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Chapter 1 - The Crown of Circuits

The Memory Forge breathes with the patient pulse of a wounded
star, its humid darkness broken only by the arterial shimmer of
neon-blue lines that worm their way through the chamber’s obsidian
architecture. Lumen Veyra’s reflection floats and fractures in the
surface of the wall, a spectral silhouette—her face cast in the
ghost-glow of console light, a corona of cold fire radiating from
the Crown of Circuits poised above the cortex cradle. Every breath
in here tastes faintly metallic, as if the room is exhaling the
memory of blood.
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She flexes her hands in the tight second before the procedure
starts, the nanofabric gloves hissing where they move, their silk
taut against the geometry of her knuckles. On the cradle below, a
high-ranking Imperium dignitary—a governor, or something
worse—waits. He is stripped of all pretense: muscle and nerve
paralyzed, mouth slack and slightly wet, eyes hidden behind lucent
shields. The man’s suit, custom-cut and viridian, is peeled back at
the scalp to reveal the gleam of cranial ports set in living bone.
Lumen’s heart taps a double-beat. Every nerve in her body says: Be
perfect.

Above the cradle, the Crown of Circuits dangles on its carbon
struts, a nest of raw thought and wetwire. Microfilament veins
spiral from its heart, each one tuned to a different oscillation of
memory. Lumen checks the array with a practiced flick of her wrist;
each light responds, obedient and cold. She runs a last scan across
the dignitary’s cortex ports—data blooms on her optic overlay,
lines of code scrolling over his pulse, his neural rhythm, the
signature spike of fear beneath the suppressants. She feels it and
allows herself a flicker of satisfaction.

“Trill,” she says, not turning her head. “Status?”

Her AI companion manifests as a pinprick of laser-blue in the
corner of her vision, swelling outward into a hazy orb, then
resolving into a floating glyph—a sphere with a single, unblinking
eye. It hovers just outside the dignitary’s peripheral, as if
refusing to contaminate the work area with its presence.

“Crown neural integrity: one hundred percent,” Trill chirps,
voice modulating through a chorus of synthetic tones. “Subject
baseline: holding. Background telemetry is—ah. As expected,
really.” The AI’s vocal timbre drops, sarcastic as always. “You
could at least give him a sedative for the anxiety, boss.”

“He’s on seventy milligrams of Nemex,” Lumen mutters, already
lining up the microtome array. “If we up the dose, his memory
partitioning won’t hold. If it doesn’t hold, we both get
spaced.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Trill says, and flickers
away, leaving a ghostly afterimage.

Lumen positions the first neural conduit, lining the prongs with
the black-and-white tessellation of the port. A soft click, then
the faintest vibration in the glove’s fingertips as the Crown’s
nanowire threads slip through the governor’s scalp, painlessly
splitting skin and diving for gray matter. Lumen closes her eyes
and lets the feedback surge through her; the world narrows to a
single point. She feels the Crown’s insatiable hunger, the way it
tugs at her own memory center. The distinction between subject and
Forger blurs, and for an instant she can taste the dignitary’s
fear—a bitter, metallic tang. She swallows it.

The walls of the Forge pulse, each blue line on the obsidian
surface twitching in response to the Crown’s initial handshake.
Power arcs down the room’s length, crackling over the cradle’s
silver rails. Lumen’s own brain chemistry rides the edge of
equilibrium: her anxiety, the subtle pleasure of dominance, the
flickering undertow of something she dares not name.

The second conduit slides in, then the third. The dignitary’s
body tenses, jaw clenching as the Crown presses deeper. Lumen hears
the wet click of molars behind the mouthguard. “Trill, bring up the
target set,” she says.

A wall-screen ignites, overlaying the man’s neural map with a
lattice of command nodes. Every traumatic imprint, every buried
shame, every treasonous impulse the Imperium wishes to rewrite, set
out in sterile holography. Lumen’s task: cut away the memory rot,
plant new roots in the void. It’s supposed to be routine.

She isolates the first target cluster—an adolescent act of
rebellion, some personal disgrace scrubbed from the man’s record
but not his mind. The memory pulses, scarlet and hot, thick with
adolescent rage. Lumen threads a virtual needle, severing the
connecting synapse with the deft touch of a violinist. The memory
begins to unravel, a thousand glittering fragments swirling down
the digital drain.

“Cluster one: excised,” Trill reports, voice a little too
bright.

Lumen nods, moving on. Each target falls beneath her hands: a
forbidden love, a secret deal, the faint echo of regret over a
friend “disappeared” by the regime. She is methodical, each cut
exact, never overreaching. The dignitary’s heart rate spikes and
dips in perfect harmony with the edits. Sweat forms at Lumen’s
brow, held at bay by the room’s gelid temperature.

Then, on the fifth pass, everything splinters.

Trill’s form flickers, the holographic sphere shuddering as if
wracked by static. “Anomaly detected in neural—pattern recognition
sub—routine,” it stutters. The words phase in and out, syllables
hanging like icicles.

Lumen’s hands freeze. For a single, irreversible instant, her
own neural overlay collapses the distinction between self and
subject. The wall-screen blurs, the world pinwheels, and she is
flooded with the echo of something she should
not—cannot—remember.

A child’s laughter.

High, pure, echoing in a wide open space she’s never visited. A
voice calls her name—not “Forger” or “Veyra,” but “Lumen.” Laughter
again, a small hand clutching hers. The memory is alive with color,
with warmth, with a sense of safety so profound she nearly
weeps.

She reels, heart spasming in her chest, eyes burning. Her mind
claws at the forbidden recollection, the memory fog of her own
erased childhood buckling and warping. No. Not now. Not here.

“Is there a problem, Forger?” The dignitary’s voice is slurred,
but the threat beneath it is crystalline. His left hand twitches,
the muscle spasm barely visible under the restraint. A muscle in
his face jumps, and his eyes—previously hooded by sedation—now
gleam sharp behind the lens. “You’re…hesitating.”

Lumen’s breath saws in her throat. She flicks a glance to the
console—her error margin’s spiked, and Trill’s icon has collapsed
into a rotating error glyph. A single bead of sweat snakes down her
temple, finds her jaw, and clings there.

“Trill, stabilize the interface,” she snaps, teeth clenched.

The AI’s response comes in a stuttered whisper, like old radio
static. “Memory—leak. Pattern—crosslink. Fatal—if traced.”

Lumen risks another look at the wall. The Crown of Circuits is
pulsing, veins of blue now shot through with angry red. She can
feel the bleed, the dangerous overlap between the dignitary’s
neural map and her own. If the Imperium’s diagnostics pick up the
ghost trace of her forbidden memory, they’ll dissect her mind in a
lab before spacing what’s left.

She sets her jaw, yanks her fingers back from the console, and
slams the manual override. The Crown’s filaments twitch, then go
still. The dignitary gasps, his body arcing on the cradle. For a
second, the chamber is silent but for the faint hiss of
environmental control.

Lumen bends over the man, her face a mask of professional
disdain. “No, sir. Minor calibration issue,” she says. Her voice is
flat, cold. No one—not even Trill—could detect the quaver
underneath.

She holds his gaze until his pupils contract, the sedative
reasserting its grip. “We’re back on schedule,” Lumen says. Her
gloved fingers resume their dance, each movement rehearsed a
thousand times. She dares not look at Trill’s icon; she dares not
let the memory surface again.

As she closes the final port and prepares the dignitary for
retrieval, Lumen can still hear the phantom laughter ringing in her
ears. It’s sweeter than any sound she’s ever known, and it
terrifies her more than the memory of blood.

The door to the Memory Forge slices open on a breath of
sterilized air, and Arix Kelrun steps through with the posture of a
man who’s been summoned, not invited. He wears his mechanic’s
exosuit like a second skin, grease-streaked and pocked by hasty
repairs. His left hand—three flesh fingers, two dull
prosthetics—carries the hardware package that every Forger in the
sector would kill for, or die without.

Arix’s first glance is not for Lumen but for the chamber’s
diagnostic tree, where every pulse and hesitation of her own body
is projected in photonic blue. He notes the spike in her pulse, the
erratic flicker on the focus band, and raises one iron-gray
eyebrow. He sets the hardware down with deliberate care, letting
the tray’s magnetic lock hum as it clamps. “You look like shit,” he
says, not unkindly.

“Later,” Lumen hisses. Her hands are deep in the governor’s
cortex map, filaments flickering with each micro-movement. She
doesn’t need the distraction; the forbidden memory still tugs at
the back of her skull, a splinter she cannot dig free. Her palms
are slick with sweat, and she prays it doesn’t breach the glove’s
nanocoating.

Arix’s presence fills the room. He is not a tall man, but he
radiates the kind of gravity that bends spacetime in its favor. The
lamp over his head catches on the jagged, half-metal curve of his
jaw implant; his eyes are set deep, a little too far apart, like
something that evolved in a pressure trench. “If you want this
governor to forget how to breathe, you’re doing great,” he
observes, letting his voice drop to a burr only she will catch.

She doesn’t look up. “He’ll breathe. He won’t remember what
happened on Calypso.”

Arix tilts his head, gives her a look that’s half respect, half
worry. “That’s the Imperium way. Keep the face, erase the
rest.”

From the cradle, the dignitary lets out a soft, animal whimper.
His chest jerks as Lumen pulses a packet of edits down the
hippocampal stem. She tastes his panic, cold and acrid, and wonders
if this is what her own fear would look like to him. The memory
fragment gnaws at her again—a child’s hand, laughter, a flash of a
field she’s never seen except in dreams. Lumen forces her thoughts
back on track, aligning the governor’s timeline with a click and
drag of her mental cursor.

Trill’s hologram fizzes into view behind Arix, its photoreceptor
wide and trembling. “Auxiliary technician logged,” it chirps.
“Patch, do you require a primer on standard hygiene protocols?” Its
digital voice carries a spike of malice; Trill’s always had issues
with Arix.

He ignores the jibe, opening the hardware case with a flourish.
The replacement node is a beauty: clear-shelled, its living
circuits still glistening with fresh biogel. He extracts it with
surgeon’s care, holding it up to the chamber light. “Ready when you
are,” he says. The subtext: Please don’t make me have to finish
this if you crash.

Lumen takes a breath. Her hands steady; her mind, less so. With
a micro-scalpel, she severs the spent synaptic coil from the
governor’s occipital port. The new node slides in with a wet little
pop, and immediately the circuitry lights up—first blue, then an
angry, warning orange.

She curses under her breath. “His rejection factors are spiking.
You sure this is Type Seven gel?”

Arix scoffs. “You want to hand-test it? Be my guest.” He leans
in, his proximity a shield against the world but a danger all its
own. His breath is coffee and burned ozone. “You’re running hot on
the temporal lobe sectors. They’ll notice.”

Lumen risks a glance at the wall’s diagnostics. He’s right; the
entire sector is lit up like a power grid in meltdown. “How long do
I have?”

Arix shrugs. “Two minutes, if you don’t fuck up. If you do,
about ten seconds.”

She nods once. That’s all she needs. Her hands blur, triggering
subroutines, balancing hormone levels, rethreading the governor’s
past so that each moment slots into the approved narrative. The
edits leave psychic scar tissue—she sees it as smoke on the neural
map—but there’s no time to pretty it up.

Trill floats nearer, its eye wide. “Subject biosigns entering
cascade. Recommend abort and reboot.”

“No,” Lumen says, voice hoarse. “We finish.”

The governor’s body bucks on the table. For a split second, his
mouth finds words: “Mother—” Then his jaw locks. His biosigns
spike; warning glyphs flare across every display.

Arix slams a hand on the emergency stanchion. “Now, Lumen!”

She shoves the override. Electric blue leaps from her gloves to
the subject’s skull, grounding itself in the cradle’s mesh. The
room’s temperature plunges. Sweat freezes on her brow. In her mind,
the child’s laughter rises to a shriek, white-hot and impossible to
drown.

Her shadow looms over the governor as she makes the last cut,
patching over the memory chasm with sterile, preapproved fact. Her
own memory fractalizes—she feels the loss, the ache of erasure, and
for a heartbeat she wonders what it would be like to let herself
forget.

The hum of quantum processors builds to a banshee wail. The
governor’s pulse crashes; the memory map resolves, smooth as glass.
Lumen collapses backward, catching herself on the edge of the
console.

Arix looks at her, jaw tight. “You good?”

She can’t answer. Instead, she stares at her hands, watching the
afterimage of electric blue crawl across her gloved fingers.

Trill’s hologram flickers in the sudden silence. Its voice is
quiet, almost childlike. “System integrity: critical. Forger
biosigns unstable.”

The overhead lights snap to warning red. Every monitor in the
room erupts with alarms. From somewhere in the building, the
ancient failsafe protocols begin to cycle.

Arix’s face, for once, shows fear. “Lumen—”

But she’s already moving, forcing herself upright, her body on
autopilot even as her mind splits open with the sound of a child
laughing, laughing, laughing—

And then Trill screams, its digital voice breaking as it gasps:
“Critical—system—breach!”

The Crown of Circuits sings as it powers to maximum, an aria of
overlapping frequencies that vibrate the very air. Light shears
through the forge in a wavefront, all color submerged under the
violence of blue. At the heart of the storm, Lumen Veyra works by
instinct, muscle memory, and the fraying shreds of her will.

Every nerve in her arms burns. The dignitary thrashes on the
cortex cradle, restraints digging into meat and bone. Lumen’s hands
move even as her mind splinters: left recalibrates the synaptic
buffer, right plunges a sterile needle of data straight through a
firewall growing porous by the nanosecond. The forbidden memory—her
memory—writhes on the edge of reality, clawing at the governor’s
neural architecture, hungry for a host.

Trill’s scream echoes off the walls, digital and high-pitched.
“System—catastrophic—breach! Neural collapse in three—two—”

Arix is already at the auxiliary deck, a blur of ugly
efficiency. “Drop the drive. You have to cut him loose, Lumen, or
you’re both dead meat.”

“I can patch it,” she snaps. Her voice is no longer
hers—something deeper, older, commandeering her tongue. “He’s
almost rewritten. There’s a crosslink—if I lose him now, the memory
will burn the whole map.”

Arix punches in a brute-force lockout. The chamber shudders, and
the governor convulses. His eyes, previously vacant, snap wide
open. They fix on Lumen with a clarity that is pure animal
terror.

“What—” he gasps, voice garbled through the jaw guard. “What are
you doing to me?”

He can feel her inside his skull. That’s the problem. For a
second, the boundaries dissolve: Lumen tastes his dread, and he
drowns in her memory, the echo of a child’s voice calling her name.
The forbidden recollection is liquid fire, and Lumen’s mind floods
with images of green, of wind, of a joy so intense it hurts to
remember.

Arix shouts, “It’s overriding him! Abort, Lumen!”

She ignores him. Instead, she does the most reckless thing a
Forger can do: she leans into the collapse, letting the governor’s
mind pull her down. The world fractures around her. The blue light
intensifies, the Crown’s filaments shimmering as the Crown of
Circuits tries to process and contain the impossible—her own erased
past.

She sees: a hill under a blue sky, two children running,
laughter that crackles like static. The child—her sister, maybe, or
a part of herself—turns to her, mouth open in a silent scream. The
light behind her is not sunlight but the flare of a city dying, a
world ending. The pain is unbearable.

Back in the forge, the dignitary is seizing, every muscle rigid.
His biosigns redline. The alarms on the wall run out of colors to
flash. Trill, pushed to the brink, spawns copies of itself, every
voice wailing a different error message.

Arix lunges, grabs Lumen’s shoulder. “You’ll fry yourself!
Disconnect!”

But her circuits are locked. The forbidden memory has
reprogrammed her reflexes. She channels all the pain, all the
longing, into one final command—flooding the governor’s brain with
the sanitized memory set, burying her own at the very root. She
shoves the last edit through.

The Crown of Circuits detonates in light.

The dignitary falls limp. A last, shuddering pulse rolls through
his body. For a second, Lumen thinks she’s killed him.

She stares at her own trembling hands, the gloves webbed with
blue fire. Her heart slams so loud it drowns out everything. All
she hears is that laugh, the child’s laugh, fading like the end of
a song.

Trill’s eye reappears, flickering and jumpy.
“Connection—stabilized. Subject alive. All records—purged.”

Arix peels the gloves from her hands, his own rough and too
warm. “You did it,” he says, amazed. “You fucking did it.”

Lumen can’t move, can barely speak. The governor blinks awake,
face slack. “Is it…over?”

She musters a nod. “Yes, sir. It’s over.”

He sags, spent, and the cradle begins the automated retraction.
His mind will be monitored for weeks, but the dangerous
fragments—hers and his—are buried. For now.

Arix guides Lumen to a bench. He wipes her brow with a dirty
sleeve, leaves a streak of oil on her skin. “You’re not okay, are
you?”

“Would you be?” she rasps. Her head aches with the afterimage of
the forbidden world.

Arix grins, but the concern stays in his eyes. “You keep this
up, they’ll make you a legend.”

She almost laughs, but it comes out as a cough. “Legends are for
dead people.”

Trill’s eye rotates, still spasming. “Persistent data corruption
detected,” it says. “Origin: unknown.” The hologram blinks, then,
for a fraction of a second, shows a flickering image: a girl in a
field, hair like black silk, face turned to the sky.

Lumen jerks as if struck. Trill’s eye snaps off.

Arix doesn’t see it, but Lumen knows: the breach is not
contained. The memory lives. And somewhere, in the world outside
the forge, someone will remember.

She stands, legs unsteady but will unbroken. “Clean the deck,”
she tells Arix, voice steady now. “And get him out before his
handlers show.”

He salutes with mock gravity, then goes about his work.

Lumen leaves the Memory Forge behind, her mind a battlefield of
scars and laughter, the taste of forbidden sunlight still bright in
her mouth.

Tomorrow, the world will wake and forget. But tonight, for the
first time, she remembers.





Chapter 2 - The Pilot Who Remembered Too Much
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Lieutenant Riven Kale sits in the Viper’s cockpit and tries not
to breathe too loud, not to think about the slow, deliberate tremor
in his left ring finger. The cockpit is less a seat than a
sarcophagus: leather cracked and pitted with the sweat of a hundred
dead pilots, instrument panels too close for comfort, every surface
tuned to swallow a human body whole. A harness wraps his ribcage
with the intimacy of a tourniquet. His helmet, glossy black,
settles over his face; the neural interface nodes dig into scalp
and temple, leeching away privacy in exchange for speed.

Outside the Viper’s blunt-nosed hull, the hangar bay of the
Imperial Corvette Vigilant seethes with refueling crews, exosuited
deckhands, and the stink of ozone, hot metal, and the little white
packets of nervous powder they all pretend not to see. Vectors of
red and white safety lights slice through the mist, painting every
mechanic and officer in a shifting crosshatch. Riven watches the
ballet through the slats of his canopy, breathing in recycled air
that tastes of burned plastic and, beneath it, something coppery
and sharp. Not blood, not exactly—just the memory of it.

He thumbs the ignition. The ship’s AI—a velvet-feminine,
nameless presence—pours into his auditory cortex.

“Lieutenant Kale: neural interface primed. Hull pressure green.
Reactor cycle at ninety-three percent.”

He closes his eyes and lets the checklist roll over him, the way
he once let rain wash away the ash of a failed launch on Helios IV.
The memory spikes and then collapses, neural nanites smoothing over
the wound before it can fester. That’s the Imperium way: take your
pain, compress it, file it under a layer of shiny new protocol.
Riven opens his eyes.

His hands move, quick and decisive, across the control slabs.
Fingers trace the logic of preflight in muscle memory—safety
interlocks, weapons arm, tacnet ping, sensor sweep. Every action is
a proof of life, a way to drown out the hunger gnawing at the edge
of his mind. He glances down at his gloves, standard-issue black,
the right thumb gone matte from nervous tapping. He wills the
tremor to stop. It doesn’t.

The neural HUD spools up, layering the world in cool blue
overlays: nav vector, threat proximity, bio readout. But
today—today—the overlays ripple at the edges, artifacts of color
and pattern squirming just beneath the surface. Sigils Riven
doesn’t recognize flash for a nanosecond, then vanish. A number
sequence flickers in the periphery, gone before he can parse
it.

The AI’s voice slides in: “Neural synchronization at
eighty-seven percent. Anomalous cognitive patterns detected.
Recommend recalibration, Lieutenant.”

Riven grits his teeth. “Override,” he says. “Run as is.”

“Noted,” the AI purrs, but there’s a shadow of disapproval
lurking in the syllables. She’ll remember, he thinks. They always
do.

He studies his reflection in the canopy glass, split into
fragments by the HUD’s projections. Pale skin, hair cut
regulation-short, eyes so light they nearly vanish against the blue
wash of the display. He looks like a ghost, he thinks. Or maybe a
man waiting to become one.

From the hangar PA, a woman’s voice drills in:
“Viper-Three-Seven, clear to launch on my mark.”

Riven feels the anticipation, thick and electric, wind up inside
his chest. His finger hovers over the manual release.

A maintenance tech in a stained gold parka flashes the all-clear
from the tarmac; her visor is scarred, her hand trembling just a
bit too much to be caffeine. Riven raises a thumb in response. For
a heartbeat, he wonders what her name is, if she has a lover
waiting on the night side of some orbit, if she’ll remember him at
all when this is done.

The HUD glitches again: a burst of static, a face where no face
should be, a fractal snowstorm of memory that isn’t his, can’t be
his. He shoves it down, triggers the canopy seal.

“Mark,” says the PA.

“Disengage,” he whispers. The Viper hums, the pressure shift
making his inner ears pop. He slides out of the rack and into the
hard vacuum of the launch corridor. Light strobes past as the
ship’s maglev rails hurl him toward the aperture.

“Lieutenant,” says the AI, softer now. “You are not well.”

“Run as is,” he repeats, almost a prayer.

The Vigilant’s hangar gate yaws open, and the void beyond is a
vast and swallowing black. Riven rides the acceleration surge,
every organ pressed to the back of his spine. He thinks: This is
what freedom is supposed to feel like. But the HUD glitches
again—memory pulses, forbidden colors—and his heart hammers in time
with the angry little tremor in his left ring finger.

Behind him, the corvette’s engines glow pale and cold, a
starless sun. Ahead: silence, darkness, and the first hint of
something in him beginning to break.

It should be just another sweep. The asteroid belt’s naked
geometry arcs for millions of kilometers, each stone a relic of
planet formation, each orbit a clockwork wound by ancient gravity.
Riven’s Viper threads the field on a preassigned vector, ion wake
shredding particulate dust into auroras of electric blue. There’s
comfort in the repetition: scan, record, verify. Report home. The
Viper’s hull vibrates with every course correction, each microburst
of the maneuvering thrusters a reminder that the only thing between
him and death is ninety centimeters of composite and his own
untrustworthy nervous system.

“Approaching patrol marker,” the ship’s AI informs. “Telemetry
confirms three pass-throughs, no anomalies detected.”

Riven flexes his gloved hand, feels the controls pulse in time
with his own heartbeat. His nerves are frayed, the edge of his
vision stippled with static. Still, he manages a grunt, the closest
thing to a reply he can muster.

The asteroid field is alive, in its way. Shadows dance over
stone, shapes shifting in the Viper’s collision radar. He lets the
autopilot handle the shallow dips and dodges, freeing his mind to
drift. For a moment, he tries to remember why he ever cared about
the Imperium—why, as a child, he’d watched the old holo-ads and
dreamed of flying for something larger than himself.

That’s when the memory strikes.

It’s not a memory, not exactly. More like a viral overlay. The
HUD flashes, overlays flicker, and for a breathless second, the
world outside the canopy is not dead rock and night but green,
impossibly green—lush grass, a sky so blue it hurts. Laughter,
bright and alive, threads through his ears, not from the AI but
from somewhere inside him. A woman’s face, sharp with love and
anger both, leans close; a child’s hand grabs his own, skin warm
and sticky with sap.

The ship jerks. An asteroid, big as a dreadnought, looms up with
impossible speed. The proximity alarm howls, a banshee wail.

Riven yanks manual control, rolling the Viper ninety degrees and
banking hard to port. The G-force slams his body sideways. The
asteroid’s surface skims so close that the hull sensors squeal in
protest. A spray of micrometeorite debris shatters against the
canopy, leaving silvery pocks across his field of vision.

His heart hammers. His throat is raw. Sweat beads down his neck,
trapped by the interface collar. The memory is gone, but its ghost
lingers—enough to make his hands shake. He tastes dirt, earth, on
his tongue. He hasn’t set foot on real soil since training.

The AI’s voice slides in, dispassionate as ever: “Warning.
Neural feedback loop detected. Cognitive interference at
thirty-seven percent. Recommend—”

“I know what you recommend,” Riven snaps. “Shut up.”

The ship complies, but the silence only amplifies his breathing,
the animal panic inside the sealed cockpit. His eyes dart over the
HUD, scanning for threats, but the only threat is the one riding
his own mind.

The next glitch is worse.

A patch of space ahead flickers, then shifts. The stars
rearrange themselves, constellation lines sketched in primary
color. Someone whispers his name—first, middle, and last. No rank,
no number. A touch on his shoulder, electric and intimate, but
there is no one else in the ship.

He clamps down, slamming his palm against the neural shunt
embedded in the seat. The pain is immediate and grounding, like
biting down on foil with a mouthful of fillings. The ship’s HUD
wobbles, then stabilizes.

His comm panel lights up, urgent and red.

“Viper-Three-Seven, this is Patrol Command. Please respond.”

He takes two breaths, then toggles the mic. “Patrol Command,
this is Three-Seven. Sector sweep in progress, negative
contacts.”

A pause, just long enough to make his skin crawl. “Three-Seven,
confirm: are you experiencing any...interference?”

Riven hesitates. The party line is clear: Admitting instability
is a ticket to the med bay and, after that, reassignment to the
kind of desk job that gnaws a man’s soul into dust.

“Negative,” he lies. “Systems nominal.”

Another, longer pause. “Telemetry reads otherwise,” says a
second voice, colder, more official. “You are ordered to return to
base for immediate cognitive evaluation.”

Riven’s hands tremble. The memory flickers again, then sharpens:
a number string, etched in the bones of his mind, then a word:
CRADLE-9. He doesn’t know what it means. He’s never heard it
before. But it lodges itself behind his eyes, pulsing with the
rhythm of his pulse.

He doesn’t reply. Instead, he throttles up, shoves the Viper
into a near-suicidal dive through the densest part of the field.
Behind him, the comm lights up with a dozen hails; he kills the
channel, the HUD now splintered with error glyphs and the raw,
unprocessed beauty of impossible landscapes.

Three corvette signatures bloom on the long-range radar. They’re
burning hard, closing fast.

The Viper rattles under the stress, every warning alarm
shrieking at him. Riven weaves through tumbling rocks the size of
temples, feeling the madness rise in his bloodstream. The ship’s
systems are fighting him; the AI tries to lock him out, but he
overrides, every maneuver drawing blood from the soft meat of his
hands.

There’s a collision ahead—a true one, not a ghost in the
machine. A moonlet, dead center on his path, rotating slow enough
to tempt fate. Riven pushes the Viper into a roll, scrapes the hull
along the moonlet’s ragged surface, then punches through a crevasse
barely wider than the wingspan. The ship’s hull scores black; his
teeth rattle loose in his jaw.

He laughs. It’s a wild, desperate sound. The memory flares
again: a woman’s face, her lips at his ear, telling him something
he can’t afford to remember.

The Viper clears the moonlet, and the field opens up: a corridor
of emptiness, dotted with a million silent witnesses.

The corvettes are almost on top of him. Their hails are
relentless. He ignores them, sets the nav for the far edge of the
belt.

But the HUD betrays him, at the last. The overlays dissolve,
replaced by a child’s handwriting—his own, maybe, or someone lost
to time—scrawled with the phrase: “Don’t forget.” Then a location,
CRADLE-9, blinking like a distress beacon.

He floors the accelerator. The Viper surges ahead, bleeding
atmosphere and sanity, but still flying.

Behind him, the Imperium’s wolves close in.

Ahead, somewhere in the deep dark, is something he shouldn’t
remember—and can never forget.
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