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No one talks about Earth anymore.

The old world is gone, not in fire—but in silence. Lost beneath light-years of expansion, of time, of forgetfulness. Some say its last transmission burned out near the Perseid Gate. Others say it was never real to begin with—just a corporate myth hard-coded into nav-comms to give the scattered colonies something to believe in.

But out here, in the Drift—where station walls sweat and old jumpgates hum in their sleep—belief won’t keep you alive. Work will.

It began with a single breakthrough.

The creation of the first jumpgate.

A stable corridor punched through folded spacetime.

One jump. One second. One star system to another.

The promise was simple: instant travel between worlds.

That was all it took.

Humanity tore across the stars like a wildfire wrapped in steel.

Within decades, there were thousands of gates—some massive, deep-orbit constructs built by the Syndicates and Earthborn Corps, others pirated, repurposed, or stolen. Once the blueprint was out, everyone built gates. Not just between systems—but inside them.

These became the intrasystem rings—smaller, limited gates strung between planets and moons.

They allowed even the poorest dust-hauler to burn a trail through a solar system in hours instead of months.

Colonies became cities.

Cities became factions.

And the old bloodlines of Earth—fractured by distance and ambition—shaped the new frontier.

Each system carries its own flavor, its own flag. While no one names the old nations directly, their cultural DNA bleeds through in dialect, tech design, cuisine, even in how they build their ships.

One system favors honor-coded airlocks and zero-waste architecture.

Another enforces debt tattoos and orbital curfews.

A third baptizes its dead by spacing them through ceremonial jumpgates.

It’s not just politics. It’s identity.

The Drift—the fringe edge of mapped space—is where order thins out.

And that’s where the work lives.

There are jobs in every system. Good, bad, in between.

You can haul cargo.

Guard mining rigs.

Escort diplomatic freighters.

Mine asteroids.

Scavenge derelicts.

Or hunt those who break contract.

Mercenary work isn’t shameful. It’s survival.

Out here, everyone’s a contractor.

The only difference is whether you're working with permission... or without it.

And for those who want to stay off the grid?

There’s always the boards.

Every bar, every dockyard, every gas-burned salvage shack has one:

a digital job board glowing with just enough promise to get you killed.

But lately, near the edge of Driftspace, something’s wrong.

Ships go through the gates, but never come out the other side.

No crash reports. No beacons. No data logs.

Gone. Just... gone.

And those who’ve flown near the black sectors—places where the navmap glitches—

say the gates... hum.

Like they’re waiting.

Like they remember.

And when the sequence starts and the rings begin to spin?

Some swear they hear whispers in the static.

A voice not broadcast. Not human.

Just one phrase, low and distant.

Come home.

The sun over Pelari Theta was a dying thing—bitter orange, swollen and cracked like it had been through hell and was still leaking.

Caio Falcão sat thirty meters down in the crust of Moraq-4, one of four moons orbiting Pelari’s fractured ringworld. The system itself—Calderon Reach—was deep in the Drift, well past mapped corporate space. Not lawless exactly, but close enough that men like Caio could make a living without too many questions. As long as the payloads made quota and the riggers didn’t unionize, the company left them alone.

He tightened the collar on his work suit, slapped a fresh respirator tab into the clamp, and braced as the drill arm shuddered and bit into the red-veined ore beneath him. The vibrations rattled up his spine, right into his jaw. He grinned.

Another clean run.

Another shift logged.

The mine was one of a dozen spread across Moraq’s sunward side, stitched into jagged canyon bands, each one fed by a snaking crawler track that brought up what they called “blackshine”—a raw mineral rich in phase-reactive filament, useless unless purified, but worth its weight in grav-thrust cores once it was.

Caio liked it here.

Not the job. The rhythm.

The clank of loader arms.

The dry hum of dust scrubbers.

The radio chatter full of boredom and bragging rights.

The silence after the shift bell.

He wasn’t special here.

He wasn’t anyone.

And today? He was riding a high.

His output was solid. His rig ran clean.

And if he could just squeeze out one more shift—just one more—he could clear another payment off the old ship docked back on Moraq Base Hub South.

Maybe even surprise Elena with a meal that didn’t come out of a tube.

The rattle in his headset came just as he rotated the drill casing to a new seam.

“Caio Falcão, slot twelve. Copy?”

He tapped his comm on reflex.

“Yeah, still breathing.”

“You’re relieved. Pack it in.”

He blinked, frowned.

“Relieved? This another schedule glitch?”

“Nope. All cleared. Supervisor’s orders. Grab your gear, hit the crawler. You’re done for the day.”

He stared at the drill for a second longer. The dust shimmered in the heat. A vein just opened up. Good cut. Clean core.

He almost called it in. Almost said, Let me finish this out.

But instead, he just laughed.

“Copy that.”

Hell—he hadn’t had a full night off in a cycle. Maybe someone up the line finally noticed.

He locked the drill, sealed his crate, and walked out of the pit grinning like a man who didn’t yet know his life was about to end sideways.

The crawler hissed open and he stepped inside, settling into the dusty seat with the rest of the crew from zone twelve. No one talked much. The rumble of the treads, the soft exhale of filtered air, and the distant hum of orbiters filled the silence.

Outside, Moraq-4 stretched endlessly, jagged and burnt red under a leaking orange sky.

Far above, the thin blue glow of an intrasystem jumpgate ring blinked gently like a star with a pulse.

Just another day in Calderon Reach.

And Caio Falcão was on his way home.
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The crawler dropped them at Moraq Base Hub South—not much more than a ring of prefabs squatting inside a reinforced dome, cracked in places, patched in others. Dust stuck to everything. Lights buzzed overhead like they were tired of their job too.

Caio stepped off, shouldered his pack, and nodded at the guard who didn’t look up. The gates hissed open, and he walked through the decontamination corridor, the static wash brushing over his skin like dry ice.

Inside the dome, everything felt heavier.

Gravity was stable, but the atmosphere processors were slow. Air tasted like plastic and sweat, with a hint of rust if you breathed too deep. But it was home—at least for now.

He passed a vendor stall selling fried root cutlets wrapped in polymer sheets. Someone was tuning a battered synth harp over by the shuttle terminal, its notes hollow and aching in the recycled air.

At a transit terminal screen, Caio tapped his wristband against the pad.

The screen flickered, then displayed a travel summary:

DESTINATION: SECTOR 4 | RESIDENCE ROW | BAYLOCK-9

TRANSPORT: INTRARING EXPRESS (DEPARTING 03:12)

FARE: COVERED – SHIFT CREDIT (AUTH. 33A)

STATUS: CLEARED

He raised an eyebrow. Covered?

Now that was weird. Shift credit didn’t usually apply to off-duty travel. Maybe this was part of some bonus rotation. He grinned again. Two weird things in one day. The universe must've owed him.

The Intraring Express was a magnetic tram that ran the inner shell of the colony dome, connecting all the residential and commercial sectors in a soft arc of movement and fogged windows. It was fast, silent, and always half-broken.

Caio slid into a seat by the window, laid his head back, and let the rhythm pull him.

Outside, Moraq’s second moon—Tomae—hung low in the sky, thin and cracked like a broken tooth. He remembered when Elena said it looked beautiful. She always liked ruined things. Said they were honest.

The tram rolled on.

They passed Dock 3, where his ship was parked—The Saph, old and battered, but his.

Still owed two payments on the new thrust vectoring system. But she flew.

Passed the hydro tanks, the lower marketplaces, and finally into Sector 4, where the lights got a little dimmer and the alleys a little quieter.

Baylock-9 was a narrow row of dorm-habs backed against a maintenance barrier. Not flashy, not corporate-housing-tier, but livable. Elena had picked it for the view of the rail lights. Said they made her feel like the stars were blinking just for them.

Caio keyed the entry pad.

Green light.

Door hissed open.

He stepped inside, wiping his boots on the mat she hated him for ignoring.

“El?”

Silence.

The main room was dim—lights set to amber. A smell hung in the air. Not bad. Just... strange. Burnt ozone and something sweet.

He walked past the kitchen unit.

Noticed the bottle of synthwine half-drained.

Two glasses. One still had the rim smudge of lipstick.

He heard it before he saw it.

Not a voice.

Not a scream.

Just a breath. A sharp inhale. And a sound that should never come from your own bedroom.

Caio stepped forward, hand on the wall, steadying himself as his heart began to slow—not speed up, but slow, like the world was pulling away from him.

He reached the door.

It was open just a crack.

And through it, he saw her—Elena, skin bare, face turned toward the ceiling.

And him.

The man on top.

Laughing.

Wearing the sigil of House Jeran.

That was all he needed to see.

Because House Jeran had a third son.

And that son just looked Caio Falcão in the eyes.

Caio didn’t move.

Not right away.

His body was frozen, jaw tight, throat closed. The buzzing in his ears was louder than anything else in the room.

The man on top of Elena didn’t stop.

Didn’t flinch.

Didn’t even seem surprised.

“You must be Caio,” he said, voice calm, like they were shaking hands over lunch.

Elena’s eyes widened.

“Wait—Caio, I—”

She reached, but didn’t cover herself.

Caio stood in the doorway, body humming like a live wire. Time didn’t slow down. It sped the hell up.

Elena sat up—sheets falling, skin bare, mouth already moving.

“Caio—wait. Wait, what are you—why are you home so soon?”

Her voice was sharp. Not sorry. Not soft.

Like he was the one in the wrong.

She scrambled off the bed, grabbed for a shirt she didn’t even put on.

“This isn’t what it looks like,” she said, eyes darting from him to the man still behind her, lounging like this was just another shift rotation.

“I swear to god, this—this wasn’t supposed to happen.”

Her voice cracked on the last word, but Caio wasn’t even listening to her anymore.

His eyes had locked on the other man.

The one still in the bed.

The one now sitting up slowly, resting on his elbows.

Smirking.

The man had that look—the kind that didn’t come from toughness, but from being untouchable.

Well-fed. Clean-cut. Scarless.

House-bred.

The chain around his neck bore the crest of Jeran—the triple-crown sigil pulsing faintly with onboard data feed. Not a knockoff. The real thing.

Loras Jeran. Third son.

And his sidearm—a sleek, faction-locked auto-pistol—lay on the floor.

Right by Caio’s boots.

Loras’s smirk faded.

“You said he wouldn’t be back until morning.”

He wasn’t even talking to Caio.

He was talking to her. Like Caio wasn’t even in the room.

“Are you stupid?” he snapped. “What are you, some dumb bitch? You said you had this handled!”

Elena looked like she might cry. Or scream.

She did neither.

“I—I thought—his schedule said—” she stammered.

“Save it,” Loras spat.
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Then he turned to Caio, standing now, hands raised slowly, eyes narrowing.

“Look... let’s not let this turn into something ugly.”

He took one slow step forward, still bare-chested, but suddenly measuring the distance between himself and his weapon. Between himself and Caio.

“I just want my shit, alright? You don’t want to fuck with me. You know who I am.”

Caio didn’t move.

Didn’t blink.

The hum of the apartment lights buzzed louder than it should’ve.

The weight of the gravity pressed down harder than it did on Moraq’s surface.

Loras’s voice got thinner.

“You do something stupid here and that’s it. You’re done. You're dust. I'm Jeran. My family—”

“Shut the fuck up,” Caio said. Quiet. Flat. No rage in his voice. Just something colder.

Loras froze mid-sentence.

“Caio—please,” Elena said, her voice cracking now, her hands shaking. “You don’t understand. He said—he said he could get me off this rock. A ship, a real place. He promised—”

“So you let him crawl into my bed?” Caio asked. His eyes never left Loras.

“You were never going to leave this place,” she whispered. “You and your shitty jobs and your rust-bucket ship—you think I want to die on Moraq?”

Caio stepped forward once. Slow.

Loras jerked, hands still raised.

“You think this is worth dying over?” Loras hissed. “You think she is?”

The room pulsed.

“Pick it up,” Caio said, nodding at the gun.

Loras looked down.

The sidearm sat there. Between them. One foot. Maybe two.

Closer to Caio than to him.

“I’m not stupid,” Loras said, shifting weight like he might bolt. “I just want to walk out. No trouble. You let me do that, and I’ll pretend none of this happened.”

Caio stared at him.

Loras swallowed.

Elena had gone silent.

“You fucked her in my bed,” Caio said.

“With my glass still on the counter.”

“You laughed when you saw me.”

“And now you want to walk out.”

Loras’s smirk returned—but thinner. Brittle.

“Yeah,” he said. “Because I can. Because I always do.”

Caio didn’t respond.

Instead, he bent down.

Picked up the pistol.

Paused.

Loras stiffened, every part of his body tensing, preparing to react, to lunge, to plead—

Caio held the gun by the barrel.

And tossed it across the room.

The pistol clattered behind the kitchen counter.

Loras blinked.

“What—?”

“You don’t get the easy way,” Caio said, stepping forward.

Caio stood still. His chest rose and fell, slow and heavy.

Loras Jeran shifted weight.

He looked down at the counter where the pistol had landed. Then up at Caio. Their eyes locked.

“You’re not gonna do shit,” Loras said. Half-smirk. Half-test. “You think you got something to prove? Don’t. Let it go. I’ll be out of your little piss-cave in a minute.”

He moved—slow, too slow.

One foot toward the counter.

One hand rising.

Eyes never leaving Caio’s.

Caio’s fists curled. Muscles coiled up his arms like they were trying to break out of his skin.

Loras reached the pistol.

Paused. Still watching Caio.

Nothing.

So he leaned in—still slow—and grabbed it.

His fingers wrapped around the grip like it belonged there.

He exhaled.

And smiled.

“That’s good,” Loras said. He cocked his head, confidence bleeding back into his spine.

“You know your place. That’s smart.”

He walked backward toward the exit, casual now, the pistol loose at his side.

Caio didn’t move. His face had turned toward Elena. Jaw flexing. Eyes cold.

She shrank against the wall like it might save her.

Then Loras stopped.

Right at the doorway.

Something in him twitched.

Maybe it was pride.

Maybe something deeper.

Or maybe he just didn’t like the silence.

He looked back.

“You know what?”

Caio’s eyes snapped back to him.

“She was right.”

“You are a loser.”

And in that moment, Loras Jeran raised the gun.

It happened in a blur—but not for Caio.

His pulse didn’t spike.

His military training came back not in thought, but in muscle.

Not a reaction. A response. A sequence.

His arm moved before his mind did—up, across, striking Loras’s wrist hard, knocking the pistol wide.

CRACK—!

The first shot went wild—slamming into the wall just inches from Elena’s head.

She screamed. Hit the floor, hands over her ears.

Loras yelled something—Caio didn’t hear it.

They slammed into each other, elbows up, fists flying.

The gun hit the floor.

Both men dove for it.

They hit the table.

Shattered a chair.

Fell across the counter.

Knocked over the bottle, synthwine spraying like blood across the floor.

BANG!

The second shot fired.

Missed.

They were both on their knees now, the gun between them, hands fighting for grip.

Loras was snarling, mouth bleeding. Caio’s nose was broken. Their breath came in growls. One pushed. One pulled.

The gun turned.

Both fingers on the trigger.

“You’re dead—” Loras hissed.

“Not yet.”

Pop.

One shot. No echo.

Just the click of a casing hitting the tile.
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