
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
        
            The Stardust Protocol
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            Rina Thorne, an aging deep-space salvager haunted by the orbital disaster of Elysium Seven, chases a ghost - the mythical Stardust Protocol - a pre-Collapse terraforming technology hidden aboard the derelict generation ship, the Aethelred. Her mission for redemption is complicated by the presence of the corporate security arm, the Syndicate, who view the Protocol as a weapon. Rina must use her engineering skills and tactical wit to navigate the treacherous Kuiper Belt, make impossible ethical choices, and confront her own guilt in a race against time to save the remnants of a failed world.

            This is an interactive narrative where every choice shapes Rina Thorne's destiny. The path you carve through the dead zones of the Kuiper Belt will determine her fate, challenging her isolation, morality, and technical genius. Will you become the cynical wreck Rina fears, sacrificing all for the mission, or will you prove yourself the Savior of the Black, using the Protocol to redeem your past and forge a new future?

        

       
        
            INSTRUCTIONS

            
                This story has 42 scenes. Your choices can lead to 8 bad endings, 6 good endings, and one ultimate ending, hidden deep in the journey for those who choose wisely.

If you reach a bad ending, select "Try Again" to return to the previous scene, or "Back to Beginning" to explore a new path.

If you find a good ending, congratulations — but your adventure doesn't have to end there! You can always return to the start and continue your search for the ultimate ending.

Now that you know how the story works — are you ready to take the challenge and see where your choices lead? Tap "Begin Story" to begin your journey!
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        Scene 1



The quiet of the Kuiper Belt was usually a balm to Rina Thorne's frayed nerves, a vast, echoing emptiness where the ghosts of Elysium Seven could not quite catch her. Her ship, the Junker Queen, a heavily jury-rigged freighter that looked less like a vessel and more like a collection of scavenged metal bolted around a temperamental fusion core, drifted silently between ice asteroids the size of small cities. For three years, this cold void had been her penance, her solitary workplace, and her cell. She was Rina Wrench Thorne, former Fleet Engineer, current outcast, and hunter of forgotten things.

The navigation console cast a sickly green glow across Rina's weathered features as she hunched over the holographic charts. Her fingers, scarred from countless electrical burns and micro-fractures accumulated over decades of deep-space salvage work, traced the projected path with practiced precision. This was not just another salvage job. The mission to find the Stardust Protocol represented everything she had been searching for since the disaster that had destroyed her career and claimed fifteen hundred lives under her command. The Protocol was the key to neutralizing the environmental blight that still choked the remnants of the orbital habitat she had failed to save. It was the only way to silence the whispers of the dead that followed her through the endless black.

Just as Rina was about to route the standard deep-space jump, a high-priority alarm flared across the console with urgent crimson light. This was not the usual static or phantom noise of space debris that plagued long-range sensors in the Belt. This was a data burst, highly directional, heavily encrypted, and most importantly, authenticated with a pre-Collapse signature she recognized from her Fleet days. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a sudden, frantic rhythm in the desolate silence of the cockpit. The data stream was fragmented, corrupted by light-years of decay and cosmic interference, but the core information was undeniable: coordinates. Coordinates that placed the derelict generation ship, the Aethelred, in a highly unstable, previously uncharted section of the Belt, far beyond where the official searches had ever dared to venture.

Rina ran the decryption sequence on a dedicated processing loop, her breath held tight in her chest as lines of ancient code scrolled across the secondary display. If this was real, if the Protocol was truly aboard the Aethelred, then she had found her redemption. But as the last layer of encryption peeled back, revealing the precious coordinates in their full detail, a second, more recent signal piggybacked on the first. This one was clean, high-bandwidth, and unmistakably proprietary. It was the broadcast encryption key used by the Syndicate, the mega-corporation that now claimed dominion over most sanctioned space, and whose security divisions operated with the ruthlessness of a standing army. They were not salvagers; they were predators. The Syndicate had not just intercepted the same signal; they had likely originated the broadcast as bait, seeking to lure out anyone else hunting for the Protocol. Now they knew someone was here, listening, wanting.

Rina slammed her fist onto the console, the dull clang echoing through the ship's cramped interior. Her moment of triumph had dissolved into a ticking clock. The Syndicate's ships, faster and far better armed than the Junker Queen, would be en route immediately. She had two tactical choices based on the initial telemetry data streaming across her navigation display. She could either take the long, complex route through the high-density debris field, trusting her technical skill to navigate the labyrinth of spinning rock and ice. This path offered continuous cover but would be slower, demanding every ounce of her piloting expertise. Alternatively, she could take the dangerously open, faster route directly toward the reported location, using the chaotic residual energy of a recent comet strike as a momentary electromagnetic cloak. Both choices involved grave risk, one technical, the other strategic, but the urgency was absolute. She had to move now.

Her vision narrowed, focusing only on the two divergent path lines flashing on the navigation screen. The debris field route, while slower, offered the advantage of continuous cover, allowing her time to prepare for a fight later. The direct comet route, a reckless dash across open territory, might put her ahead of the Syndicate's heavier ships, but it exposed the Junker Queen to immediate detection and engagement from any fast scout vessels they had deployed. The fate of the Protocol, and maybe her soul, depended on the next few seconds of decision.




What would you do now?




1. Navigate the longer path through the high-density debris field to gain time for ship preparation.


2. Risk the faster, open route through the comet strike residuals to gain a critical head-start.




Choice 1
Choice 2




    


    
        Scene 2



The memory of the pursuit was sharp and cold, a visceral spike of adrenaline that lingered long after the enemy ships had faded from my sensors. I had survived the initial chase through the treacherous void, but the cost was steep. The branch of the Syndicate I had encountered, specializing in asset recovery and deep-space interdiction, had employed tactics I had not seen since my Fleet days. Their vessels were fast, maneuverable, and worst of all, they had been able to track my jump signature through the ion storm with unnerving efficiency that spoke of technology far beyond standard corporate issue.

Now I found myself in the outer edge of the Shattered Zone, a field of pulverized planetoids where gravitational anomalies made long-range scans worthless and short-range maneuvers suicidal for any pilot without nerves of steel. The Junker Queen was vibrating badly, her hull singing a discordant song of stress and strain. The primary stabilization gyros were offline, victims of the Syndicate's pulsed energy weapons that had caught me during the initial engagement. Every time I hit a patch of spatial distortion, the ship bucked like a spooked beast, throwing me against my restraints hard enough to leave bruises. I needed time to effect repairs, critical repairs that could not be postponed if I intended to survive the journey to the Aethelred and the inevitable confrontations waiting there.

I crawled out of the command chair and into the maintenance access tunnel that ran along the dorsal spine of the Junker Queen. The air was thick with the smell of burnt insulation and ozone, a familiar cocktail that spoke of systems pushed beyond their limits. The primary maintenance console confirmed my fears with its cascade of red warning indicators: the damage was extensive. The ship was suffering from cascading failures in the auxiliary power grid, each failed component threatening to take its neighbors down in a domino effect of destruction. I could attempt a field repair now, right here in the Shattered Zone, relying on scavenged parts and my own ingenuity to jury-rig a fix. Success would mean re-engaging the stabilization gyros, allowing me to continue the chase at moderate speed and rejoin the expected path to the Aethelred. It was the sensible, engineering-first choice that my training demanded.

However, a second option presented itself as I studied the sensor data. A faint, almost imperceptible energy signature pulsed deep within the gravitational well of a massive, fractured asteroid field nearby. According to the outdated databases in my navigation computer, this was the resting place of the Mantis Salvage Fleet, a collection of notorious, well-armed, and eventually decommissioned pirate vessels lost a century ago when their luck finally ran out. The risk was enormous: navigating the well was complex even for an experienced pilot, and the area was known for residual automated defenses that had never been properly deactivated. But if I could reach one of those ships, I might be able to harvest a completely intact, high-grade Fleet-spec stabilizer core, a core far superior to anything I could cobble together on the Junker Queen with my limited supplies.

The choice represented a classic engineering trade-off between stability and opportunity. Would I make the quick, necessary fix using the limited resources available, accepting a fragile solution that might fail at the worst possible moment? Or would I take a massive risk for a permanent, superior repair that would put me further behind in the race but guarantee the ship's stability for the final confrontation? The Junker Queen groaned around me, her metal bones protesting the gravitational stresses, reminding me that time was a luxury I barely possessed. My hands shook as I reached toward either the welding torch hanging on the wall or the navigation controls that would chart a course into the graveyard.




Make a choice...




1. Make immediate field repairs using the limited resources available to stabilize the ship and continue the pursuit.


2. Risk a dangerous detour into the Mantis Salvage Fleet graveyard to acquire a superior stabilization core.




Choice 1
Choice 2




    


    
        Scene 3



The interior of the Aethelred was a study in profound, cold neglect. The generation ship was less a derelict and more a mausoleum, its vast corridors silent as tombs, its atmosphere chilled to near-freezing though surprisingly breathable after all these centuries. After the tense maneuver through the asteroid field and the harrowing approach to this ancient vessel, I was now deep inside the hull, having followed the emergency siphon line that I hoped would lead me to the Protocol's central nexus. But the route was not clear. The ship's internal security systems, dormant for centuries, had detected my intrusion and were now activating in stuttering, unpredictable bursts of ancient programming.

I moved through what must have once been the ship's primary hydroponics bay, my boots crunching on the frost-covered deck plates. The huge room was now a jungle of dead, petrified flora, their nutrient lines cracked and desiccated, leaves frozen in the moment of their final wilting. The air here was heavy, thick with the scent of ozone and something metallic that I recognized immediately: the unmistakable odor of high-voltage systems powering up after a long sleep. My heart hammered with a dreadful anticipation as emergency lights flickered to life in distant corners of the chamber. I knew I was close to the core, and the sudden activation of these defenses meant that whatever was guarding the Protocol was aware of my presence, and perhaps the presence of others who had come before me.

As I rounded a bank of broken environmental controls, their displays cracked and dark, I saw the security measure blocking my path: not armed droids or laser grids, but a shimmering, optical disruption field blocking the main access port to the nexus. It was a pre-Collapse passive defense, designed to disorient and delay intruders rather than kill them outright, but it was highly volatile, drawing energy directly from the Aethelred's weakened fusion reactor. If I attempted to bypass it with a localized EMP, the resulting energy spike could destabilize the entire reactor, taking the Aethelred, the Protocol, and me along with it in a catastrophic detonation.

I knelt on the frozen deck, running a diagnostic across the floor plating with my portable scanner. The surface was covered in a solid layer of dust and decay, but the sub-structural schematics I had acquired showed a hidden maintenance duct running parallel to the primary access port. This duct was narrow, barely wide enough for a person to crawl through, likely flooded with corrosive coolant from ruptured lines, and almost certainly not structurally sound after centuries of neglect and thermal cycling. However, it offered a chance to bypass the unstable defense field completely and arrive directly at the nexus without triggering a reactor cascade.

This was a classic engineering challenge that pitted risk against certainty. My first option was to attempt a direct, controlled breach of the optical field using my precision plasma torch to cut a narrow path through the field's emitter array. The risk of causing a catastrophic reactor spike was high, perhaps one in three, but success would be immediate and place me right at the nexus door with minimal delay. The path through the flooded maintenance duct was less certain but potentially more survivable. It would be a grueling physical ordeal, requiring me to stabilize the crumbling duct walls as I progressed, a slow and dangerous process that would cost precious time. If I took the duct, I might arrive later than I hoped, but I would arrive with the ship's primary systems still intact, allowing me to use the core power to properly activate the Protocol. If I attempted to breach the field and failed, I might only have seconds to act before the Aethelred tore itself apart around me.

The pressure was intense, the weight of my mission pressing down on my shoulders like a physical burden. The whispers of Elysium Seven seemed to echo in the frozen air, reminding me of what happened when I made the wrong choice under pressure. I had to decide: the fast, volatile path that risked everything on a single moment of precision, or the slow, stable approach that traded speed for survivability.




What seems the better path?




1. Attempt a calculated breach of the optical defense field using the plasma torch for a direct approach.


2. Take the difficult path through the maintenance duct, bypassing the field to preserve reactor stability.




Choice 1
Choice 2




    


    
        Scene 4


The control panel flashed red and green in a chaotic light show, the colors reflecting off the polished deck plating as the Junker Queen responded to my desperate commands. I felt the sharp deceleration pressing me into my seat as the ship pulled out of the dangerous dive just before the asteroid field could tear us apart. The Syndicate scout ship, caught off-guard by my reckless maneuver that no sane pilot would have attempted, overshot the field and smashed head-first into a cluster of high-density ice. A silent, violent explosion lit up the void for a brief moment, fragments of hull and frozen atmosphere scattering in all directions, and then it was gone.
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