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THE SURVIVOR




VAKRIAN Three Years Ago Kethros-7, Border Planet

The screaming stopped an hour ago.

Now there was only the sound of my own ragged breathing, the wet squelch of mud beneath my body, and the distant crackle of fires consuming what was left of our drop ships. I dragged myself forward another meter, every movement sending fresh agony through my shattered ribs. Something was broken inside me—I could feel it with each breath, sharp and grinding. My shadows flickered weakly around me, barely enough to shield me from the acrid smoke that choked the battlefield.

Blood slicked my hands. Mine, theirs—I couldn’t tell anymore. It didn’t matter. We all bled the same in the end.

I pulled myself over another body, trying not to look at the face. Failed. It was Kessa, one of the demolitions experts. She’d shown me pictures of her daughter just yesterday, talking about the school she was going to pay for with this contract’s bonus.

There wouldn’t be any bonus. There wouldn’t be any daughter’s school.

I forced myself to keep moving. Had to find survivors. Had to find—

Tyrell.

No. No, not him. Anyone but him.

The universe had never been kind to me, and it sure as hell wasn’t starting now.

My second-in-command lay twisted at an unnatural angle, his chest a ruin of scorched flesh and shrapnel. His four arms—strong enough to bend steel, gentle enough to hold a child—were splayed uselessly in the crimson mud. The plasma blast had caught him center mass, cutting through his armor like it was paper. He should have been dead instantly.

He wasn’t.

Tyrell had always been too stubborn to die easy.

“Vak…” His voice was a wet rasp, blood bubbling at the corner of his mouth. All three of his eyes found mine, and I saw recognition there. Recognition, and something worse. Pity.

“Don’t talk.” I crawled closer, ignoring the grinding sensation in my left leg. Broken, probably. Everything felt broken. “Save your strength. The evac—”

“Not coming.” He coughed, and more blood spilled down his chin, soaking into the mud beneath him. “You know… it’s not coming.”

I did know. I’d known for the past six hours, ever since our comms went dead and the sky stayed empty of rescue ships. I’d known when the enemy forces retreated without finishing us off—they didn’t need to. We were already dead, and they knew it. The corporation that hired us had abandoned us mid-battle, cutting their losses when the job went sideways. When we’d become more expensive to save than to replace.

Thirty soldiers. My soldiers. Dead or dying because some executive in a climate-controlled office three systems away decided our lives weren’t worth the fuel costs for an extraction team.

“I’m getting you out of here.” I tried to lift him, tried to be gentle, but my left arm wouldn’t cooperate. The bone was definitely broken—I could see the odd angle of it when I looked down. “There’s a settlement ten klicks north. If I can just—”

“Vak.” Tyrell’s hand found mine, his grip surprisingly strong for someone bleeding out in the mud. “Listen to me.”

“No—”

“Listen.” He coughed again, his whole body convulsing with the force of it. When the spasm passed, his eyes—all three of them—focused on me with terrible clarity. The kind of clarity that comes right before the end. “You’re the only one left. The only one… who can make them pay.”

The words hit me like another plasma blast. “Don’t say that. You’re not—”

“I’m dying, Vak. We both know it.” His mandibles clicked weakly, a sound that might have been a laugh in better circumstances. “Always said… you were a terrible liar.”

He was right. I’d never been good at comforting lies. That was Tyrell’s job—he was the one who reassured the troops, who told them everything would be fine, who made them believe we’d all make it home. I was just the cold bastard who gave the orders.

And my orders had led them here. To this muddy hellhole. To their deaths.

“Tyrell—”

“Promise me.” His hand tightened on mine, desperate now. His strength was fading—I could feel it in the weakening grip, see it in the dimming of his eyes. “Promise me you won’t let them win. The corporations, the governments—all of them who treat us like expendable assets. Like we’re… nothing. Promise me, Vak.”

The words stuck in my throat, thick and choking. Around us, the battlefield stretched in every direction—a wasteland of bodies and burning wreckage. The rain was starting now, cold drops that turned the blood-soaked ground into a crimson slurry. Thirty-one of us had dropped onto this hellhole planet forty-eight hours ago. Thirty-one soldiers who trusted me to lead them, to keep them alive, to bring them home.

I’d failed them all.

But Tyrell was asking me for something I could give. Not salvation—that ship had sailed hours ago. Just… purpose. A reason for all this senseless death to mean something.

“I promise,” I whispered, the words scraping out of me like broken glass. “I promise I’ll make them pay. All of them.”

Tyrell’s face relaxed, something like peace settling over his alien features. His mandibles stopped their agitated clicking. “Good. That’s… that’s good.”

His grip started to loosen, and panic clawed at my chest. “Stay with me. Tyrell, just stay—”

“Take care of them, Vak.” His voice was barely a whisper now, fading like smoke. “The ones who come after. The lost ones. Don’t let this… don’t let this break you.”

“Too late for that,” I tried to joke, but it came out wrong. Broken.

“Not too late.” One of his eyes closed. Then another. “Never… too late…”

His hand went slack in mine.

I sat there, holding the body of my best friend while the rain fell harder, washing away nothing. The water mixed with the blood, turning everything into varying shades of red. My shadows crept outward without conscious thought, spreading across the battlefield like a living thing, searching for survivors that didn’t exist.

I don’t know how long I stayed like that. Time lost meaning. There was only the rain, the bodies, and the weight of Tyrell’s last words.

Don’t let this break you.

I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it. I wanted to scream. I wanted to tear the sky apart and make the universe answer for this—for all of it. For every soldier who’d ever been abandoned, every life traded for profit margins and quarterly reports.

Eventually, I did scream.

The sound tore from somewhere deep inside me, primal and raw. My shadows responded to my anguish, exploding outward in a wave of darkness so complete it swallowed the entire battlefield. The bodies disappeared into the void. The fires disappeared. The rain disappeared. Everything disappeared into an absolute darkness of my own making—a darkness that matched the hole where my soul used to be.

When the shadows finally receded—minutes or hours later, I couldn’t tell—I was alone in sudden, terrible silence. The rain was still falling, but it seemed muted now. Distant. Like the whole world had taken a step back from me.

Maybe it had.

Maybe I was something the world should step back from now.

I forced myself to stand, my legs shaking so violently I wasn’t sure they’d hold me. But I locked my knees and stayed upright through sheer stubborn will. Pain radiated from everywhere—my ribs, my arm, my leg, places I couldn’t even identify. It didn’t matter. Pain was just another sensation to push through.

I looked down at Tyrell one last time, committing every detail to memory. The way his mandibles had relaxed in death. The peace on his face that he’d never had in life. The four arms that had pulled me out of more fights than I could count, now still forever.

“I won’t fail you,” I whispered to his corpse. “Not in this.”

Then I turned and started walking.

Every step was agony. My broken leg screamed at me to stop, to lie down, to just give in. I ignored it. I’d learned a long time ago how to function through pain. It was one of the first things they taught you in military training—how to keep moving when your body begged you to stop.

The city was three kilometers away. I could see the lights through the rain, warm and inviting and utterly indifferent to the slaughter that had happened just beyond its walls. Life went on in there. People were eating dinner, watching entertainment feeds, tucking children into bed. None of them knew or cared that thirty-one soldiers had died screaming in the mud while help never came.

But they would care. I’d make them care.

Somewhere in that city, there was a corporate office. And in that office, there was a man who’d signed the order to abandon us. A man who’d weighed our lives against his profit margins and decided we weren’t worth the expense.

My shadows coiled around me, cold and hungry and eager for what came next.

I had made Tyrell a promise. I intended to keep it.

Two days later, I stood in a different kind of rain—this one made of blood and broken glass that fell from the shattered windows forty stories above. The corporate office was burning behind me, flames licking hungrily at the expensive furnishings and imported artwork. The man who’d abandoned my platoon was dead. So were six of his bodyguards, the two executives who’d signed off on the decision, and the secretary who’d tried to warn them I was coming.

I hadn’t wanted to kill her. She’d just been doing her job. But she’d reached for the alarm, and my shadows had moved faster than my conscience.

That was the thing about being a weapon—sometimes you cut things you didn’t mean to.

I’d expected to feel something standing here. Satisfaction. Closure. Justice, maybe, or at least revenge. The man who’d murdered my platoon had died screaming my name, begging for mercy he hadn’t shown my soldiers. I’d made him watch while I destroyed everything he’d built, everyone he cared about, every reason he had to live.

And then I’d killed him anyway.

I should have felt… something.

I felt nothing.

The emergency shuttles screamed overhead, their sirens wailing as they carried the survivors of my rampage to safety. Red and blue lights strobed across the smoke-filled street. They’d be calling me a terrorist now. A monster. A cautionary tale about what happens when soldiers go rogue.

Maybe they were right.

I looked down at my hands—still covered in blood that wouldn’t wash away, no matter how hard the rain fell. It had soaked into the creases of my palms, dried under my claws, stained my skin a color that might never come clean. My shadows writhed around my fingers, agitated and still hungry despite the violence they’d already committed.

I was a weapon. That’s all I’d ever been, all the military had trained me to be. Point me at a target and pull my trigger. Simple. Clean. Effective.

But I’d been a weapon with a purpose once. With brothers and sisters in arms. With a code and a chain of command. With rules that kept me human, or at least something close to it.

Now I was just… broken.

A weapon without a wielder. A blade without a sheath. Dangerous to everyone, including myself.

I walked away from the burning building, my shadows trailing behind me like a funeral shroud. The spaceport was on the east side of the city. If I moved fast, I could steal a ship and be gone before the authorities locked down the sector. They’d hunt me, of course. The corporations would put a bounty on my head. My face would be on wanted posters across three sectors.

Good. Let them come. Let them all come.

I’d show them what happened when you made monsters out of soldiers.

Where would I go? What would I do?

I didn’t know. Didn’t care.

All I knew was that I’d never follow another order. Never trust another contract. Never believe another promise of extraction or support. And I’d never, ever let anyone get close enough to become another name on my list of failures.

I was done being a soldier.

Now I was just a ghost, wandering through a universe that had taken everything I cared about and given me nothing but ashes in return.

Six months after that, I stood on the bridge of my own ship—bought with blood money stolen from the corporations I’d raided, christened the Umbral Wraith after the darkness that lived in my soul and the ghost I’d become. Zerra, my new first mate, stood beside me, her four arms crossed over her chitinous chest in a posture I’d learned meant she was either annoyed or amused. With Zerra, it was usually both.

“You sure about this crew, Captain?” She gestured at the viewscreen, where a dozen faces stared back at us via comm link. Outcasts, every one of them. Criminals, deserters, refugees. The galaxy’s unwanted and unwelcome.

A Kethari who’d been exiled from her hive for questioning the Queen. An elderly human medic who’d lost his license for treating refugees without authorization. A crystalline engineer who communicated in light patterns nobody else bothered to learn. Twin albino aliens with a psychic link and matching death sentences from their home world.

The broken, the lost, the ones the universe had chewed up and spit out.

Just like me.

“No,” I admitted, watching each face carefully. Looking for… what? Trustworthiness? Loyalty? I’d learned those were myths, pretty lies people told themselves before betrayal came calling. “But they’ve got nowhere else to go. Same as us.”

“Same as you, you mean.” Zerra’s mandibles clicked in what I’d come to recognize as amusement. She’d been my first recruit—a deserter from a corporate military that had tried to force her into breeding contracts she hadn’t wanted. I’d found her in a bar, three drinks deep and ready to fight anyone who looked at her wrong. “I had plenty of options. I chose to follow the crazy Shadow-kin who thinks he can make a difference by playing pirate.”

“We’re not playing.” I looked at each face on the screen—so different from the soldiers I’d lost, yet somehow the same. Lost. Desperate. Looking for a purpose, or at least a reason to keep breathing. “We’re surviving. And while we survive, we make the bastards who put us here pay.”

Zerra nodded slowly, her lower arms uncrossing to rest on the weapons at her hips. “Sounds like a plan, Captain. Morally questionable, legally dubious, probably suicidal. My favorite kind of plan. When do we start?”

I pulled up the contract I’d been offered that morning—a corporate shipment moving through the Fringe, valuable cargo, minimal security. The company was Helios Corp, one of the ones that had profited from the Kethros-7 disaster. They’d bought up the mineral rights for a fraction of their worth after the battle drove down prices, then marked them up three thousand percent once the bodies were cold enough to stop being bad publicity.

Blood money built on the graves of my soldiers.

“Now,” I said, feeling my shadows pulse in anticipation. “We start now.”

Zerra’s mandibles spread in what might have been a smile. “About damn time.”

Three years, forty-seven successful raids, and one growing reputation later, I’d become everything I never wanted to be. The most notorious pirate captain in the Fringe Territories. A ghost story told to frighten corporate executives. A monster with shadows for weapons and ice in his veins.

The irony wasn’t lost on me.

I’d saved twelve colonies from corporate exploitation. Redistributed enough stolen wealth to fund three refugee settlements. Built a crew that was more family than my blood relatives had ever been. Taken down six different corporate executives who’d made fortunes off other people’s suffering. By any objective measure, I was doing good.

So why did I still feel hollow?

I stood in my quarters aboard the Wraith, staring at the memorial wall I’d built in the first week of owning this ship. Thirty-one names, etched into black metal with my own claws, each letter carved deep enough to last forever. Tyrell’s name at the top, because he’d been the first to fall that day—or the first I’d found, anyway. The order didn’t really matter. Dead was dead. The others were arranged below in the order I’d found their bodies during those awful hours of searching.

My fingers traced Tyrell’s name, following the grooves I’d made. My shadows flickered in response, still restless after all this time. Still hungry. Still searching for something I couldn’t name.

Don’t let this break you, he’d said.

Too late for that, old friend. I’d been broken the moment I watched you die. The pieces just hadn’t finished falling apart yet.

But I’d kept his other promise. I took care of the ones who came after—every lost soul who joined my crew got a chance at something better. I didn’t let the corporations win—every raid, every heist, every executive I ruined was another tally in that column.

It wasn’t much. It wasn’t enough. It would never be enough to balance the scales or bring back the dead.

But it was all I had.

The comm chimed, and Zerra’s voice crackled through. “Captain, we’re approaching Nexus Station. ETA twenty minutes. You wanted to be notified.”

“Acknowledged.” I turned away from the memorial wall, feeling the weight of those names pressing between my shoulder blades like they always did. “I’ll be on the bridge in five.”

“Everything okay, boss?”

Was anything ever okay? I’d built a ship full of outcasts into an efficient crew. I’d struck blow after blow against the corporations that preyed on the vulnerable. I’d made myself into a legend, a warning, a force that couldn’t be ignored.

And I still woke up most nights seeing Tyrell’s face in those final moments. Still felt the weight of his hand going slack in mine. Still heard thirty-one voices screaming for help that never came.

“Fine,” I lied, because that’s what captains did. “Just reviewing the supply list. We’re running low on medical supplies again.”

“Doc says if you’d stop picking fights with superior forces, we wouldn’t go through so many trauma patches.”

“Doc can requisition what he needs and stop complaining.”

Zerra’s laughter crackled through the comm. “I’ll let him know. Bridge out.”

I headed for the door, my shadows trailing behind me like always. The crew members I passed nodded respectfully, gave me space, knew better than to approach when the Captain was in one of his moods. They’d learned to read the signs—the way my shadows moved, the silver glow of my eyes, the set of my shoulders.

Good. Distance was safer. For everyone.

I’d lost one crew to corporate betrayal. I wouldn’t survive losing another. The best way to prevent that was to keep everyone at arm’s length. Close enough to function as a unit, far enough that losing them wouldn’t destroy me.

Except I was lying to myself, and I knew it. Every member of this crew had already wormed their way past my defenses. Zerra with her sarcastic commentary and unexpected wisdom. Doc with his gentle hands and terrible jokes. Ratch with his light-pattern language that I’d spent months learning. The Twins who moved in perfect synchronization and never let anyone sit alone in the mess hall.

They were pack. Family. Everything I’d sworn I wouldn’t have again.

And if something happened to them, if I failed them the way I’d failed my platoon…

I shoved the thought away and stepped onto the bridge. The viewscreen showed Nexus Station growing larger as we approached—that massive salvage operation in the Fringe where anything could be bought and anyone could disappear. It was built from the corpses of dead ships, hundreds of vessels welded together into one chaotic structure. Beautiful in its own ugly way.

“Docking clearance received, Captain,” Zerra reported from her station. “Bay 47, lower ring. They’re charging us premium rates again.”

“Pay it. We’re not here to make friends with station management.” I settled into my command chair, the one position on the ship where I felt remotely in control. “What’s our supply status?”

“Food stores at sixty percent. Water recycling running smooth. Ammunition at forty percent, but Doc wants to restock the medical bay completely. Says we’re down to emergency supplies only.”

I made a mental note to stop picking fights with superior forces. Or at least to pick fewer of them. “Pull up the contract listings. Let’s see what jobs are available.”

The screen filled with options—escort missions, cargo runs, bounty hunting, salvage operations. Standard Fringe fare. My eyes skimmed past the boring ones and landed on something more interesting.

Research facility raid. Talos-9 moon. High security. High payout. Discretion required.

Talos-9. That name stirred something in my memory, but I couldn’t place it. The payout was substantial—enough to keep the ship running for three months, with extra to distribute to the crew. High security meant a challenge, which was honestly more appealing than it should have been.

“Flag that contract,” I told Zerra. “I want details.”

“Already on it, boss.” Her claws clicked across her console. “Looks like the client wants us to steal research data and destroy the facility’s primary lab. No casualties if possible, but they understand the reality of the situation. Payment is fifty percent upfront, fifty percent on completion.”

“Who’s the client?”

“Anonymous. Routed through seven proxies. Could be a rival corporation, could be activists, could be someone’s pissed-off ex for all we know.”

That should have been a red flag. Anonymous clients usually meant complications. But the payout was too good to ignore, and something about the target nagged at me. Research facility. High security. What were they researching that required that much protection?

“Put us down for it,” I decided. “We’ll take on supplies first, then run this job before we leave the sector.”

“You got it, Captain.” Zerra’s mandibles clicked thoughtfully. “You sure about this one? The whole ‘discretion required’ thing usually means they’re expecting trouble.”

“We’re always expecting trouble. That’s why they pay us.” I leaned back in my chair, watching Nexus Station fill the viewscreen. “Besides, when has a little trouble ever stopped us?”

“Famous last words,” Zerra muttered, but she was already laying in the approach vector.

I smiled despite myself. She wasn’t wrong. But I’d stopped caring about famous last words around the time I carved thirty-one names into black metal.

All that mattered was keeping my promises. To Tyrell. To my lost platoon. To the crew I had now.

And maybe, if I kept those promises long enough, I could almost convince myself that I was something more than just a weapon with nothing left to lose.

The ship shuddered slightly as we entered Nexus Station’s docking approach. Through the viewscreen, I could see the organized chaos of the Fringe’s largest trading hub—ships coming and going, cargo being loaded and unloaded, deals being made in every shadowy corner.

Somewhere in that chaos, someone was hunting for passage off this station. Someone desperate enough to stow away on a pirate ship. Someone whose blood was about to mix with mine and change everything.

I didn’t know it then, but this was the last moment of my old life. The last time I could pretend that distance kept me safe, that ice protected my heart, that I could keep everyone at arm’s length forever.

In three days, a human woman would accidentally trigger a bond I didn’t want and couldn’t break. She’d make me feel things I’d buried under three years of carefully maintained numbness. She’d force me to choose between the safety of isolation and the terrifying vulnerability of connection.

She’d prove that Tyrell was right—it wasn’t too late. It was never too late.

But I didn’t know any of that yet. All I knew was the darkness, the mission, and the names on my memorial wall.

And I thought that would be enough.

I was wrong.
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CHARACTER PROFILES

SERA VANCE (Human Heroine)


	Age: 28

	Occupation: Xenobotanist (alien plant specialist)

	Background: Once worked for Helix Corporation researching bio-weapons derived from alien flora. Discovered they were using her research to create planet-killer toxins. Stole critical data to expose them and has been running for six months.

	Personality: Brilliant, resourceful, stubborn. Has a dry sense of humor even in crisis. Doesn’t trust easily but is fiercely loyal once someone earns it. Self-reliant to a fault—asking for help feels like weakness.

	Physical Description: Petite frame that people underestimate, warm brown skin, short dark curly hair she keeps practical, hazel eyes that miss nothing, permanent shadows under her eyes from months of running

	Skills: Expert in alien plant life, poison identification, can synthesize medicines or toxins from botanical sources, excellent at hiding and evading pursuit, basic self-defense

	Fatal Flaw: Her inability to trust means she pushes away potential allies

	Core Wound: Her mentor at Helix betrayed her to the corporation; she blames herself for not seeing it coming

	What She Wants: Safety, to expose Helix, to return to her research without looking over her shoulder

	Character Arc: Learning that strength isn’t just self-sufficiency—it’s allowing others in and building connections




VAKRIAN “VAK” NOCTIS (Shadow-kin Hero)


	Age: 187 (prime adult for his species)

	Occupation: Captain of the Umbral Wraith, notorious pirate/privateer ship

	Species: Shadow-kin—tall humanoid aliens with dark gray/black skin that seems to absorb light, glowing silver eyes (that dim with emotion), can manipulate shadows and darkness, have retractable claws and sharp features. They can “shadow-step” through darkness and sense living beings in shadows.

	Background: Former military commander for the Shadow-kin Empire. Led a platoon that was betrayed and abandoned during a border war—he was the only survivor. Went rogue, became a pirate, takes jobs that undermine corrupt governments and corporations. Has a reputation as merciless but honorable.

	Personality: Appears cold, calculating, and ruthless. Actually deeply protective of his crew (his found family). Carries massive guilt over his lost platoon. Has dark humor, respects competence, despises liars and traitors above all else.

	Physical Description: 6’8”, powerfully built, charcoal-black skin with faint silver patterns that glow when he uses his shadow abilities, shoulder-length black hair usually tied back, silver eyes that swirl like mercury, sharp angular features, prominent canines

	Skills: Master tactician, expert combatant (close quarters and ranged), shadow manipulation (can create solid constructs from darkness, teleport through shadows, hide himself and others), experienced pilot, speaks 12 languages

	Fatal Flaw: His trauma makes him push away anything that feels like it could become another loss

	Core Wound: Survivor’s guilt from his platoon’s death; believes he doesn’t deserve happiness or peace

	What He Wants: To punish those responsible for his platoon’s death, to protect his crew, to never feel that helpless again

	Character Arc: Learning that opening his heart isn’t a betrayal of those he lost—it’s honoring them by choosing to live fully




WORLD-BUILDING

The Fringe Territories


	Lawless space between three major empires (Human Federation, Shadow-kin Empire, Kethari Collective)

	Home to space stations, black markets, pirate havens, and corporate research outposts

	The Nexus Station is the major hub—a massive salvage and trade station built from hundreds of derelict ships welded together




The Shadow-kin Species


	Biology: Can manipulate darkness and shadows; this ability is powered by their core (heart-equivalent). Their skin absorbs light. Eyes glow brighter with strong emotion (anger, desire, joy) and dim with sadness or shame.

	Mating Biology: Shadow-kin don’t have fated mates naturally, BUT if their blood mixes with another being’s blood while they’re experiencing intense emotion, it creates an unbreakable bond. They become attuned to each other—can sense emotions, location, and life force. This is rare and considered sacred/permanent.

	Culture: Value honor, loyalty, and directness. View betrayal as the worst sin. Have a saying: “Shadows remember what light forgets.”

	The Bond-Mark: When bonded, both individuals develop matching silver markings that glow faintly on their skin




The Umbral Wraith (Vakrian’s Ship)


	A sleek, predatory vessel painted matte black, designed for stealth

	Crew of 30, diverse species, all outcasts or survivors of various tragedies

	Key Crew Members:

	Zerra: First mate, a four-armed Kethari female, sarcastic and fiercely protective

	Doc Mennix: Ship’s medic, elderly human who asks no questions about the past

	Ratch: Engineer, a crystalline-based life form who communicates through light patterns

	The Twins (Kye & Sov): Weapons specialists, identical albino aliens with a psychic link




Helix Corporation


	Mega-corporation specializing in bio-weapons and planetary terraforming

	Publicly respectable, secretly ruthless

	Has private military contractors hunting Sera

	CEO: Aldric Korren—charismatic, utterly amoral




Technology Level


	FTL travel via jump gates and warp drives

	Energy weapons and projectile guns

	Translation implants (most species have them)

	Cybernetic enhancements common

	No true AI (banned after the Synthetic Wars)
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SERA

Six months ago, I’d been pruning alien orchids in a climate-controlled lab, debating whether to order Thai or Indian for lunch.

Today, I was running for my life through a crowded alien marketplace, trying not to get killed before dinner.

Life came at you fast in the Fringe Territories.

I ducked behind a vendor stall selling what looked like live tentacles in glass jars—I tried not to think too hard about whether they were food or pets—and risked a glance over my shoulder. Two figures moved through the crowd with the kind of purpose that made my stomach clench. Military-grade cybernetics glinted at their temples. Weapons concealed under expensive jackets. Eyes that scanned the crowd with the cold efficiency of professional killers.

Helix contractors. Here. On Nexus Station, which was supposed to be far enough off the grid that corporate assassins wouldn’t bother looking.

So much for that theory.

My heart hammered against my ribs as I turned and kept moving, trying to blend into the flow of station traffic. Not easy when you were one of maybe three humans in a sea of aliens, but I’d gotten good at being invisible over the past six months. Keep your head down. Don’t make eye contact. Move with purpose but not panic. Be forgettable.

Unfortunately, the data chip hidden in the lining of my jacket made me the opposite of forgettable. It made me the most wanted woman in three sectors, and Helix Corporation wasn’t the forgiving type.

I should know. I used to work for them.

The marketplace stretched out before me in a chaos of color, sound, and smell. Nexus Station was built from the corpses of dead ships—hundreds of derelict vessels welded together into one massive structure that defied every law of aesthetics and probably a few laws of physics. The result was a three-dimensional maze of corridors, cargo bays, and makeshift shops where you could buy anything from illegal weapons to perfectly legal (but highly questionable) food.

I loved it. It was messy and dangerous and completely anonymous.

Or it had been, until two Helix assassins showed up looking for me.

I wound through the crowd, past a vendor selling glowing fungi, past a weapons dealer hawking plasma rifles, past a group of dockworkers arguing in a language that sounded like grinding metal. My mind raced through options. I couldn’t go back to my rented compartment—they’d have found it by now. Couldn’t leave the station—every ship would be flagged. Couldn’t hide forever in the marketplace.

I needed a plan. A real one, not just “run and hope.”

The problem was, I was a xenobotanist, not a spy. My expertise involved alien plant biology, ecological systems, and determining which pretty flowers could kill you in twelve different ways. I wasn’t trained for this. Wasn’t prepared for corporate assassins and life-or-death chases through alien bazaars.

Six months of being on the run had taught me more than I’d ever wanted to know about survival, but I was still figuring it out as I went. Mostly by not dying, which I considered a win.

I turned down a side corridor, this one lined with food stalls that filled the air with competing scents—some appetizing, most not. My stomach growled despite the adrenaline. When was the last time I’d eaten? Yesterday? The day before? Time blurred when you were busy not getting murdered.

Focus, Sera. Food later. Survival now.

I glanced back again. The contractors were closer now, moving through the crowd with the inexorable patience of predators who knew their prey was tiring. One of them—a woman with silver cybernetics that covered half her face—met my eyes across the distance.

She smiled.

Oh, that wasn’t good.

I bolted.

Subtlety was dead. Now it was just speed and desperation. I shoved past a startled alien with too many arms, ducked under a cargo loader, and ran toward the only thing that might save me: the docking bays.

If I could reach the docks, if I could find a ship—any ship—maybe I could stow away. Get off this station before Helix locked it down completely. It was a terrible plan with a thousand ways to fail, but it was better than letting those contractors catch me.

I knew what Helix did to people who betrayed them. I’d seen the bodies. The examples they made. The warnings they sent.

I’d rather die running than die in one of their interrogation rooms.

The corridor opened into a massive cargo bay area, and I nearly stumbled at the sudden change in scale. Ships. Dozens of them, ranging from tiny personal shuttles to massive freighters, all docked to the station through a complex network of loading bridges and force fields. The bay was organized chaos—cargo droids moving containers, dockworkers shouting instructions, ships arriving and departing in a carefully orchestrated dance.

And somewhere in that chaos, there had to be a ship I could hide on.

I scanned the options with the desperate efficiency of someone who knew the hunters were right behind her. The shuttles were out—too small, too personal, they’d notice a stowaway immediately. The massive freighters were tempting but probably had too much security. I needed something in the middle. Something big enough to hide in but small enough that they might not do a thorough search before launch.

My eyes landed on a ship that made my breath catch.

It was sleek where the others were utilitarian. Black where they were painted with corporate logos. Predatory where they were designed for cargo. It looked like it could disappear into the void and never be found, which was exactly what I needed right now.

The loading ramp was down. Workers were moving the last containers aboard. And—this was the important part—nobody seemed to be standing guard at the entrance.

It was perfect. Or perfect enough, considering my options were “stow away” or “get caught by corporate assassins.”

I didn’t let myself think about what would happen if I got caught stowing away on a ship that clearly belonged to someone who valued stealth and discretion. Pirates, probably. Or smugglers. Or worse. But worse than Helix assassins? That was a high bar.

I’d take my chances.

I pulled a small smoke canister from my jacket pocket—one of the few pieces of equipment I’d managed to keep from my old life. It was designed to disperse a harmless but incredibly opaque cloud for botanical sampling in dense environments. I’d never imagined using it as a distraction during a desperate escape, but that’s what my life had become. Improvisation and questionable decisions.

I primed the canister, lobbed it toward a cluster of cargo containers thirty meters to my right, and ran in the opposite direction while the dockworkers started shouting about the sudden cloud of pink smoke.

The loading ramp was fifteen meters away. Ten. Five.

“Stop her!”

I didn’t look back. Just ran faster, my lungs burning, my legs screaming, every instinct telling me this was insane and I was going to get caught and it would all be over—

My feet hit the ramp. The metal rang under my boots. I was inside, surrounded by the cool dimness of the cargo bay, and I didn’t stop moving. Deeper into the ship. Away from the entrance. Away from the light and the shouting and the contractors who wanted me dead or worse.

I found a maintenance hatch in the back corner of the cargo bay, barely visible behind a stack of crates. My fingers fumbled with the release—there, got it—and I pulled myself into the narrow space beyond. Some kind of access shaft, barely wide enough for me to crawl through, filled with pipes and cables and the thrumming sound of the ship’s systems.

Perfect.

I pulled the hatch closed behind me and wedged myself into the cramped space, trying to control my breathing, trying to slow my racing heart. Through the metal walls, I could hear muffled voices. Shouting. Someone was probably investigating the smoke canister. Someone else was probably looking for me.

But I was inside. Hidden. Safe.

For now.

The ship’s engines rumbled to life beneath me, a deep vibration that I felt in my bones. We were launching. Getting away from Nexus Station, away from the Helix contractors, away from immediate danger.

I closed my eyes and let myself feel a moment of relief.

Then reality set in.

I’d just stowed away on an unknown ship, heading to an unknown destination, with unknown people who probably wouldn’t be happy to find me. I had no food, no water, no plan beyond “don’t get caught.”

But I was alive. And as long as I was alive, I could figure out the rest.

I’d been doing it for six months. What was one more complication?

The ship shuddered as it cleared the station, and through the gaps in the maintenance shaft, I caught glimpses of the cargo bay. Everything was secured. Professional. This wasn’t some amateur smuggling operation. Whoever owned this ship knew what they were doing.

Which meant when they found me—not if, when—they’d probably have questions I didn’t want to answer.

I’d deal with that when it happened. Right now, I just needed to stay hidden and quiet. Let the ship get far enough from Nexus Station that turning around wasn’t worth the trouble. Then… then I’d figure out my next move.

Maybe I could plead my case. Maybe whoever ran this ship would be sympathetic to a desperate xenobotanist on the run from corporate assassins. Maybe they’d help me get to one of the human colonies in the Fringe, where I could disappear properly.

Maybe I was delusional from exhaustion and fear, and this was going to end badly.

Probably that one.

But I was committed now. For better or worse, I’d tied my fate to this ship and whoever captained it.

I just hoped they were the kind of people who’d listen before spacing me.

Three days later, I was seriously reconsidering my life choices.

The maintenance shaft had seemed like a brilliant hiding spot when I’d first crawled into it. Now, it felt like a coffin. A cramped, uncomfortable, increasingly filthy coffin that smelled like recycled air and my own fear-sweat.

I’d managed to sneak out twice for water from a cargo bay utility station, moving during what I hoped were sleep cycles when fewer crew members would be around. Food was another problem. I’d found some kind of nutrition bars in a supply locker, and they tasted like cardboard mixed with regret, but they kept me alive.

Alive, but not exactly thriving.

My body ached from three days of contorting myself in a space barely big enough for a human. My muscles screamed every time I moved. I was pretty sure I’d developed a permanent crick in my neck. And I was starting to understand why solitary confinement was considered torture—the isolation was driving me slowly crazy.

I’d taken to talking to myself, just to hear a human voice. That was probably a bad sign.

“Okay, Sera,” I whispered to the darkness. “You’ve successfully stowed away. You’re still alive. That’s two wins. Now you just need to figure out where this ship is going and how to not die when they inevitably find you. Simple.”

The ship hummed around me, a constant background noise that had become almost comforting. I’d learned its rhythms over the past three days—the shift changes, the meal times, the periods of activity and quiet. This was a well-run vessel with a disciplined crew. That should have been reassuring.

It mostly just made me nervous.

Disciplined crews had disciplined captains. And disciplined captains probably didn’t appreciate stowaways.

I was reaching for my water bottle when I felt it—a change in the ship’s vibration. We were slowing down. Changing course?

Footsteps echoed through the cargo bay beyond my hiding spot. Multiple people, moving with purpose. I froze, barely breathing, listening.

“—told the Captain something felt off,” a voice was saying. Female, with a distinct clicking quality that suggested a non-human mouth. “He’s doing his inspection now. If there’s anything wrong, he’ll find it.”

“The Captain always finds it,” another voice replied. This one was deeper, resonant. “That’s why we’re still alive.”

The footsteps moved away, but my heart rate didn’t slow down. Inspection. The Captain was doing an inspection. Which meant he was checking the entire ship. Which meant…

I was about to be found.

Panic clawed at my throat. I’d known this moment would come eventually, but I’d hoped for more time. Time to figure out what to say, how to explain myself, maybe steal some actual food first. But time had run out, and all I had was the truth: I was a desperate scientist running from corporate assassins, and I’d chosen this ship at random.

Somehow, I didn’t think that would go over well.

The footsteps returned, closer now. Just one person this time, moving through the cargo bay with deliberate precision. Checking crates. Opening containers. Getting closer to my hiding spot with every second.

I pressed myself further back into the maintenance shaft, as if making myself smaller would somehow make me invisible. My hand found the small knife I’d been carrying since my second week on the run—barely a weapon, but it made me feel slightly less helpless.

The footsteps stopped outside my hatch.

Silence stretched. Long enough that I started to hope he’d moved on, that I’d somehow escaped detection.

Then the hatch ripped open with a screech of protesting metal, and I found myself staring at the most terrifying creature I’d ever seen.

He was massive. Easily over six and a half feet tall, with charcoal-black skin that seemed to absorb light. His eyes glowed silver like molten metal, and they were currently fixed on me with an expression I couldn’t read. Sharp features. Prominent canines that showed when his lip curled. Shadows that writhed around him like living things, responding to emotions I could only guess at.

I’d seen a lot of alien species during my six months in the Fringe. I’d never seen anything like him.

For a frozen moment, we just stared at each other. Me, filthy and cramped in my hiding spot, clutching a knife that suddenly seemed very inadequate. Him, radiating a kind of dangerous calm that made my survival instincts scream.

Then his eyes narrowed, and he spoke in a voice like gravel and smoke: “You have three seconds to explain why you’re on my ship before I decide what to do with you.”

I opened my mouth. Closed it. Tried again. “I… needed a ride?”

Not my best work.

His expression didn’t change, but the shadows around him pulsed in a way that suggested he was not amused. “Out. Now.”

I considered arguing. Considered trying to explain. Considered approximately a dozen terrible ideas in the span of two heartbeats.

Then I saw his claws—retractable, sharp, currently extending as his patience ran out—and decided cooperation was my best option.

I started to crawl out of the maintenance shaft, my movements awkward from days of cramped hiding. He stepped back, giving me room but never taking those glowing silver eyes off me. Probably smart. If I were him, I wouldn’t trust me either.

I emerged into the cargo bay, stumbling slightly as my legs remembered what standing felt like. He was even bigger up close, and the shadows around him were definitely moving of their own accord, reaching toward me with something that looked like curiosity.

Or hunger. That was also possible.

I gripped my pathetic little knife and tried to look braver than I felt. “Look, I can explain—”

“You’re human.” He said it like an accusation.

“Guilty.” My throat was dry. I needed water. And food. And probably a miracle. “I’m not here to cause trouble. I just needed to get off Nexus Station, and your ship was… available.”

“Available.” His tone suggested this was the wrong word. “You stowed away on my ship, hid in my maintenance systems for three days, and you think that’s acceptable?”

“Not acceptable,” I corrected. “Desperate. There’s a difference.”

He moved closer, and I instinctively raised my knife. Stupid. So incredibly stupid. But my body was running on adrenaline and fear, and holding a weapon made me feel fractionally less helpless.

He looked at the knife. Looked at me. Then, in a movement so fast I barely tracked it, he disarmed me. His hand wrapped around my wrist, his other hand plucked the knife from my grip, and suddenly I was weaponless and very aware of how outmatched I was.

I did the only thing I could think of: I fought back.

Not smart. Not effective. But I’d been running for six months, I’d been hiding in a maintenance shaft for three days, and I was done being helpless. I twisted in his grip, trying to break free. My other hand came up, nails raking across his forearm. Drew blood.

He snarled, his free hand coming up to restrain me, and that’s when everything went wrong.

Or right. Depending on how you looked at it.

His claw caught my forearm, opening a thin line of red across my skin. At the same moment, my nails had broken through his skin, and his blood welled up dark against that strange black surface.

Our blood mixed.

Just a few drops, barely anything, but the
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