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Dedication
For every reader who believes one brave stand can change the fate of a world.
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Chapter One: The Dead Planet
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The planet Veyra was dying, but no bell rang to announce the end. The death came in quiet pieces: a river turning black, a forest going silent, a season arriving without rain. People still woke, worked, waited, and lied to one another that tomorrow would be kinder.

Above the capital, red dust covered the sky until both suns looked like dull coins. Children drew oceans they had never seen. Old people remembered fruit that no longer grew. Every living thing on Veyra seemed to be holding its breath.

High above the starving districts, the Imperial Palace rose from a cliff of carved stone. Inside, the fountains still ran because Emperor Ka'Vorr believed symbols mattered. A dying empire had to appear immortal, even if the water in those fountains had been stolen from the poor.

Ka'Vorr stood before a wall of black crystal and watched his city starve. He was tall, narrow, and still as a blade. His crown rose in three sharp points, each carved from metal mined from the dead northern mountains. Under him, Veyra had won wars, built fleets, and chained smaller worlds to its engines. Under him, Veyra had also emptied itself.

Twelve generals waited behind him in a half circle. Their armor was polished. Their faces were hard. Their fear was hidden, but not gone. At the center of the room, a star map floated above a round table. Thousands of lights hung there, each one a possible future. Most of them had already turned red.

General Sareth stepped forward. He was younger than most commanders, but battle had carved age into him early. One of his eyes was natural, dark and watchful. The other was a blue mechanical lens that never blinked. He had read the last private report three times, hoping the numbers would change. They had not.

'How long?' Ka'Vorr asked.

'Less than five years before full planetary collapse,' Sareth said. 'After that, the atmosphere will fail beyond recovery. The soil cannot be restored. The lower seas are gone.'

Five years was not time. It was a countdown. It was the distance between empire and dust. Ka'Vorr turned toward the star map. 'Show me the last scout return.'

Sareth touched the control hidden under his wrist plate. The red lights dimmed. One small blue point appeared near the edge of the display. A planet formed above the table, turning slowly in the chamber air. Oceans covered it. Clouds curled over it. Green land spread beneath white weather.

For the first time all morning, the generals leaned forward. Hunger made fools of even disciplined men.

'The native name is Earth,' Sareth said. 'Water abundant. Food sources abundant. Minerals extensive. Fuel primitive, but plentiful. Space defenses limited.'

Ka'Vorr touched the image of Earth with one long finger. 'And its people?'

'They call themselves human. Divided governments. Dangerous among themselves, weak against orbital dominance.'

The emperor smiled. It was not joy. It was appetite. 'Then the universe has offered us a garden.'

Sareth kept his gaze lowered, but something in him tightened. Earth had not harmed Veyra. Earth had not even known Veyra existed. On the clean screen, conquest looked orderly. Far from the screen, it would sound like children screaming.

Ka'Vorr faced his generals. 'Can it be taken?'

'With the full armada, thirty days to planetary control,' Sareth answered. 'Longer for complete pacification.'

'Then prepare the fleet. Strike first. Speak after they understand pain.'

No one in the chamber called it cruelty. They called it survival. On Veyra, survival had become the word powerful men used when they wanted permission to steal a world.
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Chapter Two: One Last Peaceful Night
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Earth turned beneath a quiet moon, unaware that a starving empire had marked its oceans for ownership. Rain moved across the Atlantic in silver sheets. Wheat bent under wind in the plains. Trains crossed cities. Ships cut through dark water. Families slept with windows open because air was still free.

In Virginia, Captain Mara Vale stood inside a naval museum after closing time and stared up at the rusting hull of the battleship Resolute. The old ship rested in a dry dock beneath a glass shelter, its guns silent, its decks polished for school tours. Children climbed aboard on weekends and asked whether it had really fought in the War of Ash. Mara always told them yes. She rarely told them it had also been built for a war that had never happened.

The Resolute was not only a battleship. Under its steel bones slept an experimental fusion spine, a magnetic rail array, and shield emitters hidden behind plates that had been painted to look decorative. The project had been abandoned after the Unity Treaty. The world had chosen peace, and the last battleship of Earth had become a museum.

Mara had once commanded orbit defense. Now she gave tours to fourth graders and corrected teenagers who tried to carve initials into the deck. She told herself it was enough. A captain served where history placed her.

At 2:13 in the morning, every alarm in the museum began to scream.

Mara ran to the command exhibit and found Dr. Elias Ren, the ship's chief engineer, already there in slippers, pajama pants, and a coat thrown over one shoulder. He had a tablet in one hand and a look on his face that made the past rise from the floor like smoke.

'Please tell me the coffee machine is on fire,' Mara said.

'I would love that,' Elias replied. 'Unfortunately, the sky is.'

The main display flickered awake. It showed orbital satellites going blind one by one. Not failing. Being erased. A dark wave moved across the map, swallowing signal lines from the moon to the upper atmosphere.

Mara's breath slowed. Training returned before fear could. 'Source?'

'Deep space. Multiple objects. No transponder, no known signature, no human drive pattern.'

A younger voice spoke from the doorway. 'How many objects?'

Lena Ortiz stood there in a security uniform too large at the shoulders. She was nineteen, a night guard, and the only person Mara knew who could fix a radio with chewing gum and insult it until it worked.

Elias looked at the count. His face went pale. 'Thousands.'

Mara stared at the sleeping ship around her. The world had retired its battleships because it believed no enemy remained large enough to require one. The world had been wrong.

'Wake the Resolute,' she said.

Elias swallowed. 'The treaty board sealed the core.'

'Then unseal it.'

'That is illegal.'

Mara looked through the glass roof toward the stars. One star blinked out. Then another. 'So is invading Earth.'

Lena stepped forward, fear bright in her eyes. 'Captain, if this is real, the governments need warning.'

'They will get one,' Mara said. 'From us, before the sky goes completely dark.'

The old ship groaned as power moved through systems that had slept for twenty-two years. Museum lights shattered. Dust fell from beams. Deep under the dry dock, the fusion spine coughed, caught, and began to burn.

Across Earth, no one heard the first heartbeat of the last battleship except the three people standing inside it. But in that heartbeat was a promise: if something came for the world, it would not find Earth empty-handed.
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Chapter Three: The Armada Arrives
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The Veyran armada emerged from deep transit beyond the orbit of Neptune, a ring of black ships around the Dominion like knives around a throat. Battleships led. Carriers followed. Harvest vessels floated in the protected center, their bellies built to drink oceans. Prison transports trailed behind them, empty and hungry.

On the Dominion's bridge, Emperor Ka'Vorr watched Earth brighten on the forward display. Even from impossible distance, its blue offended him. Veyra had once been blue too, before industry, war, and pride had eaten it dry.

'Begin silence protocol,' he ordered.

Sareth stood beside the command chair. He had written the protocol. Satellites first, then military channels, then power grids around command centers. It was efficient. It was merciless. He told himself efficiency saved lives by shortening war. The lie had served him in other campaigns. Today it fit badly.

Across Earth's orbit, satellites vanished in sparks too small for anyone below to see. Weather feeds went black. Navigation failed. Phones lost towers, gained them, then lost them again. Pilots cursed. Ships slowed. Presidents, ministers, kings, councils, and generals demanded answers from screens that answered with static.

The first visible Veyran ship crossed the moon at dawn over the Pacific. Millions saw it and did not understand what they were seeing. It was too large for a plane, too sharp for a cloud, too deliberate for a meteor. Videos spread for eleven minutes before the networks died.

In the Resolute, Mara watched the world panic through broken feeds. The
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