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In the year 2191, Earth is dying. Humanity’s last hope lies in a distant, newly discovered world, and fifty thousand civilians, doctors, researchers, and specialists set out aboard the colony ship Aurora’s Promise to reach it. But when sabotage threatens the mission, Chief Engineer Piper Armstrong and Security Chief Renna Hadley must uncover the culprit before the ship is lost, all while navigating the unexpected and undeniable pull growing between them.

* * * * *
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Renna set Piper down gently against a support column, one hand lingering on her cheek. “Stay with me.”

Piper blinked slowly. “I’m here. Just... well, maybe not...”

Renna’s lips twitched, but fear shadowed her eyes.

A deep vibration rolled through the chamber.

The lights flickered.

A voice echoed overhead.

“AUTONAV: ENTERING UPPER ATMOSPHERE OF KETHYRIAN DELTA PRIME.”

Piper groaned. “Ugh. Still hate that name.”

Renna didn’t look away from Talia. “Focus.”

“I am focused,” Piper said weakly. “On how we’re all goanna die on a planet named after a sneeze.”

Renna shot her a look, half exasperation, half affection.

Talia slammed her hands against the console. “It won’t stop! I locked the sequence too deep, I can’t override it!”

Renna stepped forward, voice sharp. “Then try harder.”
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For everyone who has ever crawled out of the wreckage of their life and dared to try again.

For the ones who choose hope, even when it feels impossible.
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PROLOGUE
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Year: 2191

Earth didn’t die in a blaze of glory. It died tired.

By 2191, the oceans had soured to acid, crops withered in soil that no longer remembered how to nourish anything, and storms carved new coastlines every season. Nations fractured into desperate factions. Cities became fortresses. Fortresses became graveyards. Humanity didn’t collapse in a single moment, it unraveled, thread by thread, until even the sky felt worn thin.

Aurora’s Promise was never meant to save everyone. Just enough to keep the story going.

Built in the final years before the atmosphere turned volatile, she was a lifeboat stitched together by scientists, engineers, and idealists who refused to surrender. Fifty thousand souls were chosen, specialists essential to rebuilding a future, and civilians selected through a global lottery so tightly regulated it became the last system anyone still trusted. No bribes. No backdoor deals.
Just one fragile chance for ordinary people to outrun the end of their world.
Their destination: a newly discovered habitable world called Kethyrian Delta Prime.
Reaching it required four days of full burn, four days of holding their breath and praying the ship held together. Now, at last, she was ready to fly.
* * * * *
[image: ]


Security Bay, Launch Day

Lieutenant Renna Hadley, Chief Security Officer, stood in the command bay with her boots magnetized to the deck as the countdown ticked across the holo-screen. Her violet gaze swept the rows of indicators, hull integrity, shield calibration, weapons safeties. All green. Good. Predictable. She hated surprises.

“Security grid stable,” she reported, voice crisp.

The hum of the engines vibrated through the floor, a reminder that Aurora’s Promise was no longer a blueprint or a dream. She was alive. And Renna was responsible for keeping fifty thousand people breathing.

She adjusted the cuff of her uniform, practical, unadorned, and triple-checked the biometric lock panel. Her blonde hair hung loose today, though she usually kept it tied back. Launch days were exceptions. Launch days demanded focus.

If anyone tried to breach a restricted zone, alarms would scream before they got two steps. Renna exhaled slowly. Control. Precision. Order. This was what she was built for. Earth was gone, but humanity had one last chance, and she would not let anything jeopardize it.

The final countdown began: Ten... nine... eight...

Renna braced herself. The stars outside the viewport shimmered like cold fire. When the engines roared to full burn, she felt the weight of history settle on her shoulders.

* * * * *
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Engineering Bay, Launch Day

Lieutenant Piper Armstrong, Chief Engineering Officer, grinned as the vibration thrummed through the deck. Her hands were buried in a tangle of conduits.

“Come on, sweetheart,” she murmured to the ship, tightening the last coupling. “Don’t make me look bad on your big day.”

Launch alarms pulsed overhead, but Piper barely noticed. She thrived on chaos, the hiss of steam, the flicker of warning lights, the adrenaline of fixing something seconds before disaster. Her dark hair floated around her in the low gravity, a wild halo that matched her mood. Her Detroit Tigers cap wasn’t on her head, she never wore it during launches, but it was tucked safely nearby. A small piece of home she refused to leave behind.

“Armstrong. Status?” crackled a voice over comms.

“Green across the board,” Piper replied, flashing a grin at no one. “She’s purring like a kitten.”

She kicked off the bulkhead, drifting toward the main console. Power flow stable. Reactor output nominal. For now. Something always blew on launch day. She’d bet her last ration bar on it.

Five... four... three...

Piper pressed her palm to the console, feeling the hum of energy beneath her skin. This ship wasn’t just metal and circuits, she was freedom. A chance to outrun the ghosts of Earth and the mistakes Piper had left behind.

When the engines ignited, the deck shuddered like a living thing. Piper laughed, exhilarated.

“That’s it, baby. Take us to the stars.”
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Renna strode across the security deck, boots clicking against polished alloy. The hum of Aurora’s Promise had settled into a steady, controlled vibration, the kind she found oddly grounding. Launch was behind them, but the real work began now: keeping fifty thousand people alive in a metal shell hurtling through deep space.

Her violet eyes swept the holo-panels. Perimeter locks. Biometric access. Weapons safeties. All green. Still, she ran diagnostics again. Minor fluctuations didn’t happen on her watch.

“Security Chief Hadley,” the comm crackled. “Engineering reports a small reactor-feed dip. Nothing critical.”

Renna frowned. “Log it and send me the report.”

Vague answers meant sloppy work. Sloppy work got people killed.

She turned toward the viewport. Stars stretched like silver threads across the void, beautiful, indifferent, deadly.

* * * * *
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Piper dangled upside down in a maintenance shaft, dark hair drifting like a comet tail. A wrench clanged against the bulkhead as she tightened the last coupling.

“Armstrong,” her comm barked. “That fluctuation better be fixed.”

“Fixed-ish,” Piper replied, grinning. “She’s stable for now. Tell Security to stop panicking.”

She drifted toward the main console, emerald eyes scanning the readouts. Reactor output steady. Power flow nominal. But something in the numbers felt... wrong. Too clean. Too deliberate.

Piper tapped a sequence, pulling up the logs. There it was, a spike, a dip, then perfect normalcy.

Her gut tightened. Someone had been in the system.

* * * * *
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Renna arrived fifteen minutes later, uniform crisp, expression carved from steel. The hatch slid open, and chaos greeted her, tools scattered, conduits exposed, Piper floating midair like she owned the place.

“Armstrong,” Renna said sharply. “Explain the fluctuation.”

Piper twisted to face her, a grin tugging at her lips. “Hello to you too, Ice Queen.”

Renna’s jaw tightened. “Report.”

“It’s fixed,” Piper said, landing lightly. “But it wasn’t random. Someone’s been in the system.”

Renna’s pulse kicked. “Sabotage?”

“Looks that way.” Piper leaned closer, eyes bright with challenge. “Guess you’ll be seeing a lot more of me.”

Renna hated the way her stomach flipped at that smile. Hated it even more when Piper winked.

* * * * *
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Renna scanned the logs Piper projected, her jaw tightening as the anomaly scrolled past. Too precise. Too clean. Whoever did this knew exactly where to strike.

“This wasn’t a glitch,” Renna said quietly. “It was a warning.”

“Yep,” Piper replied, popping the ‘p.’ “A very polite, very deadly warning.”

Renna ignored the tone. “Lock down Engineering. No one in or out without clearance.”

Piper arched a brow. “Including me?”

Renna hesitated a fraction too long. “You’re on the list.”

“Lucky me.” Piper's grin widened, but her eyes sharpened, alert, calculating. Beneath the chaos, Piper Armstrong was dangerous in all the ways Renna didn’t want to admit.

Renna turned away, ignoring the heat creeping up her neck. Out here, trust was a luxury. And Piper Armstrong was chaos wrapped in temptation.

* * * * *
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Piper floated toward the console, fingers flying. “Whoever did this didn’t just poke around, they danced through the code.”

“We don’t need metaphors,” Renna said. “We need facts.”

“Facts are boring. But fine. Someone bypassed three security layers and left nothing behind except that spike. That’s surgical.”

Renna leaned in. “Could it be a glitch?”

“Sure,” Piper said dryly. “And maybe the reactor will start singing lullabies next.”

“This isn’t a joke.”

“Never said it was.” Piper’s tone softened, but her eyes stayed bright. “Look, Ice Queen, you want control. I want answers. So let’s play nice.”

Renna hated the nickname, and the way Piper’s grin made her pulse jump. “Fine. We start with access logs.” She pulled up the security protocols. Piper hacked into the engineering sub-grid with a speed that made Renna’s stomach knot.

“You’re bypassing clearance,” Renna snapped.

“Yeah,” Piper said, fingers flying. “Because your clearance takes an hour, and we don’t have an hour.”

“You break protocol again and I’ll have you confined.”

Piper turned, gaze locking onto the security chief. “You really think locking me up will fix your sabotage problem?”

The air between them tightened, heat, friction, two magnets forced together. Renna hated that she couldn’t look away.

“Just... keep going,” she said finally.

Piper’s grin faded as the data scrolled. “Well, that’s interesting.”

Renna leaned in. “What?”

“Access came from inside Engineering,” Piper said slowly. “But the credentials? Ghosted. No name. No trace.”

Renna’s stomach dropped. “Someone on this deck.”

“Someone smart,” Piper added. “And if they’re this good, they’re not done.”

Renna felt the weight of the ship pressing in, the hum of engines, the endless dark outside. Fifty thousand lives balanced on a knife’s edge. And now she had to trust the one person who made her feel completely off-balance.

* * * * *
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Renna stood rigid as Piper worked the console, fingers flying over the holo-keys with reckless confidence. Every instinct screamed at Renna to seize control, but she forced herself to watch. Piper was fast, too fast, and Renna hated admitting she needed her.

“Whoever did this didn’t just ghost credentials,” Piper said. “They buried a trigger.”

“A trigger for what?”

Piper’s emerald eyes flicked up, suddenly serious. “Something big. Something timed.”

The hum of the engines vibrated under Renna’s boots like a tightening heartbeat. “Can you isolate it?”

“I can try,” Piper said, a faint smirk tugging at her mouth. “But you’re going to hate how.”

“Enlighten me.”

“I need to bypass three more security layers,” Piper said, pulling up the encryption grid. “Which means breaking every protocol you love.”

Renna’s jaw tightened. “You do that, and if you’re wrong...”

“Then you can throw me in the brig,” Piper said, flashing a grin that didn’t reach her eyes. “Deal?”

The ship thrummed around them, the silence between pulses heavy with fifty thousand lives. And Piper Armstrong was chaos incarnate.

“Do it,” Renna said at last.

* * * * *
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Piper dove into the code, hands a blur. Lines of data cascaded like a waterfall, glowing across her face. Renna watched, pulse ticking faster with every passing second.

Then Piper froze.

Her grin vanished. “Oh... hell.”

Renna stepped closer. “What?”

Piper turned slowly, emerald eyes wide. “The trigger’s not in the reactor.”

Renna’s stomach dropped. “Then where?”

Piper swallowed. “Life support. And it’s already counting down.”

The console flashed red.

T-minus 02:00:00

Cold dread sliced through Renna’s control. Two hours until the air ran out, and someone wanted them dead.

* * * * *
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The security command bay hummed with quiet precision, holo-screens casting pale blue light across alloy walls. Renna stepped inside, posture rigid, every nerve wired tight. Thirty minutes. That was all they had before life support collapsed.

Lieutenant Chris Korbin rose from his station, uniform crisp, expression grim. “Chief Hadley. Engineering flagged a breach?”

Renna nodded, eyes scanning the cascading data streams. “Someone ghosted credentials and planted a timed trigger. Life support.”

Korbin’s jaw tightened. “Inside job?”

“Has to be.” Her tone was clipped, but unease coiled low in her gut. She’d seen sabotage before, during the evacuation riots on Earth. She’d seen what desperation made people do. And she’d seen what happened when she trusted the wrong person. One reckless night had cost her a career, a home, a future she’d once believed in. Discipline was the only thing that kept her upright now.

Her fingers hovered over the biometric panel, the cool glass pulsing faintly under
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