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The Last Directive Series is an expansive, high-octane saga that shatters every illusion about power and survival. In this universe, empires crumble from within and ancient forces collide with raw human ambition. Every installment is a relentless journey through brutal conflict and existential revelations, challenging you to confront a destiny where fate is forged by violence, betrayal, and the unstoppable march of inevitable change.

Black Dawn

BLACK DAWN IS THE EXPLOSIVE cornerstone of the series—a visceral plunge into a universe where every secret of power is laid bare. This novel delivers relentless action and piercing insight as it exposes the dark, unyielding mechanisms that drive cosmic collapse. With every page, Black Dawn shatters comforting myths and forces you to confront the ruthless reality of interstellar warfare and the inevitability of empire decay. Its narrative intensity and uncompromising prose create an immersive experience that challenges your perceptions of fate, survival, and the true cost of ambition.

Battle of Paawan

BATTLE OF PAAWAN AMPLIFIES the saga with explosive combat and dramatic stakes that redefine interstellar conflict. This electrifying tale thrusts you into the heart of war, where strategic brilliance and raw physical might collide in a symphony of chaos and heroism. Every confrontation is painted with visceral detail, revealing not only the ferocity of battle but also the deep scars left on those who dare to fight. In Battle of Paawan, the clash of titanic forces and the bitter realities of warfare become the crucible in which the fate of civilizations is sealed, enriching the series with layers of intense action and profound emotional turmoil.

Escape to Hun-Kal

ESCAPE TO HUN-KAL IS a high-adrenaline odyssey of survival and defiance that deepens the intricate world of The Last Directive. This pulse-pounding narrative follows daring escapes and desperate resistance, capturing the raw essence of life on the edge of obliteration. Every moment is a test of ingenuity and courage as characters navigate treacherous landscapes and internal conflicts, striving to carve out hope in a realm of relentless danger. Escape to Hun-Kal not only builds critical backstory for pivotal characters but also enriches the overarching mythology, providing a dynamic counterpoint to the brutal forces that govern this collapsing cosmos.

Zero Soul

ZERO SOUL, THE SECOND full-length novel in the series, delves into the paradox of identity amid relentless chaos. This powerful narrative explores the dark underbelly of existence, where ancient systems of order and adaptation collide in a maelstrom of transformation and existential dread. Zero Soul challenges you to question what it means to be human in a universe ruled by unyielding logic and raw, brutal force. Its rich tapestry of philosophical inquiry and explosive action redefines survival and the price of ultimate power, cementing its place as a crucial, thought-provoking chapter in The Last Directive Series.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

About Black Dawn
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You’ve been lied to about power, history, and survival. Black Dawn doesn’t just tell a story—it exposes the truth hiding in plain sight. It holds a secret, but not one it gives away. This is not a generous book. It is greedy, vengeful, bloated, and waiting. If it reveals itself to you, it will not be because you earned it. It will be because it decided to. Otherwise, it will consume you.

The last war has already been decided. It was never a battle—it was an inevitability. In the far reaches of space, X7, a being of perfect execution, is deployed for a mission that cannot be deviated from. Across the stars, the Montus, a formless intelligence, consumes and adapts without limit. When they meet, their conflict does not determine victory. It determines what comes next. The result is not destruction. It is revelation. Power collapses. Empires fall. Revolutions fail. Black Dawn is the first work to show why.

You were never supposed to see this. For centuries, we have believed history is shaped by those who conquer and those who resist. But what if every empire, every revolution, every ideology was doomed—not because of external threats, but because of its own structure? Across the void, X7 is execution without deviation. A being created for a singular, unstoppable purpose. A machine built to enforce finality. His mission is absolute—until the moment it collides with something just as inevitable. Deep in the black, the Montus adapts without limit. A force that absorbs all, transforming itself endlessly to survive. A perfect intelligence—until the moment it adapts past its own existence.

When they meet, they do not fight for power. They enact the final proof: a system that only executes reaches termination. A system that only adapts dissolves itself into nothingness. The only sustainable system is one that contains its own external correction. This is not just a novel. It is the first true model of inevitability. You have always felt it. Now, you will understand why.

The last sequence has begun. X7 was never meant to think. He was never meant to question. He was created for one thing: to finish what was started. The mission was simple—until he encountered something that could not be executed. The Montus was not designed to stop. It was never meant to stabilize. It is a system that evolves beyond all constraints. But when it adapts past the point of stability, what remains? Their collision is not a battle—it is a revelation. And in its wake, one truth emerges: the greatest flaw of every civilization, every government, every ideology, is that they were all built to fail. Power does not last. Empires do not endure. Revolutions do not create anything new. They are all trapped in the same cycle, because they have all denied the one fundamental truth that governs everything. Now, that truth has been made real. And the last correction has begun.

This book is written in alien morality, not human morality. There is no justice, no fairness—only directives, absolute and unrelenting. If the violence unsettles you, ask yourself: why? If the power structures disturb you, ask yourself: why? If you feel something is too much, ask yourself: what made you think the world was ever less than this? There is nothing gratuitous in Black Dawn. The horror you see is the one you project onto it. Your discomfort does not come from the book—it comes from your own illusions, your own softness, your own refusal to confront what is true.

Do not hate Black Dawn. Hate your delusions. Hate your fragility. Hate the part of you that flinches. You can refuse to read it. You can look away. You can tell yourself you are unchanged. It does not matter. Black Dawn will rewrite you. Read it or don’t—your choice is meaningless. It will still be here.
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Author’s Note
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Before you turn the first page of Black Dawn, I want to offer a different kind of introduction—not a sales pitch or a gentle invitation, but an acknowledgment of what you're stepping into. This book is not a typical science fiction novel. It doesn’t follow the familiar rules of a military thriller or a philosophical dystopia. It doesn’t fit neatly into any one genre or worldview. Instead, it challenges what you expect a story to be—and if you allow it, it will challenge you as well.

This is an experiment, intentionally so. 

I set out to write something more adult, more deliberate, harder, and more thoughtful than anything I’d attempted before. As far as I know, no story has ever been told this way. The structure is unfamiliar; the tone is designed to impose, not to soothe. Language itself becomes a system—one as forceful as the systems it describes. That wasn’t a gimmick—it was the only way to express ideas this large, this raw with consequence. Black Dawn deals with themes as heavy and difficult as human thought can bear. 

If you feel it pressing on you, that’s by design.

You may see conflicts across distant stars, but Black Dawn is not here to entertain you with heroics or grand showdowns. It is an orchestrated sequence built to reveal a hidden structure beneath our assumptions about power, inevitability, and the forces that shape our lives. It explores extremes—total control versus endless change—and makes clear that neither can survive. There are no tidy resolutions here. The journey may unsettle, disorient, even confront you.

From the opening lines, Black Dawn does not ask for your comfort. It does not negotiate. It imposes. The prose may feel stark, blunt, even hostile in its simplicity at time. 

That is intentional. 

Language, in this book, is a force—it demands, it corners, it commands.

If you’re seeking a conventional narrative with a clear arc, a protagonist to root for, or a sense of moral clarity, you won’t find it here. Black Dawn speaks at you, not to you. It denies the usual comforts of empathy or redemption. The ideas at its core—about collapse, inevitability, and how systems devour themselves—cannot be softened.

If you are triggerable, from any angle, I promise Black Dawn will make you upset, uncomfortable, and worst of all, informed.

I care about readers—deeply. 

But caring doesn’t mean giving you safety or satisfaction. It means being honest. 

If writers today are leaning into AIs neutral middle ground stories where everyone’s feelings are important, then I offer here the opposite. This book doesn’t just describe ruthless hierarchies or impersonal structures—it enacts them. 

On you.

Many may find the experience too harsh, too mechanical, too alien in its moral detachment.

This is not a book that asks for your permission to disturb you. 

It simply does.

Beneath the militaristic surface lies a model—an unsettling proof about power and history. 

The novel explores what happens when two extremes collide: total execution (absolute finality) and total adaptation (limitless transformation). It illustrates, without flinching, how both extremes break themselves in the absence of self-correction. This is not a spoiler. It is the thematic core of the book. The real impact comes not from the plot, but from the crushing weight of a system that never asks if you can endure it.

You won’t find a reassuring hero or moral anchor. 

Instead, you’ll encounter brutal hierarchies, inescapable conflicts, and choices that aren’t choices at all. The tension may become physical—you may feel it in your own body—because the language corners you, forcing you to grapple with logic that is cold, precise, alien, and indifferent to your comfort.

Yes, there is violence in Black Dawn. But it is not gratuitous or meant to shock. It’s a function of the system itself. The focus is not gore or spectacle, but on why violence erupts from structures that are too rigid—or too formless—to survive. The real brutality is conceptual: the slow, unrelenting exposure of how easily everything collapses when correction is impossible. That is more unsettling than any bloodshed.

The style of writing oscillates between several extremes. I use deeply erotic language to describe violence, power, and inevitability. This is on purpose to not allow your brain to find permission for the patterns it is recognizing. 

Black Dawn is not a feeling you enjoy, it is a repulsion you endure. Still an experience, just a new one for you. You may find yourself questioning everything after reading this—your assumptions about power, about civilization, about how unstoppable cycles crush individual will. 

You may feel alienated by the direct address or by the refusal to offer a protagonist you can follow. You may be disturbed by the writing style—precise, mechanical, devoid of warmth or excess. If you finish the book feeling frustrated or shaken, I understand. This is not a story that consoles. It is a confrontation. A philosophical ambush—one that reveals a structure of inevitability you may not have been ready to face.

And yet, I wrote it to share a revelation. What began as a cold, severe exploration of systems and collapse became something else—something I wasn’t prepared for. Somewhere in the crushing force of this narrative, I found a breach in the structure of reality itself. 

The process of writing Black Dawn broke something open. 

Not in the world, but in me. 

What came through that break was not fiction—it was a flood. A tidal wave that dragged me into a realization I am still working through.

That revelation led to my next work, The God Paradox—a nonfiction extension of the exact ideas Black Dawn uncovered. It’s not a continuation of the story; it’s not even a compatible genre as Black Dawn is weird adult erotic violence and domination - it’s what happens when the story turns out to be real. What began as an experiment in narrative style and systemic weight became a direct confrontation with the structure of God Himself. 

I did not expect that. But here we are.

I’ve written other books. StoneBound is a contemplative Western series. Operation Falling Star is a brutal but grounded thriller series. Black Dawn is something else entirely. It is not anchored in emotion or strategy. It offers no redemption, no relief. It exists to show how unstoppable forces consume themselves and everything around them. To call it dark is an understatement. Its severity is purposeful. The core concept cannot be cushioned.

I will not reveal what happens in the plot. But I will say this: if you want a novel to be a comfortable journey, this is not it. If you want a novel that forces you to face ideas about inevitability, collapse, and the illusions we build around power—then step forward.

This note is not an apology. It is a statement of respect. 

You deserve to know what you’re about to face. 

This book may ask more of you than you expect—and you should know that before you choose to continue.

If you do, do so with your eyes open.

I will not shield you from the discomfort. I will not soften the structure. I will not pretend everything will be okay—because it may not be. And this book has no interest in lying to you.

All I can promise is that if you stay, you will experience something unique—something that shows, rather than tells, the cost of systems that refuse self-correction. And through that confrontation, you may gain a perspective that changes how you see power, history, and the fragile foundations we all stand on.

If you’re ready, turn the page.

If not, I respect that too.

Either way, my part is done.

The choice—and its consequence—are now yours.

PS – You should probably do what I did when I wrote this and get as blitzed as you can for the final big battle. Trust me, you will remember it for the rest of your life if you approach this book correctly.

BLACK DAWN
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A thousand cycles ago...
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The echoes of pain and triumph shattered the very air, thick and unshaken, pulsing through Reason’s combat deck. The space vibrated with flesh and motion, the heat of bodies packed too close, the scent of iron and sweat mixing with the deep musk of exertion. The floor was slick with the remnants of battle, fresh streaks smeared across the steel like war paint, each stain a testament to what had been claimed, what had been lost.

And at the center of it all stood Magneus.

Steam rose from his skin, curling in the cold air where heat met metal. Sweat traced slow, deliberate paths down the ridges of his chest, mixing with the thin rivulets of blood from fresh wounds. Each breath lifted the thick slabs of his torso, the motion deep and unhurried, his abdomen flexing—raw, carved by war and the aftermath of victory.

The glow of overhead strips cast him in sharp relief—a sculpture of empire and brutality, each muscle thick with labor, each scar a mark of survival. The old wounds ran deep, white against dark, a roadmap of every battle that had failed to break him. His thighs, thick and solid, bore the same brutal etchings, torn flesh mended by time, wrapped in the unyielding strength of a body that had never bowed.

Blood ran down his legs in slow, winding rivers, sliding over the deep-cut furrows of his thighs, catching in the creases where skin flexed and pulled with each breath. The excess trailed lower still, pooling briefly at the lowest point of his manhood, gathering in a single, trembling bead before succumbing to gravity—falling, slow and deliberate, to the slick floor below. Another followed. Then another. Each drop a lingering echo of the violence that had come before.

There was nothing hurried in him, nothing reactive. Even now, his body remained utterly at ease, weight settled evenly, shoulders loose despite the carnage behind him. He did not hide himself, because there was nothing to hide. This was not modesty, nor defiance—simply existence, raw and unchallenged.

And he was still.

A beast that had fed, that had taken, that had left ruin in its wake—but was not yet satisfied.

Magneus had fought mercilessly. He had not simply killed them—he had taken them apart.

One lay sprawled near the center of the combat deck, jaw unhinged, teeth scattered like broken glass, his face a ruin of shattered bone and torn flesh. Another had crawled—or tried to—bloody streaks dragged toward the edge of the ring, his fingers still twitching where they had been crushed, bent backward at unnatural angles. His breath had been shallow and wet, a sucking rasp that never quite formed into a final gasp before he stilled.

The walls bore evidence of the others. One had been sent into the steel bulkhead with such force that his skull had cracked open, leaving a slick imprint where his body had slid down, the crumpled ruin of what had once been a man pooling beneath. Another still twitched in a heap, his torso caved inward where Magneus had driven a knee into his ribs, the bones folding like wet paper around the impact.

And the last—his throat had been taken by hand, crushed slowly, deliberately. He had fought hardest, kicked even as the pressure built, his eyes wide with the realization that no matter how hard he struggled, no air would come. Magneus had held him there, letting him feel it, letting him register the futility, until his struggles weakened, his body sagged, and his lips, stained red with ruptured vessels, fell open in a soundless, final surrender.

Their suffering had not ended cleanly.

At some point, their bodies had been reduced further—ripped, torn, ruined beyond recognition. Two lay in pieces, the softest parts of them removed, flesh wrenched free from where it should have remained. Between their legs, nothing remained but a wet, pulpy mass, a ruin of tissue and blood smeared in thick streaks across the steel. The smell of it was thick, something sickly, organic, a final humiliation mingled with the acrid scent of sweat and iron.

The deck stank of blood, of copper and bile and the lingering scent of bodies pushed beyond their limits before they failed. The air was thick with it, humid from sweat and exhalation, from the heat of so many gathered bodies still watching, still absorbing the aftermath.

Today had been a bloodletting, the most ambitious promotion challenge in years. It spoke well of morale, in a way. Ambition festered in a healthy crew, but ambition had to be culled when it threatened to spread unchecked. A military career demanded advancement, but out here—on a ship as distant and autonomous as Reason—promotion was not tenure; it was something primal, something fought for in the old ways.

None of the four applicants for ship captain had survived. That was not unexpected. Magneus had ensured it. Their challenge had been bold but mistimed, and he had made an example of them. Their assignment was too vital to risk instability. The lesson had to be clear: now was not the time for change.

His methods were efficient. Brutality was not wasteful when wielded with precision. Two of the challengers had been high-ranking political rivals—eliminated now, their ambitions severed at the root. The other two, unexpected adversaries from the lower ranks, had exposed themselves simply by stepping forward. Now, they were dead.

The bodies had already been dragged aside, the streaks of their passing smearing the steel beneath his feet. Silence filled the space as an ensign approached, offering a towel with averted eyes. Magneus wiped the sweat and blood from his face, the coarse fabric grating against the raw skin of his knuckles. When he spoke, his voice was steady, resonant, slicing through the quiet like a blade.

“Next, we have an application for First Officer.”

His hand lifted in a dismissive wave toward Commander Thalia.

Where Magneus was weathered, Thalia was honed. Younger, but no less dangerous, she carried herself with the assurance of someone who understood precisely when cruelty was necessary. She was sharper than most realized, her brutality tempered with cunning. He had seen her wield both like twin daggers, and it pleased him.

They were effective together, their standards exacting, their punishments severe but never arbitrary. The crew understood them. Feared them. Respected them. And because of that, they could indulge, at times, in their darker natures. Latitude was afforded to those who commanded absolute loyalty.

Thalia stepped forward, her movements controlled. The crew parted as she moved, a whisper of motion through the assembled mass, creating a defined border around the circular combat floor. Magneus observed from his elevated vantage, satisfaction coiling in his chest. She would not disappoint him.

Her challenger, Graciela, was formidable. Broad-shouldered, thick with muscle, she carried the weight of her own reputation with confidence. A powerful security officer. An undefeated combatant. But she was not a Prime. She mistook strength for supremacy, mistook raw power for leadership. That miscalculation would be her undoing.

Thalia understood the difference.

By right, as the challenged, she selected the terms. No weapons. Hand-to-hand only. A calculated decision. The fight would last longer, long enough to serve its purpose. Long enough to be instructive.

Graciela accepted, smug in her assumption that Thalia had chosen this to avoid injury.

She did not understand.

But she would.

Thalia’s body was a weapon carved from survival. Her frame was long, cut with lean muscle, built for speed and precision. The ridges of her abdomen flexed with each breath, not thick like a brawler’s, but taut, hard, designed for endurance, for slipping past a slower opponent’s guard. Her scars ran like pale seams along her skin, each one a marker of a fight learned rather than lost.

But the scars were not the only thing that marked her.

Dark symbols traced her body, burned into her skin, carved into flesh where ink alone was not enough. They began at her exposed womanhood, brutal and deliberate, their application a pain few could endure. The sigils crawled up her hips, winding over her stomach, etching across her ribs, curling over her breasts in jagged lines of ritualistic brutality. Some were deep, scar tissue raised where they had been carved rather than branded. Others were blackened into the skin, the heat of their creation having left her trembling, screaming—refusing to break.

They did not yet reach as far as Magneus’s. But they were, by far, the second longest on the ship.

Graciela’s gaze flicked downward, hesitation a split-second too long.

The marks had meaning. A ledger of what had been taken, what had been earned, what had been endured. A warrior’s history—not spoken, but etched in pain, in suffering, in permanence.

Thalia did not flinch beneath the attention. If anything, she straightened, letting the dim light catch on the ridges of her scars, letting them see the fullness of what had been done to her—and what she had become.

Graciela was unmarked. Untouched. Unbroken. A body that had never been forced to endure.

Except for one mark.

Low on Graciela’s body, her first real insignia had been burned into place. The skin was still raw and inflamed, the tissue tight with pain from the branding. It was new. Recent. A child’s wound compared to the war map Thalia carried.

Graciela stood taller, as if she believed the mark made her equal.

Thalia said nothing.

She would let her believe it—for now.

The moment the fight began, it was violence.

Graciela moved first, a blur of raw power, her thick, muscled frame surging forward with the force of an avalanche. Her bare body, broad and glistening, flexed with each motion, every carved ridge of her form rippling as she threw herself into the attack. Her foot struck the steel beneath them like a war drum, the impact echoing through the chamber as her arms snapped up—a hammer blow aimed straight for Thalia’s throat, a strike meant to end this instantly.

The crew roared as the violence unfolded, bodies pressing closer, heat rising. The air thickened with breath, sweat, exertion.

Thalia did not move. Not yet.

She stood loose, waiting, unbothered. Her exposed body a stark contrast to Graciela’s brute force—lean where Graciela was dense, honed where she was raw. Her abdomen flexed in rhythm with a slow inhale, the dark carvings of her rank shifting over her ribs, etched into flesh that had already suffered a lifetime of war.

Her eyes flicked once, lower. The tattoo.

Fresh. Still red, still healing.

The first rank of an officer.

A mark of passage. A beginning. Earned, but barely.

Thalia had seen hundreds like it, burned into skin that had not yet been tested. The kind of marking that made a warrior believe she had already become something—before the real breaking began.

A wound, not a mark.

She did nothing. Not yet.

Graciela reached her, a warrior built for crushing, overwhelming, breaking others down by sheer force.

Thalia baited her with the smallest movement—a subtle twitch of hesitation, an opening that wasn’t real.

Graciela took it.

She swung, all of her power, all of her weight, the kind of blow that could cave in ribs, crush lungs, turn flesh to ruin.

Thalia was no longer there.

She slipped beneath the strike, her body twisting, flowing under Graciela’s weight like liquid steel. The momentum carried Graciela too far, the overcommitment widening the space between them in an instant. And then—Thalia struck.

A sharp crack split the air—a sound too precise to be accidental.

Her fist drove straight into Graciela’s ribs, a perfectly placed blow that landed with surgical brutality. Bone bent, maybe broke—the sound was lost beneath the noise of the watching crew. Graciela jerked, her breath leaving her in a forced, ugly exhale.

She staggered, balance faltering.

Thalia was already moving. Another strike, another sharp collision of knuckles against flesh—not heavy, not wild, but calculated. Graciela stumbled back, a second too slow, a second too late to realize that she had been played.

The fight had only just begun.

The chamber erupted with movement.

Graciela surged forward, recovered, furious, swinging with sheer force. Thalia flowed around her, slipping past every strike, a blur of sharp pivots and perfect balance.

The fight became a storm—fast, relentless, brutal.

Flesh against flesh. Breath ragged. Footsteps pounding steel.

Graciela swung high—a hammer of a strike that should have caved in Thalia’s skull. Thalia wasn’t there.

A counterstrike. Knuckles met muscle. A deep, dull thud. Graciela grunted, recoiled, but didn’t stop.

Another charge. Another exchange. Graciela’s fists grazed skin, left red streaks where she nearly connected. A glancing blow hit Thalia’s shoulder—her arm snapped back from the force, muscle shocked, but she absorbed it, moved with it, twisted away.

They collided, broke apart, collided again.

The crowd pressed closer, bodies swaying with every shift of momentum.

Then Thalia saw it.

The opening. The perfect moment.

Graciela lunged, legs spread in movement, and Thalia’s knee drove up, hard, sharp, and unrelenting—straight into the raw, inflamed marking between Graciela’s thighs.

The impact was sickening.

A wet, thick crunch, followed by a sound that was not a scream, not a breath, but something strangled, something caught deep in Graciela’s throat.

She didn’t fall. She folded.

Her entire body seized, folding in on itself like her very structure had collapsed. Her legs buckled, her spine curled, her hands flew to the wound as if she could hold it together. But there was nothing to hold.

Her mouth opened, but no words came.

The crowd stilled.

Some flinched. Some leaned in. Some recognized what had just happened—the moment a body understood it was broken beyond recovery.

Thalia straightened. Rolled her shoulders. Breathed.

She had her now.

There was no rush.

She did not simply end it.

She dragged it out.

Graciela was barely on her knees. Bleeding in the wrong ways.

Her body twitched, sagging under its own weight, arms limp, head lolling forward, struggling to lift itself. Blood ran down her chin, thick with spit, dripping from shattered lips. The once-proud bulk of her body shook with every breath, muscles betraying her, refusing to hold her up.

She was supposed to be strong.

She was nothing.

Thalia did not move at first. She let the silence stretch, let the weight of Graciela’s failure settle over the world.

The crew watched, expressionless, expectant.

Magneus watched.

She stepped forward, slow, deliberate, circling the wreckage of the woman who had thought herself worthy.

Graciela flinched at her approach, the movement weak, involuntary.

Thalia tilted her head. She whispered something.

Graciela didn’t answer. Couldn’t.

Thalia reached down, fisting a hand into Graciela’s sweat-soaked hair, yanking her head up. The movement sent a fresh ripple of pain through her broken body, her back arching instinctively, throat bared.

“Look at them.” Thalia’s voice was quiet but sharp. “Look at the ones who saw you fall.”

Graciela’s eyes were unfocused, glassy, wide with something too close to pleading.

Thalia’s grip tightened. “Look at him.”

Graciela’s gaze dragged toward Magneus, trembling, helpless.

He was watching. Breathing deep, broad chest rising slow, deliberate.

Thalia smiled.

Graciela made a sound. A choked, ragged thing.

Thalia let her head drop.

Then the next strike landed.

Graciela’s body jerked, but Thalia did not allow her to fall. Another blow. Slower. Deliberate.

Magneus’s breathing deepened.

Thalia felt it now. The rhythm. The pacing.

Another hit. A pause.

A slow, thick exhale from the man watching.

Thalia dragged it out even more. Each impact measured, each breath between them calculated.

Magneus arched his back, shifting with each movement, its weight in the space unmistakable, undeniable.

Graciela shook.

Magneus watched.

Thalia offered him another blow.

Another breath.

Another.

A pause.

She savored the moment. Let it linger. Made it last.

Then, finally, she ended it.

Her fingers found Graciela’s skull, curling against the damp heat of her scalp, pressing in as her grip tightened.

She did not do it fast.

She did it with care.

With intent.

The snap was wet, deliberate, final.

Graciela shuddered once. Then—nothing.

Silence.

Then Magneus’s breath left him, slow, deep, heavy with approval.

It was done.

The fight had lasted mere micros.

A slaughter. A display of dominance so absolute that it drained the air of all uncertainty. The charge. The blur of motion. The slow, deliberate execution.

Graciela’s body lay twisted where Thalia had left it, face down in a slick of her own blood and filth. The last tremors had faded, but the stench of death still clung to her, thick, humid, seeping into the metal beneath. Her mouth hung open, not in a scream, but in something worse—silence. No final words. Nothing left to say.

The chamber did not immediately erupt into cheers.

For a moment, there was only the sound of breathing.

The heavy exhales of those still alive, those who had just witnessed the slow, stretched-out death of a woman who had once thought herself worthy.

Thalia rose, blood drying in uneven streaks across her body. It pooled in the ridges of her scars, tracing the old wounds as if marking them anew. Her arms ached, her knuckles throbbed, but her breath was slow. Measured. Controlled.

She turned toward Magneus.

Would he be displeased?

No.

She could see it in the stillness of him, the way his shoulders had settled, the loose weight of his posture. A slow exhale. The kind a man took when he was empty, satisfied.

Magneus met her salute with one of his own, the slightest nod of his head confirming what she already knew. This was the doctrine he preached—intellect before brute force, deception before blind strength. The illusion of vulnerability turned lethal in an instant.

Then, he moved.

The bloodied, sweat-soaked towel in his grip uncurled, falling in a slow arc through the charged air.

Thalia caught it. The fabric was drenched, hot, soaked in the proof of the night’s violence and his release. She gripped it tight, fingers curling around it as if to claim what it represented.

Then, without breaking eye contact, she raised it high.

The chamber erupted.

Their voices blended into a singular, deafening roar. It did not matter that they had cheered for Graciela moments ago. Loyalty was fluid here, dictated by survival.

They cheered because it was expected.

They cheered because it was wise.

And they cheered because, for today, Thalia had won.

Tomorrow would always be uncertain.

But today, she stood victorious.
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Spending time on one of the inner planets came with a price. It also offered rewards—though whether they were worth the risk depended on the traveler’s perspective.

Logan’s thoughts snapped to the Thorik, his small scout vessel, as it shuddered—a brief but noticeable tremor in its trajectory as it breached the upper atmosphere. A minor disturbance, but enough to trigger a surge of instinctive vigilance. The ship’s etheric interface, attuned to his awareness, responded immediately, inloading a status report into his mind.

All systems functioning within parameters. No anomalies detected. Atmospheric resistance accounted for.

Dry, procedural reassurance meant to set him at ease. Instead, Logan found himself bracing out of habit, waiting for the unseen variable that always lurked beyond the predictive models.

Across the cockpit, Odessa, his sister and second-in-command, smirked, her expression framed by the soft luminescence of the instrument panels. She had already crossloaded the same report from her internal queue.

“See? I told you it would be a smooth trip,” she said, amusement carefully measured. She knew her brother—his tendency to fixate on the details others dismissed. It made him a good leader. It was also why, despite being the elder sibling, she had never challenged his rise to clan head. He saw the small things that could kill you in the void.

Through the reinforced viewport, Alethia loomed below, bloated and unnatural. It was the farthest inward of the dominant circle, yet its very existence felt misplaced—common wisdom suggested it should be recategorized as the farthest out of the lesser circle instead. The classification debates were endless, but to Logan, the distinction was irrelevant. The place reeked of something wrong.

The massive sphere glowed at the edges, its deep blues unnatural against the ink-black abyss of space. Three-quarters of its surface was liquid, its waters unfrozen despite its distance from the system’s heat source. A world that should not be, a ponderous aberration, a heavy, lumbering behemoth drifting through the cosmic hierarchy at a pace that defied intuition.

The ether inloaded another data package—composition analysis, temperature variances, surface water percentage. Logan rejected it with a flicker of thought, suppressing irritation. The system had a way of pushing information that was neither needed nor wanted, as if meeting an outload quota.

To prove his point, it attempted to supply a briefing on geopolitical shifts and the latest bureaucratic proposals to redefine the planet’s status. He rejected that too.

What a waste of cycles.

The ether responded with an impassive reminder: Odessa initiated an interlocal audible speak contract to alleviate personal stress during descent. Failure to engage will result in negative emotional outload.

Logan exhaled sharply and turned to his sister. “The onboard agrees with you,” he admitted. “I still like to keep watch, just in case.”

She nodded, the amusement in her gaze dimming slightly, replaced by something quieter. She understood.

He activated his heads-up display, bringing the ship’s external view into sharp relief. The Thorik cut through Alethia’s upper atmosphere like a needle through fabric, its hull glowing ember-red from the friction. Below, the churning, liquid mass stretched endless and deep, its shifting colors unsettling if observed too long. 

Logan shared the display with Odessa, and for a time, they sat in silence, watching the descent unfold.

The ship continued its controlled drop, deceleration bleeding away heat and velocity. Then, smoothly, the transition—magnetic drives engaging, thrusters shifting to the delicate calibration required for controlled planetary approach. The immediate hazards of entry had passed.

Logan outloaded a requisition to the ether, summoning the mission briefing. There was no telling what they would find below, but he knew better than to assume their troubles were behind them.

Reality fractured and reassembled in an instant.

He and Odessa were no longer seated in the command chamber of their craft—at least, not in any way that mattered. Instead, they found themselves standing in a vast, dimly lit chamber, the air thick with the synthetic hum of an immersive etherholo projection. Before them, a sprawling holographic map flickered, reconfiguring into a detailed representation of one of Alethia’s unstable landmasses. The projection quivered, as if even the digital rendering struggled to contain the planet’s erratic nature.

They had long since grown accustomed to the ether’s capricious handling of sensory perception. Ever since their ritual of transition, they had learned to embrace the disorienting suddenness of its immersive alterreal projections. There was no need for gradual acclimation—the ether decided, and reality obeyed. An embodied, experiential interface allowed for faster data inloading, so here they stood, knowing full well their true bodies remained seated in the command chamber, their neural streams hijacked for optimal efficiency.

A figure loomed before them, imposing in its exaggerated proportions.

A tall, grotesquely swollen woman—pregnant to the point of absurdity—watched them with placid, all-seeing eyes. The Truth-Teller. One of the many forms the ether chose when speaking to those beneath its gaze. It was meant to be comforting, a maternal presence designed to reassure, but to Logan and Odessa, it was little more than a joke.

She was nude. Obscenely so. Her flesh, pale and waxen, stretched taut over the sheer enormity of her belly, veins branching beneath the surface like an intricate root system struggling against rupture. The girth of her form was unnatural, the proportions wrong—not merely that of a heavily pregnant woman, but of something overfilled, her body transformed into a vessel for more than a single life. The skin at her abdomen pulsed faintly, disturbingly, as though the thing inside pressed outward against its host.

Thick, glistening cables extended from her spine, anchoring her to the ether interface like a marionette dangling in a web of wet, pulsating threads. Along her exposed torso, surgical incisions, barely healed, ran in grotesque symmetry—scar tissue torn open and restitched so many times that the flesh had taken on an inflamed, ragged permanence. The connective ports along her abdomen were swollen and raw, some still leaking fluid under the projection’s sterile light.

The violations did not stop there. More ether conduits descended between her legs, burrowing deep into her most private cavities. One thick cable stretched deep into her rectum, its base pulsing rhythmically, pumping unknown data or fluids into the dark recesses of her body. Another, thinner but no less invasive, disappeared into the open dilation of her sex, slick with residue from countless forced integrations. She was not simply connected to the ether—she had been hollowed out for it, transformed into a living relay.

Neither of them harbored any aspirations toward ascension and the current display was a huge reason why. To them, this exaggerated maternal specter was an ironic curiosity, its symbolism hollow, not something they aspired to.

Logan, once, had attempted the ascension. He had failed.

Most failed the first time. It was an unspoken part of the trial—a test to weed out the unworthy. He had refused a second attempt. Once he had learned the truth of the test, any remaining desire to succeed had curdled into apathy. Or perhaps something colder—disdain for those who emerged victorious. Odessa, on the other hand, had never even entertained the idea. The Cogitate Circle had pressed her, sent emissaries. The last one had departed in a heap at the base of a stairwell, having inexplicably fallen down the same flight multiple times in rapid succession.

They had smiled at each other then, and now they did so again, their thoughts crossloading in perfect synchronicity over their private frequency. The ether, vast and omnipresent, could not touch that space between them.

The holographic display reconfigured, centering on the erratic wobble of Alethia as it shuddered through its orbit. Unlike the other planets in the dominant circle, this one was unpredictable, volatile. Its unstable axial tilt condemned it to violent seasonal shifts, swinging from searing heat to subzero desolation. Even in its best cycle, it could never present a perfect circle.

It was, in Logan’s mind, an insult to order itself.

“Alethia is rich in mineral resources,” the etherholo intoned, her voice resonating on separate frequencies for each of them, ensuring they both felt as though she spoke to them alone. “As you are aware, your clan is behind in physical outloads to the Cogitate Circle. You risk downgrade if you cannot equalize economic production with the other clans.”

Logan felt his stomach knot.

Irritation flared before he could suppress it, tightening around his ribs like a vise. He exhaled sharply, knowing the argument was futile but unwilling to let it pass unchallenged. “We’ve been decimated,” he said, his voice steady despite the anger beneath it. “It’s just my sister and me left as guardians, both of us forced to abandon professional careers to oversee mining operations. We have a skeleton crew of diggers and a handful of etherreals—how exactly are we supposed to compete with the larger
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