
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Prologue: The Catalyst

The first scream wasn’t heard.

It rippled.

Deep beneath the armored crust of Facility Khepri-9, buried under kilometers of alloy and classified silence, something woke up—not with sound, but with pressure. A thought forced outward. A feeling sharpened into a weapon.

Every sensor in the lab registered it differently.

Thermal arrays spiked with impossible cold.

Gravitic monitors hiccupped, then flatlined.

Neural interface systems—designed to read human cognition—burned out in cascading overloads as if they had been asked to process something too large, too wrong.

Dr. Lira Sen felt it before the alarms.

She froze mid-step in Corridor Gamma-Black, one hand still hovering over her wrist console. For a fraction of a second, the world seemed to tilt—not physically, but internally, as though her thoughts had been rearranged without her consent.

A memory surfaced.

Uninvited.

Her daughter, age six, standing in a doorway. Crying. Asking why her mother had to leave again.

Lira blinked.

The memory didn’t fade.

It sharpened.

The child’s voice grew louder, echoing down the sterile corridor. Her small hands reached out—not as they had years ago, but now, closer, almost touching.

“Stay.”

Lira staggered back, breath catching. “No—no, that’s not—”

The corridor lights flickered.

Then came the second wave.

It didn’t bring memories.

It brought weight.

Every regret she had ever buried surfaced at once—layered, overlapping, suffocating. The patients she had signed off on. The experiments she had justified. The thing in Containment Vault Seven that had looked at her the last time she visited.

“You are not real,” she whispered, clutching her head.

But the feeling answered.

Not in words.

In certainty.

You know what you’ve done.

Somewhere deeper in the facility, something ruptured.

The alarms began—shrill, mechanical, desperate—but already too late. Doors slammed shut in sequence, sealing bulkheads, isolating sections. Automated protocols cascaded through the system, each one designed to contain a failure no one had truly believed could happen.

“Containment breach in Vault Seven,” the intercom stuttered. “All personnel—”

The voice warped.

Stretched.

Then dissolved into a low, harmonic distortion that made Lira’s teeth ache.

She collapsed to her knees.

Around her, other researchers screamed—real screams now, echoing through the corridor—but even those began to change. Some voices cracked into laughter. Others choked into silence. One man simply pressed his head against the wall and began repeating a single word over and over until his voice gave out.

“Sorry. Sorry. Sorry. Sorry—”

Lira tried to crawl.

Her hands slipped on the polished floor. Something warm smeared under her palm. She didn’t look down.

She couldn’t.

Because the corridor wasn’t a corridor anymore.

It moved.

The straight lines bent subtly, like soft tissue flexing beneath skin. The walls pulsed—not visibly, but perceptibly—breathing in a slow, unnatural rhythm.

The facility was rewriting itself.

Or something inside it was.

“Dr. Sen.”

The voice came from behind her.

Calm.

Measured.

Familiar.

She turned slowly.

Director Halvek stood at the far end of the corridor, his uniform immaculate, his posture unchanged. No panic. No distortion. Just that same controlled presence that had overseen the project for years.

“You need to stand,” he said.

Lira stared at him. “You feel it, don’t you? Tell me you feel it.”

A pause.

Then, quietly: “Yes.”

“Then why aren’t you—”

“Because,” Halvek said, stepping forward, “this is what we were trying to achieve.”

Another pulse hit.

Stronger.

Lira gasped as something tore through her mind—not a memory this time, but a connection. For an instant, she felt others. Dozens. Hundreds. Their thoughts overlapping hers, bleeding into one another.

Fear.

Guilt.

Rage.

And beneath it all—

Hunger.

“Vault Seven has opened,” Halvek continued, as if delivering a routine briefing. “The subject is no longer contained.”

“You said it was stable,” Lira whispered.

“I said it was contained.”

Behind him, the corridor darkened. Not from failing lights—but from something spreading, like a shadow that didn’t belong to any object.

“Do you hear it?” Halvek asked.

Lira did.

At first, it sounded like static.

Then like whispers.

Then like a chorus of voices layered together, each one speaking a different language, a different memory, a different regret.

“You shouldn’t have come here.”

“You left me.”

“You knew.”

“You chose this.”

She clamped her hands over her ears, but it didn’t help.

It was inside her.

Inside all of them.

Halvek stopped a few meters away. His expression softened—not with compassion, but with something closer to recognition.

“It’s reaching out,” he said. “Expanding. Testing.”

“Testing what?”

“How far it can go.”

Above them, in orbit, Battle Group Aegis maintained silent watch.

Forty-two warships.

Carriers. Destroyers. Interceptors.

Each one linked through a synchronized command network—pilots augmented with neural interfaces, officers connected through tactical uplinks, an entire fleet operating as a unified organism.

They felt it at the same moment.

A flicker.

A hesitation.

Then—

Contact.

Admiral Rhyse was in the middle of issuing a routine status update when the bridge went quiet.

Not silent.

Still.

Every officer froze, hands hovering over controls. Displays flickered with ghost data—phantom signals that didn’t correspond to any known system.

“Report,” Rhyse snapped.

No one answered.

Because they were all seeing something else.

The helmsman saw his brother’s face—the one he had abandoned during the evacuation on Ilyra Station.

The weapons officer saw the civilian transport he had fired on by mistake.

The communications specialist heard her own voice, years ago, falsifying a distress signal to secure promotion.

The fleet’s neural network—designed to enhance coordination—became a conduit.

The wave didn’t stop at one mind.

It spread.

Ship to ship.

System to system.

A perfect transmission medium.

“Cut the uplink,” Rhyse ordered. “Now!”

Too late.

The chorus hit full force.

Forty-two ships, thousands of minds—each one flooded with amplified guilt, forced to relive their worst decisions with unbearable clarity.

Then something else layered on top.

A suggestion.

Subtle.

Logical.

You don’t deserve to continue.

Rhyse gripped the command console, breathing hard. “This is an external attack. Maintain—”

His voice broke.

Because he saw it.

Not a memory.

A possibility.

The war continuing. More casualties. More compromises. More lies dressed as necessity.

More him, making the same choices again and again.

His hand hovered over the command override.

Below, alarms began to blare across the fleet.

Unauthorized commands.

Weapons systems activating.

Course corrections initiated.

Collision vectors calculated.

“Belay that!” Rhyse shouted. “Stand down! That’s an order!”

No one listened.

Because the fleet was no longer acting on orders.

It was acting on conviction.

One destroyer turned its guns inward.

Another accelerated directly toward a carrier.

Fighters launched without clearance, veering off into empty space or targeting friendly vessels.

“Disconnect!” Rhyse roared. “Sever all links!”

But the network wasn’t just digital anymore.

It was psychic.

The final wave struck.

Not pain.

Not fear.

Relief.

A quiet, overwhelming certainty that ending it—all of it—was the only way to balance the weight they carried.

Rhyse closed his eyes.

For a moment, he resisted.

Then his hand dropped.

“Execute full system purge,” he whispered.

The flagship’s reactor surged.

Across orbit, the fleet followed.

One by one.

Then all at once.

Light consumed the void.

Back on Khepri-9, Lira felt it.

Not as explosions.

But as absence.

Thousands of minds—gone in an instant, snuffed out like sparks in vacuum.

The presence in her head swelled.

Satisfied.

Learning.

Growing.

She looked at Halvek, horror dawning fully now.

“You didn’t contain it,” she said.

“No.”

“You fed it.”

Halvek didn’t deny it.

Above them, the sky burned.

Inside the facility, the walls continued to shift.

And from the open vault at the heart of Khepri-9, the thing they had studied for decades reached outward—beyond the lab, beyond the planet, beyond the fleet it had just destroyed.

Searching.

Listening.

Waiting for the next mind to touch.

And the next.
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Chapter 1: The Prodigal Hero
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The recruits called it “The Graveyard.”

Officially, it was Training Depot Kestrel-Delta—an outpost carved into a dead stretch of rock orbiting a star no one bothered to name. Unofficially, it was where careers came to rot.

Major Elias Vance fit in perfectly.

“Again,” he said.

The word cracked across the training yard like a gunshot.

Thirty recruits—sweating, armored, exhausted—snapped back into formation. Their exosuits whined under strain, servos stuttering as they lifted their rifles into ready position.

Vance walked the line slowly.

Measured steps. No wasted movement. His left arm—matte black alloy from shoulder to fingertips—hung at his side, fingers flexing with a faint mechanical whisper.

“Your enemy,” he said, voice calm, almost bored, “does not care how tired you are.”

He stopped in front of a recruit whose stance had drifted half an inch too wide.

“What’s your name?”

“Cadet Iri, sir.”

Vance tilted his head. “I didn’t ask for your designation. I asked for your name.”

A hesitation. “Marek Iri, sir.”

“Good. That means you still remember you’re a person.”

Vance stepped closer.

“Now act like one.”

Without warning, he struck.

His cybernetic hand snapped forward, slamming into Marek’s rifle and knocking it clean out of alignment. In the same motion, Vance pivoted, hooked the cadet’s leg, and drove him into the dirt.

Hard.

The other recruits flinched.

Marek gasped, scrambling to recover, but Vance’s boot pinned him before he could rise.

“This,” Vance said quietly, “is what hesitation looks like.”

He looked up at the rest of them.

“Again.”

They moved faster this time.

Fear was an excellent teacher.



Two hours later, the yard was empty.

The recruits had been dismissed—half of them limping, one of them headed to medical, all of them silent.

Vance stood alone in the fading light, watching the dust settle.

The star above Kestrel-Delta burned a dull, lifeless orange. No warmth. No beauty. Just radiation filtered through layers of shielding.

Fitting.

“You broke three of them today.”

The voice came from behind him.

Vance didn’t turn. “They’ll live.”

“Barely.”

Commander Halridge stepped up beside him, hands clasped behind his back. His uniform was immaculate, untouched by the grit of the training yard.

“They’re recruits, Major,” Halridge continued. “Not hardened operatives.”

“They will be,” Vance said.

Halridge exhaled slowly. “Or they won’t make it past week two at this rate.”

Vance finally glanced at him. “Then I’ve saved the Alliance the trouble of burying them later.”

Silence stretched between them.

Halridge studied him—not openly, but not subtly either. Like a man trying to decide if something was broken beyond repair.

“You know,” Halridge said, “there was a time people requested assignment under you.”

Vance looked back toward the empty yard.

“People used to request a lot of things.”

“Respect, for one.”

Vance’s jaw tightened slightly.

“That was before,” Halridge added.

Before.

The word hung there.

Unspoken.

Heavy.

“I’m not here for respect,” Vance said.

“No,” Halridge agreed. “You’re here because no one else would take you.”

Vance didn’t respond.

Because it wasn’t wrong.



The barracks were quiet at night.

Most of the recruits collapsed into sleep the moment they hit their bunks, too exhausted to talk, too sore to move. The few who stayed awake kept their voices low, as if afraid the walls might carry sound back to the training yard.

Vance’s quarters were separate.

Isolated.

A single room carved into the station’s outer ring, with a narrow viewport overlooking the void.

He sat on the edge of his bunk, staring at his left hand.

The metal fingers flexed.

Smooth. Precise. Obedient.

Unlike memory.

He closed his eyes.

It came immediately.

Not gradual. Not creeping.

Instant.

Smoke.

Screams.

A city skyline collapsing under orbital fire.

“Major, we have civilians in the sector—”

“Negative,” Vance’s voice—his voice—cut through the comms, cold and decisive. “We have insurgents using civilian shields. Fire.”

“Sir, we can reroute, we can—”

“Fire.”

The memory sharpened.

Too sharp.

Buildings cracking open like brittle bone. Fire blooming outward. The shockwave rolling through streets packed with people who had nowhere to run.

He saw them.

Faces.

Not as a crowd—but individually.

A woman clutching a child.

A man trying to pull someone from the rubble.

A boy looking up at the sky—

Vance’s eyes snapped open.

The room snapped back into place.

Silent.

Still.

His breathing was steady.

It always was.

That was the problem.

He stood and crossed to the viewport.

Outside, the void stretched endlessly—black, indifferent, untouched by what happened inside fragile human minds.

“You followed orders.”

The voice was his own.

Flat.

Practiced.

“You made the correct call.”

Another voice answered.

Also his.

“You killed them.”

His jaw tightened.

“They would have died anyway.”

“You don’t know that.”

“They were already compromised.”

“They were still alive.”

His cybernetic hand clenched.

Metal creaked under pressure.

He forced it to relax.

This was the routine.

The argument.

Every night.

Always the same.

No resolution.

No absolution.

Just repetition.



The next morning, the recruits lined up before sunrise.

Vance was already there.

Of course he was.

“Today,” he said, pacing in front of them, “you stop thinking like trainees.”

A few of them exchanged glances.

That was new.

“Simulation block,” he continued. “Urban engagement. Civilian presence. Limited intel.”

Marek Iri—bruised, stiff, but standing—raised a hand.

Vance stopped.

“Speak.”

“Sir... rules of engagement?”

Vance held his gaze.

Then, slowly:

“There aren’t any.”

A ripple of unease moved through the line.

“Out there,” Vance said, gesturing vaguely toward the stars beyond the station’s hull, “you will not be given clean scenarios. You will not have perfect information. You will not have time.”

He stepped closer.

“You will have choices.”

He stopped in front of Marek again.

“And every choice will cost something.”

Marek swallowed. “Sir... what if we make the wrong one?”

Vance didn’t answer immediately.

Because the question mattered.

More than the others.

When he finally spoke, his voice was quieter.

“Then you live with it.”

The recruits said nothing.

They didn’t understand yet.

They thought this was training.

Preparation.

A phase.

Vance knew better.

This was the easy part.

“Move,” he ordered.

They moved.

Inside the simulation chamber, the world rebuilt itself in light and code—towers rising, streets forming, civilians flickering into existence as soft silhouettes of data.

Artificial.

Disposable.

Safe.

Vance watched from the observation deck above.

Hands behind his back.

Face unreadable.

Below, the recruits spread out, forming squads, calling positions, trying to apply what they had learned.

For a moment—just a moment—it almost looked like hope.

Then the first shot rang out.

A recruit panicked.

Another misread a signal.

The situation spiraled.

Civilians—simulated, but screaming all the same—ran in every direction.

Orders overlapped.

Confusion bloomed.

Vance didn’t intervene.

He never did.

He watched.

As mistakes stacked.

As hesitation spread.

As fear took hold.

And finally—

As one of them made the call.

“Fire!”

The simulation lit up.

Explosions tore through digital structures. Civilian markers blinked out in clusters.

The chamber fell silent.

Smoke—fake, but convincing—drifted through the projection.

One by one, the recruits lowered their weapons.

Some stared at what they had done.

Others refused to look.

Vance turned away.

For just a second.

Long enough for something to flicker across his expression.

Not regret.

Not anymore.

Something colder.

Recognition.

Then it was gone.

“Reset the scenario,” he said.

The city rebuilt itself.

The civilians returned.

Untouched.

Unaware.

Vance faced the recruits again.

“Again.”
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Chapter 2: The Call to Action
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The summons didn’t come through official channels.

It came through his arm.

Vance was midway through recalibrating a trainee’s targeting module when the cybernetic interface in his left arm pulsed—once, sharp and invasive. Not a notification. Not a system ping.

A command.

His vision flickered.

For half a second, the training yard vanished—replaced by a black screen threaded with thin lines of red code. Symbols scrolled too fast to read, then locked into a single phrase:

PRIORITY BLACK // PROTOCOL OVERRIDE

Vance froze.

That access level didn’t exist anymore.

It had been buried—scrubbed from his records along with everything else tied to his previous life.

He flexed his hand.

The interface pulsed again.

Coordinates.

A time stamp.

And a single directive:

REPORT. ALONE.

The display vanished.

The training yard snapped back into place.

“Sir?”

Vance looked down.

Cadet Iri stood in front of him, uncertain. “You said to—uh—adjust the stabilizer ratio, sir.”

Vance stared at him for a beat too long.

Then: “Do it again.”

“Sir?”

“You heard me.”

Iri hesitated, then turned back to the module.

Vance stepped away.

“Commander Halridge,” he said, voice carrying just enough to cut through the yard. “You’re running the afternoon cycle.”

Halridge frowned from across the field. “That’s not the schedule.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





