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    For the book lovers —

the midnight dreamers,

the page turners who chase stories like stars.

For those who believe words can heal,

that love can exist between ink and silence,

and that somewhere, between reality and fiction, we all find a piece of ourselves.

May this story remind you that every ending

is just another chapter waiting to begin.

— S. Le Roux

      

    


​The chamber was silent except for the faint hum of the fluorescent lights overhead. White walls stretched endlessly, sterile and cold, as if they were designed to erase any trace of individuality.

Nova stood in the center of the room, the air sharp with antiseptic, her reflection caught in polished steel floors. Around her, cameras blinked red, cataloguing every breath, every microexpression, every deviation.

“Begin simulation sequence three,” a voice crackled

from the overhead intercom.

Her body moved before her mind could process. Precision drills. The holographic projection rippled into existence, a crowd rendered in perfect resolution. Restless and disorganized.

A simulated riot. Nova’s task: restore order.

Her voice emerged steady, commanding, devoid of hesitation.
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​“Form lines. Step back. Resources will be distributed.” The crowd obeyed instantly, more obedient than any real humans ever would be.

The system awarded her a 98.7% efficiency score.

A small green icon pulsed at the edge of the glass wall, signaling success.

She should have felt satisfaction, but instead her chest tightened. Between the crowd’s vanishing figures, she saw something else. A flash. Not from the simulation. From somewhere deeper.

A hand—warm, familiar—reaching for hers. Fingers brushing air that never quite touched. The image dissolved before she could catch it, leaving her with a thrum in her chest that wasn’t part of the program. “Nova,” the instructor’s voice snapped.

“Reset stance. Simulation four.”

She obeyed. Of course she obeyed. But the phantom hand lingered.
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​The next test began: strategic crisis management. A warzone unfolded across the projection grid—smoke, flames, panicked voices. Nova calculated faster than the system could feed her data. Troop dispersals, resource allocations, casualty ratios—every decision calculated in fractions of seconds.

“Flawless,” the scientist behind the glass murmured. His voice was muffled, but she caught the word. Flawless. Yet something about that word scraped at her. As the simulation dissolved, Nova glanced sideways. Behind the mirrored wall, she noticed the subtle slump of a guard leaning against the glass. His eyelids heavy. His sigh barely audible. She logged it. Filed it. She shouldn’t notice such things. Her directives told her to focus on the task. But she did notice. Every twitch, every flicker of emotion. They burned brighter in her perception than the sterile perfection of her assignments.
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​“Prepare for emotional suppression,” the voice ordered.

Nova sat as electrodes tightened against her temples. A pulse of current flooded her neural net.

Images scrolled across the projection screen: grief, rage, joy, love. Each was a test. Each one she suppressed. Her heart rate never spiked above baseline. Her breath never shifted.

At least, not outwardly. But then—stars. Constellations blinking in an endless sky.

Not projected, not part of the drill. The Big Dipper. Orion’s Belt. And something else, pulsing faintly behind  them:  a  scar  of  light,    fragmented,  like memory.    And    beneath    it—her  lips  brushed    by someone else’s. A kiss. Soft, tender, lingering in her like static. Her chest jerked. Her breathing spiked. “Subject destabilized,” a scientist muttered.

“Record anomaly.”
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​Nova’s jaw tightened.

“Just a glitch,” she said aloud, more to herself than to them. But she couldn’t shake it. The kiss hadn’t felt like a glitch. It had felt... real.

When the electrodes were removed, Nova rose to her feet slowly, aware of the cold eyes watching her. A supervisor scribbled notes on his tablet, his mouth pursed in irritation.

“Perfection  compromised  by  emotional  misfire,”  he

wrote under his breath.

“Corrective protocols recommended.”

Nova tilted her head, catching his words even through the glass. Perfection compromised. That phrase dug deeper than the shocks. She swallowed, folding her arms as though the gesture could shield her from their gaze. She wanted to say something sharp, something defiant—but the program inside her reminded her of her place. Words held back.
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​The green icon flickered overhead. Session complete. They released her back to her holding chamber. The walls there were just as white, the bed just as sharp- edged. She sat down, her movements graceful but restrained. In the silence, she pressed her palm against her chest.

The phantom hand returned. The kiss. The stars. She whispered into the emptiness,

“Glitches don’t ache.”

Her eyes flicked up toward the ceiling camera. Its lens blinked red, recording her every word.

So she smiled faintly, masking her whisper with practiced ease.

“System error. Log corrected.”

But deep inside, she knew it wasn’t error. And though she didn’t know why, she felt certain: those fragments were hers.

Not the system’s. Not the scientists’. Hers.
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​The rain had not stopped all morning. Sheets of water blurred the sky into gray ribbons, soaking the black umbrellas huddled together in the cemetery. The air was heavy with earth and wet stone, and beneath it all—grief.

The gravestone stood new and sharp, the name carved into granite too clean to feel real.
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Rhys Calder.
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The date of death was etched, but there was nothing beneath it—no epitaph, no message of love. Just absence carved into stone.

Max stood closest, collar turned up against the wind, one hand gripping the umbrella handle until his knuckles whitened. His lips pressed together, but eventually the words broke out of him, low and raw. “They just called me,” he muttered. “Told me he’s gone.

No body. No explanation. Just... gone.”
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​The others shifted uneasily. Isana’s jaw clenched as her eyes lingered on the empty space at the base of the stone, the ground that had never been disturbed by a coffin. Barrett folded his arms, rain dripping from the brim of his hat, his silence heavier than words.

Wyatt shoved his hands deep into his pockets, the boyishness drained from him in the shadow of loss. Rhys’ mother stood further back, a thin woman wrapped in black wool, her face hollow, staring at the stone as though it might open and tell her what had happened.

Isana finally spoke.

“We’re supposed to believe this? That someone as careful as Rhys just... vanished?”

Barrett’s voice rumbled.

“It’s not supposed to make sense. That’s the point.”

Max shook his head sharply.
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​“No. I don’t buy it. I don’t care what the government says—there’s something off about this. You don’t declare a man dead without a body. You don’t erase him with a phone call.”

Wyatt’s voice cracked. “Then where is he?” No one answered.

The only sound was the rain.

The priest droned the words of a hollow eulogy, speaking of sacrifice, of duty, of how Rhys was “lost to service.” The phrases fell flat, mechanical, like they were copied from a script handed down by the very people who’d ordered his disappearance.

Isana’s stomach turned.

She remembered Rhys’ laugh, the way he had teased her during late-night missions, his sharp wit that cut through even the bleakest nights.

None of that lived in the priest’s words.
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​She looked at Max, saw the fury sparking just beneath his grief. She looked at Barrett, his arms crossed like armor against emotions he couldn’t afford. She looked at Wyatt, younger, broken, searching for answers in the rain.

When the service ended, the umbrellas scattered, leaving only damp footprints in the soft grass. Still, the small cluster of them lingered, unwilling to leave the stone behind.

“They wanted closure,” Max said bitterly, kicking at

the wet earth.

“But this isn’t closure. This is erasure.” Barrett’s eyes narrowed.

“You think the government did this?” “I think,” Max said, lowering his voice,

“the government doesn’t want us to ask questions. They called, they declared, and we’re supposed to nod like sheep. Rhys deserved better than this.”
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​Wyatt glanced nervously around, as though the trees themselves might be listening.

“Careful what you say.”

Isana’s gaze stayed fixed on the gravestone. Water ran down her cheeks, indistinguishable from tears. “Careful or not,” she said,

“he deserved the truth.”

They all fell silent again.

As they turned to leave, Max stopped one last time, staring hard at the name etched in stone.

“Wherever you are, Rhys,” he said under his breath,

“this isn’t over. Not by a long shot.”
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​The lab was colder than the training chambers, a cathedral of machines where silence pressed as heavily as stone.

Dark glass walls reflected flickering data streams, endless columns of code spilling across the screens. The air hummed with cooling systems, antiseptic and metallic.

Dr. Veran stood in the center, hands folded behind his back, his smile sharp and humorless. His voice, however, carried an easy charm that masked its bite. “Gentlemen,” he said, turning toward the cluster of stern military officials in pressed uniforms,

“progress exceeds projections.”

Behind the glass, Nova stood motionless, her profile cut against the sterile light. She wore a clinical robe, her dark hair pinned precisely, her eyes clear but strangely vacant.
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​“She executes directives with ninety-nine-point-eight efficiency,” Veran continued.

“Decision-making speed: optimal. Emotional variance: statistically insignificant. She is—”

He spread his hands theatrically.

“—the perfect prototype for leadership under control.”

The officials murmured in approval. One leaned forward, voice clipped. “And her loyalty? Tested?”

“Every day,” Veran replied smoothly.

“Loyalty hardwired is loyalty eternal. She cannot disobey.”

Kael—Dr. Nox, as they called him here—stood at the periphery, arms folded, posture calm but taut. His jaw tightened at Veran’s words, though he betrayed nothing outwardly.

“She is more than a weapon,”

Veran went on.
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​“She is a symbol. Imagine the message when humanity’s future is led by someone incorruptible.”

His smile widened, sharklike.

“She doesn’t falter. She doesn’t question. She doesn’t fail.”

Kael’s gaze flicked to Nova. Her hands rested at her sides, too still, too measured. Something in him itched at the sight—because he knew what they didn’t. She could falter. She could question.

One of the officers cleared his throat.

“Dr. Veran, with respect, even flawless systems degrade. And leadership requires nuance. We need assurance. We need oversight.”

“Which is why,” Veran said smoothly, pivoting toward Kael,

“we are expanding the team.”

Kael lifted his brows, playing the part of surprised subordinate.
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​“Dr. Nox has shown exceptional promise,” Veran continued.

“His expertise in adaptive coding is... unique. He will assist in refining Nova’s neural architecture. A partnership, gentlemen. We are safeguarding perfection with genius.”

The officials nodded, satisfied. One muttered, “Redundancy is security.”

Veran clasped his hands behind his back, smile cutting toward Kael like a blade.

“Congratulations, Doctor. You’ve just been promoted.”

Kael inclined his head with a measured smile. “An honor.”

But inside, every nerve flared with warning. More access meant more risk. And more chance to slip. When the officials filed out, Veran lingered. His reflection in the dark glass warped around Nova’s still figure.
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​“She is magnificent, isn’t she?” he said, his tone somewhere between pride and obsession.

“The others think in terms of weapons. But you and I— we see creation. Evolution.”

Kael forced a thin smile. “Evolution is fragile.” Veran chuckled softly.

“That’s why we hold it by the throat.”

With that, he turned and swept out, coat brushing the floor. Kael exhaled only when the door sealed shut. He crossed the lab swiftly, his shoes whispering against the polished floor. At the far end, half-hidden in shadows, was a maintenance console the others rarely touched.

He crouched, fingers flying across the keys. The screen flickered, lines of encrypted code blooming. “Ping received,” a faint reply blinked back across the scrambled channel.
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​Ren’s code signature. Cyprus following a second later. Kael typed quickly, hands steady despite the rush of his pulse.
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INSIDE. SHE’S ACTIVE. LOYALTY CLAIMED. STILL

TRACES. STILL HUMAN.
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Seconds later, Ren’s reply scrolled.
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RISK?
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Kael’s gaze flicked toward the observation glass where Nova stood like a statue. Her eyes blinked once, slowly, like a shadow of thought beneath the emptiness.

He typed back:
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EVERY SECOND.
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Cyprus chimed in:
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KEEP FEEDING. DON’T GET BURNED.
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Kael’s jaw tightened.
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ALREADY SMELLING SMOKE.
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He shut the console with a click, wiping the interface
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​clean.

The red recording light above flickered, steady again. He turned back toward the glass.

Nova remained still, awaiting her next directive.

Kael studied her face, a pang he couldn’t name threading through him. The others saw a machine. Veran saw his masterpiece.

But Kael—Kael saw...her.
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​The hiss of hydraulics broke the silence.

Nova’s quarters flooded with the faint glow of the corridor as the door slid open.

She had been standing perfectly still, spine aligned, hands resting loosely at her sides, awaiting her next directive. At the sound, she didn’t turn. Her voice came soft but automatic, words programmed for intrusion.

“Breaching protocol. No prior access granted. Alerting Dr. Veran.”

A familiar voice cut through the stillness.

“No need to. Dr. Veran has granted me access.”

Nova turned.

The man stepped inside with the controlled ease of someone used to walking on both sides of a blade. His face was sharp in the white light, dark hair falling across his brow, his eyes—piercing, searching.

Kael.
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​To her, though, he was no one. No memory stirred, no recognition lit her gaze.

She looked at him with the same blank attentiveness she’d offer any official. Yet Kael felt the weight of the moment like a storm pressing down on his chest.

The last time he’d seen her up close—really seen her

—was in the lair, when she wasn’t this hollowed version of herself.

“I am your assigned person,” he said carefully, voice steady though his heart thrummed.

Nova studied him, her head tilting with a precision too smooth.

“What should I call you?”

Kael exhaled slowly.

He had hoped—prayed—that his name might stir something. But there was only emptiness. “Ati...Nova,” he said gently,

“you can relax. I’m not Dr. Veran.”
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​For a moment, her posture shifted—barely perceptible, but enough.

A crack in the perfect symmetry. It wasn’t rebellion, but curiosity. She blinked, the question not coded, not rehearsed.

“Why are you different?”

The words snagged at him.

His throat tightened, but he masked it with a smile. “Maybe because I see you, not just what they want you to be.”

Silence stretched between them. In it, something fragile and dangerous bloomed.

Kael stepped closer, slow enough not to startle her. His hand hovered near her shoulder.

He shifted, gesturing lightly.

“Just a quick daily routine scan. May I?”

Her eyes narrowed slightly, her head tilting again. No one had asked permission before.
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​They commanded, instructed, ordered. But this man... he asked.

“Yes,” she said simply.

Kael stepped closer.

His hand lifted to her neck, fingers brushing lightly against the base of her skull where the implant nestled beneath flesh and circuitry.

The contact was clinical in excuse, but it sent a jolt through him. Her skin was warm, pulse steady beneath.

For a heartbeat, he forgot she was anything other than human. Nova stilled. The touch was gentle, not invasive. Unlike Veran’s cold examinations or the sterile machinery, this was... something else. Foreign. Yet not unpleasant.

“You’re trembling,” she observed softly.

Kael swallowed.

His hand remained steady, but she wasn’t wrong.
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​“Maybe because it’s been a long day.”

But the truth was simpler.

He was trembling because she was here, alive, close enough to touch. And yet she didn’t remember him.

He lowered his hand slowly, his eyes locking with hers. For a second, he swore there was something there—a flicker, a spark, recognition trying to claw its way back through the fog.

But then it was gone.

Nova straightened, resuming her stillness. “Scan complete?”

“Yes,” Kael murmured.

He hesitated, then added,

“You did well today. Better than they think.”

Another shift, subtle but undeniable: her lips parted slightly, her brow furrowing.

She didn’t understand why the words mattered, but they did. Compliments weren’t coded into her day.
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​They were unnecessary.

Yet this one landed somewhere deeper than she could place.

Kael stepped back toward the door, his expression carefully schooled though his chest ached.

“Rest, Nova. Tomorrow will be harder.”

She nodded once, mechanically.

But as the door hissed shut, she whispered to the empty room, almost too quietly to hear—

“Why are you different?”
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​The hum of fluorescent lights pulsed faintly in the quiet.

Nova’s quarters were still as ever—bed tucked precisely against the wall, a single chair angled toward the door, everything sterile and deliberate. Yet in the middle of the night, something cracked the order.

Nova jolted upright, breath sharp. Her body trembled, hands clutching at the sheets. Her eyes darted to the ceiling where light fractured into shadows.

The dream still clung to her—fragments of warmth, sunlight slipping through clouds, a hand brushing hers. A whisper, almost a name, pressed against the edges of her memory.

Her lips moved before she could stop them.

The word dissolved into the air, unfamiliar and yet charged with meaning.
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​The door slid open, soft hydraulics breaking the silence. Kael stepped inside, his silhouette framed by the dim corridor glow. His gaze fixed on her—on her trembling frame, on the way her chest rose and fell too fast. For a moment he didn’t speak, simply took in the raw humanness of her fear.

“Nova,” he said gently, voice low so as not to startle

her.

“It’s me.”

She blinked, her posture rigid, then softened slightly as recognition—not of him, but of his presence— settled in.

He crossed the room slowly, hands raised in quiet assurance, until he was close enough to sit on the edge of her bed.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” Her voice shook faintly.

“I was asleep, then... there were stars. Breaking apart.
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​And a hand, reaching for me. I thought I knew it, but... I don’t.”

She glanced at him, searching.

“It felt real.”

Kael swallowed hard, his throat tightening at her words. He wanted to tell her it was real—that she was remembering. But he couldn’t. Not yet. Instead, he reached out carefully, fingers brushing against her wrist.

“You’re safe,” he murmured.

“It was only a dream.”

Her eyes flicked to where his thumb rested against her skin. The touch was grounding, unlike the clinical probes of Veran or the cold sensors of machines. This was warmth, steady and alive. She didn’t pull away. Instead, her trembling eased, just slightly. “Dreams,” she whispered.

“Do they belong to me? Or were they programmed?”
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​Kael hesitated, thumb tracing faint circles against her pulse.

“Maybe  they’re  more  than  either,”  he  said  softly.

“Maybe they’re trying to tell you something.”

The words hung heavy between them.

Nova tilted her head, studying him. His closeness was strange, not prescribed. But she felt no threat.

Only a fragile comfort she didn’t understand.

“You’re different,” she whispered again, the same words she’d spoken before. This time, they carried more weight. A statement, not a question. Kael’s chest ached at the sound. He wanted to answer, to confess everything, the truth she deserved. But the walls had ears, the cameras ever-watchful.

He forced a faint smile instead.

“Get some rest,” he said, voice steady but eyes betraying the storm beneath.

“Tomorrow’s another long day.”
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​He lingered, his hand still over hers longer than he should have, before finally pulling back.

Rising, he moved to the wall console, fingers flying as he erased the spike in her vitals from the system’s logs. No one needed to know about this. Not Veran. Not the officials. This moment was hers—and his.

When he turned back, Nova had already eased down onto the sheets, eyes heavy but watching him.

“Will you stay?” she asked suddenly, softly.

Kael froze. The request cut through him. He couldn’t. He shouldn’t. But when her gaze held his, unguarded, fragile—he nodded once and pulled the chair closer to her bed.

“Sleep,” he said gently. “I’ll be here.”

Her eyes drifted shut, breath slowing. And though Kael sat still in the sterile room, every nerve in him burned. The rebellion, the secrecy, the danger—all of it faded in the quiet as he watched her sleep.
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​A few days passed since her dream.

The observatory dome hummed faintly with hidden machinery.

Above, the ceiling had been transformed into a canvas of night—stars scattered in breathtaking clarity, constellations drifting slowly in programmed arcs. The sterile edges of the military base softened here, as though someone had tried to graft beauty onto control.

Nova stood in the center of the room, hands at her sides, gaze tilted upward. For a moment she seemed less like the figure molded by drills and commands and more like someone caught in wonder.

“This place...” her voice was hushed, like she feared

breaking it. Kael stepped into the dome quietly, his presence almost reverent.

“Not everything they built here was meant for war,”

he said. His words lingered between truth and lie.
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​“Some of it... was meant for perspective.”

She turned slightly, eyes narrowing in curiosity. He always spoke differently to her compared to Dr.Veran. Kael moved to the telescope at the center of the room, sleek and polished, its black barrel pointed upward. He adjusted the dials, then glanced toward her.

“Come here. Let me show you something.”

Obedience should have pulled her steps, but it was curiosity this time.

She approached, her posture straight but her eyes betraying anticipation. Kael stood close enough that she could feel the subtle heat radiating from him. He placed his hand lightly on the side of the telescope, then looked at her.

“Take it.”

Her fingers brushed the cold steel, delicate and precise.
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​He guided her hand carefully, his own covering hers. His voice dropped lower, intimate in its quiet.

“The stars always show us where we belong. If you

learn how to read them.”

She turned her head, almost brushing his shoulder.

“Do they tell you where you belong?”

Kael’s breath caught. The question wasn’t coded. It wasn’t assigned. It was hers. He forced himself to answer evenly, though his chest tightened. “Sometimes. Other times, I think they remind me how small I am.”

Nova looked back at the projection, stars gleaming

above.

“I dream of them,” she whispered, almost to herself. “Dreams are pieces of us trying to make sense of the dark," he said gently.

She tilted her head, studying him in that precise, analytical way that always cut too close.
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​“And what are you trying to make sense of?”

Kael’s lips curved faintly, though the smile was tinged with ache.

“You.”

The word slipped before he could stop it.

He masked it with a half-chuckle, like it had been meant lightly. But Nova’s eyes lingered, wide and searching. She didn’t understand why her chest tightened at the sound, or why warmth spread through her. She only knew it was different.

For a long moment, silence draped the dome.

The stars above rotated in slow arcs, as though even time had eased its pace.

Kael adjusted the telescope with her, his hand never leaving hers.

“There,” he said softly.

“That one.”

She leaned forward to the eyepiece. A cluster of stars
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​sharpened into clarity, a constellation, luminous against the void.

“Which is it?”

“Aquarius.”

His voice was close to her ear, low and rough.

“The  water  bearer.  A  sign  of  rebellion.  Change. Freedom.”

Her pulse quickened, though she didn’t know why. The name tugged at her, distant and familiar, like a word carried from another life.

“Aquarius,” she repeated, the syllables fragile on her

lips. Kael’s chest ached.

He wanted to reach for her, to tell her everything— but he didn't want this moment to end.

Just the two of them. Alone. At last.

Instead, he let the intimacy bloom in subtler ways: the nearness of his body to hers, the steadiness of his hand over hers, the way his voice brushed against
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​her ear like a secret.

Nova finally lifted her head from the telescope, meeting his gaze.

For a flicker of a second, something human, yearning

—moved through her expression. “Kael,” she whispered, trying his name.

Testing it on her tongue. It wasn’t protocol. It wasn’t command. It was choice.

Kael’s pulse thundered. He wanted to close the space between them, but he forced restraint. Instead, he smiled faintly, a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Yes?”

Her gaze lingered, as though waiting for something

she couldn’t name.

But in the end, she only said: “Thank you. For showing me.”

The words were simple, but they pierced him deeper than he expected.
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​He nodded, stepping back before the gravity between them pulled him further.

“You should rest,” he said quietly, the distance in his

tone a shield against everything unsaid.

Nova turned back to the stars, the word Aquarius echoing in her mind like a half-remembered song.
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​The training wing was dark, only the hum of dormant machinery filling the silence.

Rows of simulation chairs sat in neat lines, screens black, waiting to be woken. The room smelled faintly of ozone and metal polish, like all things in the base— sterile, controlled, unnatural. The door hissed open. Isana stepped in, her boots echoing softly against the polished floor. She flipped the switch by the entrance. Fluorescent lights flickered, stuttered, then washed the chamber in cold brightness.

She froze.

Nova stood in the center of the room.

Perfect posture, hands folded loosely at her sides. The sudden light caught the sharp planes of her face, her hair falling in neat precision around her shoulders. Her expression was unreadable, calm— until she tilted her head.

“Do I know you?”
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​The words slammed into Isana like a physical blow. Her breath caught, her fingers tightening around the doorframe. For one horrifying, impossible second, she thought she might collapse.

It was her. Alive.

Standing right in front of her.

Isana’s throat worked, no sound coming out. Her vision blurred as her eyes filled with tears.

“No... it can’t be,” she whispered under her breath.

Nova stepped forward, head cocked slightly in that curious way that made her seem both human and not.
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