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Star Relocation (Star Brides, #5)


When World Command orders Remus and Zira Sullivan to establish a colony for Earth’s homeless on the sentient planet Ageron 17, they discover that the world—and its intelligent inhabitants—will not tolerate extraction.
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COMMAND RECALLS REMUS and Zira Sullivan, now in their early fifties, from Chorix 87W with a new assignment—establish a rehabilitation colony on Ageron 17 for Earth’s addicted and homeless population. Command frames it as humanitarian—therapy, medical care, and a fresh start. But Remus and Zira recognize the machinery beneath the language. The settlers will be sorted by gender. The men will work the diamond mines. The women will labor the land. And once they’re no longer useful, they’ll disappear.

When Ageron itself begins to resist—when the planet’s intelligent natives emerge from the deep calderas to protect the vulnerable—Remus and Zira face an impossible choice. 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Star Relocation

Copyright © 2026 Gabriella Bradley

ISBN: 978-1-4874-4438-9

Cover art by Martine Jardin

All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.

Star Relocation

Star Brides Book 5

By

––––––––
[image: ]


Gabriella Bradley

​​

Chapter One
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THE LOW, RESONANT HUM of Chorix 87W was a rhythm Remus Sullivan felt in his marrow before he ever heard it. It was the slow respiration of a sentient world—a harmonic vibration rising through the red bedrock and shuddering gently against the reinforced foundations of the settlement’s consular pavilion.

Nearly three decades had passed since Zira had stepped onto this soil as a Star Bride, choosing the program to escape Earth’s poverty and crushing overpopulation, and twenty-eight years since the world beneath their feet had forced Earth into its first negotiated coexistence with a living planet. Today, Chorix governed itself. The autonomous planetary-human council handled the day-to-day trade, agricultural yields, and the delicate, ongoing dialogue with the living mantle. Both in their fifties, Remus and Zira were no longer indispensable frontline administrators. They were advisers, their counsel sought in times of crisis, their days otherwise spent in the hard-earned peace of a frontier they’d bled to secure.

Remus stood by the sweeping obsidian-glass terrace, his hands clasped behind his back. His hair was frosted with silver at the temples, and his face bore the quiet, indelible geography of unshielded suns and impossible negotiations. Beside him, Zira leaned against the console rail, watching the twin moons cast their long, violet shadows across the living plains. Her posture remained as straight and unyielding as a deck spar, marked by that familiar, weathered stillness born from surviving every promise Earth had ever broken.

“Twelve months,” Zira said softly, her voice pitched beneath the wind singing through the exterior baffle vents. “Exactly one year since the last transport lifted convicts off Earth’s tarmac. And the interstellar dispatches say the streets down there are still choking.”

“They emptied the cells to fill the outer mines,” Remus replied quietly. “That was all the High Council cared about.”

“And when that wasn’t enough to balance the ledger, they came to empty the streets.”

Before Remus could answer, the consular relay chime pierced the silence—a shrill, triple-pulsed priority tone reserved exclusively for direct transmissions from World Command’s Central Directorate.

The holoscreen at the center of the chamber flared to life. Coherent blue-and-amber light resolved into the sharp, seated figure of Director Jennifer Hurt.

Hurt was in her late fifties, impeccably tailored in Command’s charcoal-gray administrative wool, her features smoothed by routine cellular therapy, yet her eyes possessed the cold, unblinking focus of an actuary balancing an extinction ledger. Behind her holographic projection hung the glowing demographic heatmaps of Earth, overlaid with red-tinted population curves trending sharply into catastrophe.

“Commander Sullivan. Administrator Sullivan,” Director Hurt said, her digitized voice carrying crisp and clear across parsecs of deep space. “Thank you for acknowledging the transmission. We have a matter of immediate colonial urgency.”

Remus stepped up to the edge of the holoscreen, keeping his posture formal and his tone level. “Director Hurt. Chorix 87W operates under autonomous charter. All standard colonial administrative inquiries are handled by the local civilian council.”

“This is not a local inquiry, Sullivan,” Hurt said, tapping a sequence into her physical console on Earth. “And it is not a request. It is an executive reactivation of your senior frontier commissions under the Interstellar Emergency Accord.”

Zira folded her arms, her eyes narrowing. “Chorix won its sovereignty. You don’t have the legal authority to draft us back into Command’s apparatus.”

“World Command still controls the outer shipping corridors, the orbital defense arrays, and your trade conduits to the inner systems,” Hurt replied with smooth, bureaucratic detachment. “More importantly, Administrator, I’m not asking you to govern Chorix. I’m recalling you to lead a new vanguard.”

A three-dimensional planetary projection expanded between them, replacing Hurt’s demographic charts.

The sphere was a rugged, terrestrial world wrapped in turbulent bands of slate gray, oxidized ochre, and deep viridian oceans. Orbital telemetry cascaded in pale green along its perimeter.

“Ageron 17,” Hurt announced. “Located along the secondary corridor, three parsecs inward from the Chorix system. It possesses an oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere well within human tolerance, standard surface gravity at 1.04 G, and remarkable geothermal stability along the equatorial ridge.”

Remus leaned forward, his tactical instincts dissecting the telemetry. The coordinates sat uncomfortably close to home. “The mineral profile is dense.”

“Unprecedentedly so,” Hurt confirmed. “Deep-core resonance scans indicate the highest concentration of industrial and gem-grade carbon matrices ever recorded in the outer rim. Raw diamonds, Sullivan. Billions of tons accessible through shallow sub-surface strata. But extraction requires an organized, sustained labor presence.”

“You’re cleaning the streets,” Zira said, her voice dropping into that familiar, dangerous register Remus knew intimately. “Just like Zora 800 called forced labor a silk farm, and Nichigo called penal extraction an agricultural initiative. You find a resource, slap a humanitarian label on the transport manifest, and ship the destitute where nobody has to look at them.”

Hurt didn’t flinch. “Zora was an administrative relic, and Nichigo suffered from logistical overreach. Ageron 17 is a comprehensive societal reset. Transporting the penal population was only the first phase. Earth’s urban density in Sectors One through Nine is running at two hundred and twelve percent of infrastructure tolerances. The street populations of the chronically unhoused, the destitute, the chemically dependent, have swelled to over forty million worldwide. If we do not aggressively relieve demographic pressure now, mandatory structural interventions will follow. We’re already drafting directives for universal involuntary fertility suppression across the terrestrial sectors.”

Zira’s jaw set like iron. “Sterilizing women to fix your failed economy.”

“Correcting carrying capacity,” Hurt corrected without remorse. “Ageron 17 is the humane alternative. World Command has already deployed automated vanguard units. We’ve laid the foundations for your primary compound—modular quarters, high-density residential shelters, a centralized clinic, a dedicated forty-bed hospital, and a full-scale psychiatric and physiological rehabilitation facility.”

Blueprints rotated in the air between them. Symmetrical, efficient, and encircled by reinforced perimeter pylons.

“We’re not deploying standard garrison troops,” Hurt continued. “We’re sending caretakers. Along with your first transport of settlers, you will have four complete clinical teams of psychologists, psychiatrists, addiction specialists, general practitioners, trauma nurses, and social case workers. The mandate is total recovery. Once individuals are stabilized and medically cleared, labor allocations begin. The men will primarily be assigned to open-pit and shaft mining operations. The women will oversee agricultural development in the lowlands, and those demonstrating mechanical aptitude or fine motor dexterity will be trained in cutting and polishing facilities on-site. The finished stones will be routed directly back to Earth to subsidize the colony’s expansion.”

Remus studied the layout, his mind calculating the human reality beneath the sterile geometry. “What’s the initial intake volume?”

“Nearly four thousand on the first wave. Five thousand every sixty days thereafter until the terrestrial urban sectors reach equilibrium.”

“Thousands of traumatized, detoxing, desperate people dropped into an untested frontier world,” Remus said, meeting Hurt’s flickering holographic gaze. “With prefabricated shelters, a handful of medical staff, and a diamond quota hanging over their heads.”

“With you to lead them,” Hurt countered. “You and Zira have the operational record, the survival background, and the moral authority to maintain cohesion. You negotiated with Chorix. You understand how to hold a settlement together when the environment pushes back.”

“Chorix wasn’t an environment,” Zira said, stepping closer to the projector. “Chorix was alive. It listened, it reacted, and it refused to be strip-mined. Asha saw the exact same thing happen on Nichigo 97 when Command tried to break prisoners over Zaracha oil. You keep treating worlds like dead warehouses and people like cargo, Hurt. When are you going to realize that neither of them stays compliant forever?”

“Ageron 17 is not Chorix, Administrator Sullivan,” Hurt said, her voice chilling by degrees. “It’s rock and carbon and unpopulated.”

Zira tapped two fingers against the console interface, isolating a broad, shadowed swath across the planet’s northern continental shelf. “Then explain the sensor sweeps. Four orbital passes, and your automated probes skipped the northern valley systems entirely. There are thermal blind spots across twelve thousand square miles.”

“Localized quartz interference and atmospheric ionization,” Hurt said smoothly. “Nothing engineering cannot resolve once ground relays are active.”

“Ionization doesn’t account for missing biological baselines,” Remus said, his brow furrowing. He’d spent decades reading planetary survey data. He knew the signature of scrubbed telemetry. “Has Command put living boots on the ground beyond the automated drone drops?”

“A preliminary reconnaissance team conducted standard atmospheric sampling. The planet is officially classified as uninhabited and resource-viable.” Hurt straightened behind her desk. “The mandate has been ratified by the High Council. The transport fleet Exodus-IV has already cleared Earth orbit and is rendezvoused at the rim staging docks. Your command shuttle is scheduled for departure from Chorix orbit at 06:00.”

A heavy silence fell over the pavilion.

“And if we refuse?” Zira asked.

Hurt offered a thin, practiced smile. “Refusal of an executive colonial directive carries immediate administrative repercussions. We would be forced to review Chorix’s autonomous status, re-evaluate planetary trade tariffs, and deploy an active military garrison to oversee Ageron 17 instead of civilian administrators. You know what happens to thousands of vulnerable settlers under martial extraction orders, Commander. If you do not go, soldiers will. And they won’t be carrying medical supplies.”

The threat was delivered with cold, bureaucratic perfection.

Remus exhaled slowly. He felt the familiar, crushing weight settle across his shoulders—an old mantle of responsibility that had long ceased being about flags or councils, and was now purely about standing between vulnerable human lives and the grinder of an empire.

“We take full operational authority on the ground,” Remus said. “No remote overrides from Geneva on triage protocols, labor exemptions, or medical discharges. If I determine the mines are structurally or biologically hazardous, diamond extraction halts.”

“You will operate under standard gubernatorial discretion within the charter parameters,” Hurt replied, transmitting the authorization codes. “Your transit clearances are logged. Safe journey.”

The transmission collapsed into a single point of light, plunging the consular chamber back into the ambient amber glow of Chorix’s twin moons.

For several moments, neither spoke. Below the pavilion, the bedrock hummed—a deep, low-frequency that felt like a quiet farewell.

“The Autonomous Council can run this world without us now,” Zira said softly, looking out across the valley. “They’re ready. Asha and Emrys showed us that the younger generation knows how to hold their ground.”

“Chorix is safe,” Remus agreed, turning to face his wife. “Ageron isn’t.”

Zira looked down at the data slate on the table, where the scrubbed northern valleys of Ageron 17 continued their silent, automated rotation. “They’re hiding something on that rock. Just like they hid what Chorix was. Just like they lied about the silk farms on Zora, and what was waiting on Nichigo.”

“I know,” Remus said. He reached out, taking her hand. Her fingers curled into his—calloused, warm, and entirely steady. They were older now, their youth spent in the gears of an unyielding empire, but the fire between them hadn’t dimmed...it had only hardened into iron. “We’ll do a formal handover with the council tonight. Pack your cold-weather gear and your sidearms, Zira. This is the big one. We’re going to have to finish what we started.”

Chapter Two
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THE GREAT HALL OF THE Chorix Autonomous Council sat nestled within the red granite foothills of High Ridge, its walls constructed from acoustic stone that resonated in gentle, sympathetic frequencies with the planet beneath it.

When Remus and Zira entered the chamber three hours before dawn, the seven human delegates and the two harmonic liaisons were already assembled. There was no panic in the room, no frantic scurry of a young settlement losing its compass. The men and women seated at the circular tier were people who’d grown up in the shelter of the peace Remus and Zira had built, educated in the balance Asha had taught, and seasoned by years of self-reliance.

Council Speaker Talia Vance stood as they approached the central dais. On the obsidian surface between them lay the twin command seals of Chorix’s original charter—the heavy titanium tokens that Earth had once required every colonial governor to hold.

“We received the orbital intercept from World Command,” Talia said, her voice steady and low. “Director Hurt’s signature is on the reroute order. We were prepared to invoke the Mutual Defense Charter and refuse clearance to their transport shuttle.”

“No,” Remus said gently, stepping up to the dais. He placed his right palm flat on the stone table, feeling the familiar, warm resonance of Chorix beneath the slab. “If you refuse the transport, Hurt uses it as an excuse to re-evaluate Chorix’s autonomous status. She’ll declare the trade corridors restricted and militarize the secondary rim. This world fought too hard for its independence to risk it on an administrative standoff.”

“Chorix belongs to itself now,” Zira said, unhooking her primary administrative cipher from her belt and setting it beside the charter seals. “You don’t need our hands on the tiller anymore, Talia. You have the grain agreements with the southern outposts, the harmonic stabilizers in the northern mines are holding, and the council speaks with one voice. We aren’t leaving you undefended. We’re leaving you whole.”

Talia looked from Zira to the cipher, her expression tightening with profound respect. “And what about the two of you? Earth Command never gives without taking twice as much in return.”

“They aren’t getting us,” Zira replied, her dark eyes flashing with cold certainty. She reached into her tunic, pulled a slate containing a pre-recorded addendum, and slotted it directly into the council’s public transmission queue. “Before we leave orbit, this message logs directly into World Command’s central registry in Geneva, with copies routed to every colonial ledger on the rim.”

Zira tapped the screen, allowing the recorded text to illuminate between them.

To Director Jennifer Hurt, World Command Central Directorate.

Take this as formal and binding notice. Remus and I accept transit to Ageron 17 under humanitarian authority alone. We go to protect thousands of discarded citizens from your neglect and your extraction quotas. We do not go as officers of your empire, and we do not go as tools of your Directorate. This is the last assignment, the last colony, and the last time you will ever draft our names. When Ageron is stabilized, your claim on us is severed forever. We answer to human life—never again to your ledgers. 

As Talia read the words, a faint, proud smile touched her lips. “She won’t like reading that, Zira.”

“She doesn’t have to like it,” Zira said. “She just has to know where the line is drawn.”

With a formal bow of the council and the signing of the autonomous transfer registry, the final bureaucratic thread binding Remus and Zira Sullivan to the administration of Chorix 87W was quietly, peacefully cut.
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THEY RETURNED TO THEIR private quarters on the western bluff to collect the few belongings they meant to take, like their field-grade thermal gear, hardened emergency rations, modular field kits, and their sidearms—worn, reliable kinetic pistols they’d carried across three decades of frontier survival.

Before sealing their kit bags, Remus initialized the encrypted sub-space transceiver on the worktable. The frequency was hard-coded and routed through the private scientific relay Asha and Emrys had constructed in the southern basin.

The holoscreen flickered, and a moment later, Asha Sullivan and Emrys Gardner resolved in luminous clarity.

Asha stood with her arms crossed, her dark eyes carrying that sharp, intuitive depth that Remus had recognized since she was a child running barefoot across Chorix’s living red dirt. Beside her, Emrys looked up from a sprawling constellation of open telemetry windows, his spectacles pushed up into his disheveled hair, his face taut with concern.

“Mother. Dad,” Asha said immediately. “We saw the command-level priority flag ping the planetary grid. Tell me Hurt didn’t do what I think she did.”

“She did, sweetheart,” Remus said softly, pulling up a chair and leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. “Ageron 17. They’re shipping the homeless population from Earth’s urban centers. Almost four thousand on the first fleet.”

Asha let out a sharp, ragged breath, shaking her head. “It’s Nichigo all over again. They ran out of cells, so they took the convicts. Now they’ve run out of shelters, so they’re taking the homeless and the addicts off the streets. They never change the machine, Dad. They just change the fuel.”

“We know,” Zira said, stepping up beside Remus and resting a hand on his shoulder. “That’s why we’re going. If we aren’t there when those transports drop their ramps, Hurt’s security contractors will treat those people like equipment to shovel diamonds. We won’t let them be more broken than they already are”

“You won’t only have to fight Command,” Emrys interrupted, his voice sharp and analytical. He made a swift sweeping gesture with his hand, transmitting a dense stream of raw planetary telemetry directly to their terminal. “The moment we picked up the Ageron deployment chatter, I bypassed the sanitized orbital summaries Hurt released and pulled the unfiltered deep-space spectrographic scans from the rim observatory.”

A 3D model of Ageron 17 expanded between them, rotating slowly. Emrys isolated the northern continental shelf, zooming into a jagged network of immense, mist-shrouded valleys bordered by razor-edged mountain ridges.

“Hurt told you this was quartz interference and atmospheric ionization, didn’t she?” Emrys asked.

“Word for word,” Remus said, his eyes narrowing as he studied the erratic green readouts.

“It’s a lie,” Emrys said flatly. “I broke the compression filter on the raw feed. The ionization isn’t static mineral discharge. It pulses. The thermal pockets within those northern valleys don’t disperse with the wind. They move against the pressure fronts in organized migratory clusters. More than that, the localized electromagnetic resonance has a harmonic curve. It’s low, but it’s structured.”

“Biological,” Zira murmured.

“Not just biological...sentient,” Emrys said grimly. “Or something so deeply integrated with the planetary biosphere that the ecosystem behaves like an immune response. Command’s automated survey probes didn’t just malfunction in the north. Three of them suffered catastrophic localized energy surges that completely melted their core capacitors before they hit the ground. Command didn’t miss this, Remus. They buried it so the High Council wouldn’t classify Ageron as restricted territory.”

Asha stepped closer to the camera, her gaze locking onto her mother’s. “Listen to me, Mother. You taught me how to listen to Chorix. You taught me that a living world doesn’t fight because it hates us. It fights because we trespass without asking. Whatever is in those northern valleys, it isn’t an empty wilderness waiting for human mining shafts. It has teeth, it has power, and it will defend its ground. If Command sends thousands of fragile, sick people into the middle of that without understanding what’s watching them, it’ll be a slaughter.”

“Then we make contact before Command does,” Zira said, her voice dropping into that quiet, unbreakable resolve that had once stood down planetary governors. “We find out who or what is there, and we negotiate before the soldiers arrive.”

“You be careful,” Asha whispered, the calm veneer of the colonial leader slipping for a fraction of a second to reveal the daughter who loved them fiercely. “You’ve spent your whole lives standing between Earth and the people it throws away. Don’t let Command take you down with their mistakes.”

“They won’t,” Remus promised, letting a warm, reassuring smile break through the lines of his weathered face. “Chorix is safe because of you and Emrys. You built a world that knows how to stand on its own two feet. That’s our greatest victory, Asha. No matter what happens on Ageron, nothing takes that away.” He took a deep breath. “We’re taking very little with us. What’s near and dear to us, we’ve crated and on its way to you for safekeeping until this mission is behind us, and we’re ready to decide our final destination toward retirement.”

Emrys chuckled. “Retirement? You two? We’ll monitor your telemetry through the southern relay. If Command tampers with your communications or tries to lock down your orbital feeds, we’ll route a mirror through Chorix’s autonomous array. You won’t be in the dark out there. Don’t worry about your things. They’ll be safe with us.”

“Thank you, Emrys,” Zira said softly. “Look after each other. Look after our worlds.”

“Always,” Asha said, her eyes shining with quiet strength. “Safe passage, Mother. Safe passage, Dad.”

The holoscreen went dark, the transmission closing with a soft, clean tone.

Remus and Zira stood in the quiet room for a long moment. Outside, the night sky was beginning to pale along the eastern ridges, turning the clouds the color of bruised plums.

Remus picked up his kit bag, slinging the heavy strap over his shoulder. He turned to Zira, holding out his hand.

She took it, her fingers locking tightly between his.

Together, they walked out of their home and down the winding stone path toward the primary flightline.

The air was brisk, carrying the rich, metallic scent of oxidized loam and the sweet, resinous smell of night-blooming scrub. Underneath their heavy boots, the living bedrock of Chorix hummed—a deep, steady, rhythmic thrumming that felt less like an alien vibration and more like a steady heartbeat wishing them farewell.

At the edge of the tarmac, the twin engines of a World Command’s black-and-silver personnel ship whined as they spooled up to idling speed, their blue exhaust cutting through the dawn mist.

Remus and Zira didn’t look back. Side by side, with three decades of survival behind them and an untested, hostile world waiting ahead, they walked up the ramp into the belly of the ship.

Chapter Three

––––––––
[image: ]


THE ASCENT OUT OF CHORIX’S atmosphere was a cold, mechanically violent affair.

Inside the pressurized cabin of the Command transport, the deep harmonic hum that had cradled Remus for decades didn’t merely fade...it was torn away, replaced by the sterile shriek of fusion thrusters and the soulless vibration of titanium alloy under stress.

Remus sat beside Zira in the observation bay on Deck Two, his broad hand resting over hers on the armrest. Through the thick, polarized quartz of the viewport, Chorix 87W curved beneath them—a breathtaking swirl of emerald oceans, rust-gold savannas, and the iridescent turquoise ribbons of the living tectonic ridges. Even from low orbit, the world seemed to pulse with faint, bioluminescent light, a silent entity watching them go.

“It feels smaller from up here,” Zira murmured, her voice quiet against the roar of the engines. “After all these years...you forget it has an edge.”

“A world only feels endless when you’re standing on it,” Remus said softly. His thumb rubbed the back of her knuckles, feeling the familiar, reassuring warmth of her skin. “We built something down there, Zira. It won’t crumble just because Hurt pulled us away.”

“I know.” She turned her gaze from the glass, her dark eyes steady, tempered by decades of hard-won clarity. “I’m not worried about Chorix. Chorix knows how to defend itself now. It’s what’s waiting for us on Ageron that concerns me.”

The craft shuddered as the primary sub-light drives engaged, turning the ship away from the living world and aligning with the sector transit corridor. Chorix vanished from the window, replaced by the cold, pinprick silence of deep space.

Remus stood, checked the seal on his field jacket, and rolled his shoulders against the artificial gravity. “Let’s go meet the people Command thinks are going to save thousands of discarded souls.”
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THE TRANSPORT’S LOWER briefing module had been converted into an operational staging area. Blueprints, logistics matrices, and medical manifests hovered in overlapping amber holoscreens around a central steel table.

When Remus and Zira stepped through the pneumatic hatchway, the seven members of the advance clinical and logistics division fell into an abrupt, guarded silence.

They were a mixed group. Some wore the pristine white and slate-gray uniforms of Earth Health Services, their tunics crisp and uncreased. Others wore the scuffed, heavy-duty utility gear of frontier deployments.

“Director Sullivan. Administrator Spencer-Sullivan.” Anthony Perkins, the logistics and security coordinator, was the first to stand. He was a sharp-featured man in his late thirties with cropped dark hair and the rigid posture of a career officer whose life was governed entirely by timetables and inventory margins. “We weren’t expecting you down from the passenger tier until 08:00.”

“We don’t keep Earth hours, Perkins,” Remus said mildly, stepping up to the perimeter of the holoscreen. “Sit down. We have twelve days in transit to turn a bureaucratic fantasy into an operational settlement.”

The team settled into the high-backed jump seats around the table, their eyes fixed on Remus and Zira. Remus took in their faces with the practiced assessment of an old field commander.

Beside Perkins sat Dr. Jasper Williams, a silver-haired trauma surgeon with heavy bags beneath his eyes and the steady hands of someone who’d patched together miners in deep-rock shafts. Across from him sat Iris Martins, a clinical psychologist whose analytical gaze tracked every movement as she took notes on a handheld slate. Lily Saunders, a young social worker whose nervous posture betrayed her inexperience, and Yvonne Moon, a veteran rehabilitation nurse with her arms crossed, flanked her, and her lips pressed into a thin, practical line.

And then there were the two seated at the far corner of the table, their posture radiating an unresolved argument. The Sullivans’ arrival had clearly cut that short.

Dr. Ivy Madison sat with a stack of physical hard-copy intake files in front of her—a deliberate rejection of Command’s digitized summaries. She had a striking, austere elegance of dark hair pulled back into a severe knot, sharp cheekbones, and piercing hazel eyes that seemed ready to challenge every assumption in the room.

Across from her leaned Dylan Brown. The field medic wore a sleeveless tactical undershirt beneath his unbuttoned jumpsuit, revealing forearms crosshatched with old burns and suture scars. He was broad-shouldered and rugged, with an untidy mop of sandy brown hair and a calm, skeptical slouch that told Remus the man had spent very little time in academic lecture halls and a great deal of time dragging bleeding bodies out of collapsed bulkheads.

“We were just reviewing the transport intake protocols for Wave One,” Ivy said, her voice crisp, modulated, and carrying a razor-sharp undercurrent. “And Medic Brown was explaining how he intends to chemically suppress more than three hundred acute withdrawal cases simultaneously during atmospheric insertion.”

Dylan didn’t flinch under her scrutiny. He leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table, a faint, sardonic twitch at the corner of his mouth. “I was explaining triage, Doctor. When that many detoxing patients hit three Gs of atmospheric braking in a pressurized cargo bay, they don’t need a psych evaluation. They need broad-spectrum neuro-stabilizers so they don’t break their teeth on their restraints or choke on their own vomit.”

“They’re human beings with severe physiological dependence, not freight,” Ivy countered, not raising her voice by a single decibel, though her eyes flashed with unmistakable heat. “World Command swept them off the streets of London, Vancouver, Chicago, New York, and Mumbai, stuffed them into cryo-stasis without tapering protocols, and now expects us to dump them onto an alien salt flat. If our first interaction with these people is forced pharmacological subjugation, we destroy any hope of clinical trust. Rehabilitation requires autonomy. It requires consent.”

“Consent doesn’t mean much when a patient goes into status epilepticus at forty thousand feet,” Dylan shot back, his voice low, gravelly, and entirely unimpressed by her pedigree. “You want to talk about dignity, Doctor Madison. I want to talk about keeping their hearts beating until we reach the triage tents. You can psychoanalyze them once they have a pulse.”

“And if you fry their central nervous systems with blanket doses of Thorazine-9 just to make your offload schedule convenient, there won’t be anything left for me to analyze,” Ivy retorted.

A heavy silence followed. Neither of them looked away.

Remus watched them quietly, recognizing the spark. He’d seen that kind of friction before—two people who possessed fierce competence, clashing because neither was willing to compromise on what they believed kept people alive.

Zira stepped forward, placing both hands flat on the edge of the holoscreen. The ambient blue light illuminated the fine lines around her eyes.

“You’re both right,” Zira said calmly. “And you’re both missing the larger problem.”

Ivy turned her sharp gaze toward Zira, while Dylan leaned back, folding his arms.

“Explain, Administrator,” Perkins said, clearing his throat. “Command’s mandate is explicit. Wave One consists of nearly four thousand individuals we’ll need to get clean and productive to help process the rest coming in on the next waves. Pre-fab habitat pods Alpha through Delta have already been dropped by automated orbital landers. The primary clinic, the detox wards, and the diamond sorting facilities are eighty percent assembled. Our job is integration and immediate productivity.”

“Command’s mandate is a lie wrapped in humanitarian jargon,” Remus said bluntly, cutting through the officer’s tidy summary. “You’re not setting up a wellness clinic, Perkins. You’re setting up an open-air labor camp with a medical staff acting as the gatekeepers.”

Remus reached out and tapped the holoscreen console, swiping aside Perkins’s neat colony layout. He brought up the raw planetary topography of Ageron 17.

A rotating sphere filled the center of the room. It was a jagged, severe world. Belts of crystalline black rock cut across vast plains of silver-gray dust. Deep rift valleys showed rich geothermal heat signatures, surrounded by vast, concentrated deposits of ultra-dense carbon structures—the diamond fields.

“Four thousand people,” Zira said, her voice commanding the entire room. “The men will be ordered into the sub-surface diamond veins the moment their blood tests clear of chemical impurities. The women are slated for surface agriculture in the saline basins and industrial stone-cutting. Command calls it restorative labor. If you treat this as a standard Earth Health assignment, you’ll be complicit in breaking these people until they die in those shafts.”

Lily Saunders swallowed hard, her hands gripping the edge of the console. “Then...what are we supposed to do?”

“We protect them,” Zira said simply. “Doctor Madison, your detox protocols will prioritize long-term neural recovery, not how fast a miner can swing a pneumatic drill. Medic Brown, your emergency triage will keep them alive, but you will not use sedatives as a tool of behavioral control to make it easy for Perkins’s security teams. Understood?”

Ivy held Zira’s gaze for a long moment, a visible softening easing the tension in her jaw. “Understood.”

Dylan gave a slow, measured nod, his amber eyes shifting from Zira to Ivy before he looked back to Remus. “Works for me. I’ve never liked Command’s cocktail recipes anyway.”

“Good,” Remus said. “Now look at the northern hemisphere.”

He zoomed the holographic projection into the planet’s high northern latitudes. A massive mountain range rose like jagged obsidian teeth, flanking a series of deep, mist-filled calderas.

The entire quadrant was washed in amber warning static.

“Command’s official survey lists this region as an unverified seismic zone,” Remus said, letting the weight of his voice settle over the room. “They claim atmospheric ionization prevents satellite imaging. But our independent data out of Chorix says otherwise.”

Jasper Williams squinted at the map. “What kind of interference is it, Sullivan?”

“It’s not tectonic,” Remus said grimly. “And it’s not weather.”
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BY THE THIRD DAY OF transit, the transport had settled into the monotonous drone of deep-space cruising, but inside the briefing module, the atmosphere grew increasingly fraught.

Remus and Zira spent hours dissecting Command’s encrypted personnel registries alongside Lily Saunders and Iris Martins. What they uncovered confirmed Remus’s worst fears.

“These aren’t random municipal sweeps,” Zira said, tossing a decrypted data slate onto the table where Remus was cross-referencing cargo payloads. “Look at the demographic clustering. Over forty percent of the men in Wave One have prior trade experience in tunneling, heavy equipment operation, or structural fabrication before they fell into homelessness. And nearly half the women have agricultural or chemical processing backgrounds.”

Lily stared at the glowing records, her voice trembling. “Command told the public these were non-functional dependents who needed total custodial care. They stripped their professional records from the main headers.”

“They didn’t strip them,” Iris said, her glasses reflecting the blue terminal light as her fingers scrolled through the hidden code strings. “They buried them under administrative diagnostic codes. If an intake officer only looks at the primary tag, they see chronic vagrant. But the automated assignment subroutines have already routed them to specific drill sites and cutting mills.”

“They picked people whose skills they could exploit the second they were sober,” Remus said, his jaw tightening as anger coiled in his chest. “It’s an industrial workforce rounded up without wages, pensions, or civil rights.”

Across the staging bay, Dr. Williams and Yvonne Moon were cataloging medical crates delivered from the orbital depots. Yvonne pried open a heavy composite locker and let out a dry, disgusted scoff that drew Remus’s attention.

“Three thousand ampoules of fast-acting neuromuscular suppressants,” Yvonne said, holding up a cold-storage rack. “And twelve crates of industrial stimulant patches. But our shipment of balanced electrolytic fluids and neural regenerators is eighty percent short of the minimum requisition.”

“Command wants them sedated when they’re troublesome and chemically pushed when the extraction quotas drop,” Jasper said quietly, his weathered face dark with disgust. “We’ll need to synthesize our own buffering agents once we touch down. We can’t let them manage detox this way.”

Remus looked from the medical manifests to the thousands of names scrolling silently across the central display. He’d seen Earth Command play this game on Chorix, on Zora, and across a dozen rim worlds. They dressed conquest in the language of order and turned medicine into an instrument of extraction.

They weren’t sending thousands of people to Ageron 17 to heal them. They were sending them into a machine.

And Remus knew that once those ships hit the ground, holding the line between Command’s quotas and human survival would fall squarely on them.

Chapter Four
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BY THE SEVENTH DAY of transit, Ivy Madison felt the exhaustion settling behind her eyes, heavy and persistent.

For four uninterrupted hours, she and Dylan Brown had been locked in the lower triage simulation bay, running continuous mock scenarios of atmospheric offload and rapid detox. The simulated ward around them was crowded with empty medical cots, crash carts, and the harsh, rhythmic chime of bio-monitor rigs flashing amber warning codes.

“If you drop their core temperature by two degrees during rapid infusion”—Dylan stopped to wipe sweat from his forehead with the back of his forearm—“you suppress the seizure threshold without paralyzing the respiratory center. Look at the metabolic feedback curve, Madison.”

Ivy leaned over the primary terminal, her shoulder brushing his as she scrutinized the glowing telemetry. She’d discarded her formal Health Services jacket hours ago, rolling her sleeves to her elbows, her hair slipping loose from its severe knot.

“The metabolic curve stabilizes, yes,” Ivy said, pointing a finger at the descending line on the diagnostic graph. “But the cardiovascular recovery time triples. If one of them goes into ventricular fibrillation while we’re moving them from the lander to the clinic pod, your field medics won’t have the diagnostic clearance to shock them safely.”

She looked up, expecting Dylan to push back with his usual stubborn field pragmatism. Instead, he studied the display with an intensity that surprised her. For all his irreverent posture and rough edges, Dylan never ignored the clinical reality when a patient’s life was on the line. He simply looked for practical answers where the manuals offered none.

“Then we don’t use standard defibrillation,” Dylan said, his gravelly voice dropping into a thoughtful cadence. “We prime the cots with subcutaneous harmonic regulators...the same field gear we used on deep-rock miners during depressurization accidents. It steadies the heart rhythm without frying the neural pathways.”

Ivy blinked, caught off guard. She turned her full attention to him, reevaluating the man standing across from her. “You know harmonic resonance pharmacology?”

“I spent six years patching up contract drillers on rim asteroids where the company didn’t bother sending doctors,” Dylan said with a faint, self-deprecating shrug. “You learn to keep a man from dying with whatever scraps are in the kit. I’m not trying to bulldoze your ethics, Doctor. I just know what twenty panic-stricken people look like when the air gets thin, and their bodies are coming apart.”

The frustration that had simmered in Ivy since they left Chorix began to dissolve, replaced by a quiet, grounding respect. “And I know what happens to a human soul when an institution treats their brain as a machine to be switched off,” she replied softly. “We have to be better than Command, Dylan. If we compromise on their dignity before we even land, we’ve already lost them.”

Dylan held her gaze. The cynicism in his amber eyes softened, revealing an earnestness he kept well hidden from her beneath his dry humor.

“Then we do it your way,” he said quietly. “Titrated micro-doses, no blanket paralytics. But I keep the harmonic pads charged in case the numbers go south.”

Ivy felt the corner of her mouth curve into a rare, genuine smile. “Agreed.”
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ON THE ELEVENTH DAY, deep into the transport’s simulated night cycle, the corridors were hushed save for the rhythmic, low-frequency hum of the sub-light drive core.

Unable to sleep, Ivy carried a mug of warm tea down the quiet access corridors to the secondary observation gallery. She paused in the open hatchway when she saw Dylan standing alone at the wide viewport, his silhouette framed against the vast field of stars.

He was turning something over in his hand—a small, scratched brass object that caught the dim cabin light.

“Can’t sleep?” Ivy asked gently, stepping inside.

Dylan turned his head, offering a faint, tired half-smile. “Never could on long-haul transit. Too quiet. Makes you think about all the things that can crack open between here and the ground.”

Ivy walked over and stood beside him at the reinforced glass, looking out into the glittering dark. “Where did you get the compass? It’s antique.”

“My father. It belonged to my great-grandfather,” Dylan said, his thumb brushing the scratched glass cover of the brass casing. “He was a transit mechanic on the old lunar freighters. When Command automated his route, they gave him six months of severance and a pat on the back. He ended up on the lower levels of New Boston. Died in an intake shelter before I could buy him out.”

Ivy looked at his weathered profile, feeling a sharp ache in her chest. She’d seen thousands of files detailing the slow destruction of displaced workers, but hearing it in Dylan’s quiet, steady voice made the cruelty of the system feel immediate and raw.

“I’m sorry, Dylan,” she murmured.

“Don’t be. It’s what happens when people become line items on an Earth budget,” he said. He turned his head to look at her. “What about you, Madison? Top honors from Geneva Medical, senior residency at the central neuro-clinic. You could be sitting in a private suite in Zurich treating wealthy executives for sleep stress. Why are you on a rust-bucket heading toward an alien rock?”

Ivy looked down at her tea, her reflection faint in the dark viewport. “Because three years ago, Command asked my department to certify two hundred striking transit workers as chemically unstable so security forces could legally administer behavioral pacifiers and force them back into the transport tunnels.”

Dylan’s eyebrows rose. “What did you do?”

“I published the real clinical evaluations on an open network and resigned,” Ivy said simply. “Command couldn’t jail me without admitting the falsification, so they buried my academic standing and reassigned me to frontier rehabilitation. They thought it was a punishment.”

Dylan let out a low, appreciative whistle, shaking his head. “Remind me never to get on your bad side, Doctor.”

“You already did on day one,” she said, meeting his eyes with a faint smile.

“And yet here we are,” Dylan replied softly.

His gaze held hers, steady and warm in the dim blue light of the gallery. For a moment, the quiet between them carried a weight that had nothing to do with medical protocols or planetary landings—an unspoken recognition between two people who’d refused to bend to the same machine.
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ON THE TWELFTH DAY, the transport’s primary comm chime echoed through every compartment, followed by the synthesized voice of the navigation computer.

Transition to real-space complete. Entering high orbital approach of Ageron 17.

Ivy joined Remus, Zira, and the rest of the team on the staging deck as the heavy blast shields over the forward viewports slid open with a mechanical hiss.

Ageron 17 hung suspended in the void ahead of them.

It was a terrifyingly gorgeous world. The distant primary star caught the vast rings of pulverized diamond and ice circling its equator, fracturing the light into brilliant, diamond-dust rainbows. Below, the planetary surface was a stark mosaic of deep violet canyons, gleaming glacial peaks, and vast, shimmering salt basins that stretched like oceans of crushed glass.

It looked pristine, desolate, and deadly.

Suddenly, the telemetry console beside Perkins began to trill—a sharp, rapid pulse that cut through the low murmur of the deck.

Ivy turned toward the primary holoscreen. Across the amber projection, the static over the high northern calderas flickered violently. A clean, distinct waveform rippled across the diagnostic grid—a deep harmonic spike that rose sharply, held its frequency for three precise seconds, and then vanished back into the background noise.

Ivy stepped closer to the console, her eyes wide as she read the frequency analysis. “That wasn’t background radiation. That was structured.”

“No,” Zira said quietly from Ivy’s side, her eyes fixed on the shadowed northern valleys. “It wasn’t.”

Dylan moved up beside Ivy, his shoulder brushing hers as they both stared down at the alien sphere. 

Remus stood at the head of the table, his scarred face grim and unyielding. “Prepare the landing teams,” Remus said, his voice echoing across the silent deck. “Whatever Command told us about this planet being empty...we’re about to find out the truth.”

Chapter Five
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THE DESCENT INTO AGERON 17 was like dropping through the teeth of an industrial grinder.

Remus stood on the flight deck behind the two civilian pilots, his boots braced wide against the shuddering deck plates, one hand clamped onto the overhead titanium guide rail. Ahead, through the forward blast screens, the planet’s upper atmosphere was an ocean of violent, violet-tinged turbulence.

“Heavy ionization at forty thousand meters,” the lead pilot called out, his knuckles white on the primary thruster yolk. “Crosswinds clocked at two hundred and twenty miles per hour. We’re catching wind-shear off the northern ridges.”

“Compensate five degrees to the southern lee,” Remus ordered, his voice cutting cleanly through the rattle of the bulkhead panels. “Don’t fight the jet stream. Let the ridge take the brunt of the kinetic load, then drop us into the valley floor.”

The pilot glanced back, startled, before catching the hard certainty in Remus’s eyes. “Adjusting vector five degrees south.”

The shuttle groaned—a deep, metallic shriek of hull plating under immense atmospheric torque—before the ride smoothed marginally.

Remus looked to the tactical auxiliary display at his right. High above them, hovering in synchronous orbit like massive, predatory whales, were the four bulk-class colony transports, each carrying anywhere from eight hundred to a thousand souls plus staff of Wave One. Their descent beacons flickered in cold green pulses. Automated telemetry indicated their atmospheric entry burn would begin within forty minutes of the advance team’s landing confirmation.

Nearly four thousand men and women, newly thawed from deep cryo-stasis, packed into pressurized steerage pods and hurtling toward a world they’d never chosen.

“Look at the surface scan,” Zira said. She was strapped into the jump seat beside the navigation station, her fingers dancing over the terrain mapping console. She pointed to the altitude-rendered wireframe glowing between them.

Remus leaned in, his eyes narrowing.

Below them lay the landing basin—a wide, sunken rift known in Command’s survey notes as Caldera Basin Nine. Nestled in the center of the depression sat the prefabricated colony complex, dropped two months earlier by automated orbital bulk-landers.

Command called it New Dawn Rehabilitation Hub. But as Remus studied the structural layout, years of mining and frontier survival made the blood in his veins turn cold.

“That’s not a hospital campus. I know exactly what that is,” Remus said, his voice flat with disgust. “That’s a prison built to allow constant surveillance of every person.”

The blueprints were brutally clear. The designers hadn’t arranged the living quarters in open communal pods like those on Chorix or the southern settlements of Nichigo. Instead, builders constructed them in rigid, radial spokes extending from a central concrete hub topped with heavy-duty scanning masts and automated crowd-control turrets. The barracks were narrow, corrugated alloy sheds with minimal exterior insulation, flanked on all sides by three-meter acoustic dampening fences.

Worse, the facility’s physical flow was unmistakable. The residential spokes funneled directly into massive, fortified sorting bays, which, in turn, fed straight into the sub-surface mining elevators anchored over the raw diamond fissures. The clinic and rehabilitation wards were small, secondary annexes tacked onto the western perimeter—separated from the living quarters by reinforced security checkpoints.

Command hadn’t built a center for healing. They’d engineered an industrial funnel designed to process human bodies from bunks to blast pits with maximum efficiency and minimum escape routes.

“Atmospheric penetration complete,” the pilot reported, snapping Remus back to the moment. “Deploying retro-thrusters. We’re on final approach.”

The ship broke through the dense, low-hanging cloud deck, and Ageron 17 slammed into visual reality.

The landscape was alien, severe, and blindingly stark. The sky wasn’t blue, but a deep, bruised violet that faded into cold copper at the horizon. Below, the ground was a vast expanse of black obsidian rock cracked by jagged chasms and covered in a shimmering blanket of white salt dust that swirled in violent gusts like pulverized glass. In the far distance, towering like black fangs against the pale sky, rose the jagged peaks of the northern range—shrouded in permanent, roiling banks of electrostatic mist.

The ship hit the reinforced silicate landing pad with a heavy, hydraulic thud. The engines wound down into an idling hum, and the cabin depressurization klaxon sounded a sharp, three-note alert.

Remus turned toward the crew. “The air
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