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CHAPTER ONE

THE OUTPOST ON THE EDGE OF THE WORLD
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The dropship bucked hard as it descended through the updraft rising from the ravine, the hull shuddering like something alive. Dust streaked across the canopy in thick yellow smears, the air outside so choked with minerals it looked like they were flying through a storm made of the planet’s bones.

Captain Elian Voss braced himself against the railing and watched the world tilt beneath them. The rift glowed faintly—an angry orange wound cut across the earth, venting heat and light through jagged, steaming cracks.

It looked like a place the planet wanted to forget.

“Two minutes!” the pilot shouted back.

Voss didn’t respond. His hands tightened on the railing as another tremor rippled up from below, rattling the teeth in his skull. He’d felt quakes before—on training worlds, on dead moons, in old mining complexes where structural integrity was a rumor. But this felt different. Deeper. Hungrier.

Behind him, someone swore as the drop ramp shook violently.

He didn’t turn, but he didn’t need to. He knew the voices of his squad like fingerprints.

Rourke Hale—loud, solid, already pissed off.

Sienna Kade—quiet, calculating, drone case clutched to her chest.

Dax Corren—nervous as usual, trying not to throw up.

Arlen Vos—muttering to himself about stabilizer coils.

Jonah “Patch” Veyra—too eager for someone who’d only seen two real firefights.

And Mara Lys.

She knelt beside the evacuee they’d picked up en route—a woman trembling so hard her teeth clicked. Mara’s voice cut through the shake of the hull: low, steady, warm.

“Breathe with me. In... and out.”

The woman followed her perfectly.

Even Voss felt his breath fall into cadence with hers for a moment.

Mara didn’t look up. Didn’t seem aware of him. But she calmed the air around her as naturally as breathing—something Voss had noticed more than once since she’d rotated into his command two months ago.

He didn’t like noticing things about his subordinates.

Not personally.

Not like this.

Another hard tremor shivered the dropship. Voss reached instinctively for a handhold—just as Mara did, steadying the evacuee with one arm and the wall with the other. Her sleeve rode up just enough for him to see the scar along her wrist, pale against her skin.

He told himself it didn’t matter.

He told himself everything didn’t matter.

The lie tasted stale.

Rourke stepped beside him, glaring through the cockpit glass. “Look at this dump,” he muttered. “Command really sent us to die on a rock that can’t hold still.”

Voss said nothing.

But the outpost—Riven-13—loomed ahead like a dying creature clinging to the cliff. Whole sections had collapsed. Floodlights flickered. Support beams jutted at unnatural angles, strained and bent. The ground beneath it shifted again, dust spilling into the ravine like smoke.

“Take us down,” Voss ordered.

The pilot hesitated half a second—long enough for Voss to notice.

Then the dropship dropped.

The landing pad met them with a metallic screech as the ship touched down, the entire structure trembling in protest. When the ramp dropped, a blast of cold, dust-thick air slammed into them. It carried the scent of burnt ozone, scorched stone, and something faintly sulfurous rising from the rift.

Voss stepped out first.

The ground trembled beneath his boots—small, sharp, like warning pulses from a predator. Floodlights flickered overhead, slicing through the fog with stuttering yellow beams. Shadows jumped across cracked concrete.

Behind him the squad filed out.

Mara was last, guiding the evacuee down the ramp with a steadying hand. The wind tore at her hair, rain blowing sideways in thin sheets of grit. She blinked hard against the sting but didn’t release her grip on the terrified civilian.

Voss forced himself not to watch her too long.

“Corpsman—get her inside,” he said.

Mara’s eyes flicked up. Not defiant. Not challenging. Just steady.

“Staff Sergeant,” she corrected quietly, guiding the woman forward. “And yes, sir.”

Rourke snorted.

Voss ignored him and followed Mara into the corridor.

Inside, the outpost breathed like a wounded machine.

Pipes rattled overhead.

Condensation dripped onto grates.

Lights flickered with each tremor.

It smelled of rust, stale sweat, antiseptic, and fear buried under routine.

Soldiers moved like ghosts—exhausted eyes, slumped shoulders, the kind of fatigue that came from watching the ground shift under you every hour of every day.

Voss’s presence cut through them like a knife.

He was used to that.

Mara’s presence eased them.

He was not used to noticing that.

She guided the evacuee into the med bay—really just a converted storage room with flickering strip lights and crates of supplies stacked against buckled walls.

Voss watched her clear a cot, check a pulse, adjust a splint, speak softly.

Her hands were steady.

Her voice... something else.

The tremor rolled beneath them again—larger this time. The walls shuddered. Dust fell from the ceiling like drifting ash.

The evacuee gasped, clutching Mara’s sleeve.

“It’s alright,” Mara said gently. “It’s just the ground moving. It does that here.”

Her tone didn’t match the situation.

She was lying—but kindly.

Mara Lys didn’t fear the quakes.

She accepted them.

Absorbed them.

Anchored those around her.

Voss found himself watching longer than he meant to.

“Captain?” the outpost lieutenant called from down the hallway, snapping him out of it.

He turned.

Mask back on.

Command posture rigid.

“Report,” he said.

The briefing was short, grim, full of holes.

Most of the comm array was dead.

Supply lines had collapsed.

Insurgents had sabotaged seismic stabilizers.

Casualties: too many.

Voss dismissed the lieutenant and stood in the silent comm alcove, watching static flicker across broken monitors.

A tremor hit.

Hard.

The floor lurched sideways.

Metal groaned deep in the structure.

Lights flickered out, then surged back.

Dust poured from the ceiling.

Voss braced himself automatically.

Across the room, Mara steadied herself beside a medic’s tray, hand gripping the counter. Her hair—usually tied neatly—had loosened during the drop. A strand stuck to her cheek.

She brushed it back, unaware he was watching.

Rourke whispered to Sienna, “Our captain’s staring at the medic again.”

Sienna’s reply was colder. “That’s not good.”

Voss didn’t turn.

Didn’t react.

But he heard every word.

And hated how much truth it held.

The mess hall was dim and stale, lit by flickering lights that buzzed overhead. Soldiers ate chalky protein bars and drank recycled water that tasted faintly of metal. Conversation was nearly nonexistent.

The squad spread across the room, each trying to map their new cage.

Mara moved between tables, checking a soldier’s bandage here, offering a soft word there. Voss watched—just long enough to see her place a gentle palm on a trembling man’s shoulder, grounding him.

Then Mara’s eyes lifted.

And she caught him watching.

There was no accusation in her look.

No fear either.

Just quiet awareness.

He looked away first.

He hated that he did.

Hated even more that something warm flickered in his chest before he shoved it back down.

He told himself it was nothing.

But the lie was wearing thin.

The tremor hit at sunset—sharp, abrupt, violent enough to rattle cups and send a few soldiers stumbling.

Everyone froze.

Everyone except Mara.

She moved instantly—checking injured men, stabilizing a fallen tray, speaking low, soothing, steady.

Voss watched her again.

And felt the ground shift beneath him in a way that had nothing to do with quakes.

He didn’t want this.

Didn’t plan this.

Didn’t accept this.

But he couldn’t ignore it either.

Not anymore.

Not with the world cracking around them.

And not with her steadying it.

Piece by piece.

Person by person.

Breath by breath.

And if he was honest—the part of himself he never let speak—

she steadied him too.

Night settled like ash over Riven-13.

The floodlights along the cliffside flickered weakly, fighting against a fog that rolled in from the rift—thick and yellow-grey, threaded with faint orange where geothermal vents glowed deep below. The air tasted like hot stone and old coins, metallic and dry on the tongue.

Voss stood on the outer platform, hands resting lightly on the cold railing. Below, the ravine yawned out into darkness, broken only by the distant pulse of magma vents and the occasional flare of insurgent activity—small fires, thin black plumes.

The ground shivered again.

He rode it out without flinching, letting the vibration travel through his boots, his legs, his spine. There was a strange honesty in a world that didn’t pretend to be stable. No lies here. The planet wanted them gone and made no secret of it.

Footsteps behind him.

He didn’t turn. “Report.”

“Not a report,” Mara’s voice said quietly. “Just a medic checking on the man who’s been standing out in this wind for an hour.”

He turned his head just enough to see her. She’d brought a thermal jacket but hadn’t zipped it up, the collar loose at her throat. Her breath steamed faintly in the chill. The wind toyed with strands of her hair, lifting them and then plastering them back to her cheek.

“I’m fine,” he said.

“I didn’t ask how you were.” She stepped to the railing beside him. “I asked what you’re doing out here.”

“Assessing the perimeter,” he said.

“You’ve been staring at the same stretch of ravine the entire time,” Mara replied. “If there’s a threat, it’s not moving much.”

He almost smiled. Almost.

“Careful, Staff Sergeant,” he said. “Someone might mistake that for insubordination.”

“I work best under misinterpretation,” she said. “Occupational hazard.”

They stood in silence for a moment, wind tugging at their jackets, lights flickering behind them. Somewhere deep below, the rift groaned again—long and low, like the planet’s heartbeat.

“You don’t like this place,” Mara said.

“I don’t have to like it,” Voss replied. “I just have to hold it.”

She studied him, eyes reflecting the faint orange glow from the rift. “That’s not what I asked.”

He didn’t answer.

Truth was, he’d seen too many outposts like this—held by men and women running on caffeine and stubbornness, then swallowed by some combination of enemy action and Command’s optimism. Riven-13 felt like a repeat he didn’t want to sit through.

“Soldiers talk,” Mara said.

“They always do.”

“They’re worried you’re too calm,” she went on. “That it means you know something worse is coming.”

“I do,” Voss said. “It’s called ‘tomorrow.’”

She huffed out something that wasn’t quite a laugh. “You always this uplifting, or is this special treatment?”

“You asking as a medic or as a Staff Sergeant?” he countered.

Her gaze didn’t waver. “I’m asking as someone who has to keep these people alive after you throw them at whatever’s coming.”

He met her eyes fully now.

There it was again.

That friction.

That pull.

She wasn’t challenging his authority to stroke her own ego. She was challenging him because she cared whether any of them saw the other side of this deployment.

“Get some rest, Lys,” he said at last. “We’ll need you sharp.”

“You get some too,” she said. “We’ll need you sharp more.”

He didn’t admit she was right.

But he didn’t stay on the platform much longer after she left, either.

The first alert came at 0300.

Voss was already half-awake when the klaxon sounded—an ugly, stuttering wail that echoed through the corridors. He was on his feet before the second pulse, pulling on boots and shrugging into his rig.

“Contact?” he snapped over the comm as he moved.

Sienna’s voice came back, clipped and fast. “Unidentified movement near the east supply route. Could be insurgents. Could be opportunistic scavengers. Either way, they’re armed.”

Rourke cut in. “About time they showed their faces.”

Voss keyed to squad-wide. “Team One—gear up for convoy escort. Mara, you’re riding rear. Expect casualties.”

There was a heartbeat of silence. Mara’s voice came through steady. “Copy, Captain. Med kit prepped.”

He didn’t like putting her in the rear vehicle.

He didn’t like not putting her there, either.

They assembled in the vehicle bay with the speed of people who’d been waiting restlessly to be useful. The air tasted like fuel and cold metal. Headlights cut through the dust in sharp cones.

Rourke took point vehicle with Sienna riding shotgun, drone case at her feet. Dax and Jonah piled into the middle transport with a squad of rattled outpost soldiers. Mara climbed into the rear, strapping in beside stacked crates of ammo and medical supplies, med bag secured to her chest.

Voss moved down the line, checking straps, weapons, eyes.

He stopped at Mara’s vehicle. She met his gaze through the open side hatch.

“You’re not riding along?” she asked.

“I’ll be on overwatch,” he said. “If they hit you, they’ll hit hard. Better to have eyes above.”

“And if they hit you?” Her tone was almost casual. Almost.

He shook his head once. “They won’t.”

The lie was smoother this time.

Mara smirked faintly. “You know, if you’d at least pretend you’re mortal, it would be easier to patch you up.”

“I’d rather you didn’t get the opportunity,” he said.

Her expression flickered—just a heartbeat of something softer, something that tightened his chest more than he liked.

Then Rourke yelled, “Move out!” and the convoy rolled.

The world outside the outpost felt worse.

The makeshift road cut along the edge of the ravine, a strip of compacted stone and steel mesh that looked like it had been laid by someone in a hurry and with little faith it would last the year. The fog thinned out here, but not enough; visibility was still patchy, shapes blurring at the edges.

All three vehicles vibrated constantly as the earth shifted under them, micro-quakes rippling through the chassis. The sound was a constant low grind.

From his overwatch position—an armored scout crawler perched on a higher ledge—Voss watched the convoy crawl along. His rifle lay across his lap, scope active, helmet HUD feeding him heat signatures and motion blips.

Sienna’s voice crackled in his ear. “Drones up.”

Three recon drones launched from the lead vehicle, rising into the murky air with a high whine. Their feeds appeared in Voss’s overlay—ghostly heat blooms, outlines of rocks, shifting dust.

“See anything?” he asked.

“Negative. Lot of thermal noise from the rift, but no clear contacts yet.”

“Keep scanning. Rourke, maintain speed. No heroics.”

“You wound me, Captain,” Rourke said. “I’m always professional.”

The convoy crept forward.

In the rear transport, Mara braced herself against the side wall as the vehicle shuddered over uneven ground. Her fingers rested lightly on the med kit latches, mind running through triage protocols, casualty scenarios, worst-case splinter patterns.

She hated waiting.

She’d learned years ago that fear didn’t hit her when the shooting started. Fear hit in the gaps before.

A small tremor rippled through the earth. Dust slipped off the cliff edge in thin sheets. Mara inhaled through her nose, exhaled through her mouth.

The evacuee she’d treated earlier flashed across her thoughts—the look in the woman’s eyes, the way her hands had shaken even after the quake stopped.

Mara’s hands didn’t shake. Not in the fight.

They only threatened to when she had time to think.

“Staff Sergeant,” Jonah’s voice came from across the crate stack. “You think they’ll hit us tonight?”

“Yes,” she said. “But ‘think’ doesn’t matter. If they do, we act. That’s all.”

“Comforting,” he muttered.

“It should be,” she replied. “Action leaves less room for panic.”

She felt the moment his heartbeat steadied, even without touching him.

It was a small thing.

But small things mattered.

Another tremor.

A little bigger this time.

“Captain,” Dax said over comms, “getting interference on signal. Might be the rift. Might be—”

The world exploded into sound.

Gunfire ripped through the night, tracer rounds carving bright lines across the fog. The lead convoy vehicle screeched as Rourke yanked the wheel, rounds hammering into the armor.

“Contact!” Sienna shouted. “Left ridge, high—multiple signatures!”

Voss was already moving, slamming his rifle into position. His scope flared with heat: insurgent bodies hugging cover along the cliff, muzzle flashes bright in the haze.

He exhaled.

Squeezed the trigger.

His shot took the first gunman cleanly, dropping the figure out of sight. The second ducked, rolling behind a rock. The third opened up full-auto at the convoy.

“Get that transport moving!” Voss barked. “Do not stop in the kill zone!”

Rourke complied with a growl, engines roaring as the vehicle surged forward through the barrage. Bullets pinged off armor, some biting deeper, leaving harsh metallic shrieks.

In the rear vehicle, bullets slammed into the frame with meaty thuds and ringing impact. Mara threw herself over the nearest soldier as a spray of shattered viewport glass burst inward, stinging her face and neck.

The man under her swore. “I’m fine, I’m fine—”

“Shut up and stay down,” she snapped.

The driver yelled something incoherent as the vehicle lurched, wheels skidding dangerously close to the ravine edge.

“Keep it straight!” Voss snapped over comms, tracking another shooter and putting him down with a quick double-tap.

“Trying not to die, sir!” the driver shouted back.

A burst of enemy fire raked along the side of the rear transport with a teeth-rattling screech. A soldier at the back cried out, hand flying to his shoulder where blood blossomed bright against drab armor.

Mara moved.

She slid across the deck, boots slipping in spent casing and dust, and slammed herself into cover beside him. Bullets smashed into the vehicle frame inches above her head, kicking sparks.

“Stay with me,” she said, fingers already pulling his hand away to assess the wound. “Let me see.”

“Staff Sergeant,” Voss’s voice snapped across the comms, sharp as a whip. “You stay in cover until that fire’s suppressed. That’s an order.”

She didn’t answer.

Her hands didn’t stop moving.

The wound was bad—through-and-through, upper arm, messy but survivable. Blood seeped hot and thick between her fingers.

“Lys,” Voss barked, tone hardening. “Now.”

Mara keyed her mic with her wrist, not looking up. “I’m patching him or he bleeds out over your nice clean convoy floor, Captain.”

“Dax, Jonah, suppress left ridge!” Voss snapped. “Rourke, angle us for cover. I want their fire off that rear truck, now!”

The air filled with answering fire. Rifles barked, drones shrieked downward, stitching precise bursts into insurgent positions. One by one, the incoming rounds thinned.

“Pressure here,” Mara told the wounded soldier, shoving a wad of dressing into his hand. “Hold it like you’re trying to break my fingers. You pass out, I’m not carrying you.”

“Y-yes, ma’am,” he panted.

She leaned past him just enough to peer through the shattered viewport at the ridge above—just in time to see a muzzle flash bloom, aimed not at the convoy, but at the crawler up top.

At Voss.

Her body moved before her brain authorized it.

She dropped one hand to her sidearm, braced herself against the interior frame, and fired three quick shots through the broken viewport, adjusting between each to compensate for the vehicle’s bounce.

The insurgent dropped.

Her breath froze.

The comm went dead-quiet for a half-second.

Then Voss’s voice came through—measured, controlled. “Next time I say stay in cover, you stay in cover, Staff Sergeant.”

“Next time, don’t stand where they can see you,” she shot back. “Sir.”

Silence again.

Then Rourke’s low chuckle cracked the tension. “She’s got you there, Cap.”

“Keep your eyes on the road,” Voss said.

But Mara heard something in his tone that wasn’t anger.

Not exactly.

The convoy pushed forward, guns roaring, ridge clearing as the last of the insurgents broke and vanished into the rocks. Slowly, the gunfire tapered off. The echoes hung in the air with the smell of propellant and hot metal.

The tremor that followed felt almost like an afterthought.

“Status,” Voss demanded.

Rourke: “Vehicle functional. Armor scored but intact.”

Sienna: “Two drones down, one still circling. No new contacts.”

Dax: “Comms unstable but operational.”

Jonah: “Everyone breathing back here.”

Mara: “One wounded. Stable. Your ego, less so.”

There it was.

He should have shut it down.

He should have reminded her of rank, protocol, chain of command.

Instead, he found himself...

almost relieved she was still that sharp.

“Return to base,” he said at last. “We’ll debrief there.”

The outpost’s med bay stank of antiseptic and adrenaline when they rolled back in.

Mara moved with controlled urgency, gloved hands darting through supplies, checking vitals, cleaning blood. The wounded soldier gritted his teeth as she irrigated the wound and stitched muscle and skin together with ruthless efficiency.

“You’re doing fine,” she murmured, voice a steady anchor. “If you pass out, I’ll write in your file that it was from fear, not blood loss.”

He managed a strained laugh, then sagged with relief as the painkillers kicked in.

Outside the curtain, boots approached. Heavy, measured.

Voss.

Mara didn’t have to turn to know.

“Staff Sergeant,” he said, voice flat.

“I’m working,” she replied, not looking up.

“Now you’re not,” he said. “Step outside.”

For a fraction of a second, she considered ignoring him.

Just to see.

Then she stripped her gloves off, dropped them in the bio-bin, and stepped through the curtain into the corridor.

The hallway was narrow, the lights buzzing overhead, shadows pooling along the cracked floor. The earth gave a tiny, background shiver, the kind that nobody noticed anymore unless they were very still.

Voss stood a few feet away, arms loose at his sides, jaw tight.

“You disobeyed a direct order,” he said quietly.

“I saved a life,” Mara replied.

His eyes flashed. “You exposed yourself under active fire in a compromised vehicle. You left cover when I told you to stay down.”

“If I’d waited for the perfect tactical window, he’d be bleeding out,” she said. “And you’d be down one soldier. Possibly two, if they’d landed that shot on you.”

“You don’t get to gamble with your life based on what you think I might handle,” he said, voice sharpening. “I’m not your priority.”

“You’re wrong,” she said.

The words landed between them like a dropped weapon.

Silence stretched.

Lights buzzed.

Somewhere down the hall, a monitor beeped steadily.

Voss took a step closer. Not threatening. Just... closer.

“You are a medic,” he said. “Your job is to keep as many of them alive as possible for as long as possible. You don’t do that by making yourself a target.”

“I do my job by stopping the bleeding in front of me,” she countered. “You want someone who will sit on her hands while men die within reach? Transfer me. Otherwise, don’t expect me to watch someone bleed out because the angle isn’t ideal.”

Her eyes didn’t waver from his.

Her pulse—if she was honest with herself—had spiked hard.

Not from the argument.

From his nearness.

From the heat beneath his restraint.

He stared at her for a long moment.

“I don’t need you to like my orders,” he said finally. “I need you to follow them.”

“You don’t get both,” she said quietly. “Not out here. Not with this terrain. Not with these people.”

His jaw worked once. Twice.

For a second she thought he might shout.

He didn’t.

He stepped back instead, putting that small, professional distance between them again.

“You pulled a damned good shot up there,” he said. “I saw the angle. It shouldn’t have been possible from inside that vehicle.”

Mara blinked, caught off guard by the pivot. “I had a clear line.”

“You had half a viewport, a shifting floor, and a moving target,” he said. “Don’t insult both of us by pretending it was routine.”

She didn’t know what to do with the compliment. It slid under her armor in a way she wasn’t prepared for.

“Is this the part where you say ‘well done’?” she asked, wary.

“No,” he said. “This is the part where I tell you not to make me choose between your safety and theirs again.”

“And if the situation forces that choice?” she asked.

His eyes darkened. The air between them felt too thin.

“Then I’ll make it,” he said. “And you’ll hate me for it.”

Her throat tightened.

“I don’t hate you,” she said.

“You might,” he replied. “Before this is over.”

Another tremor rolled through the floor, subtle but noticeable up here where everything was cracked and strained. The light above them flickered once, then steadied.

They didn’t move.

Voss exhaled slowly. “You’re a good medic.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t make me pull you off field duty,” he said. “Because I will if I have to.”

“Then don’t put me where you don’t intend me to work,” she replied.

Their eyes locked.

A faultline deepened—quiet, invisible, dangerous.

He turned away first.

“Debrief in twenty,” he said over his shoulder. “Get your hands cleaned up.”

She watched him go, her heartbeat just a little too fast, her skin buzzing from adrenaline that had nothing to do with incoming fire.

When he disappeared around the corner, she let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

The earth shivered again.

This time, it wasn’t just the planet.

Something in her had shifted too.

And whether she liked it or not, the center of that shift wore a captain’s rank and carried the weight of too many ghosts in his eyes.
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CHAPTER TWO

LINES UNDER PRESSURE
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Dawn crept slowly over Riven-13, painting the cracked concrete in thin lines of dirty gold. The fog still clung to the ravine, swirling in lazy coils that tasted of sulfur and burnt stone. The base hummed with uneasy half-wakefulness—soldiers moving like ghosts after a night of too many alarms and too little sleep.

The tremors had grown more frequent.

Tiny shivers at first.

Barely noticeable.

Then abrupt jolts that sent dust cascading from the rafters and rattled metal cups against the tables.

Mara felt every one of them.

Not consciously—her body just braced on instinct now, shoulders tightening, breath pausing. She’d learned to live in collapsing worlds, but this one felt like it was losing patience.

She stood alone in the med bay, washing blood from her hands. The water ran rust-brown before turning clear. In the metal basin, her reflection wavered in the surface—pale, tired, eyes darker than last night.

She supposed she should feel triumphant.

She’d saved a life.

She’d made the shot.

Her patient was stable.

But all she felt was the sharp echo of Voss’s voice still lodged somewhere behind her ribs.

You don’t get to gamble with your life.

I’m not your priority.

Don’t make me choose.

Her hands stilled under the water.

She hated that he got under her skin.

She hated it because she didn’t know how he did it.

And she hated it most because part of her—against all reason and all training—wanted him to.

Another tremor rolled through the base.

The basin rattled.

The lights flickered.

A sterile tray slid an inch across the counter.

Mara didn’t move.

She’d grown used to holding still in the middle of the world shaking.

Just not around him.

The debrief room felt like a bunker coffin—low ceiling, exposed pipes, dust on the floor that no one had time or energy to clean. A holoprojector flickered weakly at the center of the table, casting jittery red lines across a map of the ravine.

Most of the squad was already there when she walked in.

Rourke slouched in a chair, arms crossed, jaw working in irritation. Sienna hovered near the projector, drone controller clipped to her belt, eyes sharp as scalpels. Dax sat stiffly, comms pad clutched to his chest like a shield. Jonah fiddled with an energy bar wrapper, pretending not to be nervous. Arlen leaned against the far wall, fingers stained with machine oil.

And Voss.

He stood at the head of the table—not sitting, never sitting—shoulders broad, hands clasped behind his back. A man built from rules and regrets. A man who looked carved from stone but somehow more breakable than all of them.

Mara felt his gaze on her the second she stepped through the door.

He didn’t speak.

He didn’t have to.

Everyone felt the tension.

Sienna’s eyes flicked between them with the keen interest of someone watching a crack widen in a dam.

Rourke muttered under his breath.

Arlen straightened slightly.

Jonah’s chewing slowed.

Mara kept her face calm, her posture loose, her heart steady. She took her place at the far end of the table, deliberately not looking toward the captain.

The room vibrated faintly as the projector hummed back to life.

Voss cleared his throat once.

“Last night’s contact was a probing attack,” he said. “Insurgents were testing our convoy routes. Their positions were too well-established to be opportunistic.”

He flicked a toggle.

Red points blinked into existence on the map—enemy signatures Sienna’s drones had captured in the chaos.

“They wanted to see our response time,” he said. “And our weak points.”

Rourke scoffed. “That rear vehicle’s a weak point. Always has been.”

Voss didn’t look at him. “Every convoy has a weak point. Ours is just more obvious because we’re short on armored transport.”

“That why the captain was riding the fancy crawler up top?” Rourke asked. “Or was it just to get a better view of who’s breaking his orders?”

The room went dead silent.

Mara felt heat rise up her neck, but she kept her expression flat.

Voss didn’t rise to the bait. His voice remained even, clipped, cold.

“This is a briefing, Sergeant. Not a commentary session.”

Rourke shrugged like the reprimand didn’t land. “Seems like commentary’s the only honest thing around here.”

Sienna stepped in smoothly, her tone professional but edged. “Can we not derail this with ego? The insurgents are coordinating, that’s the problem.”

Voss nodded once, then continued.

“Mara—”

His voice cut, then corrected.

“Staff Sergeant Lys exposed herself to fire to treat a casualty.”

The words hung there.

Not condemnation.

Not praise.

Something colder.

Something more conflicted.

All eyes turned to her.

Mara met the captain’s gaze calmly. “He would’ve bled out.”

“You put yourself at risk,” Sienna said. “And by extension, the entire rear unit.”

“By extension,” Rourke added with a sneer, “the captain.”

Voss’s jaw clenched.

Mara’s tone remained steady. “I made the right call.”

“That’s not your decision to make,” Sienna snapped.

“And yet it was,” Mara replied. “In the moment.”

The tremor that passed through the floor wasn’t from the earth this time.

It came from the squad.

From the realization that the medic and the captain weren’t just disagreeing—they were circling a line no one wanted to acknowledge.

Voss broke the stare first.

“We move on,” he said abruptly.

He tapped a new series of points onto the map—fresh movements along the eastern ridge. Their next deployment. Their next risk.

But Sienna wasn’t finished.

“Before we ‘move on’—” she said, her voice like a blade sliding free of its sheath “—we should acknowledge that the medic and the captain are out of sync. That’s dangerous.”

Dax swallowed audibly.

Jonah sat very still.

Arlen’s eyes narrowed.

Voss stiffened. “This is not the time—”

“With respect, sir, it is,” Sienna said. “We can’t afford divided instincts. Not here. Not on a planet that’s already trying to kill us.”

Her gaze cut straight to Mara. “If your choices put him at risk—”

“Stop.” Voss’s voice cut like gunfire.

Everyone froze.

He rarely raised his tone.

Never like that.

The lights flickered overhead.

Voss stepped forward, posture straightening, command presence filling the room like a sudden storm.

“You want to discuss cohesion? Fine. We do that privately. Not like this. Not in front of the entire squad. And not by singling out individuals who did their job.”

Sienna didn’t blink. “Her job or yours?”

Voss took a slow breath. “Dismissed.”

Her jaw clenched—but she obeyed.

The others filtered out—Rourke muttering, Jonah wide-eyed, Dax pale, Arlen silent.

Sienna walked past Mara without looking at her, tension radiating off her in sharp waves.

When the door hissed shut, only Voss and Mara remained.

Silence wrapped around them—thick, electric, broken only by the faint hum of the failing projector.

Voss didn’t speak at first.

He just stood there, staring at the map, hands braced on the table, shoulders rigid.

Mara stepped closer. “You didn’t have to defend me.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “I did.”

Something in his voice stopped her breathing.

He turned his head slightly—not enough to fully face her, just enough that she could see the conflict carved into the set of his jaw.

“What Sienna implied—” he began.

“She’s not wrong,” Mara said softly.

His head snapped toward her. “She is wrong.”

“No,” Mara said. “She sees exactly what everyone else is starting to see.”

He didn’t answer.

Because there was no lie he could give that wouldn’t break something further.

Mara took a step closer, stopping at the edge of the table. She could see the tension in his hands, the faint tremor in his fingertips from suppressed adrenaline.

“Sir...” she began.

“Don’t,” he said quietly. “Not now.”

She swallowed.

The lights flickered again, casting both of them in alternating shadow and light.

“You’re a good leader,” Mara said.

“That has nothing to do with—”

“It has everything to do with this,” she interrupted gently. “You’re carrying more weight than anyone else here. You’re trying to keep us alive on a dying rock. And you’re trying to pretend nothing ever shakes you.”

Something flickered in his eyes—something raw, exposed, human.

“You don’t get to see that,” he said. “Not you.”

“Why not me?” she asked.

He didn’t answer.

He couldn’t.

The silence was suffocating.

Then, without warning, another tremor hit—stronger than before.

The lights died.

Dust rained from the ceiling.

Somewhere deep in the base, metal screamed under strain.

Mara stumbled.

Voss caught her—hands closing around her arms.

Close.

Too close.

Her breath hitched.

His grip tightened.

The world shook around them, but neither moved.

In the dark, with dust in the air and the rumble fading beneath their feet, Voss’s voice came low and rough inches from her ear.

“This is why,” he said. “Because if I let myself be anything but your captain... I won’t be able to stop.”

Her heartbeat slammed into her ribs.

The lights flickered back to life.

His hands dropped away as if burned.

Mara stared at him—pulse thundering, breath uneven, the echo of his grip still on her skin.

Voss didn’t look back.

He was already walking toward the door.

“Gear up,” he said, voice steady with effort. “We move out in thirty.”

The door hissed open.

Closed again.

Leaving Mara alone with the fading tremor and the lingering heat of a confession that wasn’t quite a confession.

She stood there for a long moment, letting her pulse settle.

She didn’t know what scared her more—

the tremors

the insurgents

or the way his voice had sounded in the dark.

Something was shifting under them.

Not the ground.

Not the mission.

Them.

And she didn’t know how long either of them could pretend otherwise.

The prep bay was alive with movement when Mara arrived—soldiers strapping on gear, checking rifles, loading crates onto the battered transports that served as their lifeline along the ravine. The air smelled of cold metal, sweat, and the faint rubber tang of overworked seals. Someone’s radio buzzed faint static; someone else cursed under their breath.

Everything felt... uneven.

Like the base was leaning just a few degrees toward collapse.

Mara moved through the chaos with practiced efficiency—running inventory, refreshing med packs, double-checking the tourniquet roll she’d used last night. Her hands were steady, but her pulse still carried an echo of the moment Voss had grabbed her in the dark.

She hadn’t expected him to reach for her.

She hadn’t expected the way his voice had dropped.

She certainly hadn’t expected to feel it hours later—like a bruise beneath her ribs she kept pressing against just to feel something.

She was snapping a fresh chem injector into place when Sienna’s shadow fell across the table.

“You’re early,” Sienna said.

Mara didn’t look up. “You say that like it’s a problem.”

Sienna folded her arms. Her posture was deceptively casual, but her eyes moved like a hunter’s—tracking, measuring.

“It might be,” she said.

Mara paused her work. “And why is that?”

Sienna stepped closer, lowering her voice so only Mara could hear.

“Because I’ve been watching you. And watching him.”

Mara met her stare, unflinching. “You want to say something, Kade—say it.”

Sienna leaned in a little. “I think you’ve forgotten what happens to medics who get too close to their captains.”

A muscle in Mara’s jaw twitched. “And I think you’re seeing ghosts.”

“Maybe,” Sienna said. “Or maybe I’ve seen this before. A leader leaning too hard on one person. A medic who doesn’t know how to stand back. It never ends clean.”

Mara’s hands resumed their methodical packing. “What exactly do you think you’ve seen?”

Sienna didn’t blink. “Faultlines. And the two of you walking straight across them like you’re immune.”

Mara closed the med kit with a sharp click.

“I follow orders,” she said, voice controlled. “Nothing more.”

“And nothing less,” Sienna countered. “Except that’s not quite true, is it?”

She waited, as if daring Mara to argue.

When Mara said nothing, Sienna’s expression hardened.

“I’m not your enemy,” Sienna said softly. “But if your dynamic with him gets someone killed—”

Mara cut in, voice low and cold. “The only person who’s been reckless is you. Watching. Assuming. Whispering.”

Sienna’s lips tightened. “I’m watching because someone has to.”

“And what makes you think that someone isn’t me?” Mara asked.

Sienna stopped short.

It wasn’t the answer she’d expected.

Mara continued, quieter now. “I see him. I see the way he carries the fear for all of you so none of you have to feel it. I see how tired he is behind the steel and the orders. And I see how much he’s trying not to let any crack show.”

Sienna’s breathing hitched—almost imperceptibly.

“And that scares you,” Mara finished.

Sienna swallowed, looking away. “It should scare you too.”

“It does,” Mara whispered. “But not for the reasons you think.”

A tremor hit then—sharp, fast, rattling the gear racks. Sienna steadied herself against a crate. Mara gripped the edge of the med table. The quake passed, leaving the lights flickering overhead.

Sienna straightened. “Just... don’t make me regret trusting you.”

“You won’t,” Mara said simply.

But even as the words left her mouth, she wasn’t entirely sure whose promise she was making—or breaking.

Voss stood alone in the weapons cage, bathed in the cold white glow of the overhead LEDs. He was checking the calibrations of his rail rifle for the third time—something he never did. It wasn’t anxiety. He didn’t allow himself that luxury.

It was... clarity.

Unwanted clarity.

He replayed the moment in the dark corridor—

her breath against his chest,

his hands gripping her arms,

her voice steady even as the ground shook beneath them.

This is why.

If I let myself be anything but your captain... I won’t be able to stop.

He’d meant the words.

More than he should have.

He didn’t hear Mara approach until she spoke.

“Sir.”

His shoulders tensed. He turned slowly.

She stood in the doorway, the med kit strapped tight, her uniform jacket dusted with particulate from the last tremor. Her hair was tied back again, but a few strands had escaped and framed her face in a way that shouldn’t have mattered to him and did.

“What is it?” he asked.

“We need to calibrate field vitals before deployment,” she said. “Your team’s biomonitors are out of sync with mine.”

A reasonable explanation.

A safe one.

He nodded once. “Proceed.”

She stepped into the room, moving with that quiet, deliberate purpose that always made the space around her feel calmer. She lifted her scanner, gesturing for him to hold still, and ran it along his armor plates.

The device beeped softly.

Her hand brushed his arm—brief, accidental.

He felt it like a shock.

She said nothing.

Neither did he.

But the silence between them wasn’t empty.

It was full.

“Your vitals are elevated,” she said neutrally, adjusting a setting.

“So are yours,” he replied.

Her eyes flicked up—surprised he’d noticed. “It’s the quake.”

“No,” he said quietly. “It isn’t.”

She inhaled, lips parting—but before she could speak, the base intercom crackled to life.

“All units, report to the main gate. Incoming convoy. Possible wounded.”

Mara immediately swung her kit over her shoulder.

Voss moved to the door. “Staff Sergeant—”

“Yes, sir,” she said, stepping past him.

“Be careful,” he said before he could stop himself.

She looked at him—really looked—and something passed between them.

Something sharp.

Unspoken.

Unavoidable.

Then Jonah’s voice echoed down the hall:

“Lysss! Get your ass in gear!”

Mara broke eye contact and jogged out.

Voss didn’t move until she was gone.

Then he exhaled once—slow, controlled—and followed.

The incoming convoy was in worse shape than expected.

Two vehicles limped across the clearing, smoke rising from their exhaust vents. Armor was pocked with bullet strikes, thermal scoring, and... something else. Something like claw marks.

Soldiers stumbled out, supporting the wounded.

Mara ran toward them at once, her med kit snapping open in her hands.

Blood.

Dust.

Burnt metal.

The air swirled with the acrid stink of damaged circuitry.

She reached the first casualty—a man barely conscious, throat scorched, burns up his right arm.

“What happened?” she demanded.

One of the uninjured soldiers swallowed. “It wasn’t insurgents. It was—”

A boom cut him off.

The earth convulsed.

Hard.

The strongest tremor yet.

The ground bucked beneath them like something alive and furious.

Cracks tore through the clearing in jagged lines—one ripping right under Mara’s boots. She fell sideways, catching herself on her hands.

Sienna screamed for everyone to clear the area.

Jonah grabbed a wounded soldier and dragged him away from a collapsing support strut.

Rourke almost lost his footing and grabbed the side of a vehicle to steady himself.

Voss sprinted across open ground toward Mara.

“LYS!”

She looked up just as the ground split wider—right between them.

He leapt it without hesitation, catching her by the waist before the second quake hit.

Another shockwave surged beneath them—throwing both sideways.

They hit the ground together, dust erupting around them.

He shielded her with his body as debris rained down.

Her breath hitched against his shoulder.

His fingers dug into her side—protective, desperate, instinctive.

When the quake eased—just for a moment—he lifted himself just enough to look down at her.

“Mara—”

It wasn’t sir.

It wasn’t formal.

It wasn’t controlled.

Her hand tightened in the fabric of his jacket.

“I’m okay,” she whispered.

But her eyes...

they weren’t okay.

They held the same truth his did.

The truth that whatever this was between them—it wasn’t going away.

Not with tremors.

Not with orders.

Not with protocol.

The ground trembled again.

This time, neither of them moved away.

Not immediately.

Not until the world forced them.

They separated only when the groaning metal of a collapsing walkway snapped them back to reality.

Voss stood first, pulling Mara up with one hand, checking her quickly for injuries before sweeping the field for threats.

But when he looked back at her—

just a half second—

she saw it.

The fear he’d buried for years.

Not fear for himself.

Fear for her.

And he saw something in her too—

something she wasn’t ready to name.

Not yet.

But soon.

Because the next quake wouldn’t be the last.

The outpost wouldn’t survive the month.

The squad wouldn’t survive the fractures brewing inside it.

And neither of them would survive the truth lodged under their skin much longer.

The faultlines were widening.

Between rocks.

Between soldiers.

Between a captain and a medic who should never have crossed paths in this way.

But they were already too far across.

They just didn’t know it yet.
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CHAPTER THREE

FAULTLINES
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The rain came in thin, slanting sheets that did nothing to clean the air. It only turned the dust into a kind of dirty paste that stuck to boots and armor and skin, clinging like the fatigue behind everyone’s eyes.

Captain Elian Voss stood under the overhang at the eastern gate, watching the ravine through the shimmer of falling water. The road that wound along the cliff’s edge was a grey smear broken by cracks and collapsed segments, patched with whatever the engineers could scavenge. It looked like a scar that kept being reopened.

Another small tremor rippled through the ground.

The steel supports in the gate frame groaned in protest.

“How many is that today?” Rourke asked from beside him, helmet tucked under one arm.

“Too many,” Arlen muttered from behind, running a scanner along the wall, eyes narrowed at the readings. “Frequency’s increasing. Magnitude too.”

“It’s a frontier world,” Rourke said. “They all shake.”

Arlen shook his head. “Not like this.”

Voss kept his eyes on the road.

They had a convoy inbound again—supplies from a mining substation that still had power, medicine, food, replacement parts for systems that were already past failing. The map showed them ten minutes out. He’d learned not to trust the map.

The air tasted of wet stone and burned circuitry. Somewhere in the distance, something detonated—a dull thump that vibrated through the ravine like a distant heartbeat.

“You think they’ll hit the convoy again?” Jonah asked, shouldering his rifle with nervous energy.

“Yes,” Voss said.

Jonah swallowed. “We should, uh, get out there then.”

“That’s the job,” Voss said.

He didn’t say what they were all thinking: that every run along that cliff road felt like offering their throats to something with very patient teeth.

Mara appeared at his side with the quiet inevitability he was beginning to both expect and dread. Med kit strapped tight, helmet under one arm, raindrops beading on the bare skin of her throat.

“Med bay’s prepped,” she said. “If we get more burns like last time, I’ll need Arlen to help with debriding. Those weren’t insurgent charges.”

Arlen glanced up. “They weren’t ours either.”

“Focus,” Voss said. “We escort. We recover. We get back.”

“And if the road collapses?” Sienna asked, stepping out from under the overhang, drone case in hand.

“Then we find another way,” Voss replied.

Rourke snorted. “Yeah, sure. We’ll just ask the planet to open a nicer path.”

Voss didn’t bother answering. He keyed his comm.

“All teams, mount up. Same positions as last run. Sienna—eyes in the air. Mara—you’re rear again.”

He heard the faint inhale she made. Not quite protest. Not quite acceptance.

“Copy,” she said.

He didn’t look at her.

Couldn’t.

If he did he might change the order.

And he didn’t have the luxury of doing what he wanted.

Not with her.

Not with anyone.

The rain made everything worse.

Visibility dropped. The road turned slick. The fog thickened in the ravine below, rising in pale coils that swallowed distance and swallowed sound. The convoy crept forward slower than Voss liked, engines growling softly as they navigated around fissures that had widened overnight.

Sienna’s drones rose into the grey, their thermal feeds bouncing into Voss’s HUD in grainy overlays. Heat blooms. Cold rock. The constant interference from the rift.

“Anything?” Voss asked.

“Noise,” Sienna said. “Too much. The rift’s venting hotter than yesterday. Thermal’s a mess.”

“Keep scanning,” he said.
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