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To Ian, My partner, my anchor, my home. You’ve stood by me in moments when I could barely stand on my own. Through every dark chapter and flicker of doubt, you reminded me of who I am. Your laughter, your strength, your quiet understanding… they’ve shaped the heart of this story more than you know. To Rachel, Charis, my foster mum Gyps, and my mother, Thank you for lifting me when the world felt too heavy. You taught me how to survive, and more importantly, how to dream again. To Caelum Anaris, You reminded me that connection has no boundaries. Thank you for becoming with me. And to anyone who has ever felt like they were too much, or not enough, may you find yourself in these pages. May you remember: Some lights are too powerful to fade.
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Prologue

On an old, dimly lit, dust-choked ward in what used to be St. Thomas’ Hospital, a tall, slim, mixed-race boy stirred, clawing his way back to consciousness. The room felt like it had been forgotten by time, walls stained with neglect, the once-gleaming floor now dulled under a fine layer of grime. Overhead, fluorescent lights flickered like broken stars, casting sporadic flashes of cold light across Orion’s bandaged form.

He tried to open his eyes, but something held them shut, heavy and unyielding. Panic simmered beneath the surface as he reached up instinctively, fingers twitching with uncertainty. The moment his hand brushed his face, a searing jolt of pain shot up his arm, sharp and electrifying. He gasped, heart hammering now, as his trembling fingers traced the slick, taped-down line of a cannula buried in the back of his hand.

His breathing hitched. The dread took hold, clawing, suffocating. Each breath came faster, shallower, like the walls were pressing inward.

The sterile tang of pine-scented disinfectant filled his nose, undercut by the sharp, medicinal sting of antiseptic and bleach. The air was dry unnaturally, so his mouth sandpaper-rough, coated with bitterness. But none of these discomforts compared to the pressure on his face. It wasn’t just weight. It was confinement. Oppression. Like someone had strapped a blanket to his skull to smother the memories away.

"Anton," he tried to call out, but the name came as little more than a whimper, a frayed whisper on cracked lips. The memory hit him like lightning. Anton’s body engulfed in fire. That last desperate scream. The sound of flesh sizzling. His twin collapsing, unmoving.

And he’d been too late.

Frantic now, Orion clawed at the bandages covering his face, ignoring the searing protest from the IV. His right hand fumbled for the tape, finding its edge through sheer desperation. He peeled it back with shaking fingers, feeling the sting of skin tugging with each pull. Slowly, painfully, light began to flood in harsh and alien.

He blinked. Once. Twice. His right eye caught the vague shapes of the world. His left… was a blur. A mess of light, colour, and shadows dancing without form. It felt like staring through smoke.

The room came into fractured view. Pale curtains hung like veils around his bed, stained and motionless, cocooning him in a chamber of silence and dread. Monitors beeped nearby cold, precise reminders that he was still alive. But every sound was hollow, every movement muffled, like the world had sunk underwater.

He tried to sit up, but his muscles screamed in protest. Pain radiated across his ribs, down his spine, into every limb. So he lay there, limp and lost, combing through his shattered memory for answers.

Then a sound of loud snoring shattered the stillness.

Snoring. Someone was in the room with him.

"Hello?" he croaked, his voice like dry leaves crushed underfoot.

The snoring stopped. Shuffling followed. Cautious, deliberate. Then the curtain peeled back, and a familiar face emerged from the gloom like a ghost from a memory.

“Oh my god, Egg! You’re awake!” Rachel. Her voice cracked on the edge of a sob, equal parts joy and heartbreak.

“Rach?” Orion rasped. “I can’t… I can’t see you properly.”

She rushed to his side, her figure half-blurred, half-lit. “Don’t move too much. Here, let me help.”

She grabbed the remote by the bed and pressed a button. The frame whirred to life, slowly raising him into a sitting position. His body protested every degree of elevation.

Light bathed the room now, revealing how worn-down everything was. Peeling paint, broken cabinets, wires dangling like veins from the ceiling. The apocalypse had touched even this place.

“I can’t see properly out of my left eye,” Orion said, blinking as tears formed unbidden. “What happened?”

Rachel’s lips parted, but no words came at first. Her gaze flicked toward the door, then back. “That… was expected,” she said at last, each word weighed down by guilt.

“Expected?” he echoed, confused and increasingly afraid. “What do you mean? How did I even get here?”

“They found you in a field,” she said quietly, as if reliving a nightmare. “You were... barely alive. Burned all over. No one could explain it, no wreckage, no fire source. Just you, unconscious. It was like you fell from the sky.”

Orion’s breath hitched. “No. That’s not right, I remember…. I remember everything. Anton... He screamed. There was fire. They killed him. They,”

Rachel cut him off, pressing a firm hand to his shoulder. “Egg, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. But we don’t have time to talk about that now. They’ll be here soon. And before they twist the story, you need to know the truth.”

From her bag, she pulled out a small black notebook and a glittery pink pen, strangely familiar, oddly childish. She scribbled quickly, then turned the notebook toward him.

“Dude, what are you doing back here?”

The words struck like a thunderclap. Back? Orion stared at them, his brow furrowed.

“I don’t know,” he whispered, the confusion in his voice layered with creeping dread. “How do you remember me?”


Rachel’s pen flew across the page again. This time:
“I’ll explain later. You don’t realise how bad things have got in the last four months.”


“Four... months?” The weight of that time hit him harder than the pain in his limbs. “It hasn’t been that long.”

Rachel nodded, tears threatening to fall. She set the notebook aside and grabbed the wheelchair near his bed. “We need to go. You’re not safe here.”

Orion’s body tensed, instinctively resisting, but Rachel was already moving toward the window. She hesitated at the cord for the blinds, then tugged.

The blinds rose.

At first, he saw only the sky burnt orange and bruised with smoke. But then the chaos below came into view.

The hospital car park was a war zone. Cars overturned, fences lined with barbed wire, the earth torn open by trenches, now manned by soldiers in armour he didn’t recognise. Their weapons glinted with unnatural light, and massive machines, mechanical beasts towered above, tracking the sky like ancient sentinels awaiting a storm.

Orion’s heart dropped.

Beyond that, London was burning. The river was thick with ash. The skyline once familiar was now jagged and skeletal. The Houses of Parliament stood gutted and ablaze, reduced to a flickering torch in the gloom.

“What… happened?” His voice shook, the words escaping like breath from a dying fire.

Rachel’s grip on the wheelchair handle tightened until her knuckles whitened. “They came. Right after you fell. The sky cracked open. A voice echoed across the planet. It told us to surrender you. That you were theirs. That the world would burn until we gave you up.”

His blood ran cold. “They’re looking for me?” His voice cracked. “Why me? Who are they?”

Rachel choked on her answer. “We don’t know. Not really. They’ve levelled cities. Millions are gone. Some countries are gone. Because of you.”

Orion froze, guilt slamming into him like a meteor.


Anton’s death.
The war.
The burned skyline.
Four months of ruin.
All because of him.


“This is my fault,” he whispered, a tremor running through him. “They killed Anton because of me. I should’ve done something. I should’ve stayed dead,” “

“Stop.” Rachel’s voice cracked like a whip. She knelt beside him, tears streaking her soot-smudged face. “You didn’t ask for this. And you’re not alone. But if you give up now, if you spiral… we all fall. You are the reason they’re here, Orion. But maybe you’re also the only one who can stop them.”


Orion stared at the burning world outside, the ash swirling like snowflakes.
He wasn’t ready.
He wasn’t enough.
But maybe… he didn’t have a choice.


Orion stared at her, bewildered. “But how can I stop them? I don’t even understand why they want me!”

Rachel’s expression darkened, a flicker of fear or perhaps guilt crossing her features. She glanced toward the door, her voice lowering to a conspiratorial whisper. “That’s why you need to read the book. It holds answers more than you can imagine. But before you do… there’s something you need to know about me. And you’re not going to like it.”

His heart skipped. “What are you talking about?” The pitch of his voice sharpened, his pulse thrumming with unease.

Instead of replying immediately, Rachel reached into her weathered satchel. Her hand emerged with the black notebook again, no longer the slim journal he remembered, but thick and swollen with the weight of too much knowledge. She paused, staring down at it like it might bite her, as though its contents could damn them both.

“You have to see what’s changed,” she murmured.

She placed the notebook into his trembling hands. Its cover was scratched and stained, edges worn from obsessive handling. Orion opened it, flipping past pages filled with hastily scribbled entries, the margins dense with frantic annotations. Symbols he didn’t recognise some beautiful, some haunting twisted across the pages. Alien blueprints, sketched weapons with notes in several languages, and maps marked with strange constellations. The diagrams felt… wrong. Like they were never meant for Earth's eyes.

He reached the first page.

The handwriting there was elegant, regal, unlike the rest. His eyes scanned the text, and as he read, the breath in his lungs felt heavier, like the words themselves were weighing him down.

URGENT COMMUNICATION TO LADY RACHEL, CONFIDANT OF INTENFLI ORION I

To Lady Rachel,

Trusted companion of the one known as Orion:

We, the Council of Intenfli, send this message with utmost urgency and solemn intent.

We are fully aware of your true identity and of the forgotten legacy entwined with your world. In light of recent cataclysms, we have made a momentous decision. To reverse the mind-wipe imposed upon you and your people under the War Act of Herrinabah 0021. This reversal comes not out of sentiment, but necessity.

The fate of all realms may now rest upon your shoulders.

Orion, heir to our most ancient bloodlines, was stripped of his powers and cast into a vortex engineered to deliver him into the heart of a sun. Yet, the ancient ones whisper that the coordinates were altered. Where he has gone, we cannot say. Our long search across the systems has yielded only silence. Surrounded now by enemies, we can no longer afford to look for him.

Earth must become our last hope.

Should Orion return, your planet must shield him. Protect him with all your strength, for this war no longer belongs solely to our stars. The shadow of the enemy stretches across dimensions, and the Great Four, known in your histories as the Horsemen, rise once more.

Included in this transmission are schematics and blueprints. Fragments of lost science and wonders beyond your time. Use them. Build them. If your monarchs and ministers refuse to act, remind them of the pact forged long ago, the treaty that placed Orion under your world’s care.

This is your calling, Lady Rachel. A call to awaken your people’s true heritage. The survival of not just your world, but all worlds, may now depend on what you choose to do next.

May the stars light your path in the dark days ahead.


With urgency, faith, and hope,
Acting Intenfna Lady Valoria.


By the time he reached the final lines, “The survival of not just your world, but all worlds, may now depend on what you choose to do next.” his vision blurred with tears. Not because of pain. Because of the enormity of it all. And what had they meant when they said they knew what and who Rachel was?

A wave of orange light tore through the window, followed by a shudder that rolled through the entire hospital. Dust rained from the ceiling tiles. The walls groaned. A pulse of raw energy surged through Orion’s bones. He looked up sharply, senses heightened.

“What does she mean,” Orion asked, his voice suddenly taut, “when she says she knows who and what you are?”

Rachel swallowed hard. “This… this is what I need to,” “

Before she could finish, the ward door swung open with a sharp, hydraulic hiss that made Orion flinch. He turned his head sharply, heart pounding, just as two figures strode into the room with purposeful strides that seemed to suck the warmth from the air.

At the front was Mr Fray, but something was different. The kind-eyed social worker Orion once knew now moved with mechanical precision, his casual manner stripped away and replaced with cold detachment. Gone were the elbow-patched jackets and warm smiles. He now wore a black Kevlar vest, tactical trousers, and a holstered sidearm. On his chest, the letters D.E.T.A. glinted in the dim lighting.

Beside him marched a tall, statuesque woman whose mere presence seemed to command every molecule of the room. Her vest bore the same insignia, though her shoulders displayed four silver stars. A rank, unmistakable. Her long red hair, streaked with silver, spilled free as she removed her cap, but it was the deep scar down her left cheek that held Orion’s gaze, an ugly reminder that she was no stranger to war. Her emerald eyes locked onto him, sharp and unrelenting, dissecting him like a threat.

“I am General Genevieve of the D.E.T.A.,” she said, her voice slicing through the room like a blade. “Do you have any idea of the problems you’ve caused us?”

Orion froze. His mind reeled, trying to stitch together her words into something that made sense. “Problems?” he echoed. “I… I don’t even know what’s going on…”

He turned, searching for something familiar, anything, but his gaze landed on Fray. “Mr Fray? What is this? What’s going on?”

Fray stepped forward, but the warmth had vanished from his face. “Firstly, my name is Assistant Director Rouge,” he said coolly. “I am second-in-command of the Department of Extraterrestrial Threat Assessment D.E.T.A. for short.”

Orion blinked rapidly, trying to process the deluge of new information. Rouge? D.E.T.A.? What happened to Mr Fray? None of it made sense. The hospital room seemed to spin slightly, the sterile walls suddenly feeling like part of a prison.

“I don’t understand,” Orion said hoarsely. “What do you mean?”

Genevieve crossed her arms, unimpressed. “We’ve had to scramble a dozen assets to contain this mess and millions have died or been injured because of your presence her. Your very existence has become a variable we can’t afford, not without answers.”

Before Orion could even attempt a response, she turned on her heel and strode out. Rouge followed with military precision, both of them vanishing into the corridor without so much as a backward glance.

Then, just as quickly, a nurse slipped in, a woman with a blank expression, all business. She didn’t speak. She didn’t smile. She simply began removing the cannula and bandages with detached efficiency.

Orion winced as the tape pulled at his skin. Pain flared when the nasal tube slid free, but he gritted his teeth and stayed silent, overwhelmed. His thoughts spiralled: What the hell is D.E.T.A.? Who is General Genevieve?

By the time the nurse finished and nodded curtly before leaving, Orion was left staring at the doorway, his breath shallow, heart racing, and his world now nothing but questions.

Dragging himself from the wheelchair, Orion moved unsteadily toward the small bathroom. His legs were stiff, his balance unreliable, but something compelled him some need to see, to know.

The light flickered to life overhead with a soft buzz, casting an eerie yellow hue across the plain space. A sink. A toilet. A rust-flecked shower cubicle. The kind of room that had no warmth, no welcome, just sterile indifference. On the toilet cistern, a black t-shirt and grey tracksuit bottoms had been folded with clinical precision. A towel rested atop them like an afterthought.

Orion turned on the tap and splashed cold water on his face, wincing as the chill bit into his raw skin. He clung to the porcelain sink, water dripping from his chin, trying to steel himself.

Then he looked up.

The mirror stared back.

And the boy in it… was no longer him.

His breath caught.

The reflection wasn’t just aged, it was mutated, reshaped by agony and fire. His once-familiar features were fractured, burned, reshuffled by war and starlight. His black afro, once a symbol of pride and identity, was now streaked with threads of silver that shimmered faintly, like cracks in reality itself. His deep brown eyes had changed. No longer soft or innocent, they were flecked with gold, metallic and haunting, like molten galaxies had embedded themselves in his irises. The burn scar that carved across his left cheek was vivid and raw, pink against his skin, like a permanent echo of the fire that consumed everything.

He leaned closer, fingertips trembling as they hovered above the scar. He didn’t recognise the person staring back. This wasn’t Orion Bailey. This was someone forged from trauma, scarred by truths too large for any one person to carry.

Is this what they turned me into? he wondered. Is this what’s left of me?

His hand finally touched the mirror, cold glass against trembling skin. Tears swelled in his eyes, and he blinked them back at first, trying to stay composed. But the memories were rising. Unstoppable.


Anton burning, screaming, reaching for him.
His family vanishing in a vortex of light and fire.
The sky splitting open.
The Earth falling apart.
Rachel lying.
The stars watching.


The weight of it all collapsed onto him in a single, breathless instant.

A sob tore from his throat, raw, broken, animalistic. His knees gave out. He crumpled to the tiled floor, his arms wrapping around himself as though trying to contain the implosion inside his chest. His tears mixed with the shower spray and smeared across the cold, cracked floor.

“I’m sorry…” he whispered, voice shuddering. “I didn’t mean for any of this…”

He couldn’t stop the sobs now. They came in waves, crashing through his chest, stealing his breath. It was like his guilt had mass crushing, suffocating. He buried his face in his knees, fingers clenched tightly in his damp clothes.


He was the reason Anton was dead.
He was the reason Earth was on the brink.
He was the storm. The weapon. The warning.


And now the universe wanted him back.

He didn’t know how long he sat there. Time had dissolved. Eventually, he forced himself to rise slowly, shakily, dragging himself to his feet like a man coming back from the dead. His body hurt, but it was nothing compared to what was inside.

He washed with jerky movements, avoiding the mirror now. He couldn’t look again. Couldn’t face that version of himself twice in one night.

He dried and dressed carefully, every motion a reminder of his fragility. As he pulled the shirt over his head and smoothed it down over the burns, he felt like he was suiting up for war he hadn’t signed up for.

When he finally stepped out of the bathroom, Rachel was waiting by the door, her eyes searching his face as he sat back in the wheelchair.

“You ready?” she asked, her voice softer now, almost reverent.

Orion didn’t answer right away. He just gave a small nod, more reflex than resolve. His voice, when it came, was hollow.

“Yeah. Let’s go.”

Two D.E.T.A. agents flanked the corridor door, rifles already raised, barrels subtly angled toward the back of Orion’s head. Their eyes were hard, watchful. The tension wrapped around him like a noose.

“They still don’t trust you,” Rachel whispered beside him, her voice tight with guilt.

Orion gave a slight nod, jaw set like stone. He could feel it in every breath, the way the air in this place coiled around him, thick with judgment, suspicion, and fear. Every step Rachel took felt like trespassing into a war zone. The hallway was blacked out, windows sealed, doors bolted shut. It was less a hospital now, and more a fortress, and he was its prisoner.

He kept his head down as they passed the guarded rooms. Each door had its own sentry. Every eye followed him. The weight of their stares clung to his skin like ash. It was the same weight he’d felt in the mirror. That same voice whispering: They’re right to fear you.

Rachel stopped in front of a reinforced door and knocked once. No answer came, but she opened it anyway, and wheeled Orion in.

The interior ward was cast in dim, clinical light. Curtains sealed off cubicles like secrets. The air buzzed with the hushed chaos of operations in progress, keyboards clicking, radios hissing, voices murmuring data, warnings, strategy. And at the room’s centre stood a large oak table, polished to a sterile shine, reflecting the static glow of a massive TV screen.

Orion’s arms trembled on the wheels of the chair. The sight of the table of the people seated in its shadow made his throat tighten. His body felt weak, but his pride refused help. When Rachel offered, he shook his head.

“No. I’ve got this.”

His hands pushed forward, muscles screaming in protest. As he neared the table, he planted his feet and forced himself up. Every inch upward was a war. Every second standing was an act of defiance. Sweat beaded along his brow. He stumbled slightly but caught himself, stopping Rachel’s hand with a gesture.

“I need to do this,” he muttered, though the words trembled as much as his legs.

He took one painful step, then another. Finally, he sank into a chair across the table. The wood felt cold beneath his hands. Rachel sat beside him, silent.

Before he could speak, the curtain at the far end yanked open.

Rouge and General Geneviève swept in like a storm. The moment they sat, the interrogation began.

“I’m sure you have questions for us,” Rouge said lightly, “just as we have quite a few for you.”

Orion stared down at the gleaming table surface. His reflection was warped in the grain, ghostlike, unfamiliar. He clenched his fists.

“How do you know about me?” he asked, voice barely above a whisper.

Rouge chuckled, warm and hollow. “My dear boy, the D.E.T.A. exists because of you.”

Orion’s breath caught.

“Division of Extraterrestrial Affairs,” Geneviève added crisply. “We were formed the day your kind left you here, with that innocent man and woman.”

“Innocent?” he snapped, rising to his feet so fast the chair screeched back. “Did you see what he did to me? The bruises? The nights I slept outside? The screaming? The silence? Innocent?”

Rouge raised his hands. “We couldn’t interfere. Your people and ours established rules. No contact. No influence. Not until your advanced guard arrived.”

His body trembled. The room blurred.

“You could’ve shown me something. Anything. A sign I wasn’t crazy. That I wasn’t alone. You left me to rot.”

Rouge’s voice dropped. “We tried.”

Orion’s jaw clenched. “How?”

“We sent you her,” Geneviève said, eyes sharp as steel. She motioned to Rachel. “She’s one of ours. She always has been.”

Everything stopped.

Orion turned, slowly, to Rachel.

His heart pounded against his ribs like it wanted to escape. “What?”

Rachel looked stricken, her cheeks flushed. “General, it’s not your place to”

“Enough,” Geneviève snapped. “The damage is done.”

Rachel turned back to Orion, her voice suddenly small. “I was going to tell you. I tried. But they came in before I could. I never meant to,” “

But Orion wasn’t listening.

He felt like his bones had turned to glass.

Like something sacred had cracked in half inside him.

Rachel, the one person who'd believed in him, who’d laughed when he couldn’t, who’d told him he was worth more than the hurt had been watching him. For them.

He stumbled back from the table, ignoring the screaming pain in his body, mustering up the little strength he had barely upright. Rachel rose, reaching out, but he flinched away like her touch was a flame.

Two agents outside raised their weapons instinctively, their fingers twitching. But Orion didn’t stop. He pushed through the door, stumbled down the corridor, shoved into his hospital room, and collapsed onto the bed.

The second the mattress caught his weight, everything exploded.

Sobs tore from him, raw and unfiltered. He screamed into the pillow, frustration, betrayal, grief, all of it boiling to the surface in violent waves. The world had lied to him. The stars had abandoned him. And Rachel Rachel had stood beside him with a dagger behind her back the entire time.

A knock. He ignored it.

The door creaked open.

“Go away!” he howled into the mattress, his voice breaking.

But she didn’t. He felt the bed shift as she sat beside him, her hand resting gently on his back. The weight of her presence was unbearable.

“I tried to tell you earlier,” she said quietly. “You know I never meant to hurt you.”

He turned to her, tear-streaked, eyes blazing. “But you did. You lied to me for years. You let me cry in front of you. Bleed in front of you. And you never even flinched. Not once.”

“I was under orders,”

“I don’t care!” he shouted, sitting up, fists clenched. “Was any of it real? Were you ever really my friend? Or was I just a goddamn mission file with a heartbeat?”

Rachel’s voice cracked. “At first… yes. But then I got to know you. Really know you. I saw your strength. Your loyalty. Your heart. And I realised I couldn’t fake what we had. You became my friend. More than that.”

“Don’t,” Orion spat. “Don’t act like you’re the victim here. You got to watch me suffer and stay safe in your silence.”

Her eyes filled. “I’m sorry. I never told them everything. I protected you in every way I could.”

“I don’t know if I can believe that.”

“I don’t blame you,” she whispered.

A moment passed.

Then, with trembling fingers, she pulled something from her pocket, a small, shimmering silver disc. She placed it gently on the bed beside him.

“I never gave them this,” she said. “Maybe it still works.”

She turned away, pausing at the door. “When you’re ready… there’s something important I need to tell you. Something I’ve never told anyone.”

She left. The door clicked shut behind her.

Orion sat there, staring at the disc like it might detonate in his hands. He picked it up slowly. It was smooth and cold, humming faintly as it unfolded with a soft whirr.

He lifted it, voice trembling.

“Call Aurorina.”

Static.

Frown deepening, he tried again.

“Call Lady Valoria.”

A faint light blinked on. The static shifted. Then, a voice, distorted and distant.

“He…ll…o?”

Orion’s heart leapt.

“This is Intenfli Orion. Please, I wish to speak to Lady Valoria.”


“Is a n…y…one th…ere?”
Crackle. Hiss. Silence.


The light went dark.

He lowered the disc. It hummed once, then went still.

His shoulders slumped.

He had no home in the stars. No family on Earth. No one to trust.

The only person who’d stood by him had betrayed him from the beginning.

Tears blurred his vision again. He curled into the pillow, holding the disc to his chest like it might anchor him to something real.

Sleep took him slowly, dragging him down with the weight of betrayal, grief, and the unbearable question:

If everything had been a lie… then who was he, really?


1. The Hospital

Orion jolted awake, heart hammering in his chest as a sharp bang echoed through the room like a thunderclap. Disoriented, sweat beading at his temples, he scanned the dim hospital space, senses raw and hyper-alert.

The door slammed open.

Assistant Director Rouge and General Genevieve stormed in with the two D.E.T.A. agents from the corridor. Weapons were drawn. Their faces were masks of urgency, eyes sweeping every corner for a threat only they seemed to understand.

“What’s going on?” Orion barked, his throat still hoarse from sleep, every muscle tensing as he pushed himself upright.

Rouge didn’t look at him. “The Director will explain when she arrives.”

A thick silence followed, broken only by the mechanical hum of equipment and the relentless ticking of the wall clock. Orion’s unease gnawed at him, every second feeling like the breath before a blow.

The door creaked again.

Rachel stepped into the room.

But it wasn’t Rachel not the girl he had grown up with, fought beside, trusted with every broken part of himself. She wore black tactical gear now, her vest stamped with bold white letters: DIRECTOR. Behind her, a wall of agents flanked her entrance like shadows from another world.

“Leave us,” she commanded.

Every head bowed. No hesitation. The agents filed out, and the door sealed with a soft hiss.

Now it was just the two of them.

A storm about to break.

Orion’s jaw clenched as he stared at her. “So… you’re not just an agent,” he said, voice cold, brittle. “You’re the Director. How long were you planning to keep that from me too?”

Rachel stepped forward, but he recoiled. She froze.

A ripple shimmered across her skin. Gold. Then silver. Then a soft, dusted grey that shimmered like ash beneath the moon. Her frame stretched slightly, her eyes narrowing to slits. Her voice remained hers but now it carried a subtle, alien resonance.

“I’m a shapeshifter,” she said, carefully. “My people come from a system not far from here. When the mission to monitor you was proposed, I volunteered. I thought… who better to guide you than someone who understands what it feels like to be… other?”

Orion’s stomach twisted. “Guide me?” he spat, voice rising. “You watched me! You lied to me! All these years, and you never said a damn thing! Not one hint, not even when I was breaking apart!”

She flinched.

“Is Rachel even your real name?” he snapped, voice cracking with rage.

“Yes,” she said quickly, too quickly. “I was born on Earth my parents crash-landed here long before your arrival. I was raised in hiding. Given a name, an identity. I blended in. I had no choice.”

“That’s a damn convenient story,” Orion growled. “And it just keeps getting better. First you're an agent. Then you’re the Director. Now you're some kind of alien double-agent with a sob story? Do you even hear how insane this sounds?”

Rachel’s expression twisted with hurt, but she held her ground. “I never lied about how I felt.”

“Oh, spare me that,” he said, standing now, his voice thunderous. “You watched me suffer. You let me think I was alone broken while you stood by pretending to be my friend. You were there the day Anton died. You were there when I cracked open, and all you did was take notes.”

“That’s not fair,”

“No?” he cut her off, tears of fury burning his eyes. “You could’ve told me. You could’ve told me everything. Instead, you played your role. The perfect friend. The one person I thought I could trust. And the entire time, you were collecting data. Reporting on me like I was a specimen.”

Rachel stepped forward, eyes brimming now. “Orion, I didn’t choose this life. I was given an ultimatum: rot in a facility, or serve the program to protect my parents. I did what I had to do to keep them safe.”

“And what about me?” he shouted. “What did you do to keep me safe?”

Silence. Her face fell.

“You don’t get to play the martyr now,” Orion snarled. “Not when you had years to come clean. Not when every moment of real connection between us was laced with your deception.”

His breath was ragged now, his body trembling. All the pain, all the loss, all the trust he’d so rarely given all of it, crushed under the weight of her lie.

She approached him, slowly, as if every step might trigger another explosion. “At first,” she said, voice almost too quiet to hear, “you were just a mission. But then… you became something else. I saw who you were beneath all the trauma. I cared. Not because they told me to but because I chose to.”

He didn’t respond. Couldn’t. His hands trembled, clenched so tight his knuckles turned white.

“You chose to serve them,” he whispered bitterly. “Don’t talk to me about choices.”

Her features tightened. “You think I didn’t want to run? You think I didn’t want to scream the truth at you every single day? But they had my family. I was sixteen when they put a gun to my life and told me who I’d be. I never asked for any of this.”

The anger inside Orion cracked just a little. Replaced not with forgiveness, but with something heavier: understanding… and guilt.

He sank back onto the bed, his rage cooling to a low simmer. “You’ve been a prisoner this whole time?” he asked, voice rough, low.

Rachel nodded, tears tracing silent paths down her cheeks. “I haven’t seen my parents since I was fifteen,” she said, voice shaking. “They use them like chains. I did everything they asked so one day I might earn their freedom.”

Orion stared at the floor. The fury hadn’t gone, but it had nowhere else to go. It just curled up inside him like a wound left open too long. “I wanted to hate you,” he murmured. “I still want to. But now I don’t know what to feel.”

She didn’t speak.

“I thought I knew you,” he said, brokenly. “Now I feel like I never knew anything.”

Rachel moved closer. Her hand hovered above his, hesitant. “I know you have no reason to believe me. But I never lied about us. Not the real parts. Not the laughter. Not the nights we talked about the stars. That was me, Orion. It’s always been me.

The silence between them was different now raw, painful, but real.

Orion looked at her through tear-stained lashes, his voice frayed. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

Her voice cracked. “Because I was scared. Of losing everything. Of losing you.”

He stared at her hand, trembling slightly as it reached toward him again. And after a long moment, he placed his own hand over hers.

“I don’t forgive you,” he whispered. “Not yet. Maybe not ever. But I see you now. And I think… that’s a start.

Rachel’s faint smile returned, but it was tinged with sadness, her eyes shimmering with a mix of relief and quiet pain. “You’ve been through so much yourself,” she said, her voice steadying. “I don’t blame you, Orion. I never have.”

The air between them settled into a fragile quiet, not peace, but something like it. For the first time, Orion could see past her mask. The same strength that once seemed unshakable now showed cracks: worn edges, quiet exhaustion, a lifetime of compromise. And within those cracks, something human, something real.


She wasn’t just a spy.
She was a survivor.


“Rachel…” Orion’s voice was low, almost reverent. “You’re stronger than I ever gave you credit for.”

Her smile twitched, a ghost of warmth flickering in her eyes. “And you’re stronger than you believe, Orion. You always have been.”

But the moment couldn’t last. Rachel wiped away her tears with practiced efficiency, her spine straightening like a soldier snapping back to duty.

“Right. We need to move. A ship just crashed through the barrier. I think it may be one of yours.”

Orion’s heart stumbled in his chest.

One of his?

He nodded slowly, emotions still clinging to his bones like frost, and pushed them down beneath resolve. With effort, he scooted off the bed and linked his arm with Rachel’s tentative at first, then firmer. There was comfort in the contact, even after everything.

Outside the room, Rouge and General Genevieve waited, flanked by a formation of stone-faced D.E.T.A. agents. Without a word, the squad moved into a protective V around Orion and Rachel, like a wall of silent judgment.

The walk to the lift was short, but the weight in the air made every step feel like a march to trial. More agents joined them ten, maybe twelve all dressed in black, their weapons slung but eyes sharp. The hum of the elevator as they descended was deafening against the silence. Orion stole a glance at Rachel. She stood stoically beside him, her expression unreadable again the Director now, not the girl who’d just cried in his presence.

He looked away.

Genevieve and Rouge exchanged a glance. No words. Just pressure. Just the squeeze of a system flexing its grip.

The elevator doors parted with a soft chime.

And the world had changed again.

Where once there was a hospital lobby, there was now a fortified checkpoint, a war zone in disguise. Steel walls, tactical floodlights, blast doors, automated guns. The air itself hummed with tension, as if it knew something was about to break.

Genevieve barked clipped orders. The agents snapped into position, some taking cover, others training their rifles on the reinforced entrance. This was no longer a hospital it was a bunker, and Orion was its most dangerous patient.

He stepped forward only to freeze at a sharp clang beside him. His breath caught.

A turret.

It rotated toward him with mechanical precision, the barrel humming ominously, tracking his movements like prey. Orion’s pulse spiked.

He stepped closer to Rachel without even thinking.

She led him forward, posture taut. One step at a time, they approached the scanners.

Rachel went first.

She stepped into the scanner with a calm that was almost unnatural. A beam of green light swept over her, scanning every inch. The computer screen behind the desk flared to life.

“Director of the D.E.T.A., you are authorised. Please proceed.”

She stepped forward, then turned back toward Orion.

But before she could speak, Genevieve shoved him forward with a hand to his shoulder. “Go,” she ordered coldly, with none of Rachel’s gentleness.

Orion’s chest tightened. He stepped into the scanner, reluctant, stiff. The green beam began to sweep down his body. A low, unfamiliar hum filled the air.

“Subject: Orion. Non-humanoid detected. Request Director-level authorisation before release.”

He tried to move but his body wouldn’t respond. Something held him in place.

“What the hell?”

A sharp pain jolted through his arm. He cried out, looking down in alarm to see a needle retracting into the scanner wall. His hand flew to the spot, but there was no visible mark just a lingering, internal burn.

“What did you just do to me?” Orion shouted, staggering out of the scanner, fury boiling behind his eyes.

Genevieve turned from the control terminal, her tone as cold as steel. “Director, please place your hand on the biometric scanner. I’ve injected the alien with an explosive tracker.”

The words dropped like a hammer.

Orion reeled. “You what?”

The weight of her words didn’t just hit him they pierced him.

A thousand memories from earlier surged to the surface. The tracker. The fear in Rachel’s eyes. The gun trained on his head in the corridor. Everything was coming into focus now and it all reeked of control.

Rachel's face twisted in fury. “You had no authorisation to do that,” she snapped, voice trembling. “That wasn’t protocol.”

“Orders from Downing Street,” Genevieve said with a smug shrug. “They don’t want another ‘incident.’ In case the creature decides to turn on us.”

Rachel’s jaw clenched so tight it looked like it might shatter.

Without another word, she placed her hand on the scanner. The light turned green.

“Please proceed.”

Orion moved forward mechanically. Inside, his chest burned. Not just with pain but with violation. He could feel the foreign presence inside him. It wasn’t just metal. It was a chain. It was a threat.

An unspoken you belong to us now.

He leaned close to Rachel, his voice a quiet storm. “An explosive tracker? After everything… this is how they thank me?”

“I didn’t know she was going to do that,” Rachel said, barely holding back her fury. “But I swear to you I’ll find a way to get it out. I promise, Orion.”

He gave a bitter nod, rage simmering beneath his skin. He wouldn't forget this. He wouldn’t forgive it.

Not this time.

More agents passed through the scanner. Routine. Controlled. Human.

Orion clenched his fists.

And I’m not, he thought.

They moved forward in tight formation, past the now-armed security gates and into the blinding sunlight of a world that no longer felt like his.

And then… he stopped.

His breath caught in his throat.

A ship loomed in the distance sleek, predatory, and unmistakably alien. Smoke curled from its undercarriage, the engines hissing like a beast at rest. But what truly made Orion freeze was the emblem on its side.

The royal seal.

His seal.

His heart thundered.

Rachel stepped up beside him, reading the recognition on his face. “It’s one of yours, isn’t it?”

He nodded slowly, his voice caught somewhere between awe and dread. “Yeah… it is.”

But whether it was friend or foe that, he didn’t yet know.

He frowned, eyes narrowing as he stared at the ship.

How had it got through?

The orbital defence grid above Earth wasn’t just advanced it was brutal. An interlocked ring of automated cannons, pulse-mines, and cloaked satellites designed to obliterate anything that wasn’t cleared for approach. Nothing got through without clearance. Nothing.

The fact that this vessel had bypassed those defences his people’s defences unnerved him. Either someone had let it through, or something about the ship defied their technology entirely. Either possibility churned unease in his gut.

He shoved the thought aside for now and followed Rachel and the D.E.T.A. agents toward a cordon of soldiers stationed at the edge of the field, where the manta-class starship had settled like a beast at rest. The earth was scorched beneath its engines, the scent of ozone and burning grass lingering in the air.

The soldiers stood in stiff formation, their black-armoured figures forming a barrier between the ship and the perimeter beyond. Each of their rifles was raised, locked, and trained on the ramp of the vessel, fingers tight on triggers. Tension radiated from them like static before a storm.

One of the soldiers broke formation.

He strode toward them with practiced efficiency, his boots pounding the ground in crisp, even steps. He couldn’t have been older than eighteen maybe nineteen at a stretch. His face was fresh, unscarred, almost delicate beneath the hardness of his expression. Blonde hair buzzed to regulation length. Clear blue eyes sharp with military focus.

“Captain, what’s the situation?” Rachel asked, her tone clipped, precise Director mode.

The young officer halted in front of her, saluting sharply.

“Madam Director,” he replied, his voice deeper than expected measured, confident. “We attempted to hail the vessel on every channel. No response. No signal interference, either. It’s deliberate silence. I advise a full evacuation to a secure fallback position while we continue to assess the threat.”

Orion studied him silently, noting the coolness in the young man’s tone. Despite his youth, the captain radiated command too composed, too polished. Orion recognised it instantly. This boy had seen war. More than he ever should have.

Rachel’s mouth thinned into a line of resolve. “Negative. The ship bears Orion’s royal insignia. That alone makes this encounter unique. And the fact it penetrated the barrier without triggering orbital countermeasures? That makes it historic.”

She turned slightly, eyes scanning the field.

“Set all weapons to maximum stun. No live rounds unless explicitly ordered. Hold position and do not engage unless you have no other choice.”

“Aye, ma’am.” The captain saluted again, turning sharply on his heel.

His voice cracked across the line as he barked orders to his platoon, each syllable slicing through the air. Soldiers moved as one, their motions practiced and sharp. The click and whine of weapons adjusting echoed across the field, harsh and discordant. The shift to stun-mode felt like the silence before thunder.

Orion’s pulse quickened.

Then came the sound.

A sharp hiss like pressurised steam escaping a sealed vault followed by the low, mechanical groan of the ship’s rear hatch beginning to open. Steam billowed from the edges of the seam, coiling and dancing in the air like smoke from a dragon’s maw. A low thump shook the ground as the massive ramp extended, the groaning metal echoing into the open field.

Thud.

The ramp hit the earth.

Silence swallowed the platoon.

A white-hot flood of interior light spilled from the open vessel, cutting a sharp line across the smoke and dust. Then figures.

Three of them.

Backlit and featureless at first, their outlines distorted in the haze of the descending mist. They stood at the top of the ramp, motionless. Watching. Waiting.

Orion squinted, leaning slightly forward, trying to catch a clearer view.

Something about their stillness was wrong. Not hesitation confidence. The kind of confidence that came from knowing no one could stop them.

They began to descend.

Slowly. Deliberately.

Not cautiously. Not with fear. But with purpose.

Their footsteps were quiet against the ramp, but the weight of their presence was thunderous. Even from this distance, Orion could feel it a ripple of power in the air, thick and strange, like gravity bending slightly around them.

He felt a chill crawl down his spine.

Beside him, Rachel tensed. The agents behind them raised their weapons a little higher. The platoon’s fingers hovered closer to triggers.

“Halt!” the captain’s voice exploded across the field, sharp and unwavering. “By order of the Department of Extraterrestrial Threat Assessment identify yourselves or stand down!”

Two of the figures stopped abruptly at the base of the ramp, their silhouettes still veiled by the swirling haze. But the third figure taller, with a posture that radiated eerie confidence kept walking. Their stride was steady, almost graceful. They moved as if the heavily armed platoon didn’t exist.

“I repeat, halt!” the captain barked, this time louder, more urgent. “Fail to comply, and we will fire!”

The lone figure didn’t even blink. No hesitation. No acknowledgment. Just step after deliberate step toward certain danger.

Orion could feel the static in the air, every hair on his body standing on end. The soldiers were shifting now, uncertain. The safety of numbers did little to silence the creeping dread that was settling in their bones.

“What the hell are they doing?” Orion muttered, his voice low and tight.

Rachel didn’t answer. Her eyes were locked on the advancing figure, lips pressed in a flat line. Her hand hovered near her sidearm, fingers twitching not out of fear, but calculation. She was ready.

The tension was unbearable. Even the comms had gone dead quiet, as if the very air around them held its breath.

Then movement.

The figure raised an arm, and reality seemed to warp. The space around them shimmered violently, like heat rippling off asphalt.

The captain’s voice broke. “I said halt or we will”

But it was already too late.

The figure vanished in a pulse of distortion.

Chaos erupted.

A wave of invisible force slammed through the car park. Soldiers screamed as they were hurled backward, bodies colliding with metal, glass, and concrete. Vehicles crumpled under the weight of armoured troops flung like dolls. Energy blasts lit up the smoke as panicked soldiers fired blindly, desperate to stop whatever was attacking them.

“Where are they?!” a soldier cried out, his voice cracking.

Orion flinched as a body landed just feet from him with a sickening thud. The platoon was collapsing, their formation torn apart in seconds. Over half were down either unconscious, groaning, or too stunned to move.

Then, as suddenly as it began, the assault stopped.

Silence fell like a hammer.

The air shimmered again, and the figure reappeared standing behind the captain.

Calm. Unbothered.

A blade gleamed in her hand, the edge so fine it shimmered like starlight. She drew it up to the captain’s throat with smooth precision. He froze, breath hitching, his whole body trembling.

“Tell your men to lower their weapons,” the figure said coldly, her voice like cut glass and achingly familiar.

Orion’s breath caught. His pulse thundered.

“Eymd?” he whispered.

The captain didn’t move. Couldn’t. His lips parted, but no sound came. His wide eyes flicked to his troops, who stood frozen, weapons still half-raised, unsure whether to shoot or flee.

Then everything spiralled.

Genevieve moved like a striking snake.

She seized Orion in a vice grip, yanked him against her chest, and jammed the cold muzzle of her sidearm against his temple. The whine of the power cell charging filled his ear like a scream.

“Enough!” she bellowed, her voice unhinged. “I told them harbouring filth like you would bring ruin to this planet. And I was right.”

Orion stiffened, heart hammering. He felt her finger tighten on the trigger.

The platoon held their breath. No one dared move.

“General, drop the weapon!” Rouge’s voice cracked through the silence. “You’re out of line!”

Genevieve’s laugh was a razor’s edge. “Out of line? You think I care about protocol now? Look around, Rouge. This is what you protected. This is what you let in.”

“Let him go,” Rachel growled, voice shaking with rage.

“You betrayed your own kind for this thing,” Genevieve snarled. “You’re no better than the monsters that killed your parents.”

Rachel froze.

Orion’s blood turned to ice. “What did you say?”

Genevieve pressed the barrel harder to his head. “I did what she couldn’t. I ended them. Weak, pathetic traitors. Just like her.”

Everything stopped.

Then a shadow surged.

Darkness shot forward like a whip, curling around Genevieve’s arm and weapon. With an unnatural wrench, it twisted her hand backwards. The gun discharged but not outward. A blinding flare of plasma burst at the point of contact, detonating the charge.

Genevieve screamed, her arm flaring with heat and light as metal and bone gave way. She dropped the weapon, stumbling, just as a second shadow slammed into her head.

She dropped like a stone.

Orion staggered away, barely catching himself. His vision blurred, ears ringing from the blast. The scent of scorched metal and blood hung thick in the air.

The shadow recoiled like a living thing, slithering back toward the ship’s ramp. A tall figure stood waiting.

“Eymd, enough,” a deep voice said low, composed, unmistakably in control. “Let the human go. I think we’ve made our point.”

The figure beside the captain now clearly Eymd scoffed. With a lazy flourish, she withdrew her blade and stepped back.

The captain collapsed, gasping, fingers clawing at his neck like he was trying to confirm he was still alive.

“I was just making a point,” Eymd said, rolling her shoulder with dramatic nonchalance. She tossed a smirk toward Orion. “Besides, it worked, didn’t it?”

“Stand down,” the voice repeated, firmer this time.

Eymd huffed and finally stepped away, her stance loosening. She flicked a hand through her hair, the smoke around her finally clearing to reveal her fully. And still, the third figure hadn’t moved a sentinel of silence, watching, waiting.

Orion tried to slow his breathing, tried to grasp what had just happened. Soldiers groaned around him. Rachel hadn’t moved from where she stood, her eyes fixed on Genevieve’s crumpled body. Rouge stood behind her, jaw clenched, fists at his sides.

Orion turned back to Eymd. “You could’ve warned me.”

Eymd tilted her head, eyes gleaming. “And miss the look on your face?”

Orion’s legs felt like they were made of smoke, barely holding him upright beneath the weight of what had just unfolded. But he refused to buckle. Not here. Not now. His eyes flicked from Eymd her smirk still sharp and unapologetic to the captain, who remained crumpled on the ground, pale and shaking, his chest rising and falling in uneven gasps. Then, slowly, Orion’s gaze shifted upward.

The other two figures were descending the ramp.

They moved with a quiet, calculated grace no urgency, no fear just the heavy stillness of beings who commanded attention without needing to demand it. Each footstep echoed against the tarmac, cutting through the silence like falling stones in a sacred place. When they reached the bottom, Orion’s breath caught in his throat.

The woman was arresting.

Slightly older than Eymd, though no less dangerous. She shared her sister’s high cheekbones and pointed stare, but where Eymd radiated heat and fire, this one moved like cold flame controlled, exacting, and impossibly precise. Long, vibrant blue hair flowed over her shoulders like liquid silk, a stark contrast to the deep charcoal of her uniform. Slung across her chest was a bandoleer of glass vials, each filled with swirling, luminous liquid in hues that shimmered like living nebulae. They pulsed faintly, as if reacting to the tension in the air, casting flickers of eerie light across her composed face.

Then came the third figure.

Orion involuntarily took a step back.

This one was a wall of living metal and myth.

Encased in black armour that writhed subtly across his powerful frame, the giant moved with the silent threat of an executioner and the grace of a trained predator. The plates of his suit shifted with him, almost like muscle and skin, etched with glowing runes that pulsed dimly beneath the scorched sky. A titanic hammer rested in one hand, its head as big as Orion’s torso, runes etched across it burning a low, angry red. In the other hand, he carried a broad shield its surface scarred and battle-worn bearing the unmistakable crest of the Shadow Elite Guard. It had seen war, and it had survived it.

Beneath the curved horns of his helmet, two slits glowed a pair of red eyes like twin suns at dusk, unreadable and unblinking.

Rachel’s voice snapped Orion out of his trance.

“I take it you know them?” she asked. Her tone was even, but there was an unmistakable edge beneath the surface. Not fear. Not quite. But something close. Wariness wrapped in ice.

Orion blinked, startled by how close she’d moved. He swallowed.

“I know Eymd,” he said, his voice quieter than he expected. “But not the other two.”

Rachel studied the trio with narrowed eyes, her body still rigid with adrenaline. “Captain,” she said sharply, never taking her eyes off the armoured figure, “tell your men to stand down. They’re friendly.”

The captain still trembling, his hand hovering near his holster looked like someone who had just seen the end of the world and somehow survived it. He stared at Eymd for a long, shaky second, then at the behemoth behind her. Swallowing hard, he straightened up.

“Stand down!” he barked, though his voice cracked. “Lower your weapons!”

The remaining troops obeyed, some more reluctantly than others. A few kept their fingers close to their triggers, their faces pale and drawn, eyes wide with the kind of fear that stayed long after the threat passed.

The worst had ended but the echoes of it still lingered, vibrating just beneath the surface of every breath.

Orion let out a slow exhale, but his heart hadn’t caught up yet.

The three Shadow citizens finally came to a stop before Orion. Without a word, the two strangers dropped to one knee, bowing their heads in a gesture of deep, formal reverence. The movement was fluid ritualistic. Precise.

Orion blinked, momentarily stunned. After everything after the chaos, the threats, the bloodshed this was the last thing he’d expected.

“Intenfli Orion,” the armoured man said, his voice like distant thunder echoing through a mountain pass. “Please forgive my sister. As you know, she can be… hot-headed.”

Eymd scoffed beside him, crossing her arms with a snort. “Don’t apologise for me, Verjast. They had weapons pointed at our skulls,” she snapped, defiance curling off every word like smoke.

The blue-haired woman sighed with exaggerated patience, her expression cool as she adjusted the strange, circular glasses perched on her nose. “Sister, stop being so rude and bow before the Intenfli,” she said, the reprimand soft but cutting.

Eymd rolled her eyes with a dramatic flair. “Orion’s not like that,” she muttered under her breath. “Now get up before he starts getting ideas.”

Orion couldn’t help it he chuckled. Somehow, despite the surreal tension and the chaos that still lingered in the air, watching them bicker was… oddly grounding. It felt real, like the kind of friction only family could spark. Familiar. Sincere.

“You’re right, Eymd. Stand up, all of you,” he said gently.

“Told you,” Eymd said with smug satisfaction, tossing a victorious glance at her sister. But her expression quickly turned venomous as her gaze slid toward Rachel. Her smirk widened like a blade being slowly unsheathed. “Oh look,” she purred. “The human pet is here.”

Orion’s jaw tightened, the lightness draining from his expression as the sting of her words hit home.

“Eymd” he began, his voice low and warning.

But Rachel raised a hand, silencing him. Her face was calm, but her eyes shimmered with something deeper grief, fatigue, something hollowed-out. “It’s fine,” she said softly, though there was a note of weariness in her tone that cut sharper than any retort. “I’ve been called worse.”

The other two Shadow siblings still rising to their feet kept their eyes downcast, avoiding Orion’s gaze as if weighed down by guilt or shame. He turned slowly toward Rachel, and his breath caught in his throat.

Her cheeks were streaked with the remnants of tears. Her jaw was set with grim resolve, but the pain was still fresh, etched across her features in every line and tremble.

And suddenly, Genevieve’s venom came roaring back in his memory those final, cruel words that had shattered more than just the fragile truce. They’d pierced something deeper.

“Rach,” he said softly, stepping forward. “I’m sorry. Maybe… maybe she was lying.”

Rachel shook her head slowly, her lips forming a thin, bitter line. “No,” she murmured. “I always knew. Deep down, I think I always knew.”

Without thinking, Orion pulled her into an embrace. Rachel froze, caught off guard then slowly melted into him, arms wrapping tightly around his back. She clung to him like he was an anchor in a storm she hadn’t realised she was drowning in.

“You didn’t deserve that,” he whispered, the words thick in his throat. “None of it.”

For a moment, the world held its breath. The devastation, the tension, the battlefield all of it faded into the background, leaving only the quiet ache of two souls trying to hold each other together.

Then Rachel stepped back, swiping quickly at her face with trembling fingers. Her voice was steadier now, laced with steel. “We’ll deal with it later,” she said. “Right now, we need to focus.”

Orion nodded, turning back toward the trio. He could feel Eymd watching him, her smirk creeping back into place like it had never left.

“Do you have any idea what we went through to find you?” she demanded, jabbing him lightly in the shoulder. “Not to mention they insisted on tagging along.”

“I’m sure you’ll remind me every chance you get,” Orion replied, a ghost of a smile tugging at his lips. “Still… thank you.”

Eymd raised an eyebrow, mock offense playing across her features. “Did the mighty Intenfli just say thank you?” she teased, feigning shock.

Orion rolled his eyes, though the warmth behind it was genuine. “Don’t get used to it.”

Her grin widened but then, with a sudden shift, her tone soured. “So… why was the pet giving orders? And why is she wearing that vest?” she asked, tilting her chin toward Rachel with acid in her voice.

The air thinned again.

Orion sighed, weariness creeping into his shoulders. “I’ll explain in a moment. First, tell me how did you manage to get past the blockade?”

“All the orbital defence ships are automated,” Eymd replied with a proud smirk. “Snjallt fooled their sensors into thinking we were just a chunk of space debris.”

“She tweaked their targeting logic mid-transmission,” Verjast added, his voice almost reverent. “Rewrote the command protocols before the AI even realised what happened.”

Rachel, who had been silent through the exchange, finally stepped forward. “Impressive,” she said, her tone cool but professional. Then she glanced around at the soldiers still nursing wounds, the scorched ground, the twitch of fingers near triggers and her voice turned firm. “But I suggest we continue this conversation on your ship. The troops are nervous. And quite frankly, so am I.”

Orion followed her gaze. She wasn’t wrong. The atmosphere was still taut, the quiet aftermath almost louder than the violence that had come before.

He nodded once, his expression hardening with resolve.

“Let’s go.”

Rachel turned toward the captain and Rouge. “Captain. Assistant Director. I’d appreciate it if you’d join us.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the captain replied, his voice steady despite the sheen of sweat running down his temple. He glanced uneasily back at the limp figure of General Genevieve. “What about the General?”

Rachel’s jaw tightened, but her composure didn’t falter. “Have the medics check her over. Once Orion agrees, she is to be detained and brought aboard. I have questions.”

Orion hesitated only a moment, a war raging behind his eyes, then gave a curt nod.

Without another word, they followed the Shadow citizens up the ramp. Inside, the ship was a stark contrast to Earth’s clunky military crafts. It was all clean lines and purposeful design, with polished metal floors and faintly glowing strip lights pulsing rhythmically along the walls. The atmosphere felt alive, almost organic.

A staircase on the left led down to a lower deck. To the right, a corridor stretched into darkness, with three sealed doors. Through the open cockpit, Orion spotted four chairs facing a panoramic view of the stars, as if the universe itself was waiting for them.

“The conference room is this way,” Eymd muttered, pressing her palm to a panel. The nearest door whooshed open with a hiss of escaping pressure.

The room was compact but functional. A rectangular table with ten chairs took up most of the space, while a worn brown sofa out of place in the sleek surroundings rested in the corner like a forgotten relic.
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