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T

he moment my consciousness tears free from my body, I realize something has gone catastrophically wrong, because the separation is not the smooth lift that the simulations promised but a violent ripping sensation that feels as if invisible hooks have latched onto every memory I have ever owned and are dragging them through a tunnel of ice and static while my physical form lies somewhere behind me in a sterile chamber on Luna, surrounded by scientists who believe they are witnessing the clean birth of humanity’s first true step beyond the solar system.

“Captain Vale, neural transfer holding at seventy eight percent, remain calm,” Commander Reyes says in my ear, her voice tight but controlled, and I cling to it like a lifeline because it is the last human sound I may ever hear.

I try to breathe but there is no air, I try to swallow but I have no throat, and the universe around me fractures into bands of white light and deep black shadow as quantum anchor points snap into alignment across impossible distances, and in that frozen second between departure and arrival I understand that we have not built a ship to cross the stars, we have built a weapon that fires the human mind itself.

The final tether breaks.

Silence consumes me.

Then I inhale sharply and the air that floods into my lungs tastes wrong, thick with metal and ozone, and when my eyes open I am not staring at the white ceiling of a human deep space vessel but at a vaulted chamber of curved bone and dark alloy that hums with battle damage.

Alarms scream around me in a language I have never studied and yet understand completely.

“Shield grid collapsing.”

“Forward batteries overheating.”

“Enemy formation tightening around the outer ring.”

The deck shudders beneath me and restraints dig into arms that are not my own, and when I look down the sight steals what little breath I have left because the hands gripping the armrests are elongated and silver skinned with faint blue veins pulsing beneath the surface, four fingers flexing with strength and precision that do not belong to Captain Arin Vale of the United Earth Fleet.

I am strapped into a command throne that curves around my spine like the ribs of some ancient creature, its surface warm and alive against my back as streams of tactical data project into the air before me in holographic arcs that map a star system I have never seen.

Weapons fire streaks across the void beyond the viewport, brilliant lances of white energy tearing into ships that resemble elongated spears, and debris scatters in expanding halos of flame.

We are in the middle of a battle.

“Commander, we require immediate directive,” a voice calls from below my raised platform, and I turn to see a bridge crew of beings similar to the body I now inhabit, armored, focused, eyes fixed on me with unwavering expectation.

Commander.

They are speaking to me.

Panic surges but is immediately tempered by something else inside my head, a presence like a shadow pressed against the edges of my thoughts, not fully formed but undeniable.

You know what to do.

The tactical display shifts as enemy vessels adjust their trajectory, and without conscious effort I recognize the optimal firing solution and the weakness in their formation, I understand the power distribution of this ship’s reactor and the limits of its shielding matrix, and the knowledge flows through me with terrifying ease as if it has always been there.

“I need status,” I say, and the language emerges from my mouth flawlessly, rich and resonant.

“Shield integrity at thirty four percent, aft compartments compromised, fighter squadrons three and four lost contact, reactor strain escalating,” the tactical officer replies, voice tight but disciplined.

The deck shakes again as another impact slams into our hull, and somewhere distant I hear the muffled thud of decompression doors sealing.

Forty or more lives hang on the next decision I make.

I am not supposed to be here.

I was meant to awaken in a human vessel beyond Pluto, to confirm the success of Project Exodus, to speak the first words transmitted from beyond our star system.

Instead I am commanding an alien warship under fire.

“Collapse the outer ring inward and divert auxiliary power to forward plasma arrays,” I order before I can stop myself, and the crew responds instantly.

Power readings shift. Shields reallocate. Weapons charge.

The enemy line hesitates as our concentrated volley slams into their lead cruiser and splits it apart in a burst of incandescent debris, and the bridge erupts in sharp cries of approval.

For a fleeting second triumph washes through me.

Then guilt follows close behind because these are not my people, this is not my war, and yet I have just chosen who lives and who dies.

Another tremor rocks the ship and the tactical display flashes crimson along our stern arc.

“Direct hit to aft engine cluster, structural integrity dropping,” someone reports.

I calculate trajectories instinctively and see a narrow corridor between two enemy vessels that could allow us to break their encirclement, but it will expose our most vulnerable systems for precious seconds.

If I hesitate we die.

If I act I sacrifice those in the aft compartments.

The weight of command settles heavy on my chest, and I realize that whatever body I inhabit, the burden of leadership feels exactly the same.

“Helm, prepare for vector shift through gap Theta Seven,” I say, and I feel the crew’s trust like a physical force behind me.

“Commander, that exposes our stern,” the helm officer warns.

“I am aware. Execute on my mark.”

The echo inside my mind pulses faintly, not a voice but an emotion, a flicker of doubt or perhaps protest, and for a split second I sense another will struggling beneath mine.

Then I push forward.

“Mark.”

The ship lunges into motion and inertia slams me against the restraints as stars smear across the viewport, weapons fire streaking past us in lethal arcs, and the stern shudders violently as impacts tear into its plating.

“Casualty report pending,” the tactical officer says, and I know before they speak that the number will be high.

We clear the gap just as enemy ships close in behind us, our forward guns unleashing another barrage that forces them to scatter.

Silence falls across the bridge except for the hum of damaged systems and the ragged breathing of crew members who have survived by a margin measured in seconds.

“Forty two confirmed dead in aft compartments,” the report comes at last.

The number hits me like a physical blow, and the presence inside my mind recoils with raw anguish that is not entirely mine.

I feel grief for strangers I have never met, and beneath it I feel a deeper grief that belongs to someone else, someone who knew every name on that casualty list.

Who are you, I think, directing the question inward.

There is no clear answer, only a surge of memory that flashes across my consciousness without permission.

A sky with three suns.

A shoreline of black sand.

A smaller hand gripping this one.

The memory shatters as alarms blare again.

“Enemy flagship requesting direct channel,” the communications officer says.

“On screen,” I reply, my voice steady despite the storm inside me.

The projection shifts to reveal a different alien face, darker skin marked by angular ridges, eyes like molten amber that study me with unnerving intensity.

“Commander Theryn,” the enemy says, inclining their head slightly. “We did not expect you to survive that maneuver.”

Theryn.

The name echoes through me like a bell struck in a cavern.

The presence inside my skull flares at the sound.

“Yes,” I answer before I can stop myself, and the word feels like both truth and theft.

The enemy commander’s gaze sharpens.

“Your neural signature is unstable,” they say slowly. “You are not entirely yourself.”

Cold floods my veins.

Behind me I sense tension ripple across the bridge as officers exchange quick glances.

“You mistake battle strain for weakness,” I reply, holding their stare.

They remain silent for a long moment, then something like recognition dawns in their eyes.

“They invoked the Protocol,” they murmur.

At the word Protocol a tremor runs through the ship that has nothing to do with weapons fire.

Enemy vessels begin powering down their guns one by one, formation shifting from attack posture to something resembling acknowledgment.

My tactical display fills with coded signals that I somehow understand.

Recognition codes.

Authority markers.

The enemy commander bows their head more deeply this time.

“Commander Theryn of the Ninth Defensive Armada, we acknowledge your command under the Protocol.”

The realization crashes over me with devastating clarity.

They believe I am their commander not just of this ship but of the entire fleet arrayed before us.

Hundreds of vessels. Thousands of lives.

Waiting for my directive.

I glance at the bridge crew and see nothing but loyalty in their eyes.

Trust. Expectation. Faith.

And beneath my thoughts the presence stirs again, not fully erased, not fully silent.

What have you done to me.

The question is not spoken aloud but I feel it as clearly as if someone whispered against my ear.

Beyond the enemy fleet new contacts appear on long range sensors, massive shapes emerging from warped space with controlled precision, their signatures dwarfing everything else in the system.

“Additional vessels entering from extreme range,” the tactical officer reports, voice barely above a whisper. “Configuration unknown.”

The enemy commander’s expression tightens.

“The Custodians approach,” they say quietly. “You must decide.”

Decide what.

I sit in a throne carved for another being, commanding a fleet I do not understand, wearing a face that is not my own while the consequences of humanity’s first jump unfold across a star system that never invited us.

Mission Control on Luna is likely celebrating right now, calling this a miracle, a triumph of human evolution.

They have no idea that every jump does not create a destination but overwrites one.

The bridge waits.

The fleet waits.

The approaching giants of the Custodians draw closer, silent and implacable.

And I understand with terrible certainty that whatever order I give next will shape not only this battle but the fate of two civilizations that never agreed to share a mind.
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T

he alien crew salutes me, and the motion is so precise and unified that for a brief and terrifying second I feel as if I truly belong here, as if the body I stand in has always been mine and the command platform beneath my feet has shaped itself around my bones since childhood, but that illusion shatters the moment I remember the sterile white chamber on Luna, the cold bite of neural separation, and the promise that I would awaken in a human vessel carrying the future of my species.

Every officer on the bridge turns toward me with right hand pressed to the center of their chest, heads lowered in ritual respect, their movements perfectly synchronized despite the smoke still drifting near the ceiling and the faint tremor that runs through the deck plates from the damaged reactor, and I realize with a sick twist in my gut that they are not saluting a stranger or an invader, they are saluting their commander, a being named Theryn who once stood where I now stand and who trusted them with their lives.

I incline my head in acknowledgment because this body knows the gesture and performs it with natural authority, and when I speak the language flows from my throat with smooth resonance that does not feel practiced or learned but remembered, and that frightens me more than the enemy fleet still hovering in the distance with weapons powered down and formation held in silent expectation.

“Stand to readiness,” I order, and my voice carries across the bridge with calm strength that I do not feel inside.

No one questions me, no one hesitates, and the tactical display curves before my eyes with streams of data that I read without effort as shield levels stabilize at twenty nine percent and reactor strain pulses in amber warning bands, and I know instinctively which subsystems are most vulnerable, which corridors suffered decompression, which fighter squadrons failed to return, and the knowledge is so intimate that it feels like betrayal.

The air smells of burned circuitry and metallic residue, with a faint sweetness beneath it that might be part of this species’ life support mix, and I taste copper at the back of my throat as I force myself to focus on command rather than panic.

“Damage report,” I say, though the numbers already echo in my mind.

The tactical officer steps forward, tall and narrow faced, eyes bright not with fear but with loyalty, and when they speak their tone carries grief carefully contained behind discipline.

“Forty two confirmed dead in aft compartments, seventy eight injured, shield grid stabilizing, reactor strain critical but contained, structural compromise in outer ring sectors three and five.”

Forty two dead.

The number lands heavy and I feel the echo inside my mind shift, not as a clear voice but as a pressure of sorrow that does not belong to me, as if the remnants of Theryn are recoiling at the loss of their crew while also recognizing that the tactical maneuver I ordered prevented total destruction.

I straighten my shoulders and bury the tremor rising in my chest.

“Seal breached decks, reroute medical teams to triage clusters near aft ring, begin salvage of damaged fighters, prioritize reactor stabilization, we cannot afford cascading failure.”

“Yes, Commander.”

They move immediately, the bridge coming alive with focused motion, hands sliding across organic consoles that respond like living tissue, and I realize that they trust me completely, that not one of them suspects the truth that the mind issuing these orders was born light years away on a world of oceans and clouds.

“Commander,” the communications officer says softly, and the way they say it carries familiarity, history, perhaps even affection. “Incoming tight beam transmission from planetary origin, encrypted at highest civil authority level.”

Planetary origin.

The tactical display shifts and magnifies the world below, a dark sphere wrapped in storm systems with orbital defense platforms rotating like silent guardians, and something deep in this body tightens with recognition so intense that I nearly stagger, because this is home to them in a way Earth is home to me.

“Put it through,” I say, keeping my tone steady while my pulse accelerates.

The projection blooms to life, revealing an alien smaller in stature than most on the bridge, with silver lines tracing patterns across their skin and eyes that widen with relief the moment they see me.

“Theryn,” they whisper, and the name slices through me like a blade.

The echo inside my skull surges violently and a word forms with devastating clarity.

Mate.

The alien on the screen steps forward, emotion breaking through the composure of leadership. “You were cut off during the first exchange, we feared your vessel destroyed.”

I feel warmth that is not mine, memory fragments of shared nights beneath a sky with three suns, the brush of fingers across this body’s face, a promise whispered before departure, and the intimacy is so vivid that I have to lock my knees to remain upright.

“We remain operational,” I answer carefully, though I can hear a faint distance in my voice that I cannot hide.

They study me with sharp perception. “You sound distant.”

Because I am distant, from them, from Earth, from myself, suspended between two lives that cannot coexist.

“We have sustained heavy losses,” I say instead, forcing my mind toward tactical ground. “The conflict is paused under recognition.”

Their eyes darken at once. “They invoked the Protocol.”

The word reverberates through the bridge and through my bones.

“Yes.”

Silence hangs heavy before they lower their head slightly. “Then the Custodians will come.”

The officers around me exchange brief glances, tension rippling through the command deck, but no one speaks out of turn.

“You must not escalate further,” the mate continues quietly. “If the Custodians judge violation they will not distinguish between fleets, they will restore balance without regard for allegiance.”

Violation. Balance. Restoration.

I think of Luna Command celebrating, of Earth analysts likely reviewing telemetry and declaring this mission a triumph of human ingenuity, unaware that their success is defined by the annihilation of another consciousness.

“Understood,” I reply.

Their gaze lingers longer than protocol requires, doubt threading into grief. “You feel altered.”

“I endured concentrated plasma impact,” I say, and the lie tastes bitter but necessary.

After a long pause they nod once. “Return to orbit above the capital arcology, we will convene under Accord law.”

The transmission fades, leaving the bridge wrapped in silence thick enough to feel.

Every officer looks at me again, waiting not only for orders but for reassurance that their commander remains whole.

“Set orbital position above the capital arcology, maintain defensive posture, weapons cold,” I command, and the ship responds with smooth precision as engines hum through the deck and the vibration runs up through unfamiliar bones that nonetheless understand the rhythm of this vessel as if born from it.

I could take manual control and perform the orbital insertion myself, I know exactly how to compensate for reactor strain and shield imbalance during approach, and the realization that I possess that knowledge without learning it sends a chill through me that no vacuum could match.

As damage reports scroll and medical updates populate side displays, the memories intensify, not in scattered flashes now but in cohesive fragments, an oath sworn before armored officers to defend the Accord, to honor the Protocol, to never violate the sanctity of consciousness, and beneath that oath a private vow spoken to the mate who now waits below on the storm wrapped planet.

I close my eyes briefly and reach inward, pressing against the echo that resists before yielding, and the understanding unfolds with terrible clarity, the Protocol is ancient, older than this war and perhaps older than this civilization, and it forbids any species from erasing another mind to gain territory, power, or survival advantage, and violation summons the Custodians who do not negotiate but correct.

Earth did not explore. Earth erased.

“Commander,” my first officer says carefully, drawing me back, “your neural rhythms are elevated beyond standard combat parameters, shall I summon medical oversight.”

“They can see instability,” I think, and fear sharpens my tone. “Negative, I am fully operational, focus on fleet realignment.”

They hesitate for only a fraction of a second before obeying, but doubt lingers in their posture, and I know that prolonged deviation will invite scrutiny that I cannot survive.

“I will review internal systems personally,” I announce, stepping down from the command platform, and when the first officer reminds me that escort is required I allow two guards to accompany me because any deviation from expected behavior risks exposure.

The corridors curve in organic arcs, walls pulsing faintly with bioluminescent veins, the air warm and faintly scented with something floral beneath the metallic tang of battle damage, and crew members we pass bow their heads in respect that feels like a weight crushing my chest.

Through a transparent membrane wall I glimpse the medical bay where injured officers lie on suspended platforms while medics work with efficient urgency, blue blood staining bandages as one of the wounded turns their head toward me with gratitude in their eyes, gratitude that burns because they believe I saved them when in truth I replaced the one who would have done so.

At last we reach the sealed chamber near the core marked with interlocking symbols that I recognize instantly as a biological archive and neural registry, and the knowledge that this recognition is not mine confirms what I already fear.

“Stand outside,” I order the guards, and though they hesitate due to genetic security protocols they obey, sealing the door behind me and leaving me alone with a crystalline structure suspended at the center of the dim circular room.

The air here feels colder, almost hollow, as if the chamber itself knows something vital is missing, and when the console activates it scrolls text in alien script that I read effortlessly.

Commander Theryn. Neural profile. Status overwritten.

The word strikes like physical force.

Overwritten. Not displaced. Not transferred. Erased.

The date stamp aligns exactly with my jump from Luna.

Pain explodes behind my eyes as fragments surge through me, Theryn standing here moments before impact, hand resting on the crystalline array, sensing intrusion, initiating emergency log procedures while their consciousness disintegrates under the aggressive pattern of my arrival.

A recorded voice fills the chamber, deep and resonant, and it is unmistakably the same voice I now carry.

“If you are hearing this, my consciousness has been compromised, unknown intrusion detected, neural signature foreign, overwrite pattern aggressive and irreversible.”

My knees weaken as the recording continues. “To any Custodian authority this constitutes violation of the Protocol at the highest level, initiate enforcement.”

Neural preservation attempt unsuccessful. Host consciousness degrading beyond recovery. Overwrite irreversible.

Irreversible.

The crystalline array before me remains dark, no backup imprint stored, no fragment preserved.

Theryn is gone.

Because Earth sent me without knowing where I would land, or perhaps knowing and not caring.

I sink to one knee, pressing my alien hand against the cold floor, and the grief that rises is not solely mine but shared, a layered anguish of lost mate, lost command, lost self that presses down until breathing feels like labor.

“This is not exploration,” I whisper. “This is invasion.”

A sharp chime interrupts, pulling my gaze to the console as external sensors magnify the distant contacts that have grown larger, immense geometric structures emerging from warped space without visible propulsion, radiating controlled power that dwarfs both fleets.

Custodians.

Before any external transmission activates I feel them inside my mind, a vast cold presence brushing against my consciousness with clinical precision.

Violation confirmed.

The meaning arrives without sound yet leaves no room for doubt.

“I did not choose this,” I say aloud, though I know the statement carries no weight in cosmic law.

Origin species identified. Human. Assessment underway.

The chamber lights flicker as if responding to their presence, and for a final fleeting moment I feel Theryn stir within me, not in anger but in sorrowful acknowledgment that the life once lived here cannot be restored.

Neural overwrite irreversible. Corrective action required.

Outside the chamber alarms begin to wail across the ship, echoing through corridors as officers scramble to defensive stations, and I rise slowly knowing that whatever corrective action means, it will not be gentle, and that the Custodians have not come to negotiate but to balance a scale that humanity tipped the moment my consciousness tore free from my own body and claimed another’s.
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A

nother star system goes dark, and this time I feel it before the tactical officers speak the words aloud, because the silence spreads across the long range sensor grid like a bruise, a region of space that was alive with signals only hours ago now reduced to a hollow absence that presses against my mind with the same weight as the echo of Theryn’s erased consciousness.

“Commander, the Dathari sector has ceased all transmission,” my tactical officer reports, voice tight but controlled, while the bridge lights reflect off curved alloy walls that still bear scars from our last engagement, and I watch as one cluster of signals after another flickers and then vanishes entirely.

“How long since last confirmed contact,” I ask, keeping my tone steady even as something cold coils in my stomach.

“Three minutes and twelve seconds between stable command signal and full systemic collapse,” they reply.

Three minutes.

I know what that means because Luna Command has been pushing additional Exodus jumps since my arrival here, eager to secure footholds across the network of quantum anchor points that they mapped without ever seeing the faces of the species who occupied those coordinates.

“Open secure channel to Luna Command,” I say, and I feel a ripple of tension pass across the bridge because every time I reach out to Earth I risk revealing how unstable I truly am.

The channel opens with a faint hiss in my auditory field and Commander Reyes appears in projection before me, her human face framed by the sterile white walls of the Lunar Operations Center, and the sight of her hits me harder than I expect because it reminds me of who I used to be.

“Captain Vale,” she says with a tight smile that does not quite reach her eyes, “we are receiving your telemetry with unprecedented clarity, congratulations, your neural integration appears stable beyond projections.”

“Stable,” I repeat, glancing at the dark region of space on my display. “Another system just went silent, what did you jump into Dathari.”

There is a brief pause and in that pause I see the flicker of hesitation in her expression before discipline smooths it away.

“We initiated three additional consciousness transfers within the past hour to secure strategic nodes,” she says carefully. “One targeted a fleet commander, one a planetary defense coordinator, and one a primary research director.”

“And after the transfers,” I press.

“Signal disruption occurred across their respective systems,” she replies. “We are analyzing the cascade effect.”

Cascade effect.

“You erased them,” I say, unable to keep the edge from my voice. “You removed the central nervous system of an entire civilization and expected the body to keep functioning.”

Her jaw tightens. “We anticipated instability, Captain, but we also anticipated rapid adaptation, the alternative is stagnation and vulnerability, we cannot afford either.”

On my bridge the alien officers pretend not to understand the human language flowing through my mind link, but I can feel their eyes on me, feel the tension rising as reactor strain pulses faintly beneath our feet and distant Custodian vessels hold position like silent judges.

“Collateral inevitability,” Reyes continues. “Every expansion in human history has required sacrifice.”

“This is not expansion,” I snap. “This is possession.”

Silence hangs between us, thick and electric.

“Your emotional response suggests residual host imprint interference,” she says at last, her tone clinical now. “We can dispatch a corrective signal to dampen cross contamination.”

The words feel like a threat.

“I am fully operational,” I reply coldly, even as the echo of Theryn stirs faintly beneath my thoughts. “And I am telling you that each jump is not a foothold but a decapitation.”

She leans closer to the camera. “We are at a turning point in human history, Arin, you volunteered for this because you understood what was at stake.”

I remember standing in that chamber on Luna, remembering the cheers from the Fleet Academy when I graduated top of my class, believing that Project Exodus was exploration not invasion, and I feel the weight of that naive pride pressing against the reality before me.

“I volunteered to explore,” I say quietly. “Not to execute.”

The channel crackles briefly and then another face appears beside Reyes, Admiral Kwan, eyes hard and calculating.

“Captain Vale,” he says, “we are receiving distress signals from two additional sectors following successful integration events, the pattern is consistent with leadership vacuum collapse, however long term modeling predicts stabilization once human command structures assert control.”

“You cannot assert control over a species whose neural core you just erased,” I answer. “They are not infrastructure to be occupied, they are lives.”

“Lives that would have eventually threatened us,” Kwan replies. “Preemptive dominance ensures survival.”

Behind me an alarm sounds softly as internal systems compensate for power fluctuation, and my first officer steps closer, whispering in our shared language that energy reserves are dropping due to extended communication and that we should conserve resources in case the Custodians advance.
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