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Chapter 1
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The Vigilant's ready room buzzes with a storm of emotions. Confusion, anger, and conflict etched deeply on the faces of the attendees. Officers crammed beyond the chairs, their numbers swelling with the weight of revelation, the frail state of their flagship looms like a death sentence. The loss of Remnant Station only compounded the dread. For many, it's apocalyptic: whispers rising to murmurs, then panic, hearts pounding in the sterile air.

A senior officer, Major Nielson, leaps to his feet, urgency sharpening his voice. “We must flee! We can conceal the ship in one of the nearby nebulae!” A clamor erupts— some officers shout in support, others in fierce opposition. Admiral Orien’s voice cuts through, commanding silence. “Quiet!” The room stills instantly. After a measured pause, Orien continues, his tone steady and authoritative. “The enemy is unaware of our situation. We hold here, projecting strength while we gather supplies and conduct scouting missions to assess our options. If the Assad advance, we’ll jump to the Alterza Nebula.” 

A lieutenant swiftly inputs coordinates, replacing the Vigilant’s image on the screen with the swirling, iridescent clouds of the Alterza Nebula. “There, we’ll continue evading the enemy. Exact coordinates are being transmitted to all fleet vessels. For now, consolidate personnel onto operational ships and salvage what we can. Time is critical— dismissed.” The officers rise, their movements brisk, and file out of the ready room as the meeting adjourns.

Moments after the ready room briefing, the Phoenix crew clusters at the rear of the Vigilant's bridge, their expressions a mix of resolve and weariness. Ariel steps off the elevator, approaching Anders with an alarmed expression. “We took damage during the escape from Remnant Station,” she reports. “Fragments from other ships are embedded in our hull. A couple of stabilizers are shot and need immediate attention. We can’t take her out until they’re fixed.” Anders nods, his voice steady and supportive, “We’ll get whatever you need through Commander Gri. Anything else— supplies, manpower— just say the word, and we’ll help make it happen.” Ariel gives a grateful nod, then turns toward Commander Gri to coordinate the repairs.

Amid the crew’s ongoing discussion, Ellyara’s gaze drifts across the bustling bridge of the Vigilant, absorbing the frenetic energy. Time seems to slow, the clamor of voices fading into a distant murmur. Her eyes settle on the chalice, still spinning gently on its platform at the bridge’s rear. Something has shifted—an unspoken summons radiates from it, drawing her closer. She steps forward, her movements deliberate, almost entranced. From the corner of his eye, Anders catches her breaking away from the group, his attention sharpening as he watches her approach the glowing artifact.

Ellyara stands transfixed before the chalice, her eyes tracing the intricate symbols etched into its surface as it spins slowly, almost hypnotically. A faint ringing hums in her ears, growing insistent. “Why do I feel like something is not right here?” she murmurs to herself, her voice barely a whisper. A soft, indistinct whisper answers, its words elusive, sending a chill through her. As the chalice turns, one symbol snags her attention, its form strangely familiar. Compelled, she reaches out, her fingers brushing the chalice to halt its spin. A blinding flash erupts, and disjointed images flood her mind— chaotic, unfocused glimpses that carry a torrent of raw emotion: anger, betrayal, pain, suffering. The intensity surges, the visions accelerating in a relentless cascade until Ellyara collapses to the floor, unconscious, overwhelmed by the deluge.
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[image: ]








Ellyara stirs, her eyes fluttering open to the oppressive gloom of a dark hallway, her body sprawled on the cold stone floor. She rises slowly, her limbs heavy with disorientation, scanning the shadows that swallow her surroundings. Confusion clouds her mind. Where am I? Rubbing her eyes, she calls softly into the void, her voice a tentative echo, “Bishop... Captain... anyone?” She strains to listen, but only silence answers. The air hangs stale, heavy with the scent of ancient dust. With cautious steps, she moves down the hallway, seeking any glimmer of light or clue to her whereabouts, the darkness pressing close like a living thing.

As Ellyara presses on, the faint outline of a shape emerges from the gloom. She edges forward, her steps hushed and deliberate, straining to discern its form. A low scraping sound drifts from its direction, sending a shiver through her. “Hello?” she whispers, her voice barely cutting the silence. The response is a dizzying blur of motion— the figure wheels toward her with terrifying speed. In the darkness, only glowing crimson eyes pierce the void, narrowing as they fix on her. She stumbles back, a scream tearing from her throat, and crashes to the floor— only to jolt awake, drenched in cold sweat, her cry echoing as she clutches at tangled sheets. Was it a dream? Her eyes dart around, disoriented, landing on the sterile confines of a medical bed. A faint, rhythmic beep from the heart monitor punctuates the stillness— the only sound in the empty room. She is utterly alone.

Ellyara eases from the bed, her movements tentative as she surveys the dimly lit room, shadows pooling in the corners. No one stirs. She peels off the heart rate monitor with a soft beep of protest and pads toward the medical bay doors. Pressing the wall panel, she steps into the hallway, the low lights casting long, empty stretches. The silence presses in, unbroken. A chill crawls down her spine. Am I still dreaming? She wonders, her voice a whisper in her mind. “Captain... Bishop... anyone here?” she calls, the words echoing hollowly. No answer comes. She turns right, venturing down the corridor, peering into the common room— deserted, chairs askew as if abandoned mid-moment. Unease deepening, she presses further into the ship’s heart, the quiet growing more oppressive with each step.

Deep in Phoenix's engineering bay, Ariel works with relentless focus, her hands moving methodically to keep darker thoughts at bay. The sharp tang of engine oil fills the air, mingling with the steady drone of the engines humming in the background. She tightens the final clamp on a coolant line, her wrench twisting with practiced ease. Pausing, she stares at the tool in her grip, her thumb tracing the worn initials etched into its handle: AD. A soft ache blooms in her chest— the wrench, a tangible piece of her father, now a quiet companion in her solitary labor.
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One year ago:
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Thick smoke chokes the panicked engine room, shouts echoing amid the frantic rush of crew members. “Chief!” one man bellows, his voice cutting through the haze. “We’re venting coolant— we can’t shut it down! Controls aren’t responding!” Chief Engineer Adam Daniels surges to a nearby console, his fingers hammering the screen in a frenzy. A young, enlisted woman scans the chaos through the swirling smoke and flickering flames, her face set with determination. Ariel, eyes sharp, traces the tangled pipes with her hands, desperate to stem the crisis. The ship lurches violently, another hit rattling the hull. “We can’t take much more of this!” a young man screams, his words laced with terror. Panic grips the room, a rising tide threatening to drown them all.

Ariel traces the pipe and notices the shut-off valve is damaged. She knows this is likely the cause of the computer’s failure. She calls out, “Chief, the secondary bypass valve looks damaged. I think I can close it.” Her father works furiously on the computer screen. “I need you at pump three, go restart pump three.” Ariel responds, “Dad, pump three is down because of the secondary bypass. We need to close that valve!” Her father shouts, “Get your ass to pump 3!”  

Ariel pauses, then reaches down, grabs a wrench and heads to the secondary bypass valve. She attaches her wrench and pulls with all her might to close the valve. “What the hell are you doing?” shouts her father, seething with rage. He starts toward her, but the screen shows the bypass cleared— coolant rerouting, problem stopped. The temperature gauge in the engine room begins to fall. 

Ariel hurries to her father, adrenaline still surging. "I saw the damaged valve— I knew it would fix the problem." Adam's face darkens, his voice a whipcrack of fury. "You still haven't learned! You disobeyed a direct order!" A deafening explosion rips through the ship, hurling the engineering crew like ragdolls. Someone shouts, "We're going down— brace!" Another cataclysmic crash follows as the vessel slams into the ground, carving a furrow of earth and debris. Crew members tumble in the chaos, as the hull twists like tortured metal. Smoke billows, thick and acrid, as the ship grinds to a shuddering halt, its impact shearing open sections of the engine room to the raw outside air.

Crew members stir amid the wreckage, rising unsteadily to aid one another, staggering toward escape from the inferno. Ariel crawls through the haze, her heart pounding as she reaches her father. A jagged section of railing impales him, blood pooling beneath. With trembling hands, she snatches nearby rags, pressing them desperately against the wound to stem the flow. Gunfire erupts, sharp and merciless. Ariel’s head snaps up as Assad soldiers pour through the hull breaches, their movements cold and methodical, executing survivors without mercy. Her eyes fall to the wrench at her feet, a solid 18-inch length of steel. She seizes it, fingers closing around it like a vise. The soldier’s line of sight is blocked by Adam’s broken form. An Assad approaches, spotting Adam, and levels his weapon for a point-blank shot. Ariel surges forward, swinging the wrench with primal fury. It connects with a sickening crack against his temple and the soldier crumples to the floor. But she misses the second shadow closing in. His backhand cracks across her face like thunder, hurling her body into the wall. Darkness swallows her as she slumps, unconscious.

Ariel's eyes flutter open, her vision swimming in a disoriented haze. Weakness clings to her limbs as she rises slowly, a ragged cough tearing from her throat. Her head throbs mercilessly; she winces, fingers brushing a tender gash, sticky with congealed blood. She realizes she's been lying in a pool of her own crimson, the metallic tang thick in the air. Everywhere her gaze falls, death stares back—bodies strewn like broken dolls, lifeless eyes vacant. Memory crashes in, sharp as shrapnel. She turns to where her father lay, and the sight guts her: Adam's form still, dried tears carving tracks down his blood-streaked face, his hand outstretched as if reaching for her in his final moments. A bullet marks his forehead— his final concern for her frozen in eternity. Ariel's breath hitches, tears spilling hot and unchecked. A broken whimper escapes. "No... Daddy?" She chokes, crawling closer, collapsing against his cooling body, her arms wrapping around him in shattered embrace. Regret floods her— their last words, wasted in anger, echoing like a wound
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