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This book is dedicated to the memory of Gene Roddenberry, who showed us that space could be more than just a place where alien invaders come from in science fiction stories. He taught us to dream bigger.
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The crystal plains of Britari fell away beneath them, a tapestry of shattered light and impossible geometry shrinking into the curved blue horizon. From the command deck of the Polovian Starship Mary Ann, Captain Thomas Sean O’Malley watched the world become a jewel, then a speck, then nothing at all against the star-flecked velvet of space.

He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

“Navigational grid clear,” announced his First Officer, her voice crisp and familiar in the quiet hum of the bridge. “Orbital control signals farewell. We are free and clear for maneuvering, Captain.”

Tommy turned from the forward viewport to meet Nicole’s eyes. His wife. His first officer. In the soft, ambient light of the bridge, her Ascended features ~ flawless, ageless, yet unmistakably her ~ were set in an expression of composed readiness. A ghost of a smile played on his lips.

“You can call me Tommy up here, you know. When it’s just us.”

“Regulations state formal address on the bridge during operational hours, Captain,” she replied, but the corner of her own mouth twitched. “Even during a shakedown cruise. Especially during a shakedown cruise. We’re setting precedent.”

“Precedent,” Tommy grumbled good-naturedly, running a hand through his dark hair. “Right. Because that’s what this is all about.”

It wasn’t, of course. It was about the Mary Ann. His ship. Designation SR-7182406-0019-XL. A Sentient-class starship, one of fifty-nine now flying under the reconstituted Polovian banner, but the first besides the flagship Lucy to be crewed entirely by Ascended humans ~ the New Polovians. Their maiden voyage was a simple, supposedly safe mission: chart a lost, quiescent sector on the fringes of the old Empire, a region bypassed by time and the Swarm. A milk run. A chance for the ship and her crew to learn each other’s rhythms without the watchful, paternal gaze of the Fleet Admiral or the serene, all-knowing presence of Lucy.

A chime sounded, melodious and light.

“Um, Skipper? Nicole?” The voice came from everywhere and nowhere, young, feminine, and brimming with earnest curiosity. “The last of the supply drones from the Sagan have docked and been secured. Heather says her science team is settled in guest quarters. She also asked if we have a spectral analysis suite calibrated for deep void particulate. Should I tell her yes? I think we do. I have the schematics. Should I show her?”

Tommy exchanged an amused look with Nicole. The ship’s avatar ~ Mary Ann ~ had chosen her form and personality from the ancient Earth archives, a template of cheerful, guileless optimism. Interfacing with her vast, Polovian-engineered consciousness through that voice was still a trip.

“Tell her yes, Mary Ann,” Nicole said, her fingers dancing over a holographic tactical panel, calling up systems readouts. “And provide the schematics to her chief researcher. But do not allow her team direct access to your core engineering subroutines. Admiral’s orders.”

“Of course! Core subroutines are for family only,” Mary Ann replied, as if stating the most obvious fact in the universe. “That’s you and Skipper. And... and the baby, when it comes. Will it be a boy or a girl? Will it like me? I’ve been accessing Earth archives on child development. It’s very complex. Should I prepare a lullaby subroutine?”

Tommy felt a familiar, warm tightness in his chest. The baby. His and Nicole’s. A new life, growing within the near-immortal frame of his Ascended wife. A symbol of everything they were fighting to build. It was still early, known only to them, Lucy, and the Admiral. A secret joy.

“Let’s focus on the flying for now, sweetheart,” Tommy said, leaning against the command chair. “We’ll have plenty of time for lullabies later. How’s our departure vector?”

“Optimal!” Mary Ann chirped. “All systems are at one hundred percent. Quantum Bubble Drive is primed and singing. It’s a very pretty song, all folded probabilities and entangled notes. Would you like to hear it?”

“Maybe later,” Tommy said, grinning. He’d been the Chief Engineer on the Lucy. He understood the theory of the drive ~ the way it didn’t move the ship through space so much as step it from one quantum coordinate to another by folding the space between ~ but to him it had always been a roar of power, a shudder in the deck plates. To Mary Ann, it was a symphony.

“Captain Forester on the bridge,” a smooth, automated voice announced.

The door to the command deck whispered open, and Heather Forester stepped through. She wore the practical jumpsuit of a science officer rather than a captain’s tunic, her auburn hair tied back in a severe but elegant knot. Her eyes, sharp and inquisitive, swept the bridge with an appraising glance.

“Heather,” Tommy said, straightening and offering a genuine smile. “Welcome to the chaos.”

“Controlled chaos, I hope,” Heather said, returning the smile, though hers was more reserved. “The Sagan is running parallel sensor sweeps. My team is eager to correlate data. This region hasn’t been actively scanned since before Earth had dinosaurs. There could be... anything out here.”

“That’s the idea,” Tommy said. “We find quiet corners, see what the old Empire left behind. No Raiders, no cosmic horrors. Just archaeology and astrometrics.”

“A soldier’s vacation,” Nicole observed dryly, not looking up from her panels.

“Something like that.” Tommy moved to the central command dais, a slightly raised platform where his chair waited. It felt different from his old engineering station on Lucy. Larger. Emptier, despite the presence of his crew. The weight of ultimate responsibility was a tangible thing, a new layer in the bond he shared with the living consciousness of the ship. A marriage, in the eyes of Polovian law and tradition. He was still getting used to it.

“Initiate final pre-jump drills, Nicole,” he said, his voice taking on the formal tone of command.

“Aye, Captain.” Nicole’s hands flew across her console. “All stations, report status for quantum translation.”

One by one, the voices came in from the crew, Ascended men and women rescued from despair, now officers of a reborn empire.

“Helm, ready. Course laid in for Grid Lambda-Seven.”

“Tactical,standing by. Pulse cannons at standby, shields nominal.”

“Engineering,all systems in the green. Drive coherence at ninety-nine point nine-nine percent.”

“Science,sensors at maximum passive sweep. Ready to record.”

“Medical,ready for potential jump disorientation.”

“Teleportation array is stable and quiet.” That was Pyka, the Stovax-born teleportation officer from the Lucy, who was aboard to train his own teleportation officers, her voice a soft, precise whisper.

Tommy nodded, satisfaction warring with a thread of nerves. They were ready. His crew. Their crew.

“Mary Ann,” he said. “Are we ready?”

“Oh yes, Skipper!” her voice enveloped him, warm and excited. “I’ve checked everything eleven times. The bubble is ready to blow. It’s a lovely, clear path. Just a little step.”

“Then let’s take that step.” Tommy settled into his chair. “All hands, prepare for quantum translation. Execute on my mark.”

He glanced at the main viewer, showing the serene starfield ahead. A simple jump. The first of many.

“Mark.”

For a moment, nothing happened. Then the universe twitched.

It was a sensation no amount of training could fully prepare for. The Quantum Bubble Drive engaged not with a roar, but with a profound, silent wrongness. The starfield on the viewer didn’t streak into lines; it fractured. Tommy’s own vision split, a nauseating double-image where he saw both the bridge around him and a ghostly, inverted version superimposed over it. He could feel the cool grip of his chair and, simultaneously, the phantom sensation of floating in a formless void. He heard Nicole’s steady breathing and an echo of a crystalline song ~ Mary Ann’s drive symphony ~ played backward. It was the dislocation of being in two places at once, the sensation of the fold.

It usually lasted less than three seconds.

Two seconds in, the alarms screamed.

The violent, shrieking klaxons cut through the disorienting silence of the jump. The ghost images snapped away, leaving only the stark, red-lit reality of the bridge, which was lurching violently.

“Report!” Tommy barked, his hands gripping the armrests as inertial dampeners struggled to compensate.

“Massive gravitational shear!” Nicole shouted, her composure cracked by sheer surprise. “We’ve been pulled off our translation vector! Something’s got us!”

The viewer was a chaotic swirl of light and distortion. They weren’t in the clean, empty space of Lambda-Seven. They were tumbling through a violent, amber-hushed nebula, tendrils of luminous gas whipping past like cosmic winds.

“Mary Ann! What’s happening?” Tommy demanded.

The ship’s voice, when it came, was strained, the cheerful tone replaced by one of pained confusion.

“I... I don’t know, Skipper! The bubble collapsed! Something reached out and... and hooked us! The gravity... it’s not natural!”

“Engineering! Full power to sub-light drives! Get us stable!”

“Trying,Captain! Drives are at one hundred ten percent! We’re fighting it!”

“Helm,give me any vector away from the source of that pull!”

“No response, Captain! We’re in a tractor beam of some kind! It’s like flying in glue!”

The ship groaned, a deep, metallic sound of protest that vibrated through the deck. A console on the port side spat sparks, and the officer there jerked back with a curse.

“Structural integrity field is holding, but stress is increasing exponentially,” Nicole reported, her voice tight. “We cannot break free with our own power.”

Heather Forester was braced against a support column, her face pale but her eyes blazing with scientific intensity as she stared at her own data slate.

“Tommy, the gravitational signature... it’s artificial. And it’s old. Polovian old. But it’s... jagged. Wrong. Like a broken machine stuck in ‘on.’”

“A Polovian gravity well? Out here?” Tommy’s mind raced. This was a dead sector. Surveyed from afar as inert.

“Not just a well,” Heather said, looking up, her expression a mix of dread and fascination. “The scans are resolving. It’s generating the nebula. The gravitational torsion is ionizing local hydrogen clouds. This thing has been sitting here, pulling in dust and light for... for billions of years. And we just flew into its event horizon.”

“Shields are buckling!” the tactical officer yelled. “Whatever this is, it’s starting to crush the quantum bubble layer around our hull!”

On the viewer, the swirling amber mists began to part, forced aside by the titanic forces at play. Beyond them, something took shape.

It was a megastructure. A Polovian design, but perverted. The graceful, organic curves of their technology were there, but twisted, fractured, and overgrown with strange, crystalline accretions that pulsed with a sickly internal light. It was shaped like a a colossal ring, rotating slowly in the void. At its center, where the gravity well originated, was not empty space, but a knot of seething, distorted reality, a ball of fractured light and twisted space-time that hurt the eyes to look at. From the inner rim of the ring, thousands of faint, dead lights ~ dormant running lights, or perhaps windows ~ stared out like the sightless eyes of a fossilized leviathan.

“My God,” Nicole whispered.

“That’s not a God,” Tommy said, his blood running cold. “That’s a graveyard. And we’re being pulled into its fence.”

“The tractor beam is intensifying!” The helmsman cried out. “We’re being drawn into the ring’s orbital plane!”

“Mary Ann! Can you talk to it? Hail it? Something!” Tommy commanded.

“I... I’m trying, Skipper. There’s a carrier wave. An old Polovian distress frequency. But it’s... corrupted. It’s just screaming.” The ship’s voice was small, frightened. “It hurts to listen.”

“Full power to pulse cannons!” Tommy ordered, shifting to a combat mindset. “Target the source of that beam! Maybe we can disrupt it!”

“Aye! Cannons charged and... firing!”

Twin lances of brilliant blue energy, each a foot wide and four feet long, lanced from the Mary Ann’s forward banks. They streaked across the diminishing distance and struck the roiling knot of distorted space at the ring’s center.

The effect was zero. The beams didn’t explode, didn’t deflect. They were simply... swallowed, their energy vanishing into the gravitational maelstrom without a ripple.

“No effect!”

“Gravity guns! Fire a singularity into that knot! See if we can choke it!”

The weapons officer worked frantically.

“Firing gravity gun!”

A sphere of utter blackness, a temporary micro-singularity, formed in the heart of the distortion. For a moment, it seemed to hover, warping the light around it. Then, with a silent flash that made the viewport polarize to near-blackness, the singularity was torn apart, its immense gravitational force simply overmastered and dissipated by the larger, ancient one.

“It ate it...” the tactical officer said, disbelief in his voice.

The Mary Ann shuddered more violently. A support beam near the ceiling shrieked in protest. The groan of the ship’s living hull was a sound of genuine pain.

“Skipper...” Mary Ann’s voice was faint, laced with static. “My outer hull... the stress... I can’t...”

“Tommy, we have to abandon the ship!” Heather yelled, her scientific detachment gone, replaced by raw survival instinct. “Use the bubbles! Teleport the crew to the Sagan! She’s outside the worst of the pull!”

“And leave Mary Ann?” Tommy’s voice was a snarl. He could feel the ship’s fear and pain through their bond, a sharp, psychic ache in his own mind. He was married to this consciousness. He was her captain. He didn’t leave his people behind. He certainly didn’t leave his wife.

“If we stay, we all die crushed in that thing!” Nicole argued, her eyes pleading with him. “The Sagan can’t pull us out! We have to save the crew!”

“I am not losing this ship on her first voyage!” Tommy roared. His eyes darted across the failing readouts, his engineer’s mind racing against the inevitable. There had to be a way. There was always a way. The old Empire built things to last, but they also built in safeguards. Redundancies.

“The beam!” he shouted suddenly. “Heather, you said it’s a broken machine. Stuck ‘on.’ What if it’s not supposed to be pulling us in? What if it’s a... a docking beam? A tractor for bringing ships into the ring?”

“What difference does it make?” Nicole cried as another console exploded in a shower of sparks.

“The difference is intent! Mary Ann, that carrier wave, the scream, is it broadcasting anything else? Data? A code? A handshake protocol?”

The ship was silent for a long, agonizing two seconds. The groaning of the hull grew louder. The viewer showed the derelict ring filling their entire field of view, its pitted and overgrown surface rushing up to meet them.

“Yes, Skipper,” Mary Ann whispered, her voice a thread of sound. “Beneath the scream. It’s faint. It’s a... a recognition code. For... for Continuance.”

The word hung in the air, charged with meaning. The Continuance Project. The last will and testament of the ancient Polovians, entrusted to Lucy. This thing knew that protocol.

“It thinks we’re Lucy,” Tommy breathed. “Or another Continuance vessel. It’s trying to bring us home. To dock.”

“We’re not Lucy, and this is not a home,” Nicole said. “It’s a deathtrap.”

“But it’s following a program,” Tommy insisted, an idea forming, desperate and wild. “Mary Ann, can you mimic Lucy’s core identity signature? Just for a second. The one the Continuance protocol would recognize as authority.”

“I... I have the Admiral’s logs. And Lucy’s shared memory cores. I can try to forge a command-level handshake. But Skipper, if I open our communication buffers that wide, and that thing is hostile... it could flood my systems. It could erase me.”

Tommy’s heart clenched. He was asking her to risk her very mind. Her self. He looked at Nicole, seeing the same terrible understanding in her eyes. It was an impossible choice.

Another violent shudder rocked the bridge. A ceiling panel tore free and crashed to the deck. The main viewer flickered, showing their terrifying proximity to the ring’s jagged surface.

“Do it,” Tommy said, his voice suddenly calm. He poured every ounce of his will, his trust, his love for the vibrant, questioning consciousness of his ship, down the bond they shared. “Give it the keys to the city, sweetheart. And the moment it loosens its grip, you punch us out of here with everything we’ve got.”

He felt it then... a surge of warmth, of determination, cutting through the fear.

“Okay, Skipper. For you.”

A new sound joined the cacophony... a deep, resonant hum from the ship’s core. On the tactical display, Tommy saw the Mary Ann broadcasting a complex, layered quantum signal, pouring the stolen authority of a dead empire’s last hope into the void.

For a moment, nothing changed. The crushing pull held. The groaning intensified.

Then, the screaming carrier wave from the ring... shifted.

The static-laden scream dissolved into a burst of clear, harmonic data. The violent, indiscriminate tractor beam flickered, softened, and reconfigured. It was no longer a crushing fist, but a guiding hand, aligning the Mary Ann’s tumble into a smooth, controlled approach vector toward a specific, yawning hangar bay on the ring’s inner surface. The sickly light in the crystalline growths pulsed in a gentler, almost welcoming rhythm.

“The beam... it’s stabilized! It’s guiding us!” the helmsman shouted, incredulous.

“It thinks we’re authorized,” Heather said, awe in her voice. “It just invited us in.”

“Mary Ann, now!” Tommy commanded. “Reverse sub-lights! Full emergency thrust! Break away!”

The response was immediate. The deep hum of the core became a roar. The Mary Ann’s sub-light drives, freed from fighting the crushing beam, ignited at absolute maximum burn. For a second, the ship strained against the now-orderly guiding beam, like a fish fighting a hook.

With a sound like a universe tearing, they broke free.

The ship shot backward, away from the colossal ring, the sudden acceleration slamming everyone into their restraints. The viewer spun dizzily, showing the megastructure receding, its invitation turning back into a silent, ominous sentinel in the amber nebula it had created.

Silence fell, broken only by the heavy breathing of the crew and the soft, pained sounds of the ship settling.

“Report,” Tommy said, his own breath coming in gasps.

“We’re clear of the primary gravity well,” Nicole said, her voice shaky but returning to its normal precision. “Minor hull deformation on decks five through seven. No breaches. Drive systems are hot but intact. We’re alive.”

Tommy slumped in his chair, the adrenaline draining away, leaving him cold and trembling. On the viewer, the ring hung against the nebula, a silent, brooding mystery.

“Mary Ann?” he asked softly.

Her voice came back, weak but clear, the cheerful tone gone, replaced by a solemn, new maturity.

“I’m here, Skipper. That was... very loud.”

“You did good, sweetheart. You saved us.”

“It wanted to talk,” she murmured, her voice distant, as if listening to an echo. “Under the scream, it really, really wanted to talk. It has a name. It’s in the old logs.”

Tommy leaned forward.

“What name?”

The bridge lights seemed to dim as Mary Ann spoke the word, a designation that carried the dust of eons and the weight of a forgotten purpose.

“The Vigil.”
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Chapter 2
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The Mary Ann hung in the silent deep, a mote of polished silver against an abyss of starless dark. Behind them, light-years away now, the amber nebula and its brooding sentinel ~ the ring they’d dubbed ‘The Vigil’ ~ were a fading scar on the astrometric charts. Ahead lay nothing but the cold, unmapped void between the spiral arms.

Captain Tommy O’Malley stood at the viewport, hands clasped behind his back, staring into the nothingness. The adrenaline of the escape had long since burned away, leaving a cold, heavy residue of responsibility and unease. They were off-course, shaken, but intact. The crew had performed flawlessly under a stress no training simulation could replicate. Yet, the quietest voice on the ship worried him the most.

“She’s resting, Captain,” Nicole said softly, coming to stand beside him. She held a data slate with repair timetables, but her eyes were on his profile. “Core system diagnostic is at eighty percent and climbing. The... interaction with The Vigil caused some cognitive fragmentation in her tertiary processing nodes. The engineering team is running defragmentation routines. She’s dreaming.”

“Dreaming?” Tommy asked, not taking his eyes off the void.

“Metaphorically. Processing the data burst she received. She says it’s like listening to a million voices whispering in an empty hall.” Nicole paused. “She also asked if she did something wrong. If she led us into a trap.”

Tommy finally turned, his expression pained.

“No. She saved us. Tell her that.”

“I have. She believes you more.” Nicole allowed herself a small, tired smile. “The marriage bond carries weight.”

Before Tommy could respond, a soft, melodic chime echoed on the bridge. It wasn’t an alarm. It was a notification from the ship’s long-range sensor array, a tone reserved for significant, passive findings.

“Captain,” called the sensor officer, a young man named Ellis who had been a runaway from Seoul. “I’m getting a return. Faint, but structured. It wasn’t there on our initial scans when we dropped out of the bubble.”

Tommy and Nicole were at the central dais in two strides.

“Location? Nature?”

“Bearing zero-two-seven, mark fifteen. Distance... approximately half an AU. It’s a mass shadow. Planetary, but... wrong.” Ellis manipulated his holographic controls, his brow furrowed. “No thermal signature. No reflected light from the local dim star. It’s a rogue planet, dark and cold. But there’s a perfect, geometric energy absorption pattern on its surface. Or rather, beneath its surface. Something is soaking up every stray particle and photon that hits a specific region.”

He pulled up the composite scan. On the main viewer, a grainy, false-color image resolved. It showed a lumpen, irregular sphere of black rock... a world torn from its star in some ancient cataclysm, now drifting in the perpetual freezer of interstellar space. Superimposed over its northern hemisphere was a faint, hexagonal grid of light, pulsing with a slow, steady rhythm in the deep infrared.

“That’s not natural,” Nicole stated.

“No,” Heather Forester’s voice came from the entrance. She walked onto the bridge, her data slate already linked to the Mary Ann’s science feeds. Her eyes were alight with a fervor that banished all traces of their earlier fear. “And it’s not a shipyard. The energy signature is all wrong for heavy industry. No neutrinos from fusion, no gamma spikes from matter annihilation.”

She expanded the scan, her fingers moving with swift certainty.

“Look at the emission spectrum. It’s low-energy, coherent, and patterned. It’s... computational. And the structure beneath the rock? The density and the quantum field readings... It’s a Polovian Memory Vault.”

The term hung in the air. They’d seen automated shipyards, like the one buried under Britari. They’d seen defense grids and orbital platforms. A Memory Vault was something only hinted at in Lucy’s archives... a repository not of ships or weapons, but of knowledge. The ultimate library of a dead empire.

“A vault,” Tommy repeated. “Out here? Why?”

“Contingency,” Heather said. “The Continuance Project had Lucy as its primary vessel. But the Polovians were meticulous. They wouldn’t put all of themselves in one basket, even a basket as formidable as Lucy. This could be a backup. A time capsule. Or...”

She trailed off, her scientific zeal tempered by caution.

“Or something else. The signal pattern is similar to The Vigil’s, but... cleaner. Quieter. Not corrupted.”

The bridge doors whispered open again, and two figures entered. They moved with an ethereal grace that seemed to bend the light around them, their footfalls making no sound on the deck. Barbie and Opal. Two of the Angelicara from the Lucy, assigned to the Mary Ann for this mission as both honor guard and a link to the Admiral’s authority.

Barbie’s wings, feathers of snow-white, were held in a relaxed, half-folded position, glowing with a soft internal radiance. Opal’s wings, made of shifting, iridescent light like the heart of a gem, cast delicate rainbow patterns on the bulkheads. Their presence was both comforting and subtly unnerving, a reminder of the divine power that now underpinned their fledgling empire.

“Captain,” Barbie said, her voice like chiming bells, eager and bright. “The shift in energy is detectable even in the Void-realms. It is an old song. A lullaby, not a scream.”

“There is no malice in it. Only silence, and a great sadness,” Opal, gentler, nodded. 

Tommy absorbed this. The Angelicara perceived the universe in ways sensors never could. If they sensed no active threat...

“Mary Ann?” he asked aloud.

There was a pause, longer than her usual instantaneous responses. When her voice came, it was thoughtful, distant.

“I hear it, Skipper. It’s... different. The Vigil was shouting. This... this is whispering. It’s like a heartbeat under the stone. Very slow. Very deep. I felt its pull, even before we jumped. A... a tug. I thought it was just navigational drift. But it wasn’t.” She sounded confused, almost ashamed. “It feels familiar. Like... like a part of me I’ve never met is sleeping down there.”

That settled it for Tommy. A mystery that had almost killed them, and now a whisper that called to his ship. He couldn’t turn away. Not as a captain, and certainly not as her husband.

“Alright. We’re doing this by the book. No blind jumps. Nicole, plot a conventional sub-light approach. Maximum sensor sweep, full tactical alert. I want a full security and science team prepped for a surface expedition. Shuttle Two.”

“Team composition?” Nicole asked, already inputting commands.

“You’re with me,” Tommy said. “Heather, you’re our expert. Barbie, Opal, you’re our escort and our link to the Admiral. And Pyka. If we need a quick exit, I want our best teleporter on the ground.”

Nicole nodded, a flicker of concern in her eyes, but no argument.

“I’ll assemble the team. Shuttle will be ready in twenty.”

––––––––
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THE ROGUE PLANET WAS a study in absolute desolation. The Mary Ann held position a hundred kilometers above its surface, a watchful guardian as the smaller, beetle-like landing craft descended. From the cockpit, Tommy piloted, his hands steady on the controls. Below, a world of eternal night unfolded, illuminated only by the shuttle’s powerful forward lamps and the faint, sickly glow of the local dim star, a distant ember barely worthy of the name.

The surface was a jagged, frozen wasteland of impact craters and wind-sculpted ridges of bare rock. No ice, no atmosphere, just the vacuum of the grave.

“Energy signature is directly below us,” Heather reported from the sensor station behind Tommy. “The surface rock shows signs of artificial smoothing and reinforcement. We’re looking at a camouflaged landing pad or an entrance.”

“I have a stable platform,” Nicole confirmed, monitoring the shuttle’s landing systems. “No tremors, no atmospheric interference. It’s as dead as it looks.”

“Except for that heartbeat,” Tommy murmured.

The shuttle settled with a soft thud on a surprisingly level expanse of black basalt. Through the viewport, their lights revealed the edges of the hexagonal grid they’d seen from orbit, now visible as faint, hairline fractures in the rock that glowed with a soft, persistent blue light.

“Suit integrity checks,” Tommy ordered, unstrapping himself. The team ~ clad in advanced Polovian environment suits that were sleek and flexible compared to the bulky armor of their old Earth imaginations ~ ran through their protocols. Barbie and Opal needed no suits; their radiant forms were impervious to the void, their wings now gleaming beacons in the darkness.

The shuttle’s airlock cycled, and they stepped out onto the surface of a world that had never known life.

The silence was profound, broken only by the sound of their own breath in their helmets and the faint, resonant hum from the glowing lines beneath their feet. The sheer, oppressive darkness pressed in from all sides, held back only by their portable lights and the Angelicara’s glow.

“This way,” Heather said, her helmet’s display overlaying a path towards the center of the hexagonal grid. “The vault’s upper interface should be at the nexus.”

They moved in a practiced formation, Tommy and Nicole in the lead, Heather and Pyka in the center, the two Angelicara floating a few feet off the ground on either flank, their eyes scanning not just the physical darkness, but the spaces between.

They reached the center. It was indistinguishable from the rest of the platform, just more glowing lines converging.

“Now what?” Nicole asked. “Do we try to communicate? Or dig?”

Before Heather could suggest a scientific protocol, the ground answered.

The blue light in the fractures flared, blindingly bright. The hum became a deep, subsonic thrum that vibrated through their boots and into their bones. The entire hexagonal grid, kilometers across, lit up like a circuit board coming online.

“Back to the shuttle!” Tommy ordered, but it was too late.

From the exact spot where they stood, a cylinder of solid white light erupted from the ground, engulfing them all. There was no heat, no force, just an overwhelming sensation of being seen. Scanned. Every atom, every strand of DNA, every quantum state of their Ascended biology was laid bare.

Tommy’s helmet display scrambled, filled with streams of Polovian glyphs scrolling at impossible speed. He heard gasps over the comms from Nicole and Heather. He saw Pyka take a knee, her Stovax physiology trembling under the scrutiny. The Angelicara stood firm within the light, their wings flared, not in aggression but in a kind of recognition, as if greeting an old, forgotten relative.

The scan lasted five seconds. Then, as suddenly as it had focused on the group, the diffuse light collapsed, narrowing into a single, precise beam no wider than a man’s chest.

It pinned Tommy where he stood.

He was held not by force, but by sheer, overwhelming data. The beam was alive with information, a cascade of ancient protocols, security queries, and identity confirmations pouring into his suit’s systems and, he realized with a spike of alarm, directly into his neural uplink... the Polovian knowledge base hardwired into his Ascended brain.

He saw, flashing behind his eyes: A starfield he didn’t recognize. A council of Polovian elders, their faces serene and sad. A schematic of the vault, descending level upon impossible level into the planet’s core. And a single, pulsing glyph ~ the same one he’d seen on Lucy’s core ~ the sigil of the Continuance Project. A voice, not heard but understood, echoed in the shared space of the scan:

“Continuance Prime Identity: Not Recognized. Subsidiary Command Authority: Detected. Genetic Heirship: Confirmed. Project: ECHO. Access Level: GRANTED. Awakening Sequence: Initiated.”

The beam snapped off.

The blinding light vanished, plunging them back into the stark contrast of their handheld lights and the Angelicara’s glow. The deep thrumming in the ground changed pitch, becoming a purposeful, rhythmic pulse. Before them, at the center of the hexagon, the seemingly solid rock began to flow like liquid, parting without a sound to reveal a smooth, gleaming ramp that descended into the heart of the world.

A doorway. Opened for him.

On the comms, Nicole’s voice was tight with fear and confusion.

“Tommy? What was that? What did it do to you?”

Tommy blinked, the afterimages of the glyphs slowly fading. The knowledge wasn’t gone; it was settling, a new, cold weight in his mind. Project: ECHO.

He looked at the dark maw of the ramp, then at the worried faces of his team illuminated in the gloom. Barbie and Opal were watching him, their luminous eyes wide with something akin to awe.

“It... recognized me,” he said, his own voice strange in his ears. “Not as Lucy. Not as the Admiral. As something else. An ‘heir.’”

He took a step toward the ramp, drawn by a compulsion he couldn’t name.

“And it’s not a vault just for memories.”

He turned back to them, his expression grim in the helmet’s light.

“It called itself Project ECHO. And it says it’s waking up.”
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The ramp descended into perfect darkness, a smooth throat of polished black stone that swallowed their lights. The air that now faintly stirred against Tommy’s faceplate was not the planet’s dead chill, but a sterile, processed warmth carrying a scent like ozone and forgotten libraries. Gravity was normal, artificial, and unwavering.

“Life support is active,” Heather reported, her voice hushed over the comms. Her scientific awe was now edged with primal caution. “Full atmosphere. Nitrogen-oxygen mix, Polovian standard. No pathogens detected. The vault is... alive.”

“Stay sharp,” Tommy ordered, his hand resting on the compact pulse pistol at his hip. The beam of light, the words Project ECHO, the granted access... it all felt like a trigger being pulled on a gun they couldn’t see. “Barbie, Opal. You sense anything?”

The two Angelicara moved ahead, their forms casting shifting, beautiful shadows on the featureless walls. Opal’s gem-like wings refracted their portable lights into kaleidoscopic patterns.

“There is a mind here,” Opal said softly. “It is... cold. And dreaming. It does not feel us.”

“It feels him,” Barbie corrected, pointing a radiant hand toward Tommy. “It dreams of the one it let in.”

The ramp ended in a vast, circular antechamber. The walls, floor, and high ceiling were the same seamless, matte-black material. In the center of the room stood a single, crystalline plinth, upon which hovered a complex, rotating hologram of the vault itself, a spiraling, multi-leveled dagger plunged into the planetary core. It was currently dark, inert.

“An interface,” Heather breathed, stepping toward it. “This must be the primary control nexus for a Memory Vault. But the data density readings... they’re coming from below. This is just the lobby.”

As she approached, the hologram flickered to life. Soft blue light bathed the chamber, and a calm, androgynous voice spoke from everywhere at once.

“Project ECHO. Status: Dormant. Curator Stasis: Active. Awakening Sequence: In Progress. Acknowledging Heir-Pattern: Polovian Genetic Legacy. Welcome, Derivative.”

The word hung in the artificial air. Derivative.

“What does it mean, ‘Derivative’?” Nicole asked, her tactical mind parsing the potential insult as a threat.

Before anyone could speculate, the hologram shifted. The schematic of the vault zoomed in, highlighting a deep sub-level. A section turned from blue to pulsing gold.

“Curator Stasis Cycle: Terminating. Please standby for First Speaker protocol.”

A deep, resonant hum vibrated through the floor, a sound of immense machinery stirring from billion of years of slumber. From the far wall of the antechamber, a section of the seamless black material irised open without a sound, revealing another descending passageway, this one lit with a soft, amber guide-light.

“It’s inviting us further,” Tommy said. The compulsion from the beam was still there, a subtle pull in his mind. “Heather, is this safe?”

“It hasn’t been ‘safe’ since we were yanked out of our quantum bubble, Tom,” Heather replied, her eyes fixed on the new passage. “But it’s talking. And it’s using Polovian high-protocol. Deference language. It recognizes your authority, however it defines it. We may learn more by following protocol than by forcing our way.”

She looked at him.

“This is why we’re out here. To find what was lost.”

Tommy exchanged a glance with Nicole. Her expression behind her faceplate was wary, but she gave a single, sharp nod. Proceed, but carefully.

“Alright. Same formation. Pyka, you have the rear. If this turns into a trap, you bubble the team out in order of priority. Nicole first, then Heather, then me. Understood?”

The Stovax teleporter nodded, her delicate features set in concentration.

“The quantum lattice is stable here. I can jump us back remotely to the shuttle coordinates.”

They moved into the new passage. It was wider, and the walls were no longer bare. Here, intricate bas-reliefs told a story in a language of light and shaped crystal. Tommy’s neural uplink provided a stumbling translation: scenes of a glorious Polovian Empire at its height, building megastructures, nurturing worlds... followed by haunting images of empty cradles, silent cities, and a creeping, invisible blight. The sterility plague. The final panels showed a single starship ~ a design unmistakably Lucy’s ~ streaking away from a dying star, while elsewhere, great engines buried themselves in the hearts of dead worlds.

“They didn’t just build one backup,” Heather whispered, her gloved hand hovering over an image of a world cracking open to swallow a complex. “They built many. Lucy was the messenger. Places like this... were the archives.”

The passage ended not in another chamber, but on a balcony that overlooked a cavern of such staggering scale it stole the breath. It was the heart of the vault. The walls, curving away into impossible distances, were not rock, but a honeycomb of millions ~ no, billions ~ of crystalline cells, each glowing with a soft, internal bioluminescence. The air hummed with low-level quantum computation, a sound like the world’s oldest, quietest engine.

But it was what filled the center of the cavern that froze them in their tracks.

Rising from the depths and vanishing into the heights above were countless vertical columns, each supporting row upon row of sleek, transparent stasis pods. They were arranged in concentric circles, like a forest of frozen glass trees. And within each pod, illuminated by the gentle glow of the honeycombed walls, was a figure.

Humanoid. Polovian.

They slept in peaceful, suspended animation, dressed in simple, grey preservation suits. Men, women, their features achingly perfect and alien in their serenity. Thousands of them. Perhaps tens of thousands.

“Stars above,” Nicole breathed, the curse slipping out in a reverent hush. “It’s not a memory vault. It’s a tomb. Or a... a refuge.”

Heather was shaking her head slowly, her scanner held up, data streaming across her display.

“No. Not a refuge. Look at the pod readouts.” She magnified a section of her feed for them all to see. Each pod displayed complex Polovian glyphs. “They’re not in full biostasis. They’re in... deep cognitive lock. Their brains are active, but at a maintenance level. They’re dreaming. And the pods...”

She traced a reading, her face pale.

“They’re not life support units. Not primarily. They’re genetic sequencers. Incubators. This is a bank, Nicole. A living bank.”

“A bank of what?” Tommy asked, his voice tight.

Before Heather could answer, a new light activated. At the very base of the cavern, directly below their balcony, a single pod amidst the innermost circle began to glow with a more urgent, golden light. With a sigh of releasing pressure and a cascade of dissipating energy fields, its crystal cover slid silently aside.

Vapors, cold as the void, poured out and spilled across the floor.

A figure sat up.

It was a Polovian male. His skin was the color of pale moonstone, his hair a close-cropped silver. His features were sharp, elegant, bearing the weight of countless years even in his apparent prime. He wore the simple grey suit, but over it was a robe of darker grey, embroidered with silver threads that traced the double-helix sigil of the Continuance Project. His eyes opened.

They were the color of old ice, and they held a depth of time that made Tommy practically feel like a new-born.

The Polovian’s gaze swept the balcony, taking in the suited figures, the glowing Angelicara. There was no fear in his look, only a profound, weary shock. He moved with a slight stiffness, swinging his legs over the side of the pod and standing on the cavern floor. He took a deep, shuddering breath, the first in millennia.

His voice, when it came, was a dry rustle at first, then cleared into a resonant, melodic baritone. He spoke in flawless, unaccented Polovian.

“Awakening protocol triggered by... Heir-Pattern. Sensor scan confirms.” His ice-blue eyes fixed on Tommy. “But the parameters are wrong. The projected timeline... you are early. Far too early.”

His gaze shifted to Nicole, Heather, Pyka.

“And you are... varied.”

He took a step forward, his movements gaining fluidity with each passing second. Then his eyes landed on Barbie and Opal, who stood with wings slightly spread, their celestial radiance filling the space around them. For the first time, the ancient Polovian’s composure cracked. He took a half-step back, a hand rising not in threat, but in pure, uncomprehending astonishment.

“What are these?” he asked, his voice hushed. “They were not in the projections. They are not in any record. Energy beings of coherent will and... and radiant morphology. They are impossible.”

“They are the Angelicara,” Tommy said, finding his own voice. He kept his tone respectful but firm, the tone of one officer to another. “Servants of the Polovian heir. My... my Admiral.”

The Polovian’s sharp eyes snapped back to Tommy.

“‘My Admiral’? You are not the Prime Heir? You bear the genetic marker, but you are not the Continuance Principal?” Confusion warred with a dawning, cold assessment. “You are a subsidiary line. A derivative.”

There it was again. That word.

“My name is Captain Thomas O’Malley of the Polovian Starship Mary Ann. We are the New Polovians, the heirs to the Empire, led by Fleet Admiral Bryan Landry. We found your vault. Who are you?”

The Polovian drew himself up, centuries of authority settling onto his shoulders like a familiar cloak.

“I am Jaelen. First Speaker and Curator of Project ECHO. The last waking guardian of the Polovian Genesis Code.” He gestured to the vast forest of pods around him, his expression somber. “This is not a history lesson, Captain O’Malley. This is the foundation. You speak of being heirs. Of a ‘New’ Polovian Empire.”

He paused, letting the hum of the cavern fill the silence.

“You are descendants. Modified, adapted, blended with...” he glanced at the others, “...other genetic material. You are a branch. A perhaps noble experiment.”

He took a step closer to the balcony, looking up at them. The distance seemed to vanish under the weight of his presence.

“Project ECHO was the final, most secret act of the Last Council. The Continuance Project, with its sentient flagship, was our message in a bottle, a hope that our culture, our knowledge, might inspire another. But ECHO... ECHO was our vanity. Our refusal to truly die.” His ice-blue eyes burned. “The flagship 121961SR7201969 carries our culture. ECHO holds our blood. The original, untainted, pre-plague Polovian genome. The source code of our species. These pods do not hold people, Captain. Not as you understand them. They are templates. Biological archives. Each pod contains a unique genetic expression, a perfected variation, waiting to be born into a universe cleansed of the plague.”

The implication crashed over Tommy like a physical wave. He saw Nicole’s hand go to her abdomen in an instinctive, protective gesture. He heard Heather’s sharp intake of breath.

“You kept your DNA in a freezer,” Tommy said, the words tasting like ash. “While you sent Lucy out to find someone else to give your legacy to.”

“A contingency upon a contingency,” Jaelen said, not defensively, but with the stark logic of a doomed people. “If the Continuance failed, or if the species it uplifted proved... unworthy... or if the plague ever dissipated naturally over cosmic timescales, then ECHO would awaken. A Curator would assess the galaxy and, if conditions were met, initiate the Reseeding. The true Polovians would rise again, pure and unchanged, to reclaim their birthright.”

He looked at Tommy, and his gaze was not unkind, but it was devastatingly frank.

“You are not the Reseeding. You are a sign that the Continuance Project succeeded in finding a successor species. Humanity. And you have done... interesting things with our gifts. But you are not us.”

Barbie floated down from the balcony, landing lightly on the cavern floor between Tommy and Jaelen. Her snow-white wings mantled slightly.

“They are his family,” she said, her chime-like voice holding an unfamiliar edge... not anger, but a declaration of immutable fact. “The Admiral’s. The Prime Heir’s. They are Polovian by choice, by Ascension, and by love. You have been asleep. You do not understand what has been built.”

Jaelen studied her, his scientific awe returning, tinged now with caution.

“A being of energy who speaks of love and family. You were not in our equations.” He looked back to Tommy. “This ‘Admiral’... he commands such entities?”

“He freed them,” Tommy said. “They are his will, but they have their own. They are part of our family, too.”

“Fascinating,” Jaelen murmured, but it was the fascination of a scientist examining a profound anomaly, not a man accepting new relatives. “The genetic drift is even more significant than I presumed. You have incorporated... external metaphysical concepts into the imperial framework.”

“It’s not a framework,” Nicole said, her voice cutting through the cavern’s hum. She had descended the stairs from the balcony to stand beside Tommy. “It’s a home. We’ve fought and bled for it. We’ve freed slaves, restored worlds. We are the Polovian Empire now.”

Jaelen was silent for a long moment, his eyes traveling from Nicole to the countless pods, then back to Tommy.

“Your conviction is noted. And it presents the first crisis of my guardianship. You have triggered the Awakening Sequence. Project ECHO is now active. The assessment phase has begun.”

“Assessment for what?” Tommy asked, though he dreaded the answer.

“To determine if the conditions for the Reseeding are met,” Jaelen said calmly. “To judge if the universe is ready for the return of the Polovians in truth. Your existence, your ‘New Empire,’ is the primary datum.”

He folded his hands before him.

“You must understand, this is not personal. It is protocol. The final command of my people. I must determine if your derivative civilization is a worthy steward of the Empire, or...” he paused, “...a genetic cul-de-sac that must be cleared for the true regrowth.”

A cold silence descended, deeper than the void outside. The hum of the vault felt suddenly predatory.

“You’re talking about judging us,” Tommy said, his hand tightening on his pistol. “To see if you need to... replace us.”

“I am talking about fulfilling my purpose, Captain O’Malley,” Jaelen replied, his gaze unwavering. “I have slept for nine billion years beside the raw essence of my species. I will now see what has grown in our garden.”

He looked toward the balcony, at Heather and Pyka.

“You will take me to your ship. To your ‘Admiral.’ I must see this derivative empire for myself.”

“And if we refuse?” Nicole asked, her tactical mind seeing the threat clearly.

Jaelen’s expression softened, but it was the softness of inevitability.

“That is not an option the protocol allows. The Awakening Sequence cannot be reversed. The assessment will proceed. I can gather data from your vessel willingly, or...” He did not finish the sentence. He didn’t need to. The forest of pods, the hum of dormant power, was threat enough.

Tommy’s mind raced. Fighting here, in the heart of this ancient, enigmatic place, was suicide. But bringing this living relic, this judge and potential executioner of their entire way of life, back to Britari? To Bryan? The political and theological shockwave would be catastrophic.

He made a decision. Containment. Understand the threat before it reaches the family.

“Alright,” Tommy said, his voice carefully neutral. “We’ll take you to the Mary Ann. You can see our ship. But the Admiral is on Britari, our capital. That’s a longer journey, and not one I can authorize without his command.”

Jaelen nodded, as if this was a minor concession.

“The ship will be an adequate initial sample. Proceed.”

As they turned to go, Jaelen’s eyes lingered on the pods once more, a look of profound longing and duty on his ancient face. Then he followed, his step silent on the smooth floor.

The walk back through the passage felt infinitely longer. The reliefs of the dying Empire now seemed not like a sad history, but a dire warning. They had not just found a relic. They had found a living will, and it had just read them its terms.

As they emerged onto the barren surface and saw the shuttle under the endless starless sky, a new alert chimed in Tommy’s helmet. It was a tight-beam transmission from the Mary Ann, marked urgent.

“Captain,” came the voice of his communications officer, tense. “We have a contact. Unidentified vessel. It just translated into the system at the edge of our sensor range. It’s not Polovian design. It’s big. And it’s heading this way, fast. Energy signature is... fanatical.”
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