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Prologue
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The Command Deck of Starforce HQ in Dalmir, the beating heart of planet Dextron, was alive with the hum of holo-screens and the quiet urgency of officers moving between consoles. Commander Maverick stood at attention before the obsidian strategy table, his armor polished but scarred a display of campaigns fought for justice.

King Melach paced slowly, his tailored uniform a stark contrast to the battlefields Maverick knew he belonged on. The King’s voice cut through the silence.

“Maverick, we’re blind beyond the Zo’dok corridor,” Melach said, gesturing to a flickering star map. “Bounty Hunters have been moving through the old war lanes. They’re not raiding for credits; they’re hunting for something bigger.”

Maverick’s jaw tightened. “You want a relay station?”

Melach shook his head. “Not just a relay. A fortress disguised as a relay station. ARC will be the first of its kind, shielded, autonomous, and equipped with deep-space sensors tuned to detect space activity, and a relay to Starforce officers outside our territory. Alliance Relay Center, you’ll oversee construction.”

Maverick glanced at the schematic hovering above the table, a sleek, angular station bristling with sensor arrays and reinforced plating. It looked fragile compared to the warships he commanded, but he understood its importance. “What’s the timeline?”

“Thirty days,” Melach said. “I want it operational before any Bounty Hunters make any more moves.”

Maverick exhaled slowly. “That sector’s a graveyard, Melach. Debris fields, rogue pirates, radiation pockets. If something goes wrong.”

Melach’s gaze hardened. “Then you make sure nothing goes wrong. ARC isn’t just a station, Maverick. It’s a warning line. If Bounty Hunters push deeper into Dextron space, I want to know before they destroy another planet or try to start another war.”

Maverick nodded, the weight of the assignment settling on his shoulders like a physical burden. “I’ll take a small team for security. And I want Commander Dexter on standby, have his team and ship in the space around Zo’dok in case U’rasha returns.”

Melach allowed himself a faint smile. “Already approved, Commander Dexter and his team are monitoring the space around Zo’dok, I have communicated with King Kyle. You leave at dawn.”

As Maverick turned to leave, Melach’s voice followed him quiet, almost prophetic.

“Build it strong, Commander.” Because if more Bounty Hunters come knocking, ARC will be the first door they will have to enter”
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Chapter 1
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Zo’dok space was quiet. Too quiet.

The Vigilance drifted along the edge of the old war lanes, its hull illuminated by the faint glow of fractured starlight reflecting off ancient debris fields. Twisted metal from battles long forgotten floated in the void like frozen ghosts, remnants of a war neither side wanted to remember.

Commander Dexter stood with arms folded behind his back, staring through the forward viewport at the swirling clouds of dust and debris stretching into the darkness. His voice was low, steady, but edged with unease, “Zo’dok hasn’t been this still in months,” he murmured.

Titan, stationed near the secondary console, didn’t look up. His crimson cybernetic eyes pulsed in steady intervals as he monitored perimeter sweeps. “Stillness increases probability of ambush,” he rumbled. “Seventy-three percent.”

Cypher scoffed from across the room without turning away from his screens. “Everything increases probability of ambush out here. Breathing. Blinking. Thinking happy thoughts.”

Dexter didn’t smile. “Run it again.”

Cypher rolled his eyes but obeyed, fingers dancing across his console. Alien glyphs and encryption traces flickered by in cascading streams. “Long-range sweeps clean. No pirate signatures. No Bounty Hunter trails. No energy spikes. Just dead metal and bad memories.”

Alia paced slowly near the holo-table, her shimmering blue aura faint but present, always present, even when she tried to hide it. She paused, eyes narrowing toward the void.

“It doesn’t feel dead,” she whispered. “It feels...something is coming.”

Dexter lifted a brow. “Wait what?”

Her lips parted, but she didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer. The sensation gnawing at her mind was shapeless, a shadow with no silhouette.

A soft chime broke the silence. Titan straightened, his sensors flaring. “Contact. High-velocity object. Entering our grid at extreme speed.”

Dexter pivoted. “Trajectory?”

Titan’s voice deepened. “Direct path toward Cirico.”

Cypher’s console screeched with alerts. “Velocity is... no, that can’t be Commander, it’s burning. In space.”

Dexter’s pulse spiked, “Put it on screen.”

The main holo-projector flickered, then stabilized. A massive vessel, broken, burning, aflame in the vacuum hurtled through the void like a falling star with a murderous purpose.

Alia’s breath caught.

The countdown appeared on Dexter’s display.

04:00:00

The numbers glared from the holographic display like a silent executioner’s blade. Four hours until impact. Four hours until Cirico burned.

Commander Dexter stood at the edge of the command table, his silhouette carved sharp against the blue glow of the projection. Suspended above the table floated the image of a vessel, jagged, broken, engulfed in unnatural flame.

“Four hours,” Dexter said, voice controlled but clipped. “Our mission out here was to sweep for U’rasha, not intercept a flaming nightmare from the void.”

The hologram rotated, revealing charred plating, warped hull sections, and fire that should not have existed in the vacuum of space. Dexter’s knuckles whitened against the table, We’ve stopped fleets with less time. But this? This isn’t a fleet. It’s a fireball with intent.

Cypher’s fingers blurred over his console, eyes darting through a labyrinth of alien code. “I’m locked out. Encryption is rewriting itself as I break it. I’ve never seen anything like it, Commander, this isn’t encryption. It’s adaptive shielding.”

Dexter’s stomach tightened, Adaptive shielding. Whoever built this didn’t just want secrecy. They wanted a predator.

Titan’s heavy frame shifted. “External scans show no escorts. No pursuing craft. No debris trail that indicates pursuit or battle.”

Alia stepped closer to the projection, her glow intensifying as she focused. “The flames aren’t consuming the ship. They’re feeding off of it. Something inside that vessel is generating the fire.”

Dexter turned sharply. “Can you read it?”

Alia reached out with her telekinetic senses, fingertips brushing the projection as if touching the ship itself. Her breath trembled.

“It’s wrong.”

“Define wrong,” Dexter ordered.

“Someone is on board, stopping my telekinetic ability” she whispered.

Dexter’s pulse quickened. “Someone on board, or alien tech?”

Alia replied, “I don’t know for sure.”

Cypher slammed a fist against the panel. “It’s reacting to us. Every time my scans touch it, it changes.”
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