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Chapter One
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The Zo’dok sky burned in vast, sweeping bands of bruised violet and abyssal blue, streaked with molten gold as the sun fell beneath the jagged horizon. 

It was the kind of twilight that made the world appear ancient and mythic, like a wound healing in slow, luminous stitches. 

The air trembled with a continent-wide hum, the iron heartbeat of industrial generators, the strained bellow of cranes nearing the limit of their endurance, the distant rise and fall of a thousand machines exhaling in practiced rhythm.

Crimson dust, rich with the mineral shimmer of Zo’dok’s long-scarred soil, lifted from the construction plain in rolling waves, refracting the dying sunlight into rivers of copper and fire. It gave the sense that the ground itself was alight, glowing with a final blessing.

And at the center of that living, breathing landscape of metal and flame floated the miracle that had taken years of sacrifice to bring forth.

ARC 01.

It dwarfed everything around it. Its rings pulsed with newborn radiance, each rotation a slow, deliberate cadence, like the first heartbeats of something awakening for the very first time. Energy conduits snaked along its surface, luminous blue veins carrying life across a machine large enough to cast shadows over entire districts. 

Deep within the alloy superstructure, engines the size of fortresses rumbled awake, sending tremors rippling across the valley. Their vibrations rolled over the plains like ancient thunder, the kind spoken of in legends when the gods still walked.

Commander Maverick stood upon the elevated operations deck overlooking the construction grounds. He wore Dextron-forged armor trimmed with Zo’dok resonance bands, plates that thrummed softly with an inner harmonic that answered the station’s rising power. The glow reflected off his armor in layered waves, painting him in shifting gradients of gold and blue. His silhouette was carved in steel and shadow, steady as the pillars that once held the old world together.

He watched without blinking as the final stabilizers disengaged. Massive scaffolds unlatched in slow, ceremonial arcs, descending like reluctant, outstretched hands letting go of the child they had helped raise.

This was the moment they had bled for.

This was the moment history had doubted would ever come.

And far away, within the regal corridors of Damir Palace, King Melach watched from his private holo-pad, eyes locked on the rising marvel, his breath caught somewhere between pride and disbelief.

Quill sprinted across the grated platform toward Maverick, visor reflecting the burning sky. He nearly stumbled in his haste.

“Commander!” he shouted over the roar of hydraulic clamps releasing their final grips. “Phase One stabilizers are down! Zo’dok teams confirm all auxiliary pylons have been disengaged. ARC 01 is officially free-standing!”

Maverick didn’t break his stare from the rising colossus. When he spoke, his voice carried the weight of unshakable conviction.

“Run the ignition sequence.”

Quill froze, not long, but long enough for fear to show. “Sir... once we begin, there’s no manual fallback. If something fails,”

Maverick gave a single, resolute nod, an oath in one silent movement.

“ARC 01 leaves Zo’dok tonight.”

Quill drew a sharp breath, squared his shoulders, and keyed in the command.

The world responded.

The ground shuddered as if startled.

Field lights dimmed, bowing to the newborn brilliance rising in their midst.

A deep, subsonic tremor rippled outward across the valley, felt in bones, in railings, in the distant mountains.

Then the engines ignited.

Blue-white light burst across the underside of ARC 01, so bright it cast the workers’ shadows like towering giants across the plain, stretching toward the horizon. The glow flickered off metallic surfaces, danced across shattered stone, and made even the hardest soldiers flinch from its magnitude.

“Primary engines at sixteen percent,” Quill called out, though his voice shook with awe he fought to hide. “Climbing steadily. Pressure levels stable, well within range.”

A second pulse rolled outward.

Then a third, stronger, deeper.

Crimson dust exploded outward in perfect concentric rings as ARC 01 rose, first an inch, then a meter, then more, lifting with the unyielding grace of something that had waited centuries for its chance at ascension.

Work crews fell silent.

Welders lowered their torches in mid-spark.

Veteran Zo’dok engineers, people who had spent their lives rebuilding ruins, removed their helmets, letting the charged air sting their faces. Their expressions, hardened by decades of conflict and loss, softened into something fragile and reverent.

For the first time in their lifetimes, this ancient battlefield of the world watched creation triumph over ruin.

Quill stepped closer, tears gathering but refusing to fall, “She’s holding... Commander, she’s really holding!”

Maverick placed a gauntleted hand on the railing, eyes fixed on the luminous giant rising through the glowing dust, “ARC 01,” he whispered, voice barely audible above the thunder, “welcome to the sky.”

Then his gauntlet chimed.

“Commander Maverick.” King Melach’s voice came through the channel, level, authoritative, yet trembling with emotion he had not intended to reveal. “Stage One complete?”

Maverick tore himself from the spectacle only long enough to answer.

“Stage One is complete, Your Majesty. ARC 01 is stable and rising. Beginning atmospheric ascent.”

There was a soft intake of breath on the line.

“A dream fulfilled,” Melach murmured. “And the first step of everything we must build.”

Across Zo’dok, relay towers flared alive. On distant ridges, workers abandoned their posts to witness the impossible. Children pointed upward from windows; their faces washed in ethereal blue. Travelers stopped their vehicles along the ancient war roads to watch the sky tear open with light. For a single moment, one precious, fragile heartbeat, the entire world looked upward together.

Quill glanced at Maverick. “Commander... shall I authorize rise-to-stratosphere altitude?”

Maverick nodded once, firm as the bedrock below.

“Do it.”

Quill’s fingers raced across the screen, “ARC 01, initiate lift-off sequence to orbital climb!”

The engines roared.

The sky ruptured in spirals of glowing ion vapor.

Cloud layers tore open like curtains drawn from a stage.

Halo after halo formed around the ascending colossus as it carved a luminous corridor through the atmosphere.

ARC 01, every ring, every glowing conduit, every cathedral-sized engine, rose into the heavens as though pulled upward by destiny itself.

Maverick stood motionless, armor bracing him against the magnitude of the moment. 

Quill joined him, breath caught in his throat, “Commander... she’s airborne.”

Maverick’s voice softened, a rare warmth threading through the steel.

“No, Quill.”

He followed the last shimmering arc of light piercing the twilight.

“She’s ascending.”

And ARC 01 rose beyond the clouds, beyond the doubts of the past, leaving Zo’dok behind as it climbed toward the vigil it had been born to keep.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two




[image: ]




The Black Chamber lay buried so far beneath Starforce Headquarters that even maps hesitated to acknowledge it. It was not a prison in the traditional sense. Prisons hold criminals, cells held the dangerous. But the Black Chamber... the Black Chamber held the unclassifiable, beings that bent rules, bent physics, bent fate. 

This was the place Starforce buried their nightmares, sealed away their anomalies, entombed their threats. A chamber not simply below ground, but beneath the very reach of light and reason.

Forged from obsidian alloys mined from Dextron’s deepest mantle, the walls were layered with quantum-lock plating so dense that even a collapsing star would struggle to penetrate them. 

Embedded within each panel were psionic suppressors, flickering, whispering lines of light that hummed in low, resonant tones. The sound was faint, almost subsonic, but it carried a strange weight, as though the chamber itself was murmuring a warning to anything that dared wake within its confines.

Tonight, that hum felt colder. Sharper. As if the chamber sensed what approached.

Taiklui sat bound to the central restraint chair, the room’s only fixture besides the humming walls. The restraints were not simple alloy; no ordinary metal could have held him. Instead, bio reactive bands of glowing silver-blue wrapped across his chest, arms, and legs. 

Each strip calibrated precisely to his physiology. Eight harmonic dampeners encircled him, shimmering in translucent rings, compressing his aura into something small, almost fragile, like a storm forced into a bottle.

His head hung forward. His breath slow and controlled. Eyes half closed. Still. Silent. Contained.

From behind the reinforced observation glass, the guards watched him with a mixture of triumph and unease. Taiklui appeared subdued at last. Captured. Disarmed. Weak. To them, this was victory, one of Starforce’s newest most dangerous criminal locked away.
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