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CHAPTER 1 
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Reality struck her with merciless force. The blue haze of the hyperspace tunnel, until now a comfortable refuge, disintegrated. The stars, stretched into infinite, glowing filaments, snapped back into single, cold points. Inertia slammed Lieutenant Anika Reyes deep into the solid foam of her passenger seat. Her stomach turned, rebelling against the drastic shift in the laws of physics as the gravity compensators whined in a desperate attempt to compensate. 

The Vector transport shuttle wasn't designed for comfort. It was a box with engines, filled with the smell of stale sweat and recycled air. Anika swallowed the bile rising in her throat. Her fingers slowly unclenched from the armrests. Her breathing evened out, obeying years of military training, but a ragged rhythm throbbed in her temples. 

Welcome to nowhere, Lieutenant. 

Her gaze slid to the viewport—a thick, triple-polymer pane, scoured by stardust. She expected the emptiness of a standard patrol sector, the boring black abyss of the deep rear, where they'd sent her after the Orion-7 incident. 

But what greeted her outside wasn't emptiness. 

It was a graveyard. 

The vacuum ahead of the shuttle teemed with giant wreckage. Enormous hulls, shredded like foil, spun in a slow, sinister ballet. The asteroid belt they were vectoring towards wasn't a regular astronomical formation—it was a charnel house. 

Anika leaned forward, her breath fogging the glass for a second. Her eyes scanned the torn shapes, seeking familiar markings. 

The cruiser Vanguard, split in two. 

The scorched skeleton of a frigate, its engines melted into shapeless slag. 

Fighter debris, glinting like malevolent sparks under the weak light of a distant star. 

These remains weren't old. There was no crust of cosmic dust, no erosion from countless micro-meteorite impacts. The sharp edges of torn titanium shone—the collision was recent. Maybe yesterday. Or mere hours ago. 

Cruiser Vanguard... the same model as Orion-7. 

Hull plating tearing like tinfoil under concentrated fire. Anika closed her eyes for an involuntary moment, seeing the bridge in flames, hearing the screams over the intercom. Twenty-eight souls. Now just another field of debris, tumbling in a funereal silence. Where in the hell have they sent me? 

Command had called this a "redirection to a low-intensity strategic asset"—a euphemism for retiring inconvenient officers. But no one retired people to a graveyard of shattered fleets. 

There was no sound in her headset. No standard greeting from traffic control. No customary hail: Shuttle T-4, you have an approach vector, welcome to the perimeter. The ether was dead. The static hissed softly, more menacing than any threat. 

The pilot in the forward cabin, from whom she could only see the back of a helmet and hands moving over the control panel, didn't utter a word. He was merely a biological component of the machine, executing an algorithm. The shuttle banked, maneuvering jets coughing short bursts, correcting course through the labyrinth of wreckage. 

A massive shadow fell across the viewport, swallowing the stars. 

The asteroid was enormous, an ugly, rugged class-M rock, pockmarked with craters the size of cities. But Anika's gaze wasn't drawn to its natural ugliness, but to the parasitic structure grafted onto it. 

Base "Silence." 

The structure bore no resemblance to the standard Federation stations with their elegant rings and rotating gravity modules. This was a bunker. Crude, angular, built of a dark hull that absorbed light rather than reflected it. Sensor towers rose like spines. Gun emplacements were retracted, but their hatches gaped like bottomless hollows. No navigational lights shone. Only a few faint, amber pinpoints marked the airlocks, giving it a mortally-ill appearance. 

"Acquiring beacon," the pilot stated flatly over the intercom. "Initiating hard-dock procedure." 

Anika didn't reply. Her body tensed on instinct. 

The shuttle slipped beneath an overhanging shelf of rock. 

The light vanished completely, yielding to the artificial twilight cast by the ship's spotlights onto the base's hull. It was raw concrete and reinforced ferrocrete, studded with crude, hastily-made welds. This place wasn't built with care; it was carved from the rock itself with fury and desperate need. 

A thought pierced her consciousness, clear and cold. 

This isn't the rear. This is where they send things they want forgotten. Or people who know too much to be left alive, but are too valuable to be shot. 

She checked her harness straps. Again. The motion was compulsive—a nervous tic seeking control where none existed. Her hand moved involuntarily toward her thigh holster, stopping halfway. The weapon was gone. They had taken it during boarding. "Standard transfer protocol," they'd said. 

The absence of the pistol felt like an amputated limb. 

"Thirty seconds," the pilot announced. 

The main engine's vibration died, replaced by the distinct, stuttering whine of the correction thrusters. The shuttle shuddered, its hull groaning under the strain. 

Through the glass, Anika saw the base's docking ring. Rusted, scored. No service drones orbited it, there was no movement at all. Just the darkness of the open airlock, waiting to swallow them. 

No fanfare for the survivors. 

The world outside narrowed to that black circle. Her heart beat in time with an imaginary countdown, syncing with the approach. 

Three. 

Two. 

One. 

Impact jarred the shuttle. 

There was no soft magnetic embrace of civilian docking ports. This was brutal, mechanical contact—steel biting into steel. The station's locking clamps snapped around the shuttle's airlock with a jolt, the vibration traveling through the floor and seat straight into Anika's bones. 

The sound was unambiguous: a heavy, clunking, final, and hopeless thud. 

It didn't sound like coming home. It sounded exactly like the slam of a metal door on a prison cell. 

Indicators above the hermetic hatch flared blood-red. Pressure equalized. Anika slowly unbuckled her harness. The click of the fastener echoed unnaturally loud in the ensuing quiet. 

She stood. Her legs were steady, but a cold void had settled in her gut. 

Whatever "Silence" was, it had just swallowed her whole. And it showed no intention of ever letting her back out. 

* * *
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The hermetic locks hissed. The sound resembled the last breath of a dying creature, abruptly drowned out by the howl of hydraulics. The shuttle ramp began to descend—slowly, methodically, like a metal jaw that had already swallowed its prey. 

Anika Reyes stood in the frame of the airlock. Her hand reached for the empty holster—a reflex, etched deep within her, that neither will nor time could uproot. Her body was tense, every nerve on edge, anticipating the familiar: chaos. Screams. The smells of burnt kerosene and sweaty bodies. The roar of turbines spewing stench, scorching the air. Dust, choking the lungs with the taste of metal and fuel. 

That was the breath of war. And she knew it. 

The ramp struck the floor. The metallic thud echoed and died. 

Light flooded in like an explosion. Not yellow, not red, but white. Blinding. Clinical. It was like looking into the heart of an exploding star, frozen the instant before destruction. 

Anika squinted. Her pupils painfully contracted. The air that rushed into her lungs choked her. 

The air lacked any natural quality. Ionized to sterility, it carried the odor of aggressive cleaning chemicals that burned the mucous membranes in her nose. There wasn't a hint of oil, nor of human sweat, not a single trace of life. 

She stepped forward. 

Her boots—scratched, caked with dried mud from Tharsis IV and hydraulic grease from the pilot's seat—left dark, jagged prints on the immaculately white floor. The contrast screamed violence, an ugly blemish upon perfection. 

The hangar of Base "Silence" did not resemble a military dock. It was more like a cathedral erected for medicine. 

The vaults were lost high above in an intertwining of white pipes and LED panels. The space was immense—enough to accommodate a "Destroyer"-class cruiser—but at the moment, it was terrifyingly empty. Ominously vacant. 

The only sound was the low-frequency, rhythmic hum of the ventilation system. Voom-voom-voom. The sound resembled the heartbeat of a giant, slumbering monster buried under tons of concrete and steel. It wasn't heard with the ears; it vibrated in the teeth, in the bones of the skull. 

At the bottom of the ramp, they were waiting for her. 

But not an honor guard. Nor mechanics. An entire wall. 

Six men bearing the insignia of the Military Police. Their armor had nothing in common with standard field gear. It was smooth, made of polymer composite the color of "deathly gray," without a scratch, without rank insignia. Their faces were hidden behind mirrored visors that reflected only the solitary figure of Anika descending towards them. 

Their weapons—short-barreled assault carbines with integrated silencers—weren't aimed at her, but they weren't lowered either. "Low-ready" stance. Readiness for immediate reaction. 

Welcome home, Lieutenant. They don't greet heroes here. They process cargo. 

She straightened her back. Long-ingrained instincts took control, pushing the fatigue and disorientation into those corners of consciousness where insignificant things wait to be forgotten. Chin up. Gaze forward. Hands loose at her sides, away from the holster, but always on alert. 

None of the six moved. There was no saluting. Not even a "Hello, ma'am." 

Instead, her path was blocked by a massive frame—a biometric portal mounted directly into the floor and surrounded by temporary partitions. The tech looked more expensive than the entire shuttle she had arrived in. 

One of the policemen, standing in the center of the cordon, raised a hand, palm forward. 

"Subject will halt." 

The words came through a vocoder, stripped of gender, age, or emotion. A synthetic, grating sound. 

"Position yourself in the decontamination and identification zone." 

Anika stopped a meter from the scanner. Her jaw tightened so hard her teeth grated. 

"Lieutenant Anika Reyes, Black Snake Squadron, reporting by order of Command." 

Her words were firm, but they sank into the vast volume of the hangar, finding no echo. 

The vocoder didn't react. No movement, no confirmation. As if she had spoken a wrong word in a language the machine didn't recognize. 

"Position yourself in the identification zone. Immediately." 

Her name held no value. Her rank was metadata the system had yet to confirm. Anger, familiar and hot, rose in her throat, but she swallowed it. There was no place for defiance here. This was protocol. And protocol in "Silence" was clearly the dominant religion. 

She stepped forward into the area marked by yellow lines. 

The moment her boots crossed the perimeter, the machine came to life. A quiet hum, on the threshold of audibility, irritated her hearing. A laser grid descended from the scanner's frame—hundreds of thin red lines that ran over her body, outlining the contours of her figure, her armor, her face. 

An itch erupted where the lasers touched her skin. Not superficial—but deep, crawling under the epidermis, as if something invisible was threading thin needles under her pores. Anika clenched her fists. Her nails dug into her palms. Instinct screamed at her to raise a hand, to shield her eyes, to flee from this red grid that was stringing her up like a piece of meat. 

She remained motionless. 

The lights focused on her eyes. A retinal scan. Then they moved downward. Heart rate. Skin temperature. Hormonal balance. Adrenaline levels. 

To the left of the frame, on a holographic display, data began to stream. Anika didn't move, but her peripheral vision caught the flow of symbols. She didn't see her name. She only saw codes. 

SUBJECT: INBOUND. STATUS: BIOLOGICAL. CONTAMINATION: WITHIN NORMS. THREAT LEVEL: YELLOW. 

Biological. Not "servicemember," not "officer." A biological component. Meat that operates machines. 

The scanner hissed. Nozzles hidden in the frame released a cloud of disinfectant under high pressure. The cold mist hit her in the face, penetrating through her pores and clinging to her eyelashes. 

Her stomach clenched. The taste of copper in her throat mixed with something sour, bitter. Her diaphragm spasmed. She felt her esophagus rise. 

No. 

Her eyes watered. Not from the chemical, but from the effort not to double over, not to choke in front of this impersonal wall of armored silhouettes. She stared into the mirrored visor of the policeman before her. She sought something—a sign of humanity, a flicker that would suggest there was someone behind that mask who breathed, who was afraid, or who at least felt respect. 

Nothing. 

Only her own distorted reflection in the black plastic. She looked small. Isolated. 

On the front, you're a person until you die. A memory in her head—an instructor, long since turned to dust. Here, you're data as long as you breathe. 

This place wasn't built to keep the people inside safe from the war outside, but to cleanse the war itself of the human factor. And she had just entered the centrifuge. 

The machine chirped. A sharp, digital sound that sliced the silence. The red lasers died. The holographic display flickered and lit up in a sickly green. 

ACCESS: GRANTED. STERILITY: CONFIRMED. 

The tension in Anika's shoulders didn't subside. On the contrary—the lump of ice in her stomach became even more palpable. She had passed the test, but she felt she had left a part of herself on the other side of the yellow line. Her autonomy had been scraped off along with the dust from Tharsis IV. 

The policeman in the center lowered his hand. Slowly. 

"Proceed forward. Follow Corridor A-4 to the Indoctrination Sector." 

The cordon parted with perfect synchronization, opening a narrow passage into the interior of the base. Behind them, a long corridor stretched, in the same white color, narrowing into perspective. There were no windows, no landmarks. 

The lead guard gave a nod. A barely perceptible movement of the helmet, devoid of respect. It was a signal to start the next stage of the conveyor belt. 

Anika took a breath. The air still scratched her throat. She tightened the strap of her bag, oriented herself forward, and passed through the ranks of the silent sentinels. Her footsteps echoed, moving away from the shuttle. Each step took her deeper into the belly of "Silence." Behind her, she heard the guards regroup, closing the passageway. A solid wall of armored backs. 

There was no way back. 

She was no longer Lieutenant Reyes. She was an asset in the base's inventory. And the inventory had only just begun. 

* * *

[image: ]


The hermetic doors slid open, revealing a space untouched by human need. The air beyond the threshold hit Anika Reyes with the force of a blow. Climate control was set at absolute zero—a temperature fit for storing meat or cooling superconductors. 

She crossed the threshold. The doors sealed shut behind her, forming a monolithic wall, severing her from the world of the living. 

Admiral Vane's office was not a command center, but rather a sterile intervention chamber. The walls, sheathed in white polymer, absorbed light instead of reflecting it. There were no maps, no holograms of star systems; not even the banal trophies of past campaigns with which senior officers liked to pamper their vanity. Only a desk of matte black, positioned at the very center of the room, and the figure behind it. 

Vane stood upright, hands clasped behind his back, gazing at the empty wall opposite him. His uniform—charcoal gray, without a single wrinkle—hugged his body like a second skin. 

Anika stood at attention. The click of her boot heels echoed sharply in the unnatural acoustics. 

"Lieutenant Reyes." 

Vane did not turn immediately. His voice, flat, dry, devoid of any vibration, sounded as if it came from a synthesizer, not a larynx. 

"Reporting as ordered, Admiral." 

She looked for a chair, but there was none. The space before the desk was bare. This was not a meeting, but an inspection. Anika stood rigid in the center of the icy room, bereft of support, as the purification systems leeched the moisture from her eyes. 

Vane turned slowly. His face was expressionless—sharp cheekbones, pale skin, eyes that looked straight through her. He gave no command of "at ease." The silence between them swelled, thickening the air. 

He knows. 

The thought pierced her like an electrical discharge. He knew about the humiliation at the entrance. About the scanners that had read every molecule of her biometric data. About her feeling like livestock, branded for slaughter, not an officer of The Federation. 

Without any preamble, Vane slid a hand across the black surface of the desk. A digital tablet slid toward her, stopping precisely at the edge, centimeters from the abyss. 

The screen came to life. A single word glowed blood-red, casting sinister reflections on the sterile surface. 

OMEGA. 

Anika's pupils constricted. The "Omega" security classification wasn't taught at the academy. It was whispered about in the mess hall, after the third glass of synthetic vodka. It was the protocol for the end of everything, whispered about like an apocalypse. 

"Take it." 

Her hand obeyed before her consciousness processed the command. Ten years of service had woven muscle memory into her. The tablet was light, but in her palm it became a heavy, cold slab, like holding a piece of absolute zero—not just cold, but sucking the heat from her flesh, from her bones. Its mass seemed to grow with every second. A kilogram. Two. An impossible, terrifying physics. 

She slid her thumb across the screen for biometric confirmation. The text unfurled before her eyes, a dense array of data, statistics, and strategic analysis. 

The first paragraph stabbed deep. 

"Resource Assessment: Critical. Fleet fuel reserves: 12%. Combat readiness of front lines: 0.04%. Forecast: Systemic collapse within 128 standard hours." 

Her breath caught. Not metaphorically—it actually stopped, as if her lungs forgot how to process oxygen. The world swayed, the white outlines blurring in her peripheral vision. The tablet trembled in her hand. 

Zero point zero four percent. 

The numbers branded themselves onto her consciousness like a hot iron. 

"This is a simulation, right, Admiral?" 

She asked, but her voice sounded hollow. Hope was dying as she watched the Admiral's face. 

Vane walked around the desk, closing the distance. His movements were measured, calculated—not a gesture, not a step more than necessary. When he spoke, his voice was quiet. Not threatening, but rather weary. 

"Mathematics does not lie, Lieutenant. Nor does it negotiate." 

He stopped a meter from her. His eyes were devoid of aggression. They were empty. 

"The war, as you knew it, ended six months ago. We maintained the inertia while we burned through the last line of credit. The Federation is a collapsed structure. A corpse that hasn't yet realized it's dead." 

His words were spoken softly, but methodically. Each phrase ripped away a piece of the reality Anika had lived in. The oath, the flag, the sacrifices of her platoon on Celesta Prime. Everything collapsed into a useless pile of scrap. 

"Then why are we here?" 

Her discipline was cracking in places where her deeply ingrained training didn't reach. 

"Why was the Seventh Platoon transferred? If it's all over..." 

"Because I am not retiring you, Lieutenant." 

Vane looked at her directly, without blinking. 

"I am giving you a chance not to die in vain." 

The words hung in the air. Not an order. A proposition. A clever proposition, clothed in logic. 

He nodded toward the tablet in her hand. 

"Review it fully." 

Anika swiped her finger. The text scrolled down, revealing the operational order. Her platoon was listed at the top. But next to her people's names, there were no defensive positions or attack coordinates listed. 

Instead, there were medical codes. 

Subject 1. Subject 2. Subject 3. 

The cold in her chest sharpened into something else. Fury—pure, crystalline. 

"These are my people." 

Her voice was sharp. 

"You're turning them into numbers. Inventory units." 

"No." 

Vane's voice remained quiet, but a hardness crept into it. 

"The Medical Corps repairs what is broken. Here, we do not repair. We improve. Project 'Blue Resurrection' does not need soldiers, Lieutenant. It needs vessels." 

The world around Anika reeled. The floor beneath her feet lost its stability. The term "vessels" belonged to xenobiology labs, not infantry. 

Value. We are assets to him. 

The inventory in the hangar took on a sinister meaning. They weren't being checked for contraband. They were being checked for compatibility. 

The white walls seemed to close in. The space constricted around her, enveloping her like a maze of cold surfaces and shadows. She was a point in the center of a sterile geometric void. Small. Insignificant. 

"I refuse." 

She said. The word came out automatically, the instinct of a person who still believed in their rights. 

"I will not hand over my people for experiments. There is a military code, there is..." 

Vane interrupted her without even raising his tone. 

"The code was written by a government that no longer exists, Lieutenant. Your ranks are decoration. Your rights were annulled the moment you stepped onto 'Silence.'" 

He leaned slightly toward her, invading her personal space. The smell of antiseptic wafted from him. 

"You are not here to give consent. You are here to survive. Or at least that part of you which is useful." 

Anika clenched her jaw so hard her teeth grated. Her hand trembled as it gripped the tablet. She wanted to hurl it at him. She wanted to draw her service pistol, which they had taken from her, and punch through that impenetrable mask of indifference. 

"What is the cost?" 

She asked through her teeth. 

"What is the cost of this 'evolution'?" 

Vane looked at her with the curiosity of an entomologist studying an insect under a microscope. 

"Humanity, Lieutenant. The weakness of the flesh. Fear. Everything that led to losing the war." 

He straightened up abruptly. The conversation was over. The time for explanations had expired. 

He walked toward the rear of the office, where a panel in the wall slid open silently, revealing a dark corridor. 

"Follow me." 

He tossed the words over his shoulder without checking if she obeyed. 

"Time to see the future." 

Anika remained in place for a moment. The red light of the OMEGA inscription reflected in her pupils, turning the world into a sinister, bloody haze. Her heart pounded madly in her chest, but her body, trained to follow orders even in the face of death, moved. She stepped after the Admiral, leaving the sterile whiteness of the office behind her and sinking into the darkness. 

* * *
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The corridor narrowed. The walls of reinforced polymer and exposed metal pressed closer together, as if the asteroid itself was struggling to expel the alien presence from its depths. The air down here had a different taste—deeper, saturated with a metallic tang. Every footfall of Admiral Vane echoed on the grating underfoot. 

Anika Reyes walked two steps behind him. Her arms were tight against her body, fingers slightly curled—muscle memory instinctively reaching for the grip of a weapon that wasn't there. 

They descended. Level after level. Sector 4 gave way to Sector 7, where the sterile white of the administration areas yielded to the industrial gray of the technical zones. Here, there were no viewports to the stars, no illusion of the vastness of space. Only tons of rock and metal, looming overhead. 

The temperature dropped with each airlock they passed. The cold didn't come from the climate control—it was the chill of deep space, seeping through the base's insulation. The scent of disinfectant faded, displaced by a more ancient aroma—of dampness, old metal, and a faint, almost undetectable sweetness. The air grew denser, almost tangible. The ventilation no longer whistled, but rumbled deeply, like the breath of a slumbering beast. 

Vane didn't flinch. His back remained straight, his admiral's jacket absorbing the meager light. 

At the junction of Sector 9, shadows awaited them. 

On either side of the next airlock stood two guards from the Aegis Special Forces. She recognized them by their armor—matte black, devoid of any insignia. Their faces were hidden behind mirrored visors. They didn't salute. They didn't move. Only the faint hum of servos in their exoskeletons betrayed that they were alive, not statues. Their weapons were lowered, but their fingers rested on the trigger guards. 

Anika felt their gaze beneath the visors. They were scanning her, assessing the threat. 

Vane passed between them without even a glance. The door before him opened with a deafening, grinding screech, revealing an even darker depth. 

"Lieutenant?" 

The word cut through the ventilation noise like a knife. 

Anika clenched her jaw. Motion. Execution. She crossed the threshold, leaving the familiar world behind. 

The corridor on the other side was different. The lighting here was reduced to a minimum—only emergency strips along the floor cast blood-red reflections on the walls. But it wasn't the darkness that made her stomach clench. It was the silence that was chilling. In this subterranean world, not even the vibration of the reactors or the movement of air reached them. This was a place that didn't exist on the base's schematics. 

They reached the end. 

Before them rose a massive barrier—an airtight door, capable of withstanding a direct missile strike or hull decompression. Its surface was scarred with scratches, marked with bright yellow and black warning stripes. In the center, stenciled in block letters, it read: 

BIOLOGICAL HAZARD: LEVEL 5 

BLUE ZONE 

Anika stopped. Her eyes, trained to spot tactical advantages and threats, automatically scanned the perimeter around the door. 

Two automated turrets hung from the ceiling. The bore of each weapon was a caliber capable of shredding a light armored vehicle. Motion sensors blinked with a rhythmic red light. 

She froze. Her breath caught in her throat. 

All military security protocols dictated that defensive systems face outward—down the corridor, to stop intruders. 

But these muzzles were aimed at the door itself. 

The firing angle was calculated precisely. The overlapping fire covered only the space immediately before the threshold of the Blue Zone. The weapons were placed to ensure nothing emerging from within would make it more than two steps. 

The hairs on her neck stood up. A cold wave traveled down her spine—not from the low temperature, but from the sudden understanding. 

Hell. This isn't a lab. This is a cage. And she was walking in. 

Cold sweat broke out on her back beneath her uniform. The logic of the situation was merciless. Admiral Vane was leading her into a kill zone, controlled by automated systems programmed for execution. 

Vane stepped to the control panel to the right of the door and removed the glove from his right hand. 

His skin was deathly pale in the red light. 

"Admiral." 

The word came out drier than she intended. 

"The turrets. Their field of fire is... inverted." 

Vane didn't turn. His fingers danced across the holographic keypad, entering a code sequence that exceeded standard access protocols. Sixteen characters. A biometric scan. A second code sequence. 

"Observant, Reyes. That's the quality that kept you alive on the front. Isn't it?" 

His tone was level, as if they were discussing a logistics report. 

"This is a lethal pathogen containment protocol," she insisted, taking an almost imperceptible, instinctive step back. "Why are we going in without protective suits?" 

The panel chirped an affirmation. Vane placed his palm on the biometric scanner. A beam traced his hand, reading the lines that would unlock hell. 

"Because, Lieutenant," he said, as the door's locking mechanisms began to disengage one by one with a deep thud, "suits protect the body. It isn't interested in your biology. It's interested in what you might become." 

The hydraulic systems hissed aggressively. Clouds of white vapor, condensed due to the temperature and pressure differential, erupted from the seam. The air around them chilled by ten degrees in a single second. 

Anika narrowed her eyes against the jet of steam. The odor that assaulted her resembled nothing from a morgue or a battlefield infirmary. It smelled of static electricity and decay, awakening a primal fear within her. 

The door retracted fully into the wall. The vapor slowly dispersed. 

And then she saw. 

The chamber beyond was a vast rock cavern. But the darkness there wasn't absolute. The space was intersected by rows of vertical cylinders—hundreds of them, rising from floor to ceiling like a colonnade in a twisted temple. 

Each container was filled with a viscous, blue-glowing fluid. Their unnatural light pulsed in a slow, hypnotic rhythm. It didn't illuminate the room so much as swallow the shadows, tinting everything in a ghostly, sickly cobalt hue. 

Shadows were discernible within the cylinders: vague outlines, organic forms in suspension. 

But it wasn't just the light that commanded attention. It was the sound. A low hum, almost below the threshold of hearing—a vibration that resonated in her chest cavity, in the bones of her skull. As if the cylinders themselves were breathing. Or something inside them was screaming silently. 

Run. 

The impulse pierced Anika's chest like a physical force. Every nerve in her body shrieked. Her legs felt weighted with lead. The place was wrong. Its very presence violated natural laws. The blue light reflected in her retinas, and for a moment she thought she heard a whisper—not with her ears, but directly in her skull: silent words, meaningless knowledge. 

She glanced up at the muzzles on the ceiling. They didn't move. They waited. 

Vane stepped into the blue glow. His silhouette blackened against the backdrop of the containers. He turned to her, and a fresh chill ran down her spine. His face, lit from below by the blue radiance, resembled a skull—the eye sockets deep and empty, the cheekbones sharp as stone carvings. The man was gone. Only the mask remained. 

"Evolution is painful, Anika." 

His words had no echo in the vast chamber, as if sound died before reaching the walls. 

"It demands sacrifice. Not of blood, but of what we think we are." 

He extended his hand—not as an order, but more like an invitation to a dance... with the devil. 

Anika looked back towards the corridor. Towards the safety of subordination, of rules, of the known world. It was safe there. And meaningless. The war they were fighting up there was lost. She, Vane, the entire command staff—they all knew it, though no one dared speak it aloud. 

A body trained to follow orders... 

She closed her eyes for a fraction of a second, suppressing the tremor in her hands with a brutal act of will. Fear was a luxury she couldn't afford. Panic—a failure she wouldn't survive. 

Anika opened her eyes. They were cold and empty. And she took a step forward. 

Her boot crossed the line of the threshold. The chill of the Blue Zone enveloped her like a second skin, and the glow consumed her shadow. The turrets behind her didn't stir. They waited for other targets. 

There was no going back. 
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CHAPTER 2 
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In Crypto-Hall 4, deep within the bowels of Base "Silence", the quiet was not an absence of sound. It was a palpable weight, hydraulically pressing against the eardrums. The only sound came from the cooling turbines of the server towers – a low-frequency drone that echoed like the breathing of a dying creature in the dark. 

Admiral Marcus Vane did not move. He stood immobile, carved from stone, hands clasped behind his back, his spine forming a perfect perpendicular line to the polymer composite floor. His uniform, dark as the cosmic void outside the orbital station, swallowed the scant light from the indicator panels. He did not blink. He did not twitch. His breathing was so controlled it resembled a machine awaiting a command. 

On his periphery, Lieutenant Thornen was barely holding it together. 

The young adjutant was hunched over the control console, his fingers tapping nervously on the holokeyboard. His breathing was shallow, ragged. Every encryption code entry was accompanied by a barely perceptible tremor in his shoulders. From his temple, a drop of sweat trickled down, slow, treacherously slow. 

Weak. Vane did not turn his head, but assessed him with peripheral vision. Cannon fodder that accidentally put on a uniform. Good. The weak are easiest to manipulate. 

"Link stability at ninety-nine point eight percent," Thornen's voice wavered at the end of the sentence. 

He swallowed and tried again, firmer this time: 

"Sir, the quantum tunnel is established. The link is active." 

"Put them through." 

The darkness in the hall split apart. 

Seven columns of blue light erupted from the floor emitters, slicing the cold air with a buzz of ionization. The holograms stabilized – flickering, imperfect ghosts of power. Seven figures sat in high-backed chairs, their faces deliberately blurred by digital noise, but their postures betraying tension. One leaned back, another forward, a third gripped the armrest of his chair with such force that his silhouette vibrated with signal disturbance. 

The Supreme Federal Council – the architects of the rout. 

"Vane." 

His name echoed from the concealed speakers – distorted by distance and interference, yet dripping with venom. The central hologram leaned forward, magnifying until it loomed over the Admiral like a verdict. 

"The Third Fleet is ash." The words of Supreme Councilor Krass fell like hammer blows on an anvil. "Twelve thousand personnel remain. Three Titan-class cruisers. Everything else turned to debris in less than four hours." 

A brief pause. Vane sensed Krass gathering breath behind the digital fog. 

"They have retreated to Sector 9. However, the enemy is in pursuit. We have eight hours before they reach Titan's outer orbit. After that, there will be no defense between them and Earth." 

Vane stared right where Krass's eyes should have been. He did not look away. He did not blink. 

Statistics. You see only the red numbers on your spreadsheets. I see the necessary purge. 

"The losses were inevitable given the operation's scale, Councilor," Vane replied. 

His voice was devoid of an apologetic tone. Every syllable – calibrated, measured, cold. 

"Inevitable?" Krass's hologram flickered, revealing the source's fury. "The Earth media will tear us apart before the aliens reach orbit! The government is on the brink, Admiral. We need a scapegoat." 

A pause followed, more dangerous than any scream. 

"Or a miracle." 

The other six figures shifted restlessly. Vultures, waiting for carrion. They weren't here for strategic analysis, but for an execution. One coughed nervously. 

"You have twelve hours," Krass continued, lowering his voice to an icy threat. "Present us with a solution to reverse the course of the war by morning, or strip your epaulets. The military tribunal has already prepared charges of treason and criminal negligence. Execution will follow within a week." 

Thornen let out a breath with a parched sound. The stylus slipped from his fingers. The ring of metal hitting the floor cut through the acoustic sterility of the hall like a whip. The Lieutenant froze, pale. 

Vane did not flinch. 

He stepped forward – one measured, silent stride – and entered the glow of the holograms. The blue light outlined the sharp angles of his face, turning it into a frightful mask. The shadows under his eyes became pits. His mouth – a thin line expressing absolute certainty. 

"You do not need a trial, Councilor." The pause was brief, but enough to command attention. "You need 'Blue Code'." 

Silence fell. Not a vacuum this time, but a state of tense waiting. The figures in the light shifted again. One of them – the one gripping the armrest – leaned forward. 

"The protocol is banned under the Geneva Convention," a different voice spoke, female, from the left. Younger than the others, but with a steely firmness. "Genetic manipulation of active personnel. That is insanity, Admiral." 

"It is survival," Vane cut her off, without raising his voice. The words came out as an irrefutable fact, not an objection. 

He took an infochip from his pocket – the movement was fluid, almost casual – and slid it into the slot of the central console. The metal clicked into place. 

"The Third Fleet was not a failure. It was a stress test." Vane let the words hang in the air before continuing. "Our standard combat units cannot withstand the G-forces and reaction speed of the enemy forces. Our biology betrays us. The human element is the weakest link." 

The holograms began to scroll through the data Vane was transmitting. Streams of code, diagrams, and simulations spun around their heads like swarms of luminous insects – mortality graphs, G-force projections, models of neural integration. 

Krass raised a hand. The data streams stopped. 

"Explain," he commanded. 

Vane gave an almost imperceptible nod. 

"'Blue Code' removes biological limitations." He pointed at one of the diagrams, which automatically enlarged. "Suppression of fear through direct amygdala modulation. Fourfold enhancement of reflexes. Full integration with ship systems via fourth-generation neural implants." 

Pause. 

"Not soldiers operating machines. Soldiers who are machines." 

The female voice spoke again, quieter this time: 

"These are human experiments, Admiral." 

A crime against humanity. 

"Annihilation is also a crime, Councilor." Vane turned towards her hologram with a smooth motion, almost courteous. "Which of the two is more horrifying?" 

Krass interjected: 

"The side effects? Mortality rate? Instability? Psychotic episodes?" 

"The technology has been refined," Vane answered. 

The lie slipped from his lips effortlessly, convincingly. 

"The risks are minimal. The early phases of the experiment had complications, but the process is now proven." 

"'Complications'," Krass repeated with contempt. "That is a polite euphemism for mass murder." 

Vane did not look away. 

"You fear ethics while the enemy devours our children." His voice was quiet now, and that made it more dangerous. "Am I the only one with the courage to get his hands dirty?" 

A pause ensued. 

"Because every one of you knows what will happen if they breach Sector 9. Billions dead. Cities turned to glass. Your children, burning in an orbital bombardment before they even understand what hit them." 

The silence in the pause was oppressive, suffocating. Some of the figures recoiled into their chairs as if trying to escape his words. 

"And you will sit here," Vane continued, "with clean hands. Moral. Righteous. Dead." 

Krass's hologram flickered. 

"You are making us choose between a crime and suicide." 

"No," Vane corrected him. "I am giving you a choice between surgery and cancer. You may not like the blade, but amputation saves the patient." 

Another figure – a broad silhouette on the right, whose voice sounded like a political veteran's – spoke for the first time: 

"If this gets out... if the opposition learns..." 

"The war will be over before the opposition convenes a session," Vane interrupted him. "And when the history is written, no one will ask how we won. They will only ask why we didn't do it sooner." 

Krass was silent for a long time. 

"How many people?" 

"Enough," Vane replied. "And most importantly: we have a full battalion of volunteers ready for the procedure." 

In the corner of the hall, Thornen's face was illuminated by his tablet screen. 

Mortality Data: 98.4%. 

Psychotic breakdowns within 24 hours: 100%. 

The subjects are not volunteers. They are survivors and wounded from the Third Fleet, still unaware of their fate. 

The Lieutenant's eyes widened. He looked at the numbers. Red, screaming, bloody numbers. Then he lifted his gaze to the Admiral's back. His chest heaved. His mouth opened – for a brief moment – to speak the truth that would bring it all crashing down. 

Tell them. Tell them now. They deserve to know. 

Vane turned. The movement was sharp, predatory. He did not look at the Council. His gaze drove straight into Thornen's eyes. There was no warning in them. No plea. There was only the icy abyss of space. A promise of an end. Not quick, not merciful, but methodical and complete. 

Speak and you are dead. You and everything you ever loved. 

Thornen stopped. 

If I don't speak the truth, thousands will die in agony. If I do, Vane will kill me. And my family. And no one will stop the experiment – they'll find another. 

The air caught in his throat. His hand, clutching the tablet, turned white from tension. The bones of his fingers showed under the skin. He looked at the holograms – at the ghostly figures who waited, unsuspecting of what was happening in the dark beyond their glow – then back at Vane. 

It's pointless. It's pointless to die for a truth that will change nothing. 

The truth died, strangled by fear. And by something more terrible – by cowardice dressed up as logic. 

The Lieutenant bowed his head and switched off the tablet screen. The mortality rate vanished into the black mirror. 

Vane slowly turned back to the Council. The movement was so controlled it seemed choreographed. 

"The soldiers are ready, Councilor." He did not raise his voice. There was no need. "The systems are stable. Give me the order and Sector 9 will be cleared in three days." 

Krass was silent for a long time. 

The blue light flickered, casting long, distorted shadows on the walls of the secret chamber. The other Council members waited. Some looked down. Others – at each other. 

The broad silhouette spoke again: 

"If we sign this... if we give this order..." 

"We will save humanity," Vane finished for him. "Or we will perish, paralyzed by doubts over our morality." 

The female voice – now almost a whisper: 

"God, forgive us." 

"Forgive each other," Vane said. "God has more pressing concerns." 

Political survival prevailed over morality with the predictable ease of gravity. 

"Initiate 'Project Blue Code'," came Krass's verdict. 

His voice was deflated, exhausted. 

"And Vane..." A pause, brief yet filled with venom. "If this doesn't work, there will be no trial. I will personally order your ejection pod jettisoned into the solar corona." 

"It will not be necessary." 

One by one, the columns of light faded. The holograms dissolved into nothingness, leaving behind only a faint smell of electricity and the burden of a crime committed. 

The darkness returned, deep and suffocating. Only the server diodes blinked like the eyes of beasts in the night. 

Vane stood motionless. He heard Thornen exhale – a long, trembling sound from a man who had just sold his soul. The sound echoed through the isolated hall, amplified by its own despair. 

"Admiral..." the Lieutenant whispered in the dark. 

Vane did not turn around. 

"They will be dead. All of them." 

Pause. A long, painful pause. 

Vane slowly turned around. His face was hidden in shadow, but his eyes caught the reflection of the diodes like two cold flames. 

"They are weapons, Lieutenant," he said. 

His tone was calm, already occupied with the next move on the board. 

"And weapons do not need a heartbeat to kill." 

He took a step towards the exit. Then stopped. 

"Prepare the laboratories. We begin in six hours." 

Vane walked towards the exit, his footsteps echoing metallically on the floor. Each step was the toll of a bell, counting down the end of something. The end of morality. The end of humanity as it knew itself. 

The war was saved. 

Humanity was an acceptable loss. 

The door to the secret chamber slid open silently. Light from the corridor invaded like an onslaught, slicing through the darkness. Vane exited without looking back. 

Behind him, Thornen sat in the dark, clutching the powered-down tablet. The red numbers no longer glowed on the screen, but he saw them. He would always see them. 

And he would always know that he could have stopped them. 

* * *
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Lieutenant Thornen stood frozen a step from the threshold. In his right hand, he clutched the tactical terminal. The device's casing dug into his palm, its edges biting sharply into his skin. Inside this rectangular slab of polycarbonate and glass lay the truth—the data. The biometric readings of Squad Stigma, glowing red, showing their hearts still beating, their brainwaves etching peaks of panic. They were all alive. 

And Vane had just buried the entire squad with a single sentence before the Council. 

The Admiral passed by him without a glance. His uniform, immaculate and bedecked with medals, suddenly seemed a size too large. Vane circled the massive desk of synthetic ebony and sank into the leather chair. 

For a moment, the mask of the "Architect of Victory" cracked. His shoulders sagged. His face, usually expressionless, grew ashen under the merciless fluorescent light of the office. His breath escaped in a long, ragged sigh. 

He's old, it flashed through Thornen's mind. An old and weary butcher. 

The moment of weakness vanished as quickly as it had appeared, but it was enough to make the lieutenant's stomach clench. Seeing the monster tired didn't make it less dangerous. It made it desperate. 

Thornen stood motionless as a statue of condemnation, his gaze fixed on his superior. He was the living proof of the lie. His breathing fractured the silence—shallow, rapid, betraying. He wanted to slam the device onto the desk, to scream that Reyes had a family, that Corporal Nara had feelings for her. 

Instead, he was silent. Discipline was a muzzle, tightening his jaw to the point of pain. 

Vane opened his eyes. The coldness in them was restored, the icy armor patched. He sensed Thornen's stare, and the judgment within it. He straightened sharply, the chair's leather creaking in protest. His spine became a steel rod once more. 

"Spare me, Lieutenant," Vane broke the silence, sharp and dry. "That wounded-puppy look doesn't suit you." 

Thornen swallowed hard. 

"You declared them dead, sir," the words came out raspy, alien. "Before the entire Council. On the official record. Reyes... she's in cryostasis, but she's alive and recovering. The signals are stable. This is..." 

"This is necessity." 

Vane reached for the carafe of water. He didn't flinch, didn't hesitate. 

"The truth, Thornen, is a luxury commodity," the Admiral continued, pouring the liquid into a crystal glass. The sound of the water was unnaturally loud in the office's silence. "In this war, we are paupers. We cannot afford it." 

Thornen took an instinctive step forward before discipline yanked the reins back. 

"They're my people. A 98% mortality rate for the Blue Resurrection procedure. That's an execution with extra steps." 

Vane took a slow sip, his eyes never leaving the lieutenant. He set the glass down on the polished surface. A round, wet ring remained on the dark wood. 

"This is a war for the survival of our species, not a charity mission to save souls," Vane replied quietly. "If the Council knew we were using living, healthy people as incubators for the pathogen, they would stop us. Bureaucracy would strangle us while the enemy bombed the orbital docks." 

The Admiral slid a finger across the desk, activating the holographic interface. The blue light illuminated his face, giving him a spectral appearance. 

"Prepare the transfer documents. Protocol Omega." 

Thornen's blood ran cold. The room's temperature seemed to plummet by ten degrees. 

Omega. 

This wasn't a standard transfer. It was an erasure. The expunging of every digital and physical trace of their existence. 

"Sir?" Thornen tried to keep his tone level, and failed. "Protocol Omega is only for biological waste and compromised tech. Reyes and her squad..." 

"...no longer exist," Vane cut him off. His words brooked no argument. They were as absolute as gravity. "They are resources." 

The Admiral leaned forward, his elbows propped on the desk. His eyes bored into Thornen's, seeking weakness, a crack through which to pour the poison of his logic. 

"Think, Lieutenant. Really think, before you quote moral platitudes at me." 

Vane began signing the digital forms in the air, his fingers moving with quick, lethal precision. 

"If they die on the operating table—and statistics say they most likely will—they will be buried as heroes. They will receive medals, their families will get pensions." 

History would remember them as the martyrs of Sector 9, fallen under enemy fire. A worthy death. A clean one. 

Vane fell silent. His lips twisted into a faint, bitter smile. 

"But if they survive... if the serum works and their bodies change as the geneticists predict... they will no longer be human. They will be weapons. Monsters capable of tearing a tank apart with their bare hands. Class 3 armor will melt like parchment. And then, Lieutenant, what will we do with them? Give them shore leave?" 

Thornen was silent. The logic was monstrous, yet flawless. A trap with no exit. 

"Should they survive and there remain documents showing we turned them into this against their will," Vane continued, lowering his tone to a whisper, "all of this will be classified as an illegal experiment. A mistake. They will be deserters, subject to termination. There is no third option, Thornen." 

The Admiral finished his work on the screen and pulled a portable device from his drawer. 

"They are either dead heroes of science, or living monsters outside the law. I choose to make them legends." 

Vane slid the device across the smooth surface of the desk. The metal scraped lightly, a piercing sound like a nail on glass. It stopped precisely at the edge, before Thornen. The screen blinked with a request for a second signature. 

Authorization for Protocol Omega Activation. Signing Officer: Logistics Lieutenant E. Thornen. 

Thornen stared at the device. In the screen's reflection, he saw his own face—distorted, pale. Behind it flickered the biometric data of Squad Stigma. Small green lines. Pulse. Respiration. Life. 

Vane leaned back, watching him intently. He used no threats, no weapons. His voice became almost soft, almost paternal. 

"Thornen," the Admiral said quietly. "Do you truly want to be the man who derailed humanity's last hope over a bureaucratic technicality?" 

The lieutenant looked up. 

"It's not a technicality, sir. They're living people." 

"They are five people," Vane countered, his words sharp and precise. "Against three billion. The math is clear." He leaned forward, his gaze darkening. "If you refuse, I will find another officer. Someone with a stronger spirit. And you... you will carry the blame when our orbital stations start burning. When children's bodies rain down like ash over New Earth. The guilt will break you faster than any weapon." 

He fell silent for a moment, then added with an almost gentle inflection: 

"But if you sign... at least you can sleep knowing you tried. That you did everything to save more than you lost." 

The air in the room thickened with poison. Every second of hesitation was a risk. 

Thornen felt his hand reach for the device, obeying a foreign will. His fingers touched the cold metal. His mind spun in a panicked vortex. 

If I refuse, he'll find another. Then I'll disappear, expunged like the squad. 

The data on the screen blinked. Reyes. Nara. The others. Alive. Still alive. 

But if I sign... at least I survive. At least someone will remember what happened. 

Vane's manipulation was perfect. He had turned fear into responsibility. He had turned betrayal into duty. 

"They'll die in agony," Thornen whispered, barely audible over the hum of the ventilation. 

"They will save billions," Vane countered. Then his tone dropped further, becoming iron-hard. "Sign, Lieutenant. The war does not wait for your conscience. And neither do I." 

The threat was now explicit. Quiet, but all-consuming. 

Thornen took a deep breath. The scent of expensive soap filled his lungs. His hand extended. His fingers touched the cold metal of the portable device. The device acquired an unreal weight in his consciousness. As if it weighed tons—the weight of five lives. 

Forgive me, he thought, and didn't know to whom he was pleading. 

He pressed his thumb onto the biometric scanner. 

A green light flashed. Confirmed. 

Something in Thornen's soul shattered. An invisible connection to the man he had been that morning snapped irrevocably. 

He pushed the device back toward the Admiral, his movements mechanical. Like a robot executing a command. 

"You are dismissed, Lieutenant," Vane immediately turned his attention to the next report. Thornen no longer existed for him. 

The lieutenant turned. His steps toward the door were stiff, ringing on the floor, but he didn't hear them. Blood roared in his ears. He clutched the document, marked with death, a veritable relic of doom. 

He pressed the opening panel. The door hissed and slid open, admitting the light and noise from the corridor. Thornen stepped out, carrying the darkness of the office with him. 

Hierarchy had won. The man within him had died back there, on the Admiral's desk. 
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CHAPTER 3
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The ventilation system of Station "Sentinel" hummed ceaselessly. Its rhythm, palpable in the deck plating, crept up through the soles of boots, settling at the base of the skull. After months, you began to feel it as part of your own heartbeat. After a year, you no longer noticed it. 

Captain Rina Fost didn't move. Her spine was sunk into the ergonomic curve of the command chair; her body—relaxed, but her gaze—glassy, expressionless. The deactivated terminal reflected a pale, worn-out face in its dark polymer. Tied in a severe bun, her hair looked ashen under the relentless, sterile light of the ceiling's LED panels. Here, there were no shadows. No place to hide. Just metal, grey panels, and that suffocating calm that filled Sector 9. 

She extended a hand. Her fingers, once deft with a stock and trigger, now moved clumsily over the touch panel for administrative reports. How long had it been since she'd handled anything more dangerous than a digital form? Four months? Five? 

The silence was palpable. It wasn't just an absence of sound—it was an oppressive weight, spread across the bridge and pressing against the skull from within. Fost felt a familiar ache beginning behind her eyes—the headache from long hours spent staring fruitlessly at screens. Empty space. An empty sector. Pointless existence. 

"Record." 

The red dot on the screen began to blink. 

"Captain's log, stellar date 44.90. Station 'Sentinel.' Status: Green." 

She paused for a moment, drawing in a breath that tasted of recycled air. 

"All systems are functioning within nominal parameters. Sector traffic—zero. Communication activity—likewise." 

Fost glanced sideways at the wide viewport of space, where stars stood motionless, like faint pinpricks in black velvet. How long could a person stare at the same constellations before forgetting how far away they were? 

"We are..." 

Her mouth twisted. 

"We are the quietest place in the universe. End log." 

"...and then I told him, if he wants to see real thrust, he should stop playing with those civilian shuttles!" 

A burst of laughter erupted behind her—coarse, unrestrained. Lieutenant Kovic and Ensign Miller were leaning against the navigation console, swapping jokes with the carelessness of people who had forgotten what discipline under fire meant. Their uniforms were slightly unkempt at the collar. Their postures—offensively casual. Miller had even brought his coffee mug close to the tactical display—something that on any other station would have earned him a reprimand. 

Fost did not turn. 

Let them laugh. 

At least laughter was a sound. Different from the monotone drone of the recyclers. Different from the computer's automatic hourly reports: "Status green. Status green. Status green." She reached to confirm the file transmission. 

A chirp. 

It wasn't the standard message tone. The sound was sharp, high, and clipped—a tone she hadn't heard since the standard training alert two months prior. 

The laughter from Kovic and Miller died abruptly. The silence that fell wasn't lethargic. It was a vacuum, sucking the air from the lungs of the bridge. 

Fost's fingers froze over the "Send" button. She slid her hand left, canceled the log, and hit the sensor diagnostics command. Her chair spun sharply. 

"Report." 

The word came out clipped. The lethargy evaporated from her muscles, replaced by cold, calculated tension. The same reflex that had saved her life in the battle of Karavan-7, when her destroyer's bridge had filled with smoke and blood. 

Kovic was already at his station, his fingers flying over the keyboard, his face bathed in the blue glow of the tactical display. There was no trace of the jokester. 

"Long-range contact, Captain," he responded, his voice more assured, more focused. "Vector three-nine-zero. Approaching fast." 

"Identification?" 

"No transponder. No engine thermal signature." 

Kovic squinted, leaning closer to the screen. 

"It's moving on inertia, but velocity is high. Too high for standard space debris." 

Fost stood up. The heels of her boots clicked sharply as she closed the distance to the main screen. Miller quickly pulled back his mug and returned to the communications station, his fingers sliding over the buttons with visibly less confidence than Kovic's. 

"Visual. Now." 

The screen flickered, replacing the star chart with a grainy, magnified image. The image processing system struggled with the distance, smoothing pixels layer by layer. It took four seconds—four seconds during which the bridge held its breath. 

The object wasn't a ship. It was a rough, angular container. Made of dark grey metal, pitted by micrometeorites and scorched by radiation. It lacked windows, lights, antennas. There was only a marking code, painted in faded orange on the hull. The paint had flaked at the edges. 

"Automated capsule," Miller murmured, hunched over the comm terminal. "'Hermes' class. Looks... old. Very old." 

Fost leaned into the screen. Her heart, a moment ago beating with a calm monotony, now pounded savagely against her ribs. Something was happening. Finally. 

"Scan for contents." 

The beams of active scanners washed over the object. Data began to pour in columns of amber text. Numbers, symbols, chemical formulae. 

"Density... high," Kovic read out. "Organic compounds: negative. Radiation: background, but with an atypical frequency modulation. Structure matches a geological sample container. Hermetic seal appears stable." 

"Geological samples?" Fost's eyebrow rose. 

"There haven't been mining operations in this quadrant for fifty years. The last corporate concession expired before..." 

"...before I was born, Captain," Miller finished. 

He looked up from the screen, his brow furrowed. 

"No flight plan, Captain. I checked the Fleet database. No record of such a capsule being launched, nor a reception schedule." 

He stared back at the display, his fingers playing over the buttons. 

"But Captain... the trajectory. It's not ballistic. Look." 

He pulled up the trajectory line on the screen. Instead of a straight line, the line had a slight, almost imperceptible deviation. 

"It's not natural. It looks... it looks like it's moving purposefully toward us." 

His words sounded cold and tangible. 

Fost felt a chill run down her spine. 

"Anomaly," she uttered quietly. 

The word was a promise. And a threat. 

"The protocol for unidentified objects is clear," Miller continued, looking at Fost with expectation, as if hoping to hear "no." "We must mark it as a hazardous navigational obstacle and deflect or destroy it. We can't risk contamination or..." 

"The protocol is for bureaucrats sitting in comfortable chairs at Central Command," Fost cut him off. 

She didn't take her eyes off the grey coffin on the screen. Off the once-bright orange paint, now faded. Off the hull that had weathered countless showers of micrometeorites. 

Rocks. Plain rocks. Or something else. Something fired at high speed through the void, with no one knowing. No transponder. No trace in the system. Something that is searching. 

She felt the gazes of her crew. They were waiting for the safe order. Waiting for her to say "Destroy it," so they could return to their coffee and jokes, to the slow fade of routine. They wanted calm. 

Rina Fost wanted a war. Or at least an echo of one. 

She approached the tactical table, leaning her palms on the cold metal. 

"Its trajectory?" 

"Will intersect our orbital perimeter in four minutes," Kovic replied. "If we don't intercept, it will pass the station and vanish into deep space. After that—no chance of recovery." 

"Prepare a magnetic grapple." 

The ensuing silence was deafening. 

Miller spun in his chair, mouth agape. 

"Captain?" 

He cleared his throat. 

"Procedure requires quarantine at a distance and confirmation from Command before any..." 

"Command is far away, Ensign. I'm afraid they're not at all interested in our little situation." 

Fost didn't raise her voice. She didn't need to. 

"By the time we get a response, this object will just be a statistical error in some other sector. Or it will have crashed into an asteroid. Or been scooped up by some pirate to be picked over for valuables." 

She straightened to her full height, smoothing her uniform with a sharp motion. Her palm slid over the Fleet emblem—a silver anchor entwined with orbital bands. 

"Initiate forced docking procedure. Hangar 3. Full hermetic seal. Security team and science personnel on standby at the airlock. Triple quarantine. No one enters that container until they have my personal authorization." 

Kovic and Miller exchanged glances. Then Kovic sighed. 

"But, Captain... the risk..." 

He started, but without conviction now. 

"The only danger is boredom, Lieutenant." 

Fost looked him straight in the eye. Something sparked in her irises that they hadn't seen for months. Hunger. 

"Do it." 

Kovic stood. 

"Aye, Captain." 

He turned to the console. His fingers danced over it with assurance. 

"Activating tractor beams. Correcting vectors... Now." 

The screen before him filled with trajectory lines. 

"Magnetic grapple will engage in nineteen seconds. Miller, sound the alarm." 

"Prepare for docking impact," Miller announced over the internal comm. 

His words echoed in every corridor of the station. 

The yellow emergency lights on the bridge began to rotate, bathing the white light in pulses. The maneuver siren wailed—a low, prolonged sound that filled Fost with anticipation. 

On the screen, the capsule began to rotate slowly, caught by the invisible force of the station's gravity generators. Its metal glinted in the light of a distant star, cold and silent. 

Fost watched as the distance shrank. 

What are you carrying? I hope it's not just geological samples. I hope you are something more. Dangerous. Worth it. 

"Capture in ten seconds," Kovic reported, his eyes glued to the display. "Five... four..." 

She gripped the armrests of her chair. Her knuckles stood out white. 

The routine was dead. Station "Sentinel" had just woken up. 

"...Contact." 

The impact resonated through the station's hull—a dull, deep thud that rumbled through the decks. Consoles flickered. A loose document holder fell from the navigation station and shattered on the floor. 

Fost took a deep breath. The smell of stale air vanished. The air smelled of the unknown. 

"Miller." 

She spoke without taking her eyes off the "DOCKING SUCCESSFUL" notification on the screen. 

"Notify the hangar team. I'm heading down. I want to see what the tide brought us." 

Miller nodded. 

"Aye, Captain." 

Fost pushed back from the bridge and headed for the exit. Her legs felt lighter than they had in months. Her steps echoed with a new energy—not the weariness of duty performed, but the impatience of a hunter. 

The door slid aside before her. 

Before exiting, she cast one last look at the screen. The capsule hung in the hangar, surrounded by magnetic tractor beams that gleamed like a blue net. 

At last. 

The door closed behind her. 

* * *
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The elevator shuddered to a halt with a heavy impact, sending vibrations through the station's superstructure. The hydraulics hissed, releasing pressure, and the doors slid apart with a metallic screech. Captain Rina Fost stepped onto the grate of the observation platform.

The air in the station's lower levels was different—thick with the smell of lubricant and dry, sterile like recycled oxygen. The light wasn't warm like on the bridge; here, a cold, bluish LED glare held sway, lending the skin a cadaverous hue and sharp, hard edges to every shadow. 

Before her, beyond the triple-layered, reinforced glass of the control room, Hanger 4 sprawled out. The vast chamber yawned empty, save for the newly arrived guest. The escape capsule lay in the center of the isolation circle, secured by the floor's magnetic clamps. A faint mist rose from its hull—residual heat from entry, or perhaps from the abrupt pressure change. It was a sturdy, functional module of dented titanium and ceramic, its surface scratched by micrometeorites, a testament to a long journey through the void. 

Fost approached the console where holographic displays were already streaming telemetry. Her fingers traced the edge of the panel. 

"Status," she tossed out, not turning to the duty sergeant in the corner. 

"Hermetic seal complete, Captain," he replied. "The outer lock is secured. Radiation levels are nominal. No leaks detected." 

Fost gave a curt nod and activated the intercom. 

"Varik, your turn. Don't dawdle. I want this wrapped up before our shift ends." 

On the hanger floor, a figure in a bulky yellow Bio-3 hazard suit stirred. Lieutenant Varik moved with a mechanical, practiced gait in the voluminous gear. He raised a hand in acknowledgment and headed for the capsule. 

Fost watched the screen feed from his helmet cam. Varik's breathing crackled over the speakers—a rhythmic, rasping sound that filled the control room. 

"Starting with the external panel release," he reported, his voice distorted by static. "Manual drive. The mechanism is old. It was jammed." 

On the monitor, his gloved hands gripped a lever. Strain. The screech of metal on metal was audible even through the glass insulation. The hatch gave way. 

Fost leaned forward, squinting. 

With a dull thud, the hatch fell to the floor. The capsule's interior was dark until Varik aimed his helmet light inside. 

Nothing. No cryo-pods. No secret documents. No doomsday weapons. In the center of the padded container, strapped down like precious cargo, sat a rock. 

Fost let out a breath through her nose. Disappointment pierced her more sharply than fatigue. 

"A rock?" she exhaled, her voice tinged with disbelief and sarcasm. "Did we risk this whole operation for a geological sample?" 

"Appears so, Captain," Varik's voice was flat. "Dark basalt, likely with iron impurities. Surface is porous." 

"Scan it and wrap it up," ordered Fost, straightening up. Her back ached. "If it doesn't glow green with radiation, send it to storage." 

Varik produced a handheld scanner. The device whirred and bathed the object in a fan of red laser light. Data began streaming on Fost's side monitor. 

Biohazard: 0%. Radiation: Background levels. Energy signature: Absent. A boring, trivial piece of dead matter. 

"It's clean," she muttered to herself. "Alright, Varik. Seal it and mark it for the lab. Proceed to decon." 

Fost looked down into the hanger below. Varik still held the scanner pointed at the rock, even though its indicator glowed green for analysis complete. He took a step forward. Then another. 

The feed from his helmet cam flickered. It wasn't static. It was something else. The image distorted for a split second—pixels stretched horizontally, then vertically, then formed a strange spiral, as if the lens was struggling to focus on something unseen. Then everything snapped back to normal. 

Fost stared at the screen. Standard feed. The gray texture of the rock. Nothing unusual. 

The camera flickered again. More strongly this time. Colors blurred, then resolved, but slightly off. Shadows fell in unexpected places. 

"Lieutenant?" she called. "Are you experiencing a visual feed issue?" 

Silence. Varik stood motionless. The yellow suit was a still statue under the cold lights. His head was bowed, his faceplate centimeters from the black, rough surface of the object. Too close. Protocol demanded a meter of distance after initial contact. He'd breached the perimeter. 

Fost felt the hairs on her neck prickle. Not fear, instinct. Varik's posture was off. The usual tension in his shoulders was absent. He looked... relaxed. Almost not himself. 

"Varik, do you copy?" Her tone grew sharper. 

On the monitor linked to his helmet cam, only the gray texture of the rock was visible. It filled the entire frame. He was staring at a single point—a micro-fracture in the structure. His gaze was fixed. 

Through her headset, she detected a change in his breathing. The rasp was gone. The sound was slow, unnaturally slow—an inhalation... an exhalation, like a person in deep sleep. 

Fost slammed her palm on the comm panel. 

"Lieutenant Varik! Step away from the object immediately! That's an order!" 

Her words echoed through the hanger below, amplified by the speakers. The sound crashed against the metal walls and returned, but the yellow figure remained unmoving. 

Fost switched to a secondary monitor—a wide-angle camera on the hanger ceiling. From above, she saw Varik, his head tilted at an unnatural angle, the fingers of his left hand twitching. No, not twitching. Drumming. His long fingers moved in a rhythm, tapping against the thigh of his suit: Tap-tap-tap-pause-tap. Tap-tap-tap-pause-tap. A repeating, meaningless, flawless motif. 

"Varik!" 

And then she heard it. Faintly, beneath the hum of ventilation and the low thrum of the magnetic clamps, Varik's microphone picked up something. Quiet, whispering words. 

"...so ordered..." 

Fost felt her stomach tighten. 

"Repeat, Lieutenant. What did you say?" 

"...everything in its place... every line... every..." 

His voice was cold and vacant, like a person talking in their sleep, unaware of the words. 

Fost reached for the emergency siren button. Her finger hovered over the red cover. Don't make a scene, Rina. The kid's tired. We all are. Her gaze slid to the sergeant beside her. He was also looking down, brow furrowed, his hand unconsciously drifting toward the sidearm on his hip. 

At that moment, Varik twitched. The movement was sharp, convulsive. He took a step back, swayed, his boots scraping the floor. His head jerked up. The helmet cam spun wildly, catching the ceiling lights before stabilizing. 

"Captain?" his voice crackled in her ear. 

Fost drew in a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. Her heart gradually slowed its pounding. 

"Report, Varik. We lost comms with you for ten seconds. Was there a comms issue?" 

Below, the lieutenant turned slowly towards the observation tower. Through the thick helmet glass, his face was just a pale smudge, but his eyes... Fost zoomed in on the feed from his frontal camera. Varik's eyes were huge, pupils dilated to the extreme, swallowing the light. And they were trembling. Moving rapidly, convulsively back and forth in small, jerky motions—like the gaze of someone with a brain injury, having lost control of their own body. 
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