front, a wide-bored opening stared directly at me like an accusing eye.

Old tech. Ballistics. Probably lethal.

“Who are you?” she demanded. Her voice trembled, not from weakness, but from adrenaline. She wasn’t panicking—yet—but I could hear the edge of uncertainty underneath the threat.

I raised both hands slowly, palms outward, fingers spread. “I’m not armed,” I said evenly. “I’m not with Malbert. I’m not here to hurt you.”

She didn’t lower the gun.

“I’m just here to talk.”

The weapon didn’t waver.

Still, she hadn’t shot me yet.

And that was something.


CHAPTER FORTY


Misfire and Misunderstanding

She still hadn’t lowered the gun.

“Who are you?” she asked again, voice tighter this time. Her finger moved toward the trigger. “Talk fast.”

“I just want to talk,” I said, keeping my hands up. The odd thing was that what I said, and what came out of the suit’s speakers, was not the same. I guess Arc was auto-translating as she said. “That’s all. I’m not here to hurt you. I know about the resistance. I know what you’re trying to do.”

That was the wrong thing to say.

Her eyes flashed. The gun jerked in her grip as she started to squeeze the trigger.

Then everything happened at once.

A high-pitched hum cut through the air—and a narrow red beam, silent and fast, lanced out from the darkness. In a blink, her weapon exploded out of her hand with a sharp crack, the barrel spiraling into the dirt as sparks lit the air.

She screamed, stumbling back, clutching her hand—not because she was hurt, but because the thing had been shot out of it.

“What the hell!?”

Before she could turn and run, Arc was behind her.

Arc moved like gravity didn’t apply to her. One moment she was ten meters away, and the next, her arms were wrapped tightly around the woman’s chest and arms in a smooth, mechanical lock. It wasn’t violent, but it was unbreakable.

The woman thrashed immediately, kicking and twisting. “Let go of me! What is this?! Let go!”

Arc’s voice remained calm. “Restraint applied. Target stable. No injury.”

“Arc!” I groaned and covered my face with one hand. “What are you doing?”

“Saving your life,” she said without missing a beat.

I let out a long breath and looked at the woman—who was now fighting Arc like a wildcat, teeth clenched, eyes wide with terror and fury.

“I’m sorry,” I said, stepping closer, but still keeping some distance. “She’s not going to hurt you. I told her not to. She only reacted because you were about to shoot me.”

“Damn right I was!” she yelled, trying to kick backward. Arc didn’t move an inch. “Who the hell are you people?!”

“Not your enemy,” I said.

She thrashed harder, bending forward, twisting, trying to pull free. Arc’s hold didn’t budge. Not even slightly.

“Let. Me. GO!”

Her voice cracked with rage. She screamed again, pushing her legs against the dirt, trying everything. Spins, wrenches, kicks. Nothing worked. Arc held her like a steel vice wrapped in skin.

I stood there, awkward, wincing, watching the whole thing unfold while Sync remained silent in my head.

She lasted a full minute before her strength gave out.

Her breathing became ragged. Sweat ran down her neck. Her head slumped forward a little, and she finally stilled, though I could see her shaking.

Then she spat at the ground and said, “Go ahead. Kill me. But I’m not talking. I don’t give a damn who sent you—Coalition, Verdance, Hollow Crown. You bastards won’t get anything from me.”

Her voice was hoarse, but defiant. She believed she was captured. She believed I was one of them. Whoever “them” was.

And I hated how reasonable that assumption actually sounded.

I stepped forward, slowly.

“I’m not here to hurt you. I’m not with the Coalition. Or the Verdance. Or anyone you just named. I’m not even from this world.”

That made her blink.

Her eyes narrowed.

She looked me over—really looked this time. The suit. The translucent faceplate. The drones now hovering silently in a loose perimeter just beyond her field of vision.

And I could see the moment she realized this was way above her pay grade.

“Listen,” I continued, keeping my voice steady, “I just want to talk. That’s all. Will you listen?”

She glared at me, breathing hard. “How can I tell if you’re telling the truth?”

There was sharpness in her voice, but it wasn’t just anger. Suspicion, yes. But also—something softer beneath it. Hesitation. Maybe even hope, buried deep and guarded.

I took a slow step forward and crouched down, just enough to lower my profile without making myself smaller.

“You can’t. Not really,” I said honestly. “But if I wanted to hurt you, I wouldn’t have stopped you from pulling the trigger. I wouldn’t be talking to you now. And she—” I nodded to Arc, still holding the woman tightly from behind, “—wouldn’t be keeping you in one piece.”

Arc remained motionless. Her face was blank, eyes focused ahead. She couldn’t see the woman’s expression, but her grip was precise, controlled. She didn’t tighten it. Didn’t loosen it either.

“I know about the Accord,” I added. “I know what you’re trying to do. And I’m not here to expose it. I’m not with the Coalition Directive. I’m not with the Verdance Pact. And I sure as hell don’t serve the Hollow Crown.”

The woman’s jaw twitched.

That struck a nerve.

I pressed gently. “I’ve seen what’s happening here. The wars. The air. The soil. People dying over scraps while others hoard tech and choke the sky. I’m not here to take sides. I’m here because I think you’re the only ones trying to stop the spiral. And maybe... maybe we can help.”

She looked away for a moment, toward the dark horizon, lips pressed together.

Then finally, she said, “Tell her to let me go.”

I looked at Arc. “Release her. Slowly.”

Arc’s arms unwrapped with measured grace. Controlled, smooth. The woman staggered a little once freed, but didn’t run. She just rubbed her wrists and took two careful steps forward, keeping her back turned from Arc, and her eyes locked on me.

“I’m listening,” she said, voice lower now. “But if this is a trick...”

“It’s not.”

She nodded once, grudging.

“Then start talking.”

I asked, “What did you want to know?”

“Are you really from...” She paused, then pointed up into the sky. “Up there?”

I smiled and gave a small nod.

“I am.”

She looked me over again, squinting. “Then why do you look like one of us?”

I blinked. Right. I’d almost forgotten. The nanoscreen over my face. The visual disguise.

I nodded toward her. “I’m using something that makes my face appear like one of your people’s. I didn’t want to scare anyone.”

She snorted. “Could have fooled me.”

“Sorry about that. Sync,” I said quietly, knowing Arc wouldn’t translate that part, “can you remove the camouflage on my face?”

Done.

The moment it dropped, her reaction told me everything. She gasped and took a step back, staring. Her mouth opened, but no words came out.

Guess he removed it.

“Are you here to capture us?”

I blinked at her question. “Come again?”

She hesitated, then shifted uncomfortably. Her eyes flicked upward again, toward the stars.

“I mean... there are stories. Old ones. Stuff people laugh at now. About things in the sky. People disappearing. Waking up with missing time. No one ever believed it. Just fringe stuff, passed around in scared towns and late-night feeds. But...” She trailed off, staring at my face. “You show up looking like us, with tech like that, invisible drones, and suddenly those stories don’t sound so stupid anymore.”

I blinked again, then let out a slow breath. “No. I’m not here to abduct anyone. I don’t do experiments. I don’t need samples. And I don’t beam people into ships.”

She didn’t answer right away. Just kept watching me like she half-expected me to sprout wings or phase through the ground.

“I’m here because your world’s falling apart,” I continued, “and I saw one group of people actually trying to stop it. That’s all.”

“So you’re not... tagging us? Probing us? Cutting us open?”

I winced. “No. Definitely not. Who told you those stories?”

She gave a half-shrug. “My grandmother. Said her sister disappeared in the night and came back three days later with a scar behind her ear and a memory full of static.”

I didn’t laugh. I didn’t even smile. Because even on Earth, stories like that existed. And out here, in a world burning from within, people would cling to any tale that helped explain the parts of life that didn’t make sense.

“I swear to you,” I said, “I’m not here to take anyone. I’m just trying to talk.”

She stared at me for another second, then slowly exhaled. “Alright. Then talk.”

I glanced around the open field, the dead brush and distant silhouettes of decaying irrigation lines. “Can we go somewhere private? Somewhere not... back at the building you came from?”

She nodded slowly, lips still tense. “I have a cabin. It’s about three hours from here, on foot. Hidden. Even Jargan doesn’t know about it. I figured one day I’d need a place to disappear to. Follow me.”

She turned—then stopped dead.

Her eyes locked on Arc, and I saw the exact moment the unease came crashing down. She hadn’t really looked at Arc before, not in full. Now, face to face, the difference was impossible to ignore.

She gasped, stumbled back a step and promptly fell on her ass in the dirt.

Arc didn’t move. She just stood there, silent and still, her expression blank and her eyes quietly glowing. Not threatening, not cold, just... inhuman.

I sighed and walked over, offering a hand. “She’s not going to hurt you.”

The woman stared at my hand, then up at Arc again. Her eyes narrowed slightly, trying to make sense of it all. “What is she?” she asked, voice a little more hushed.

I winced. “She’s... my protection. Let’s just say she’s with me.”

Her gaze flicked between us again. Then, reluctantly, she reached up and took my hand.

She was lighter than I expected. When I pulled, she came up faster than I was ready for, and I had to brace myself to keep her from slamming into my chest. I caught her by the forearm, barely keeping both of us upright.

She blinked, cheeks flushing red, and quickly stepped back, brushing herself off. “Thanks.”

I gave a small nod. “You okay?”

“I will be.”

She turned and started moving toward the treeline. “Come on. It’s this way.”

I looked at Arc, who had already started walking beside me like nothing had happened.

I raised an eyebrow. “I assume one of the drones is tracking her?”

Arc answered calmly. “She has been monitored since we first saw her. Vitals, heat signature, bio-index. I am aware of any anomaly within six meters.”

“Of course you are.”

We followed the woman—still no name given—as she guided us through the thickening forest. The trees here were twisted, low, with sickly-colored leaves and bark that looked brittle and scarred. The terrain rose and fell, uneven and wild, with no obvious path.

Two hours passed like that. Little talking, just movement. Arc kept pace silently, her synthetic frame making no sound against the broken forest floor. I stayed close enough to the woman to be reassuring, but not so close that I’d spook her again.

Eventually, she veered off from what little of a trail remained and pushed through a narrow wall of brush. “This way.”

Without her, we would have walked right past it. Hidden beneath an outcrop of rock and covered in a mess of bent branches and camouflage netting, the structure looked more like a collapsed storage shed than a shelter.

But as she cleared the cover and tapped a panel embedded in the stone, a disguised door hissed open.

Inside, the lighting was dim, but the air felt cleaner. Dry, cool. The walls were reinforced scrap-metal plates, insulated with salvaged fabric and ceramic foam. It wasn’t much—but it was hidden. Secure.

And it was hers.

She stepped inside and motioned for us to follow. “Close the door behind you.”

I stepped in first, and Arc followed without a word. The door sealed behind us with a quiet hiss.

She turned and faced us, arms crossed.

“Alright,” she said. “Now that we’re away from everything... start explaining.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


The Weight of Years

For a moment, I just stared at her.

The cabin’s soft lighting cast long, angular shadows across her face, highlighting the subtle contours that made her almost—but not quite—human. There was a faint shimmer to her skin, like a thin layer of polished glass over something more organic. Beautiful, in a strange and unsettling way.

She was close to human. Close enough that my brain kept trying to make sense of her—assign symmetry where there was none, match proportions that felt just a little too exact, too deliberate. But the details didn’t line up. The eyes held too much depth. The movements were too fluid, too calculated. Like someone had studied humanity and recreated it with precision rather than instinct.

Her skin had a smooth, metallic undertone. Not metal exactly, but a faint bronze sheen that caught the light when she moved. Her hair was short and ridged, growing in uniform rows that curled tightly back along her scalp. Not shaved. Natural. Her ears swept back slightly, narrow and angled, with delicate notches along the upper edge. And her eyes—those were the biggest difference. Large, with soft violet irises and flat, horizontal pupils like a cat’s. Not threatening. Just... other.

She wore a thick, weathered jacket, the kind meant to last through more storms than seasons. Faded in places, darkened in others, it was patched with uneven stitching—some of it done by hand, some by someone clearly in a hurry. Her boots were caked with dry, cracked dirt, the kind that had baked under a relentless sun. Her utility belt sagged slightly from use, cluttered with mismatched tools, fraying straps, and a half-rusted sidearm that looked like it had seen more years than she had.

Nothing she wore was for show. No trim, no insignia, no attempt to look like anything other than what she was—prepared. Every piece of gear had a purpose. It was survival worn like armor. Not vanity. Not decoration. Just function, pure and stripped to the bone.

“You said you wanted to talk,” she said, arms folded, posture tense.

“I do,” I replied, still watching her. “Just... taking it in.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Do I look that strange to you?”

“Not strange,” I said. “Just different enough to remind me I’m a long way from home.”

She didn’t respond to that, and I didn’t press it. I stepped further into the room and lowered myself onto the edge of a reinforced bench near the wall.

“How long has the war been going on?” I asked.

She took a breath, her expression flattening. “Officially? One hundred and seventeen years. Unofficially, closer to one twenty. No one really agrees when it started. Some say it was a border conflict. Others say it began the day the first resource law was passed. Doesn’t matter now. No one alive remembers peace.”

I let that settle in before I spoke again. “How long do they think you’ve got left?”

“Our best minds say a century. Maybe more if the climate stabilizes. Maybe less if the Hollow Crown pulls another shock campaign.”

Arc’s voice came through my internal channel. Quiet. Neutral.

“Based on current environmental collapse rates, their models are incorrect. At most, they have twenty-three to twenty-seven local years remaining.”

I didn’t flinch. Didn’t let it show.

No point telling her that now. What would it change?

“You lead the Accord?” I asked.

She gave a tight nod. “One of the cells, yeah. There’s no real central structure anymore. I manage four regional zones. Took over after my father died.”

I waited a beat. Then asked, “How long ago was that?”

“I was fourteen.”

I studied her a moment longer. Her face was young, but it carried weight. Tension. Like the years behind her had been heavier than most.

She looked at me and added, “I’m twenty-one now.”

I nodded. No need to calculate it. Without any biological frame of reference or database match, Arc wouldn’t have been able to convert that to Earth Time anyway. For all I knew, her planet’s day cycle was longer, the year slower. Most interplanetary governments had standardized a conversion protocol called ETime—Earth Time—back when Earth still ran most of the galactic bureaucracy. Planets tracked their own calendars locally, but any official coordination still got run through ETime so everyone knew what “a week” meant when a contract crossed star systems. Even here, on a planet that had never reached orbit, she probably knew nothing about it. I kept that to myself.

“I’m Albert,” I said. “And this is Arc. She’s with me.”

She watched me carefully, then repeated the name slowly. “Albert. Strange-sounding, but I’ve heard worse.”

I smiled faintly. “I’ve been called worse.”

She gave a short, tired exhale. Not quite a laugh.

“Mila,” she said.

I looked up. “Nice to meet you, Mila.”

“If we’re going to talk,” she said, “I’d rather not be anonymous.”

“Fair enough.”

She shifted her weight and leaned slightly against the wall.

“So,” she said, her tone sharper again, “what are you? Not from here, that’s obvious.”

“No. I came from off-world. Far from here. I didn’t land here by mistake, though. I saw what was happening and chose to come down.”

“To save us?”

“No,” I said honestly. “To see if anyone was still trying to save themselves.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly, but not in anger. Just... measuring.

“You know, I didn’t choose this,” she said. “The leadership. The fighting. None of it. I just stepped in because no one else would. My father was respected. When he died, everyone looked at me. I think they thought I’d just carry the weight like he did.”

“Sounds like you did.”

“Yeah. And it’s killing me.”

She didn’t mean physically. Not entirely.

“I’m not here to tell you how to run your people,” I said. “I just want to talk options. See if there’s a way we can help. Quietly. Without causing a civil war or making you a target.”

Mila leaned back again and let out a breath. A long one.

“Alright, Albert. I’m listening.”

I leaned forward a bit, resting my elbows on my knees. “Can I ask you something?”

Mila raised an eyebrow but didn’t answer. She just gave a small shrug that I took as permission.

“I’ve been trying to understand your world,” I said. “Arc’s helped me figure out some of the basics. The language, data networks, broadcast structure. We’ve got access to satellite feeds, atmospheric scans, encrypted transmissions... but there’s still a lot I don’t get. There are huge blind spots. Historical records just vanish. Scientific archives cut off after certain years. Entire city databases lead to nowhere.”

“That’s not surprising,” she said flatly.

“Why? Is it damage? Infrastructure collapse?”

She shook her head. “It’s intentional. The central governments control most public-facing networks. What they don’t control, they monitor. And what they can’t monitor, they erase. The only people who remember the real past are the ones who lived through it. And they’re dying off.”

I frowned. “So the blackout isn’t an accident. It’s a policy.”

“Exactly.”

“And you—your people—are the ones trying to keep the truth alive.”

Her lips tightened. “That’s why they want us gone. Not because we’re a military threat. Not because we hold territory. But because we share information. We pass along uncensored reports, satellite data, environmental models, firsthand accounts. Sometimes we don’t even know what we’re sending. We just move the pieces. Give people the chance to decide for themselves.”

I nodded slowly. “That explains a lot.”

Mila leaned back, arms folded again. “You have no idea how deep the rot goes. There are entire generations now that don’t even know what the planet looked like before the collapse. They’ve grown up thinking poisoned skies are normal. That rationed water is just how things are. If we show them how it used to be—or how it could be—they start asking questions. And that makes us dangerous.”

“Because you break the story.”

She looked at me then, really looked. “Exactly.”

I sat with that a moment, letting it settle. The transmission gaps. The dead links. The carefully curated fragments of history. All of it made sense now.

“Your people ever try to go public? Like, all at once? Break the net, dump everything?”

Mila’s face darkened. “Yeah. We tried it once. Broadcasted a full data package through neutral ground using a salvaged relay satellite. It took the Coalition six hours to trace it. Everyone involved was dead by the end of the day. They didn’t even try to hide it. Just made an example.”

I didn’t look away.

“And you still keep going?”

“If we don’t,” she said, “then they win.”

I nodded slowly, and something settled deep in my gut. A quiet, insistent voice that didn’t speak in words but in feeling. I needed to help her. Or at the very least, help the people she represented. The ones who still gave a damn.

“Can you give us weapons?” Mila suddenly asked.

It came out sharp and sudden—more plea than demand. I winced, and she must have caught the expression because her face tightened immediately.

She scowled. “That’s a no?”

“It’s not,” I said quickly, holding up my hands. “It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s that I can’t. The weapons I have... they’re not suited for this kind of fight.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Not suited how?”

I hesitated, then gave her the truth in pieces. “Because if I handed them over, even one of them, and it got into the wrong hands, your war wouldn’t last another day. Your world wouldn’t either.”

Her eyes widened. “You have planet-killers?”

“Well... not quite. But just assume yes,” I said, deflecting a little.

Truth was, Arc could level half the hemisphere if she wanted to. And technically, she could take out the other half before breakfast and not even blink. Not that she blinked. Or sweated. But you get the gist.

Mila stared at me, jaw clenched, trying to decide if I was exaggerating. I didn’t correct her.

After a long pause, she finally said, “Alright. So no weapons.”

“Not the kind you’re thinking of, no. But I’m not useless, Mila. There are other ways to fight.”

She tilted her head slightly. “You mean tactics? Surveillance? Infiltration?”

I smiled. “That... and maybe a few things your enemies can’t even imagine.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


The Data War

The Data War

Hours had passed.

We hadn’t left the cabin. Arc had taken up a quiet position near the door, unmoving, her presence more like furniture than a person. Mila and I had been talking the entire time. Sometimes about strategy. Sometimes history. Sometimes about nothing at all. It was the kind of conversation two people have when they’re trying to figure out whether they trust each other—slow, layered, unfinished.

Now she sat across from me, a half-finished cup of nutrient broth cooling at her side. Her arms were folded on the table. Her expression had changed.

There was something new in her face. Something I hadn’t seen before.

Hope.

It crept in cautiously, like a trespasser who hadn’t decided if it was safe to stay.

“So,” she said, not quite meeting my eyes. “If you can’t give us weapons... what can you give us?”

I leaned back slightly and let the silence build for a second.

“Information,” I said. “Not rumors. Not intercepted broadcasts. The real kind. Locked systems. High-clearance files. Satellite command logs. Uplink schematics. Government kill orders. Entire nodes of suppressed data you’ve probably never even heard of.”

Her eyes slowly rose to meet mine.

“How?” she asked quietly.

“Arc and Sync,” I said. “Let’s just say they can search and process information faster than anything your world has. If your records were ever stored—on any kind of system, archive, or signal—we have a good chance of finding them. Doesn’t matter how old or hidden. If it was ever there, we’ll dig it out.”

“You’re serious.”

“I am.”

She blinked, then sat back and let that settle. Her fingers drummed once on the tabletop.

“What kind of information are we talking about? Names? Locations?”

“Everything,” I said. “Command structures. False-flag operations. Poisoned water tables. Fabricated famine zones. Even internal memos designed to keep you fighting each other while they profit.”

Mila stared at me, mouth slightly open. “They’ve been wiping that data for decades.”

“Which means someone worked really hard to keep it buried. That usually means it matters.”

Her expression darkened slightly, but not with anger. With determination.

“If we had that—if we could prove even half of what we suspect... we could break them. Not militarily, but publicly. We could fracture their narrative. Turn their soldiers against them. Their citizens. Their scientists. Everyone.”

I nodded. “Exactly.”

She hesitated, then said something I hadn’t expected.

“This might actually change everything.”

For a second, the room went quiet again. Even Arc didn’t speak. The only sound was the low hum of the recycled air system kicking on.

Then Mila leaned forward and asked, “How fast can you start?”

I smiled.

“Already have.”

I turned to Arc.

“Already have.”

I turned to Arc. “Can you give her the information?”

“I can,” Arc said with a nod. “But their systems aren’t compatible. I’d need to modify one of their own devices to act as a bridge. I can’t use our tablets—they’d stand out too much, and the tech would raise questions.”

Without a word, Mila stood and crossed the room to a low bed tucked into the corner. She knelt beside it, opened a worn wooden chest, and rummaged through it until she pulled out what looked like a weather-sealed plastic pouch. From inside, she extracted a smooth, flattened disk—not quite a circle, not quite a square. The casing was dull gray and scratched, but intact.

She turned with a triumphant grin. “Like this?”

Arc stepped over, accepting the item with a curious tilt of her head. She studied it for a second, then pressed along the rim. A faint chirp sounded, and one side of the device flickered to life—dim blue symbols glowing faintly beneath a scratched display.

“Interesting design,” Arc murmured. “Outdated. Minimal memory. But still functional. Yes—this will work.”

She glanced at me. “I’ll need Sync’s help. His nanobots can reconstruct the internals without altering the external shell. That way, it still looks like theirs.”

I nodded once. “Sync,” I said aloud, “assist Arc. Give her whatever she needs.”

Understood. Place your hand on the device, Sync replied.

I walked over and pressed my palm against the surface. Within seconds, a soft tingling spread through my fingertips—like static crawling under the skin. I didn’t flinch. I knew what it was: Sync releasing a microfilament swarm, tiny machines already burrowing into the device’s structure and rewriting it from the inside out.

Mila watched with wide eyes.

A minute later, Arc stepped back. “It’s done. I’ve loaded a curated set of files. Data relevant to your world’s infrastructure, threats, historical contradictions. Nothing overtly foreign. Enough to make a difference.”

Mila took the device reverently, then activated it again. She stared at the screen for several seconds, her expression shifting from confusion to awe. Her breath caught.

“This… this information—some of it was sealed away. Some of it was lost. How did you—?” She looked between Arc and me, stunned. “How did you access this?”

I chuckled under my breath. “If it exists—anywhere, even buried—Arc will find it. She doesn’t miss things.”

Her gaze flicked back to the tablet, then narrowed slightly. “And Sync? That name you said twice now. Who is that?”

“Sync’s…” I scratched the back of my neck. “He’s… different. Not like Arc. More like a shadow that follows me. A partner, in a way—but he’s part of me. He sees what I see. Helps when I need it.”

She studied me, eyes sharp. “So… is he a machine? A spirit? A weapon?”

I gave a faint smile, but didn’t answer directly. “He’s… private. And the less people know about him, the better.

Arc was—technically—a theft. Sync? He’s something I never meant to find. Or maybe something that found me. But it was also my secret.

Mila nodded slowly, clearly curious but sensing I wasn’t going to say more.

“Fair enough,” she said. Then glanced back down at the screen, her fingers trembling slightly. “Whatever he is… thank you. Both of you.”
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An hour later, we were gone—leaving Mila behind with more than just hope. She now held information that could shift the balance of power.

The shuttle ride up was quiet. The kind of quiet that settles when too many possibilities are unfolding elsewhere.

Eventually, I asked the question that had been chewing at the edge of my thoughts.

“Do you think it’ll help her and her resistance, Arc?”

Arc’s voice was steady. I believe so. I didn’t just give her mission details. I gave her names. Patterns. The habits and movements of key individuals—people who matter. If she chooses, she can use that knowledge to eliminate them.

I let out a breath. “Leaving my hands clean.”

Correct, Sync said. Her people. Her planet. No foreign interference—at least, not publicly. Just one of their own, making choices.

I nodded slowly, watching the clouds peel away below as the stars came back into view.

“She’ll either change everything,” I murmured, “or die trying.”

That, Arc said softly, is the choice every rebel makes.

“That,” Arc said softly, “is the choice every rebel makes.”

I nodded absently, eyes drifting to the planet below. I wanted to believe she was right.

A trace of guilt still clung to me, faint but persistent. But as I stared down at that fractured world—its scorched terrain, the broken infrastructure, the hollowed-out cities—something hardened inside me. They needed this.

And technically… I hadn’t interfered. Not really.

I didn’t fire a weapon. I didn’t pull any trigger. I just gave them data—information that might have been impossible to get otherwise, sure—but still… just information. Right?

I exhaled and looked away from the viewport, telling myself that was enough.

That it had to be.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Ghosts in the System

A week passed.

We hadn’t gone far. Just slipped into a quiet section of high orbit, keeping to the shadowy fringes beyond the established geosynchronous lanes. From here, the planet below moved with a slow, steady rotation—its surface a broken quilt of smog-choked cities, scorched wilderness, and power grids that flickered like dying embers. Some regions glowed faintly in the night, barely clinging to the illusion of stability. Others were simply dark.

We hadn’t heard from Mila directly. Not a word. But we didn’t need to. Arc had been watching, tapping into stray signals, low-bandwidth transmissions, atmospheric leaks. Even without direct contact, we could see the signs. Something was changing down there. And fast.

She didn’t sleep, didn’t get distracted, didn’t miss a thing.

Activity spike, she said suddenly, her tone as even as ever. You may want to see this.

I turned toward the holo-display as it bloomed into view. Newsfeeds, civilian chatter, encrypted comms—dozens of data threads arranged like a living puzzle, each one pulsing with urgency. The planet’s quiet was gone, replaced by a steady rhythm of chaos.

Arc began highlighting one feed after another.

In the southern industrial belt, an ammunition depot belonging to the ruling faction’s militia was destroyed four hours ago, she said. Explosives were placed deep inside the structure. Precision timing. Total loss. No survivors.

Another thread lit up.

Forty-eight hours prior, two high-ranking procurement officers were assassinated inside their administrative towers—different cities, different security details. Both died within three seconds of each other. No surveillance footage. No trace of forced entry.

A third feed rolled across the display.

Last night, a transport ship carrying over a thousand crates of armor plating exploded during takeoff from Port Cinder. Civilian losses minimal. Military-grade material, completely incinerated.

I leaned forward, eyes scanning the incoming data. It wasn’t just explosions or gunshots. It was targeted. Surgical.

Three communication towers have been sabotaged in the past six days, Arc continued. Each one served as a signal hub for government broadcast protocols. Two are still offline. The third was spliced—broadcasting resistance messages on loop for nearly ten minutes before it burned out.

“And the resistance?” I asked.

Arc added. They’ve claimed responsibility for some of the events. But not all. Not the assassinations. Not the internal sabotage of orbital tracking stations.

“Too clean,” I muttered. “Too complex.”

She highlighted a civilian broadcast—an evening news panel with hastily edited graphics and two flustered analysts arguing in real time.

“The Resistance has never operated at this scale,” one anchor said. “They’ve targeted convoys, yes. Maybe the occasional checkpoint or patrol unit. But this? This is coordinated disruption on a national level. Assassinations. Infrastructure collapse. Civilian warnings issued before attacks.”

“Then who’s doing it?” the other demanded. “A foreign actor? An internal splinter cell?”

“That’s what I’m asking. We need to consider the possibility that someone else is involved.”

Arc muted the feed. That sentiment is spreading.

“Any leaks tying it back to us?” I asked.

None, Arc replied. The modifications to the device we gave Mila are holding. Local analysts believe the data originated from within their own classified archives. A growing number think the resistance must’ve had a spy high up the chain. A traitor.

I exhaled slowly. “And that’s fine with me.”

The holo-display pulsed again. Another update: a covert weapons lab, hidden beneath a research facility, had just gone dark. Satellite thermal signatures confirmed internal combustion, no heat signatures remaining. Another black site erased.

I sat back in the chair, fingers steepled.

“She’s using everything we gave her.”

She’s being smart about it, Arc corrected. Spacing out the strikes. Hitting logistics before leadership. Removing supply before ideology.

“She’s fighting a war now.”

She already was. We just changed her ammunition.

A moment of silence passed as we both stared at the feed.

The resistance had always been fragmented, reactive, local. But now, it moved like a singular force. One step ahead. One hand across the map. Ghosts in the system.

I wondered if Mila was still the same woman we’d met in that dim room—or if war had already begun carving her into something else.

Then again, wasn’t that what war did to everyone?

“Should we reach out?” I asked, glancing between them. “Make sure she’s alright?”

No need, Sync replied. I’ve been monitoring her through the tablet’s limited camera access. She’s holding up. A little stressed, naturally, but no signs of collapse. In fact… she’s moving up in the resistance leadership circle. The others are starting to follow her lead—because of the information she brought in.

I let out a quiet laugh. “Good. I guess now we wait and see what happens?”

Or, Arc offered, we move on.

I snorted. “And miss out on watching the fallout from our meddling? Not a chance. I want to see what we stirred up.”

Fair, she said. Then we’ll stay in orbit another month. Observe the consequences.

“Let’s just hope,” I muttered, settling back in my seat, “we didn’t light something we can’t put out.”

Neither of them answered.

They didn’t have to.

Over the next three weeks, the planet changed.

Arc kept the feeds running, and I watched the transformation unfold like a chain reaction—one lit fuse at a time.

Mila was behind it all. Or at least, at the center of it.

We saw power substations go dark in regions known for government weapons production. Not destroyed—just cut off. Temporarily. Like someone wanted to send a message before drawing blood.

Then came the rail attacks. Military supply trains derailed with surgical precision—twisted steel, wrecked carriages, no civilian casualties.

Next, a research lab tied to classified energy projects was emptied overnight. Every drive, terminal, and hard storage device scrubbed or taken. Not a trace left behind.

“She’s not just striking,” I muttered as we reviewed the reports. “She’s planning. Long-term.”

Correct, Arc confirmed. She’s thinking like a strategist now. This isn’t random sabotage—it’s designed disruption.

The list kept growing.

A small orbital fuel tether detonated mid-cycle—enough to scare traffic off, not enough to cripple the launch platform. Three regional governors went silent within seventy-two hours, their estates hit with simultaneous EMP pulses that fried every piece of equipment in their compounds. Arc even caught footage of one of them trying to flee in a private shuttle—only for it to be locked out by a remote access override and grounded.

“She has people,” I said aloud. “She’s not alone anymore.”

No, Sync added. She’s leading. And doing it well.

By the end of the fourth week, the newsfeeds had shifted tone. No more denials. No more labeling the resistance as rogue cells or “misguided youth.”

Now? It was fear. Respect. Desperation.

“The resistance appears to have access to intelligence far beyond what we believed possible,” one state broadcaster announced, his tone shaken. “There are whispers of a new command structure, new capabilities. The question now is whether peace talks are even an option—before more infrastructure collapses.”

We watched the public calls for diplomacy roll in. Appeals from regional leaders, trade unions, and even a few military officials. None from the high council—yet. They were too proud, or too afraid.

But that changed after what happened in Ardent Sector.

A joint military-corporate orbital launch was sabotaged on the pad. No explosion. No deaths. Just a broadcast override—Mila’s voice, calm and measured, announcing that the payload on board was intended for planetary suppression. A weapon they claimed didn’t exist.

Proof streamed directly to every major channel. Documents. Videos. Lab reports.

The payload was removed by resistance agents in broad daylight. The military didn’t even stop them.

That was the breaking point.

Three days later, the council came forward.

A formal message. Public. Controlled. But still—it was an offer.

“We invite the resistance leadership to meet with us. To discuss terms. To bring an end to the violence and ensure a peaceful future for all.”

No threats. No grandstanding.

Just fear, wrapped in diplomacy.

Arc turned to me as the message ended. Do we intervene?

“No,” I said immediately. “We watch.”

The resistance accepted the invitation two days later, but Mila didn’t go.

She sent a representative in her place, a woman named Ressa who’d been part of the early movement. Level-headed, articulate, loyal. Mila, Sync said, that she felt that her getting caught with that tablet, and all its information, would be too critical, so she sent Ressa instead, and kept the tablet as far away from the meeting as possible.

“Smart move,” I muttered as I watched the feeds. “She knew they might try something.”

And that’s why she didn’t go, Sync added. The tablet I helped Arc modify has passive defenses. If anything happens to it—or if it’s tampered with—it’ll wipe itself and send a signal directly to us.

“Nice,” I said, impressed.

She learned fast, Arc replied. She had to.

Onscreen, Ressa stood before the government delegation—four members seated at a round table in a tall stone hall surrounded by guards and cameras. She didn’t flinch. Didn’t raise her voice. Just pressed a single button on the tablet and let it speak for her.

The footage Arc had compiled played out—names, lies, hidden prisons, offworld deals, broken promises.

And behind it, Mila’s recorded message.

“You want peace. Prove it. Disarm your sky platforms. Withdraw from the neutral zones. Release the detained. Then we talk.”

The message ended. The room was silent.

The council didn’t answer right away. But they didn’t walk out either.

“They’re considering it,” I said quietly, watching their expressions flicker beneath the sterile light of the chamber.

They have no choice, Arc replied. They’re caught between a rock and a hard place. If they reject the offer, they’re afraid of what Mila might do next. And they should be. She’s become a symbol—praised, quoted. The people are calling her a hero.

“And they’re afraid she’ll come after them personally,” I snorted.

Pretty much, Sync said with a dry chuckle. She was dangerous before—now, with tactical data and deep access to enemy operations? She’s lethal. A killing machine with a conscience. That’s what terrifies them.

He paused for a beat, then added, But even with all that, she’s been minimizing casualties.

“I noticed that,” I murmured, arms folded across my chest. “She’s targeting infrastructure, systems, coordination points. The only time she goes after people directly is when they’re too far gone—deep in war crimes, or holding the leash on something worse.”

I gestured toward the frozen hologram of the negotiation room, the delegates shifting uncomfortably at the resistance’s demands.

“And that’s why they came to the table,” I said. “They’re not negotiating out of principle. They’re negotiating because she made them irrelevant.”

Correction, Arc said. She made them afraid of becoming obsolete. There’s a difference.

I leaned back in my seat, exhaling slowly as the planet drifted in its lazy spin below us. So much chaos, so much silence. It looked the same from up here—blue-gray cloud bands, sunlit oceans—but I knew better.

The world had shifted.

The center of power wasn’t in marble halls or military bunkers anymore. It was down there now, buried in encrypted channels and whispered orders. Passed hand to hand in alleys and coded into old transmission arrays. Mila sat at the heart of it—not asking for permission, not waiting for the old order to crumble. She was replacing it.

She worked her networks like a spider. Careful. Patient. Precise.

We might’ve given her the information, but she was the one who turned it into something more. She didn’t lash out at random. She didn’t let anger dictate her aim. Every strike, every leak, every move—it had a purpose.

Rational thought. Strategic intent.

She wasn’t just fighting a war. She was building something.

And the people down there? They were starting to believe in her.

I let that sit with me for a while, watching the shimmering curve of the planet slide past the Arc’s forward viewport.

We’d handed her a spark.

She lit the fire.

And now the world was burning better.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


The Weight of Quiet Victories

A month passed.

True to her word, Arc remained in orbit, watching, listening, recording everything.

And down on the planet, the shift wasn’t just visible. It was undeniable.

Roads once guarded by blockades now ran open between cities. Trade resumed in regions that hadn’t seen food or medicine in over a year. Broadcast towers returned to service, this time sending out balanced news, not filtered propaganda. Even the once-patrolled curfews had lifted. People were walking the streets at night again. Laughing. Gathering.

The resistance hadn’t just broken the regime, they’d restructured it.

There was no single government anymore. A coalition had formed—representatives from former resistance cells, civic leaders, even defectors from the old power structure who’d proven their loyalty. It was messy, uneven, and slower than some hoped… but it was working.

And through it all, Mila stayed at the center, shaping without ruling. Always one step removed. She didn’t want a throne. Just progress.

“She’s doing it,” I said aloud one evening, arms crossed as I watched a live feed of a coastal power grid coming back online. The workers wore resistance colors now. Volunteers. Citizens.

She is, Arc replied. The restoration rate has increased 41% in the past two weeks. Infrastructure is stabilizing faster than projected. Security incidents are down 87%. Civilian trust metrics are rising.

Then Arc paused.

A new feed window opened in front of me.

It wasn’t news.

It was Mila.

Alone, seated in what looked like a small, sparse office. The tablet we’d modified sat beside her, its screen off—but she was staring at it like it had just spoken.

Then, her voice—barely above a whisper.

“I know you’re watching.”

She leaned closer to the device, pressing one palm flat against it.

“I need to speak with Albert. Alone.”

The feed cut out as she closed the tablet gently and stood, walking out of frame.

I sat there, surprised. Not by the request, but by the clarity in her voice. There was no fear. Just certainty.

“She figured it out,” I muttered.

Yes, Sync answered calmly. She’s been careful not to show it. But her behavior has changed in subtle ways over the past three days. She knew we were watching. She waited until she was sure.

I nodded slowly.

“All right,” I said. “Set up the meet. Give her a time and place.”

Coordinates sent, Arc confirmed.

And I turned away from the display, wondering why, after all we’d seen—after everything she’d built—Mila wanted to speak to me in silence.

And what it was she didn’t want anyone else to hear.

And just like that, I found myself back on the planet.

It was early afternoon, and the sun was trying to break through the ever-present smog. It didn’t succeed. Just hung there like a pale coin behind the haze—visible, but dim. The light it gave off wasn’t warmth. It was more like an echo of what sunlight used to feel like.

The meeting spot was remote—two hundred miles from the nearest habitation, a dead zone once used for long-range weapons testing decades ago. When Arc sent her the coordinates, Mila didn’t balk. Didn’t ask why, or if it was safe, or even suggest a change. She just nodded once at the tablet’s camera. Like she’d been expecting it all along.

I arrived early, of course. Scouted the area. Monitored local comms. If it was a trap, it was the quietest one ever set.

And then I saw it—a single vehicle cresting the horizon, kicking up a trail of dust like a comet tail. The land was bone-dry, the kind of arid that made footsteps linger. Even from this distance, I could tell she was driving it herself.

No escorts. No guards.

Just Mila.

Coming alone.

Just like she’d asked.

I waited until she stopped the vehicle in front of me.

It was old—gas-powered, loud, and clearly rebuilt from scraps. On most worlds now, electric was the standard. Cleaner. Smarter. We’d learned our lesson after Earth’s environmental decline. But down here? People worked with what they had. And sometimes that meant choking engines and patched fuel lines.

Beggers couldn’t be choosers.

She didn’t get out right away. Just sat there, staring at me through the windshield. Her eyes studied me with a strange mix of recognition and distance. And her face… it had changed. Not older exactly—but there was weight there now. Leadership did that.

After a few moments, she opened the door and stepped out. The door groaned on its hinge. Dust clung to her boots as she rounded the front of the vehicle and came to stand in front of me. Arms loose at her sides. Her expression unreadable.

“You were right,” she said quietly. “The information… it changed everything.”

I gave a small nod, fighting the urge to smirk. “I noticed. Nice work, by the way.”

She gave a shallow nod, eyes drifting to the arid horizon. The silence between us stretched, long and not entirely uncomfortable.

“Why out here?” she asked, glancing back at me.

I shrugged. “I needed to be sure. That this wasn’t a setup. That you were serious.”

She didn’t take offense. Just nodded again. “I’ll admit… I wasn’t sure you were really watching me through the tablet.”

I chuckled. “Wasn’t me, exactly. And Sync wouldn’t betray your trust, either. Right, Sync?”

Only if she intended to hurt you, he replied calmly in my head.

I raised an eyebrow at her. “So… unless you were planning to kill me, your secrets were safe.”

She gave a faint smile at that, then sighed. The breeze carried fine dust across the ground between us.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said. “About what comes next. For my people. We’ve won—sort of. But winning’s just the beginning, isn’t it?”

I nodded, slowly. “That part’s not mine to answer. This is your world. Your future. I was just the catalyst. A shadow in the background.”

“You could come back,” she offered. “Let them see you. What you did. Be a hero.”

I snorted. “What do you think would happen if an alien suddenly stepped forward and told the public he helped tip the balance?”

She hesitated—then, surprisingly, she laughed. It was short, dry, and knowing. “They’d panic.”

“Exactly. Doubt everything. You. The movement. Maybe even turn on it all, out of fear.”

She looked down at the ground, scuffing her boot lightly in the dust. “So I stay the face. And they never know.”

I nodded. “They shouldn’t have to. They need to believe this was done by them. For them. And it was.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then asked again, this time softer, more personal: “So… what happens now? What is next for us?”

I looked at her, really looked. Saw the exhaustion behind her poise. The unspoken fear behind the strength.

“You rebuild,” I said. “Better than before. You make something that’s yours. Your people finally have a chance to define their future. That’s rare. Don’t waste it.”

She met my eyes. And this time, when she nodded, there was no hesitation.

“We won’t.”

Without warning, she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me, squeezing tight. I blinked, caught off guard. Before I could even react, before my own arms rose instinctively to return it, she stepped back two paces.

A faint blush colored her cheeks.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “For everything.”

I felt heat rise in my own face, but I smiled. “I’m just glad I could help.”

She glanced down for a moment, then looked back up. “Where will you go now?”

I looked toward the sky, the haze barely hiding the pale sun above. “Out there. Another world. Another mess to unravel. Maybe someone else needs a quiet hand behind the curtain.”

She tilted her head slightly. “Is that what your people do?”

There was curiosity in her voice—but I could tell she was fishing. Hoping I’d give her more.

I smiled faintly and shook my head. “No. My people and I… we don’t exactly see eye to eye.”

She raised a brow, clearly interested, but didn’t press.

Instead, she nodded once and said, “Well… good luck, Albert. In whatever you find out there. And thank you.”

Just like that, she turned around, walked back to her old rusted vehicle, and climbed in. The engine coughed once before rumbling to life. She didn’t look back as she turned it around and disappeared into the dust, heading back the way she came.

I stood there, watching the cloud trail drift behind her long after the car was gone.

“You think she’ll be okay?” I asked aloud.

Most likely, Sync replied. She’s smart. Fierce. And more importantly, the people believe in her. That matters.

I nodded, quietly.

Yeah. It did.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


The Ones Who Travel

We were back aboard the ship.

The silence of space was comforting in its own way. No alarms. No urgent comm traffic. Just the soft hum of systems running in the background, and the vastness of the stars surrounding us.

Below, the planet turned slowly. Mutar. That was its name, we’d learned. A name that showed up in several local dialects, sometimes stylized differently, but always carrying the same rough meaning: The Place That Endures.

“Fitting,” I murmured.

Correct, Arc said in my head. It appears in religious texts, rebel communiqués, even childhood rhymes. Mutar has always been seen as more than just a place. It is home, burden, and myth.

I sat in the command seat, legs stretched, my back slouched just enough to get comfortable without looking lazy. Outside the viewport, I watched the curve of the world slowly roll by. Clouds drifted in slow formation, soft patterns across rusted continents. Cities blinked faintly in the dark, like fireflies trapped in glass.

A month had passed since my last meeting with Mila. A month since we stood under that hazy sky and spoke about futures neither of us could see clearly. Yet despite the uncertainty, something had changed. Something fundamental.

“They really are rebuilding,” I said aloud. “Faster than I expected.”

Rebuilding, reorganizing, reimagining, Arc replied. Her people are more adaptive than I projected. The resistance transformed almost overnight into a governing body. Fragile, yes. But functional.

It was surreal. When we’d first arrived, the planet had felt like it was on the edge of collapse. Fragmented infrastructure. Puppet governments propped up by fear. Resources hoarded, rationed, and fought over. Now?

Now it felt like something new was trying to be born.

I stared at the data scrolling across the side display. Increased agricultural output. Repaired water networks. Transit systems rebooted and operational in six provinces. Schools reopening. Civil forums forming without military oversight.

And all of it, Arc continued, sparked by the quiet delivery of information. Not weapons. Not fleets. Just truth.

I smiled faintly. That had been the goal, right?

But the question still gnawed at the edge of my thoughts.

“Should we send a beacon? Let Command know?”

There was a pause. Longer than usual. Then Sync answered, slower, his tone uncharacteristically contemplative.

Maybe not yet, he said. If we notify the them now, this world becomes a name on a chart. Another datapoint. Another ‘developing civilization’ to monitor. They’ll want to scan it, assess it, put it in a box.

“Or a cage,” I muttered.

Exactly.

Arc chimed in. And worse than bureaucracy is the curiosity. Scientists, surveyors, diplomats. And eventually, soldiers.

“They’ll want to know how she did it,” I added. “How a broken rebel force overturned half a planetary regime in under ninety days.”

Because they won’t believe she did it herself, Sync said. They’ll assume outside influence. Us. And they’ll want to ‘correct’ it.

I stood and walked to the viewport, hands folded behind my back. The stars glinted faintly beyond the tinted glass, but my eyes were drawn to the planet below. Mutar. So full of pain. So full of potential.

“This makes them the fourth,” I said quietly.

Yes, Arc confirmed. Fourth confirmed intelligent alien species that humans have met.

“And like the others, they’re not looking to leave their world.”

No, she said. The Tareen live in the ocean layers of Keplar-12b. They’ve never even broken orbit. The Kovari built sky-forts, then sealed their atmosphere and turned inward. The Ril-Keth trade, but they never leave their gravitational shell.

Humanity was alone—not because we were the only ones out there, but because we were the only ones who couldn’t stop moving. We needed new worlds. New systems. New challenges. Everyone else seemed to have found peace in the ground beneath their feet.

And here we were, again. The travelers. The meddlers. The ones who show up, nudge something just slightly, and leave.

“They’re not ready,” I said. “Even Mila… she wouldn’t know what to do if a fleet ship landed tomorrow.”

Exactly, Sync said. We gave them a spark. They need time to let it burn, not smother it with policy and protocol.

I nodded slowly. “Then we don’t send the beacon. Not yet.”

Arc’s systems dimmed slightly, shifting to a lower power state. No alarms. No movement. Just the quiet patience of a ship waiting for its next heading.

Below us, Mutar continued its spin. Cities glowed. Farmlands grew. And in the capital, the resistance-turned-council debated their next constitution.

We didn’t belong there anymore.

But we could watch.

And we did.

For now.

I stayed seated for a while longer, just staring at the slow spin of Mutar below. The name still felt strange on my tongue—foreign, but right. The Place That Endures. And somehow, that meant more now than it had a month ago.

After a long silence, I finally asked, “So... where to next?”

Arc didn’t respond immediately. Then her voice filtered through the bridge speakers, gentle, but laced with uncertainty.

There are sectors I can mark as ‘promising.’ Localized atmospheric signs. Narrowband emissions. Even some unconfirmed orbital debris. But nothing definitive. No guarantees.

“Nothing ever is,” I murmured, rubbing the back of my neck.

She waited.

Then I said, “You know what? Let’s not chart a destination. Not yet. Just… pick one. Random sector. Roll the cosmic dice.”

That is not a particularly efficient method of exploration, she replied.

“Probably not. But maybe it’s time we stop trying to be efficient. I mean, this planet wasn’t on any priority list. And look what happened.”

She was silent again, then finally said, Coordinates plotted. Randomized within habitable thresholds.

I smiled faintly.

“I guess that’s our mission now. Help where we can. Quietly. Secretly. No fanfare. No declarations.”

Sync chimed in, his tone light but thoughtful. Uplift in the shadows. I like it.

“Yeah,” I said, settling back as the engines began to hum. “Not gods. Not rulers. Just… catalysts.”

And outside the viewport, the stars began to shift.


EPILOGUE


Headquarters Station, Council Assembly Room – Level 1-A Secure

The chamber wasn’t large, but it didn’t need to be. Size was for show. Power lived in silence. In stillness. The kind that settled between glances and never needed to raise its voice.

Five members of the Interstellar Oversight Council sat at the arc-shaped table, recessed screens flickering faint blue in front of them. Their expressions were unreadable—stone cut by bureaucracy and time.

Seated before them, in full formal dress, was Admiral Tessa Varn. Her uniform was immaculate. Her expression was not.

“She was returned,” Councilor Mero said, breaking the silence. “By the boy. Quietly. Without incident.”

“‘Boy’ isn’t accurate,” Councilor Ryo added. “Albert Kuno commandeered a military-grade Slipstream-class, augmented it with an alien intelligence of unknown capability, infiltrated a pirate fleet, sabotaged it, exposed corruption in Fleet Command, and vanished. That’s not a boy. That’s a threat.”

“A threat,” Councilor Renna echoed, “that helped us.” She turned toward the wall-mounted display where grainy footage of the Odyssey Arc flickered—a sleek silhouette breaking orbit and disappearing into the Fold. “Whether he meant to or not.”

“We don’t even know what he meant,” Councilor Mero replied. “And we don’t know where he is. No signal. No trace. The ship’s jump signature is non-standard, and the AI involved seems to mask telemetry. For all we know, he’s gone permanently.”

“He did say,” Renna reminded them, “that he would send beacons. With updates. Data logs. Observations.”

“And we’re just going to sit here and wait?” Ryo snapped. “What if he shares classified tech? What if he makes contact with another alien race and triggers an incident?”

Councilor Ashen, who had remained silent until now, leaned forward. “We lost control the moment that ship left drydock. This isn’t about retrieval anymore. It’s about optics. If we chase him and fail, we reveal weakness. If we chase him and succeed, we risk exposing what Varn tried to bury.”

That drew the room quiet again.

Varn didn’t speak. She hadn’t been allowed to. Not yet.

“Speaking of which…” Renna’s eyes flicked toward the admiral. “Are the charges prepared?”

“Yes,” Ashen said. “Dereliction of duty. Unauthorized blacksite asset manipulation. Misuse of experimental fleet property. Conspiracy to defraud Command. Negligent homicide. All corroborated by internal audits and recovered logs.”

“She knew,” Mero added darkly, “that the project was unsanctioned. That others died to keep it hidden.”

“And she tried to take it anyway,” Ryo said. “Tried to claim the ship. The AI. The power.”

Finally, Ashen turned to Varn. “You will be removed from all active posts. Your security clearance is revoked effective immediately. You will be detained until tribunal review. Do you have anything to say?”

The admiral looked up. Her voice was hoarse, but calm. “You’re all fools. That boy’s not a threat… he’s a warning. And you’ve already lost control. He will come back to kill us all!”

Guards approached. She didn’t resist.

As the doors closed behind her, the Council sat in silence again, staring at the still frame of the Odyssey Arc hanging in Foldspace.

“All we can do now,” Renna murmured, “is wait.”

Ashen nodded once. “And watch the stars for his return.”

The end of book 1 of the Nanite Legacy.

Grab book 2 here
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CHAPTER 1- ELEMENTAL SUMMONER


“Alexander, I need you to go back there and fix that leak in the bathroom,” yells my manager from behind the counter as I walk into the store.

Fuck, I hate it when he calls me by my full name. While my given name might be Alexander, I prefer Alex. And why the Hell am I fixing a leak? I’m a clerk. Ever since I told him my father was a renovation expert before he passed away from cancer, he’s decided that somehow his skills had been passed down to me.

“Joshua,” I tell him patiently. “You know that I tried to fix it last week, and it didn’t work. Man, you need to call a plumber.”

“I don’t have that kind of money!” Joshua says with a grimace as I walk up to him. “Can you look at it please?” he begs me.

Technically, I don’t start for another hour. I came in early to get away from the quiet at home, and the empty fridge. My mother, bless her soul, works 70-hour weeks at the hospital as a nurse. I barely get to see her. But this week has been worse than usual. She never even got a chance to do her weekly grocery run, and I’m not allowed to do it for her since I only pick up junk food.

I had come into work early to grab a drink and a pre-made sandwich and start reading one of the new fantasy books that one of the authors I follow had put out.

I say with a sigh, “Sure. But the sandwich is free.”

“Deal!” he shouts to my retreating back. “But only if you can fix it.” I stop, turn around and simply look at him. “Fine! It’s free,” he says gloomily.

I grab a drink and one of the pre-made egg salad sandwiches out of the cooler and head to the back of the store through a door that says ‘staff only’ on it.

Once on the other side, I open the drink, take a sip, and put it on the staff table. Beside the table are a couple of old torn up leather chairs that are a weird shade of putrid green but are comfortable as fuck, even with the duct tape that’s there to keep the tears from getting bigger. I open the package for the sandwich and I devour the first half and set it next to the drink.

I place my bag on the chair and taking my sweatshirt off, sigh, and head to the bathroom in the back. The leak in question is coming from the water pipe, thank God, and not the sewer pipe.

Once I get to the bathroom, I pause to look at myself in the mirror that’s above the sink, next to the toilet. God, I look like shit. I’m only 26, but I am already starting to let myself go and I look much older. The tire around my waist has gotten bigger, and my work shirt has gotten visibly tighter.

The goatee I started growing two years ago is still there, but you would think I only started it last month. It looks so pathetic. I am sure a 12-year-old could grow a better one. But I keep it there, hoping it will somehow miraculously explode in growth one day miraculously. My receding hairline isn’t helping either. Nor do my eyes that are puffy from lack of sleep. I was up all night playing my addiction; the online game I had been playing for the last three years. To me, it was an escape from my shitty life. In it, I could pretend to be Juxar, the wizard.

I give myself a wan smile in the mirror and bend down and look at the pipe. There is a bucket underneath it to catch the dripping water that is leaking from the joint. Last time I had tried to use some kind of plumbing tape, but it didn’t help, I guess. I look around, and I see Joshua’s store toolbox sitting next to the wall.

I open it and look to see if the monkey wrench is there. Yep. I turn off the main water to the sink, I remove the offending cable pipe and look at it. The white plumber’s tape is still there, but it’s useful as shit. Fuck, why the Hell Joshua doesn’t simply call a plumber is beyond me. The guy keeps saying he doesn’t have money, but he does. He owns fourteen of these stores. This one so happens to be the one closest to his house, which is why he comes to work here.

Using my nail, I remove the white tape and grab a fresh roll of it from the toolbox. Maybe I had put it on wrong? I mean, is there a wrong way? I slowly wrap more tape around the pipe and then look at my handy work when I’m done. It looks like it’s on differently. Maybe the angle you use when you do it makes a difference? Shrugging, I put the pipe back together and use the monkey wrench to make sure it’s on tightly, but not enough to crack the breakable plastic ring surrounding it.

I turn on the main water slowly, and watch to see if there are any drips. Although, last time there weren’t any either, so I might not find out ’til next week that yet again, the pipe is leaking.

I watch it for five minutes, with my mind admittedly going back to the Quest I did last night, which is the reason I am so tired today, and I don’t see any leaking.

I had found a Questline that no one else had found. I even checked the wiki to make sure—nothing on the site about it. So I ended up staying up late to finish it before anyone else could, taking down details about it, so I could write up a walkthrough about it later for the wiki and stamp my name on the page.

I wash my hands clean from the germs I am sure are all over the place in here, using liberal amounts of soap and hot water until they are red and almost raw from the scrubbing. At least I know this bathroom gets cleaned weekly, as I am the one who does it. Once I’m done, I head back to my food that’s waiting for me at the staff table. I sit down and finish the other half of my sandwich and my drink, and take my book out of my bag.

Ah, come to me, oh words of wisdom. I glance at my watch, I have forty minutes before I need to start my shift. Sweet, I think to myself. I open the book to my bookmark, which is a hot Elf girl that is mostly naked, other than the bikini she is wearing. Yeah, I know. What would a fantasy Elf girl be doing wearing a bikini? Who cares!

To make sure I don’t get too engrossed in my book and lose time, I take my smartphone out and set the alarm for five minutes before my shift starts. Joshua hates leaving late to go home to supper with his kids and wife.

[image: ]


I get pulled out of my book with a shock and stare at my phone like it is something evil. Fuck, I had just gotten to a good part of the story. As much as I want to stay and read it, I know Joshua. He docks me an hour’s pay if I am even a minute late. I learned that the hard way when I started working for him five years ago after dropping out of college. That’s right, five years. That’s part of the reason I am able to work the evening shift instead of the night shift. I have the seniority, and also Joshua likes me, even though he keeps saying I could do so much better with my life than work for him. I just shake my head and tell him I am doing exactly what I want to be doing.

The day staff hate working with Joshua. The night staff, well, Joshua’s older brother has dibs on that shift. I put my garbage in the waste container next to the table, throwing my bottle into the blue recycle bin that I knew Joshua’s brother will end up dumping into the wastebasket anyhow. I get up and stretch, stiff from sitting down without moving for so long, and place my bookmark into my book, before putting the book inside my bag. I walk over to the set of four lockers, I set my bag in one of them and close the door, placing my thumbprint on it to lock it.

One thing that Joshua was willing to splurge on was these lockers. He said he got them at a discount, but the staff didn’t care since they were so damn cool. No keys, no combination to remember. Just your thumbprint, I think with a grin.

Heading to the front of the store, I walk through the door and stop dead in my tracks. There is a man in front of the counter, but he isn’t buying shit. He has a gun in his hand, and it’s pointed at Joshua. The man has a ski mask over his face, and he suddenly turns towards me, with the handgun tracking my way.

“Whoa, whoa!” I shout at him, putting my hands up.

This isn’t my first robbery in five years, but looking at Joshua, I can see he is white as a ghost. Working the day shift, he has never been robbed before. “Listen, if you want the cash, we can give you the cash. All right? It’s cool, man. Just my boss there, he will open the till and pass you the money. Good?” I tell him in a calm voice.

“What the fuck, man,” the robber says, turning the gun back towards Joshua. “I asked you if you was alone, and you said yes. You fucking lied to me, you fucking asshole,” he tells Joshua, waving the gun back and forth threateningly.

“Whoa, whoa!” I shout again, focusing his attention back on me, which unfortunately also means the gun is now facing my way again.

“He didn’t know,” I lied. “I came in through the back door and had been reading a book in the back room. Normally I would come in through the front door about this time, for my shift,” I tell him in a soft and calm voice, even though my heart is in my throat from having a gun aimed at me.

“You’s lying,” he says, taking a step towards me, but I stand my ground. “You probably already called the fucking cops,” the robber shouts in what I can now see is a panic. His eyes have gotten bigger, and his breathing has gotten quicker. Shit, is this guy jacked up on something?

“No, seriously, dude. I didn’t call the cops. Listen, let my boss get you the cash from the till, and then you can go. We promise not to call the police, all right?” I tell him, unsure of what he will do. Most robbers at night are pretty well either drunk or nervous. This guy is going into full-blown panic mode.

Suddenly, I hear a scream from the doorway. I turn, and there is an old lady who must have just walked through the door and seen us being robbed at gunpoint. Instead of acting like a normal person and backing out quietly, she screamed. Really?

Shockingly, I hear a loud explosion, and something slams into my forehead that fucking hurts worse than the time I got a marble in the forehead from a slingshot when I was 11. And that is the last thing I remember before everything goes black.

You can get the book here.
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