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PROLOGUE -Contemplation
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Captain John Burke stood on the station’s observation deck, watching the world turn. Sipping his hot apple cider, he marveled at the serenity of Earth from orbit. The blue oceans, the swirling white clouds, and the vast landmasses that had supported humanity—it was a sight that never ceased to amaze him.

He took a slow breath, feeling the warmth of the cider against the chill of recycled station air. This moment of peace was a stark contrast to what lay ahead. Destiny’s mission was unlike anything attempted before. The interstellar tunnel, with its unknown properties, could redefine humanity’s place in the galaxy—or swallow them whole.

A soft chime echoed through the deck, pulling him from his thoughts. "Captain Burke, you’re needed in the command center," came the calm voice of the station’s AI.

With a final glance at Earth, he drained the last sip of his cider and set the mug down. "On my way."

Minutes later, he stepped into the briefing room where his crew was already assembled. Their faces, a mixture of determination and apprehension, mirrored his own emotions.

McKenzie nodded as Burke entered. "Captain, we’ve run our final checks. Everything’s in place."

O’Neil grinned. "Engines are warm and waiting. I hope you’re ready for a wild ride."

Masters folded his arms. "We’ve accounted for everything we can, but this tunnel is still a wildcard. No telling what’s inside.” 

Vencetti rubbed his temples. "If this thing plays havoc with our systems, I’ll need to be on constant watch. I hope Destiny holds together."

Yamari simply observed them all, hands clasped in front of her. "We should be prepared for unforeseen physical and psychological effects."

Burke took a steadying breath. "We all knew this mission would push us to the limits. But your the best, and we’ll handle whatever comes our way. Let’s get to it."

The crew dispersed to their stations as Destiny prepared to launch. The interstellar tunnel awaited, a gateway to the unknown.

And they were ready to face it.

One Hour Later...

The ESS Destiny stood poised within the expansive berth of  Sovereign Space Station, its sleek hull gleaming under the station’s artificial lighting. Beyond its reinforced viewing panels, Earth hung like a sapphire jewel against the velvet backdrop of space, a stark reminder of what was at stake. On the command deck, Captain John Burke surveyed his crew as final preparations were underway.

For months, the best minds of the Special Projects Division had scrutinized every aspect of the upcoming mission. The discovery of the interstellar tunnel within the Local Hot Bubble had rewritten cosmic theories overnight, transforming what was once considered a turbulent stellar remnant into a potential gateway through the galaxy. Now, Destiny was to be the first vessel to navigate and chart this enigmatic passage.

“Status report,” Burke commanded, his voice steady but charged with anticipation.

Jones McKenzie, the ship’s navigator, tapped his console. “Flight path calculations are locked in, Captain. AI-assisted projections confirm the tunnel’s entrance coordinates.”

Shannon O’Neil, the pilot, smirked as she adjusted her seat. “Engines are primed. Destiny’s ready to ride the wave.”

Operations Chief Grant Masters ran final diagnostics. “All critical systems green. We’ve accounted for the expected gravitational variances, but we’ll have to be ready for the unknown.”

Connor Vencetti, the chief engineer, leaned back with a sigh. “Reinforced the stabilizers, rerouted power to redundant systems. If this tunnel throws anything unexpected our way, Destiny can take it.”

Doctor Millar Yamari, the ship’s medical officer, observed them all with quiet intensity. “The human body wasn’t meant to endure unknown space-time distortions. We’ll need constant monitoring.”

Burke nodded. Each of them was a seasoned professional, yet the weight of the unknown loomed large. The tunnel’s nature remained largely theoretical, its stability untested. Would they emerge on the other side, or would this mission mark the last voyage of the Destiny and her crew?

As final system checks completed, the voice of docking control crackled through the speakers. “ESS Destiny, you are cleared for departure.”

Burke exhaled and took his seat. “Alright, let’s make history.”

With a deep hum, the starship disengaged from the station, its thrusters igniting as it aligned with the entrance of the space port doors. The interstellar tunnel beckoning them ahead. The moment of truth had arrived.  Destiny made one more maneuver and was clear...ready for speed.

With a final nod to his crew, Burke gave the order. “Punch It!”
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Chapter 1 -The Reckoning
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The problem with space is that it is a very big place. Even though you set a course and line up your destination, you still have to get there. Even at top Tachyon speed, it would take some time.

“Hurry up and wait,” Shannon O’Neil muttered to herself, leaning back in her pilot’s chair. The hum of the Destiny’s engines filled the cockpit, a constant reminder of their progress—or lack thereof. She drummed her fingers against the console, watching as the stars outside stretched into elongated streaks of light. Faster than light, yet still so slow when the unknown waited on the other side of the tunnel.

Jones McKenzie glanced up from his navigation display. “Getting impatient already?”

She shot him a look. “We just shot off into a great adventure, and now we’re stuck playing the waiting game. Forgive me for wanting some action.”

“You’ll get it soon enough,” Grant Masters interjected from his station. “We still don’t know what’s ahead. This tunnel could throw anything at us.”

Connor Vencetti grumbled as he checked the ship’s systems. “Yeah, and if it does, guess who has to fix it?”

“Wouldn’t be a mission without something breaking,” McKenzie quipped. “You’d be bored otherwise.”

Vencetti scowled but didn’t argue.

Captain Burke sat quietly in his chair, listening to the banter. He understood the tension. The excitement of the launch had passed, and now they had nothing to do but wait. He turned to Yamari, who was monitoring the crew’s vitals.

“Anything to worry about?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Slight spikes in adrenaline, but that’s expected. Everyone’s on edge.”

Burke nodded. They had reason to be. The tunnel ahead remained a mystery, and mysteries had a habit of turning dangerous.

“Well,” Burke replied, “let’s make the most of our wait.” Turning toward his engineer, he asked, “How are those marker buoys coming along? We will be needing quite a few for marking our path as we go?”

Vencetti exhaled and pulled up his data pad. “They’re prepped and ready for deployment. I’ve set them to auto-sync with our navigation systems. Should give us a solid breadcrumb trail back home.”

Burke nodded. “Good. We don’t take any chances. Drop the first one when we reach the mouth of the passage, then at set intervals according to McKenzie’s calculations.”

“On it,” Vencetti confirmed.

Soon their goal was in sight. “Let the fun begin.” Grinned O’Neil. McKenzie just shook his head, “You mean hold on!”

Outside the ship, the first marker buoy detached and drifted into place, its beacon pulsing as it locked into position. One step into the unknown, and no turning back.

***
[image: ]


THE CONFERENCE ROOM at Shepherd Industries buzzed with quiet tension. The walls, adorned with holographic displays of spacecraft schematics and financial projections, cast a cold glow over the long glass table. At its head sat Micah Shepherd, CEO and
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