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Prologue – Race Preparation
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The neon glow of Sovereign Station’s docking bay shimmered against the hulls of a dozen sleek racing ships, each one a testament to speed, precision, and engineering ambition. The hangar was alive with energy—crews tuning engines, pilots exchanging banter, and technicians making last-minute calibrations. The first deep-space grand prix was about to begin, and for the racers, this was more than just a competition. It was a chance at immortality.

At the center of it all, Talon Voss, reigning champion of the Celestial Circuit, ran his fingers over the smooth, carbon-alloy skin of his ship, the Firebrand. "Fastest ship in the race," he muttered, half to himself, half to his skeptical engineer.

"If you don’t burn out the grav-core before the first checkpoint," his chief mechanic shot back, arms crossed. "You’re pushing the tolerances again, Talon."

Talon grinned. "That’s what racing is."

Across the hangar, Dante Kessler inspected his own vessel, the Void Striker. Unlike most competitors, he wasn’t here for the prestige. He was here to win, no matter what it took. His ship’s hull had been modified beyond standard regulations—not enough to be obvious, but enough to give him an edge. He tapped on his wrist display, reviewing the cloaked telemetry system his private sponsor had provided. It wasn’t illegal... yet.

In the shadows of the hangar, Dru Varek adjusted his visor, watching the scene unfold. He’d never raced in a deep-space event like this before, but he knew one thing—not every ship here was playing fair. Some had secured enhancements far beyond the league’s safety protocols, and if they weren’t careful, this race could turn into a disaster.

At the far end of the bay, a ship unlike the others sat in near silence—its hull unmarked, its design sleek but unassuming. No one had seen it arrive, and no one knew the pilot. But the whispers had already started.

Meanwhile, Rebecca Burke -captain of the Explorer -watched the preparations unfold from the station’s control deck, arms crossed. She exhaled, shaking her head. This was not what she had signed up for. The Passage was an unexplored frontier, a gateway to the unknown. And now? Now it was being turned into a glorified racetrack.

Behind, her husband John Burke—captain of the Destiny—chuckled. "Not exactly charting the mysteries of the universe, huh?"

"No," Rebecca admitted. "But something doesn’t feel right about this race John."

It was supposed to be safe. Shepherd Industries had personally mapped The Passage, ensuring the race could happen without incident. The new aerospace racing ships had cutting-edge safety mechanisms. Every precaution had been taken.

And yet, Rebecca had learned one thing from her time in deep-space exploration—whenever something seems too perfect, that’s when you start looking closer.

The countdown was on. This was going to be more than just a race. It was going to be a proving ground.

And not just for the racers.
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Chapter 1 – The Invitation
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Captain John Burke leaned back in his chair, drumming his fingers on the armrest as the image of Micah Shepherd, CEO of Shepherd Industries, filled the Destiny’s viewscreen. Micah’s expression was composed as always, but there was a glint of excitement in his eyes.

“I don’t like it,” John said flatly.

Micah sighed. “You haven’t even heard me out.”

John folded his arms. “You want us to babysit a race through the Passage. I heard plenty.”

From the navigation console, Jones Mackenzie smirked. “C’mon, Captain. Could be fun.”

“Fun,” John echoed dryly. “Not exactly the word I’d use Jones.”

Micah continued, undeterred. “This is a huge opportunity for Shepherd Industries. GRAF Racing wants to hold the first-ever deep-space grand prix—and they came to us because we’re the ones who mapped the Passage.” He leaned forward. “Do you know what that kind of publicity means?”

John exchanged a glance with Grant Masters, his operations officer, who was reviewing the transmission details on his console. “It means we put a bunch of hyped-up, reckless racers into an unpredictable region of space and hope they don’t get themselves hurt,” Masters muttered.

Micah exhaled, rubbing his temples. “That’s why Destiny and the Explorer will be there—to make sure everyone stays safe. You’ve been through the Passage. You know its hazards better than anyone.”

John tapped the armrest impatiently. “If it’s so dangerous, maybe they shouldn’t be racing through it.”

Micah gave him a pointed look. “The Passage is stable—our scans proved that. The only danger is if someone does something stupid.”

“Which racers tend to do,” John shot back.

Micah grinned. “That’s why we have you.”

John sighed, glancing over at Shannon O’Neil, his pilot, who was listening with interest. “What do you think?”

She shrugged. “I think we’re explorers, not race officials.”

“And you, Vencetti?” John turned to Connor Vencetti, his engineer.

Vencetti looked up from his diagnostic panel. “I think we’ll have a lot of work keeping those ships intact if they start pushing limits they shouldn’t.”

John wasn’t convinced. But Micah wasn’t giving up. “Rebecca has already agreed to take the Explorer.”

John’s jaw tightened. He should have known his wife would be roped into this.

“Rebecca agreed?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“She understands the importance of this,” Micah said carefully. “And I’d rather have people I trust overseeing it.”

John exhaled sharply. “Fine. But let’s be clear—if things get out of hand, I’m shutting it down.”

Micah nodded, satisfied. “Understood.”

The transmission ended, and silence filled the Destiny’s bridge.

“So,” Mackenzie said, leaning back. “We’re watching a race.”

John shook his head. “We’re babysitting a race.”

O’Neil smirked. “Might be entertaining.”

Vencetti snorted. “Or a disaster.”

John sighed, rubbing his temples. “Either way, we’re committed. Set course for Sovereign Station to resupply. Let’s get this over with.”

As Destiny turned toward its new mission, John couldn’t shake the feeling that this would be far more complicated than Micah was letting on.

***
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CAPTAIN REBECCA BURKE stood at the center of the Explorer’s bridge, her hands clasped behind her back as she took in the view beyond the forward viewport. Stars stretched endlessly before them, the ship gliding smoothly through the void on its maiden voyage. This wasn’t just another mission—this was Explorer’s first mission.

Her ship.

A brand-new Explorer-class starship, fresh from the shipyards, designed for deep-space expeditions, and yet here she was—playing nurse maid to a race.

She took a measured breath, pushing aside the irritation. They were already en route to the Passage, the stretch of cosmic terrain that Shepherd Industries had spent the last six months mapping. Unlike Destiny, which had the advantage of familiarity, Explorer was about to be tested in unknown conditions. The ship’s systems were state-of-the-art, the crew handpicked, but Rebecca knew firsthand that no amount of simulations could replace actual experience.

“Status?” she asked, turning toward Daniel Carter, her first officer.

Carter—a tall, composed man with a background in both engineering and command—checked his console. “All systems running within expected parameters. Engines operating at ninety-nine percent efficiency. Shields stable. No anomalies detected.”

“Good.” She nodded. “And the crew?”

Carter gave a small smirk. “Eager. This is the first assignment for some of them, and the rest are trying not to make fools of themselves in front of their new captain.”

Rebecca allowed herself a faint smile. “Let’s hope they don’t.”

A soft chime sounded, and the voice of Aria Caldwell, the ship’s communications officer, came through. “Captain, incoming transmission from Destiny.”

Rebecca straightened. “Put them through.”

The main viewscreen flickered to life, revealing John Burke sitting comfortably in his command chair. His expression was somewhere between amusement and curiosity.

“Just checking in,” he said. “How’s the new ship handling?”

Rebecca smiled. “Like a dream so far.”

John raised an eyebrow. “You almost sound like you’re enjoying yourself.”

She shrugged. “Maybe I am.”

“Well, try not to enjoy it too much—we still have a race to keep from turning into a disaster.”

Rebecca sighed. “I still don’t like this.”

	“Neither do I,” John admitted. “But we’re here.”


Rebecca leaned slightly toward the screen. “Have you met any of the racers yet?”

John nodded. “A few. Talon Voss, Kessler, Dru Varek—big names in the circuit. Some of them seem decent, others...” he paused. “Let’s just say I wouldn’t trust all of them to follow the rules.”

“That’s what concerns me,” Rebecca said. “They may have all these safety mechanisms, but racing ships are still dangerous. And in the Passage? Anything could happen.”

John’s expression darkened slightly. “Agreed. Which is why we keep a close watch. You’ll be stationed at the midpoint checkpoint—if anything happens in the first half of the race, you’ll be the fastest response.”

“Understood,” Rebecca said.

A sudden alert chirped from Wes Cole, the ship’s tactical officer. “Captain, we’re detecting subspace fluctuations ahead.”

Rebecca turned to Carter. “Already?”

Carter checked his instruments. “They’re minor—likely residual distortions from when Destiny mapped the region. We should be able to adjust our course to compensate.”

Rebecca nodded, turning back to John. “Looks like we’re already hitting our first test run.”

John smirked. “Welcome to the job, Captain.”

The transmission cut out, and Rebecca exhaled.

This wasn’t going to be a simple escort mission. She could feel it.

And Explorer’s first mission was about to become a trial by fire.
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Chapter 2 – Trial Run
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Captain Rebecca Burke stood at the center of Explorer’s pristine new bridge, her gaze fixed on the expansive starfield displayed on the main viewscreen. The ship’s polished consoles, crisp lighting, and cutting-edge technology gleamed with the promise of potential, but there was no denying the undercurrent of tension in the air. This was Explorer’s first real mission, and while every system had been tested in controlled environments, now was the time for reality to set in.

She exhaled slowly, keeping her posture firm. This wasn’t the mission she wanted—she’d signed on to explore the unknown, to push the boundaries of what humanity could reach. Instead, she found herself assigned to babysitting duty for a high-stakes, high-speed race through the very passage Shepherd Industries had painstakingly mapped.

She knew why it was happening. The company had much to gain by associating itself with a massive public event like this, especially after taking down Atoms Technical, a rival corporation with questionable ethics. It was to be a public relations victory, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

“Status?” she asked, turning toward her First Officer.

Carter—a composed and efficient officer glanced at his console and nodded. “All systems are functioning within optimal parameters. The ship’s engines are running smoothly, shields are stable, and sensors are fully operational.” He looked up at her. “No anomalies detected.”

Rebecca crossed her arms. “Good. Helm, bring us into position near the designated checkpoint.”

“Aye, Captain,” said Caleb Dresner, his hands moving confidently over the controls. The ship adjusted its course, gliding through the void with effortless precision.

From her left, Aria Caldwell, the ship’s communications officer, turned toward her. “Captain, we have an incoming transmission from GRAF Racing’s director, Jace Ralston.”

Rebecca resisted the urge to sigh. “Put him through.”

The main viewscreen flickered, revealing the perfectly-groomed, ever-charming face of Jace Ralston. The director of GRAF Racing had the kind of effortless confidence that made him seem likable, but Rebecca had dealt with enough corporate executives to recognize the kind of carefully curated persona he was projecting.

“Captain Burke! A pleasure to finally speak with you,” he said, his grin wide and practiced.

“Director Ralston,” she replied, her voice even. “Explorer is en route to our designated station. What can I do for you?”

“Oh, nothing major,” Ralston said, waving a hand. “I just wanted to personally thank you and your crew for making this possible. Shepherd Industries has been a phenomenal partner in bringing this race to life.”

Rebecca kept her expression neutral. “Our job is to ensure safety. That’s our priority.”

“Of course, of course,” Ralston said smoothly. “But I assure you, Captain, the racing ships have undergone extensive safety testing. The auto-recovery systems alone make them nearly accident-proof.”

Rebecca’s gaze hardened. “Space doesn’t care about safety tests, Director. If something goes wrong, it’ll be real, and it’ll happen fast. That’s why Explorer and Destiny are here.”

Ralston chuckled as if indulging her concerns. “I understand your caution, Captain. And I truly appreciate it. We’ll stay in close contact. The Race begins in six hours—hope you’re ready.”

The transmission ended, and Rebecca exhaled sharply. “I already don’t like him.”

“You’re not alone,” Carter muttered.

Before she could say more, an alert chirped from Wes Cole, the ship’s tactical officer. He frowned at his console. “Captain, I’m detecting something unusual on long-range sensors. A ship, running with a low-energy signature, moving along the outer edge of the racecourse.”

Rebecca turned toward him. “Unmarked?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Carter leaned over Cole’s station, examining the data. “It’s small. No transponder code, no official registration. Could be a spectator trying to get a closer look.”

“Or someone testing out illegal modifications before the race begins,” Rebecca countered.

She turned to Caldwell. “Hail them.”

Caldwell tapped at her console, waiting for a response. “No reply.”

Rebecca’s jaw tightened. “Alright, let’s see what they’re up to. Helm, adjust course—bring us within scanning range.”

Dresner nodded. “Adjusting course.”

As Explorer moved closer, the sensor readings became clearer. The ship was a racing-class vessel, sleek and streamlined, but its energy signature fluctuated in a way that didn’t match standard propulsion systems.

“They’re running something unconventional,” Carter noted. “That’s not a standard racing engine.”

Rebecca narrowed her eyes. “Illegal enhancements?”

“Possible,” Cole said. “I’d need a more
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