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PROLOGUE
The Voice of the Dead
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T

here is a recording.

It is four hundred twenty-three years old, compressed onto a data crystal that lies deep within Earth’s archives—in a basement beneath the Geneva Central Archives, among yellowed paper documents and forgotten hard drives from a time when humanity still believed it was alone in the universe. No one asks about it anymore. No one has played it back in over two centuries.

It shows a man.

He is sitting in a cockpit. The cockpit is cramped, its walls made of a dull metal that looks as if it has seen fire—because it has. Beyond the viewing window, the darkness of space sweeps by, punctuated by distant lights that are not stars. They are other ships. Fast ships. Ships hunting him.

The man is injured. He presses his left hand against the side of his helmet, as if that might muffle the noise outside. His breath comes in short, ragged gasps. A red number flashes on the display in front of him.

Thirty-three.

He’s already been in the race for thirty-three hours. Longer than anyone before him. Longer than anyone had thought possible.

He looks directly into the camera.

His eyes are alert. Not the alertness of someone who’s well-rested—but the alertness of a man who, with every breath, decides not to give up just yet. There’s a difference. Anyone who’s ever seen him never forgets him.

He says something.

The audio quality is poor, the signal is fragmented, and four centuries haven’t improved the static. But if you play the recording often enough—and there are people who have done so, historians, enthusiasts, a few quiet madmen with too much time and too much heart—then you can hear it. Three words. Clear and calm, spoken like a statement, not a promise.

“I’m still here.”

Then something explodes behind him.

The image flickers. Static. Black.

End of recording.

◆ ◆ ◆

His name was Pyotr Brat. He was twenty-two years old. He was the first person to survive the race for more than thirty hours. He was also the first person to be asked if he was afraid—in an interview recorded four hours before his start, at a small press conference attended by only seven journalists, because no one else had bothered to show up.

He had laughed.

Not the nervous laugh of someone on edge. A genuine laugh. Brief, warm, almost amused.

“Afraid?” he had said. “Of what, exactly? Of dying?” He had shaken his head. “The worst thing that can happen is that I die. The best—that I don’t die. I’ve risked worse for less.”

The journalist pressed him. What, exactly?

Pyotr Brat had looked at him for a moment, then smiled—a smile that the journalist would later describe in his memoirs as “the calm te smile I’ve ever seen on a human face”—and said:

“Nothing. I haven’t risked anything worse. But it sounds better this way.”

No one on Earth had been watching when Pyotr Brat died thirty-three hours and fourteen minutes after the start of the forty-eighth intergalactic race. The broadcast was on, of course—it was always on, on every channel, throughout the known universe. But on Earth, hardly anyone had bothered to turn on a screen.

Why bother?

It was a human. It was always the same. They’d send one out, he’d die, they’d wait ten years, they’d send the next one. Somewhere between duty and embarrassment. A ritual of hopelessness that had accompanied humanity for generations like a bad joke that no one found funny anymore, but that no one stopped telling either.

Primates don’t fly.

That was the statement. It wasn’t written down anywhere—not officially, not in any intergalactic document or diplomatic protocol. But it existed. In comments on galactic broadcasting platforms, in the weary eyes of the commentators when they mentioned the human competitor’s number, in the indulgent silence of the other pilots during the pre-launch briefing as they looked down on the human among them like adults looking at a child who insists on being allowed to play with the big kids.

Primates don’t fly.

Pyotr Brat flew. For thirty-three hours and fourteen minutes.

Then he stopped flying. 

◆ ◆ ◆

Four hundred twenty-three years later.

A boy is standing on a rooftop in Kyiv.

He is nine years old. Narrow shoulders, dark eyes, knees covered in scrapes from a fall that happened three hours ago and which he has already forgotten. In his hands he holds a battered tablet playing a video—the same recording, the same thirty-three hours, condensed into eighteen minutes by someone who pulled it from the archives and uploaded it, out of nostalgia or perhaps just because they had too much time on their hands.

The boy watches.

He watches as the other ships ram into Pyotr Brat’s small fighter. As the ship lurches and spins and yet continues to fly. As the thirty-three hours pass and Pyotr Brat is still there, still flying, still alive—until he isn’t anymore.

The boy watches until the very end.

Then he sets the tablet down.

It’s evening. Twilight lies over Kyiv like a heavy cloth; the city’s lights begin to flicker. Down on the street, there’s the noise of cars, voices—the muffled chaos of a city that doesn’t know that something has just been decided on this rooftop.

The boy looks up at the sky.

Among the clouds—a star. Bright. Still. Motionless in its unimaginable distance.

He stares for a long time.

Then he says something. Quietly, almost inaudibly, more to himself than to the sky.

“Me, too.”

His name is Aleksander Brat.

He is nine years old.

He is the great-grandson of Pyotr Brat.

And in twelve years, he’ll be flying in the fifty-seventh intergalactic race. 

◆ ◆ ◆

But he doesn’t know that yet.

Not yet.

​
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ACT I
The Man
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CHAPTER 1
The Boy Who Never Stops
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T

he first memory Aleksander Brat ever had—the first one that really mattered, the one that had been burned into his memory like a seal in soft wax—wasn’t an image. It was a sound.

A deep, rich rumble.

The rumble of an engine.

He had been four years old. His mother had carried him on her shoulders—he remembered her hands holding his little knees, firm and steady, and the scent of her hair, lavender and something warm that he could never name but always recognized. They stood at the edge of a launch pad somewhere outside Kyiv, on a flat plain where the grass was yellow and the wind smelled of kerosene, and before them—huge, loud, incomprehensible—an atmospheric fighter took off.

Not big by galactic standards. Tiny, actually. But to a four-year-old, it was the largest object the universe had ever produced.

The rumbling turned into thunder. The thunder became something you no longer heard but felt—in your chest, in your teeth, in the center of your ribcage, where the heart sits. Alex had stretched out his arms, instinctively, as if he could grasp the ship, as if he could simply—fly along with it.

His mother had laughed.

“Sasha,” she had said—she always called him Sasha, never Alex, never Aleksander—“the ship flies without you.”

“Not yet,” he had replied.

She had laughed again. The laugh of a mother who loves her son and doesn’t yet know what that sentence means. What it will mean one day. 

◆ ◆ ◆

Seventeen years later.

The European Space Agency’s training facility, Sector 7, is located fifty kilometers south of Kyiv, in a flat landscape that smells of dry grass in the summer and of nothing but cold in the winter. There are no trees here. No distractions. Just concrete, metal, simulation chambers, and a wind tunnel so loud that the engineers wear ear protection when it’s running.

Alex isn’t wearing ear protection.

He’s sitting in the simulation chamber—a cramped cockpit made of composite material that corresponds in every essential respect to what he’ll be flying in eleven months, except for one thing: it won’t kill him if he makes a mistake. Earth’s simulators are good. Very good, in fact. But they’re still simulators. Still finite. Still—human.

On the display in front of him: Checkpoint Delta-9. Known among test pilots as “The Strangler.” A passage through a simulated magnetic field anomaly, combined with incoming attack vectors from three sides, a narrow corridor between two virtual mass objects, and a time window of four point two seconds for the evasive maneuver.

Four point two seconds.

The best time ever recorded by a human test pilot in this simulator was four point nine seconds.

Alex has already completed Checkpoint Delta-9 twenty-four times today.

His best time: three point eight seconds.

“Brat.” The voice comes over the communication system, calm and precise, with the slight accent of a man who has spent half his life speaking different languages. Dr. Yusuf Kamara. Chief trainer. Former fighter pilot. One of the few people on Earth who doesn’t look at Alex Brat with an expression that says, “You’re going to die, so why bother?”

Instead, he looks at him with a gaze that says: I don’t know what you are. But I’m going to find out.

“Enough for today,” says Kamara.

“One more round.”

A pause. Then: “Brat. You’ve been sitting in this thing for nine hours.”

“One. More. Round.”

A long silence. The silence of a man who knows he won’t win this fight—and who, at the same time, wonders if he even wants to win it. Alex has the reaction time the sensors measure. He has the cognitive scores the tests spit out. He has the physical endurance the doctors document and then double-check because they don’t trust the numbers.

But what Kamara can never quite put into words—what he refers to in his reports as an “extraordinary motivational structure,” because he doesn’t know a better term—is this:

Alex Brat never lets up.

Not after nine hours. Not after twenty-four. Not after a week of sleep deprivation, which they once conducted for testing purposes and which the ethics committee nearly banned afterward. Other pilots get tired, get impatient, get careless. That’s human. That’s normal. That’s what bodies do when you push them too hard for too long.

Alex becomes—sharper.

As if exhaustion were peeling away a layer and revealing something underneath that had always been there but needed rest to sleep.

“One more lap,” Kamara says finally. Not an order. Almost—a surrender.

Alex doesn’t answer. He starts the sequence. 

◆ ◆ ◆

The training facility’s cafeteria is almost empty at 10 p.m. Four technicians at a table, quiet conversation, the tired hum of the ventilation system. Alex sits alone at a corner table, a tray of food in front of him—pasta, protein bars, a glass of water—and looks at his tablet.

Not at training data.

Not at route simulations.

He’s watching the recording. The old recording. Thirty-three hours, condensed into eighteen minutes.

He’s watched it thousands of times. He knows every second by heart. He knows when the first impact comes—at three minutes, twelve seconds—he knows how Pyotr Brat’s ship reacts, he knows which evasive maneuver he’s performing and what reflex is behind it, and what he himself would do differently if he were sitting in that cockpit.

But he isn’t watching for the tactics.

He’s watching because of those last three minutes.

Because of his great-grandfather’s face in those last three minutes. Because of the way Pyotr Brat breathes. Because of the calm that radiates from him like light from a window—calm, quiet, without drama. The calm of a man who has given everything and knows it. Who is no longer afraid, because there is nothing left to fear.

I’m still here.

Alex sets the tablet on the table.

He eats. Slowly, methodically, as he does everything—as if every action were a decision, not a habit. Next to him, seemingly forgotten, lies a well-thumbed, untitled little book with a broken spine, its pages filled to the brim with handwritten notes in three different colors.

It is his great-grandfather’s training journal.

The only thing Pyotr Brat left behind.

Alex read it for the first time when he was thirteen. He hasn’t put it down since. 

◆ ◆ ◆

On the other side of the world—in a studio in Tokyo, where dawn is already creeping gray over the skyscrapers—a broadcast is airing.

GalacticBet Live, the most popular betting show in the known universe, broadcast in nineteen languages, with viewership numbers that exceed Earth’s population many times over. Tonight: a preview of the fifty-seventh race. Eleven months to go. Early enough for the first betting odds.

The host—a Vo’thann, a species with three eyes and a natural talent for theatrical drama—brings up a graphic.

Fifty names. Fifty pilots. The projected starting field.

Number forty-nine: Aleksander Brat. Homo sapiens. Earth.

A brief pause for comic effect.

Then: laughter. Not malicious. Not even really condescending—more like the laugh of someone hearing an old story they already know, one that always ends the same way.

“So,” says the host, his three eyes sparkling with amusement, “how long this time?”

The odds appear on the screen.

Not: Will he win?

Not: How far will he get?

But: When will he die?

Under three hours: 4:1. Between three and six hours: 2:1. Between six and twelve hours: 5:1. Over twelve hours: 18:1. Over twenty-four hours: 85:1.

Across the finish line: No odds listed. The systems don’t allow odds lower than 1000:1. There’s no demand.

The laughter continues. 

◆ ◆ ◆

In his small apartment at the training facility—two rooms, a bed, a desk, a window overlooking the runway simulator—Alex lies on his back, staring at the ceiling.

He isn’t sleeping.

He rarely falls asleep before midnight. His brain keeps working, even when he doesn’t want it to—running through scenarios, routes, vectors, reaction sequences. Other pilots have told him they meditate to wind down. Alex has tried it. It doesn’t work. His mind isn’t a place that can be turned off.

He thinks of his mother.

She’s been dead for three years. Heart failure, sudden, without warning, in the middle of a normal Tuesday afternoon, as if life had decided there wouldn’t be a better opportunity. She hadn’t lived to see his first qualifying run. Or his victory in the Earth Qualifier. The moments he’d been training for ever since he was old enough to understand that training needs a goal.

She wouldn’t have been surprised.

That’s the only thing Alex really knows. She would have been proud—of course—but not surprised. Because she knew him. Because she had been standing on that rooftop in Kyiv when he was nine, and she had seen the footage, and afterward—afterward she had looked at him with that look mothers have when they realize something they don’t really want to realize.

“Sasha,” she’d said back then, quietly, almost to herself, “you know what that means, don’t you?”

“That I have to train,” he had replied.

She was silent for a long time.

“That you’ll train,” she’d finally said. “Whether I want to or not.”

It hadn’t been a question. 

◆ ◆ ◆

Eleven months.

In eleven months, the fifty-seventh intergalactic race will begin.

Alex closes his eyes.

In the darkness behind his eyelids: no fear. No doubt. No drama.

Just the rumble of an engine.

The first sound he’s ever really heard.

The only thing he ever truly wanted. 
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CHAPTER 2
What the Earth Sends
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T

he hall was too big for the event.

That was the first thing Kamara thought as he stepped through the glass doors of the International Space Congress in Geneva and let his gaze wander over the rows of seats. Three hundred seats. Perhaps one hundred thirty occupied. The back rows were empty, the middle rows sparsely filled, and the front rows half-full with journalists, officials, and a few scientists who looked like they’d rather be somewhere else.

For the presentation of the human pilot for the fifty-seventh intergalactic race.

Kamara sat down in the third row, placed his folder on the folding table, and looked at the podium. Behind it: a large projection screen displaying the logo of the Earth Coalition for Intergalactic Relations—a stylized blue planet surrounded by a circle of stars, which, in its slightly too-perfect symmetry, looked more like hope than reality.

A woman took a seat next to him. In her mid-fifties, with short gray hair and the confident bearing of someone accustomed to sitting in rooms where decisions were made. Dr. Priya Anand. Director of the Earth Qualification Program. The woman who, for eighteen years, had been responsible for sending a pilot into the race every ten years—and who, for those eighteen years, had watched as that pilot died.

“Full house,” said Kamara.

Anand glanced at him briefly. “Fuller than last time.”

“Last time there were eighty.”

“Exactly.” She opened her own folder. “A fifty percent increase. We’re on the rise.”

It wasn’t quite a joke. But it wasn’t quite not one, either. 

◆ ◆ ◆

A man in a suit that was too tight appeared on stage—a speaker, an official, someone from the committee—and began an introduction that Kamara stopped paying attention to after the first thirty seconds. He knew the content. He knew the numbers. He knew the narrative that the Earth Coalition had been cultivating for decades: We participate because participation means dignity. We’re sending a pilot because giving up isn’t an option. We’re here because we want to be part of the galactic community.

What the narrative left out: that the galactic community viewed Earth as a curiosity. As a nostalgic footnote. As the entity that stubbornly wanted to play along in a game for which it simply wasn’t meant.

He opened his folder.

Inside: Alexander’s file.

Not the official version—those were already in the committee’s hands, polished and ready for presentation, with the right graphics and the right wording. This was Kamara’s own file. Handwritten notes, printed measurement data, margins full of abbreviations that only he could decipher.

He had been training pilots for twenty years. Twelve of those years were for the race. Six had started. None had crossed the finish line.

He had learned to develop a certain look. The look with which you could look at a pilot and recognize the truth before the numbers confirmed it. Not the truth of whether someone was good—the sensors told you that. But the other truth. The one that lay between the readings.

How far will you go?

Not in kilometers. In everything else.

With Alex—and that was what kept Kamara awake, what had brought him here to Geneva, what had driven him to take notes like a man possessed—with Alex, the answer to that question was, for the first time in twenty years:

Further than you can imagine. 

◆ ◆ ◆

The presentation began.

A video appeared on the screen. Training footage. Alex in the simulator, Alex in the wind tunnel, Alex performing high-speed maneuvers on the atmospheric test circuit outside Kyiv. The camera captured him from the front, from the side, from above.

The audience watched. Quietly, intently—not the attention of enthusiasts, but the sober attention of people making an assessment.

Then the numbers appeared.

Reaction time: 147 milliseconds. The human average is 250. The previous record among race pilots on Earth: 198 milliseconds, held by Irina Vasquez, a pilot from the fifty-fourth edition, who had survived sixteen hours and three minutes—the previous human record.

147 milliseconds.

A murmur rippled through the hall.

Cognitive stress test under extreme conditions—sleep deprivation, physical stress, simultaneous multitasking: 94th percentile. Compared to other Earth race pilots: an outlier on the high end. Compared to galactic pilots of other races: still well below the median of the favorites, but—for the first time in decades—no longer in a different league.

Physical endurance: exceptional. G-force tolerance without aids: 9.4 G for thirty seconds. With the specially developed pressure suit: up to 14 G without cognitive impairment.

Spatial navigation under stress: 99th percentile.

The man in the too-tight suit cleared his throat. “We believe that Aleksander Brat is the best-prepared human pilot Earth has ever sent into the race.”

Silence.

Then, from the middle of the room, a voice. An older journalist, with gray temples, the tone of a man who had been through too many press conferences to still take politeness for granted.

“Nevertheless, bets are being placed on his death. Not on his success.”

No response from the podium.

The journalist leaned back. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful. I’m just asking: What’s different this time?”

Kamara sat silently. He could have answered. He had the answer. But he wasn’t here to answer—he was here to listen, to see how the world viewed his pilot.

Just as it had already written him off before he’d even taken off. 

◆ ◆ ◆

After the event—in a hallway that smelled of coffee and printed paper—Anand caught up with him.

“What do you think?” she asked without preamble.

Kamara stopped. Outside, through the glass front, the gray Geneva afternoon sun, the lake in the distance, flat and silvery.

“I think,” he said slowly, “that in twenty years, I’ve never slept as little as I have in the last eighteen months.”

Anand looked at him. “That’s not an answer.”

“No.” He looked out at the lake. “It is.”

She was silent for a moment.

“The odds are eighty to one for over twenty-four hours.”

“I know.”

“GalacticBet has never posted odds higher than fifty to one for a human pilot.”

“I know.”

“That means that even the systems—purely statistically—see something in his data that they can’t classify.”

Kamara nodded slowly. “That’s what it means.”

Anand looked at him for a long time. Then, quietly, in the voice of a woman who had learned to handle hope very carefully, like a match near gasoline:

“Do you think he’ll make it?”

Kamara thought of Alex in the simulation chamber. Nine hours. Twenty-four laps. Three point eight seconds. The face of a man who doesn’t get tired the way humans do.

He thought of Pyotr Brat. Thirty-three hours and fourteen minutes.

He thought about what he had learned over the past twenty years about racing, about drivers, about the narrow, brutal gap between those who die and those who—sometimes, rarely, against all odds—don’t die.

“I think,” he said finally, “that he’s going to surprise us all.”

It wasn’t an answer to her question.

It was the only answer he could give without lying—and without saying too much. 

◆ ◆ ◆

Three hundred kilometers away, in a cramped cockpit at a training range outside Kyiv, Aleksander Brat completed his twenty-eighth lap through Checkpoint Delta-9.

Three point six seconds.

A new personal record.

He noted the time, restarted the sequence, and thought of nothing but the next maneuver. 
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CHAPTER 3
The Other Gods
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T

he signal came at 3:47 a.m.

Not on Alexander’s device. Not on Kamara’s. It came in on the Earth Coalition’s encrypted Diplomatic Channel, Priority Level One—a level that was theoretically reserved only for galactic crises, first-contact situations, and the outbreak of armed conflicts, and which, in practice, was used about every three years for something that turned out to be less dramatic than announced.

Not this time.

Dr. Anand was in the office at 4:15 a.m. By 4:32 a.m., she had called Kamara. By 5:10 a.m., they were both sitting in a conference room in the basement of the Earth Coalition headquarters in Brussels, facing a screen displaying the message.

Kamara read it twice.

Then he leaned back and said nothing.

The message was brief. Sender: the Vo’thann Embassy, on behalf of the Intergalactic Racing Committee. Content: a notification that all participating races received three months before the start, and which this time—for the first time in the documented history of the race—included an addendum.

The regular section was routine. Start date. Coordinates of the starting point. Technical requirements. Weapons restrictions. The one rule there was: no homing projectiles.

The addendum was three sentences long.

“The Committee notes that Earth is once again nominating a pilot. The Committee recommends that the Earth Coalition reconsider this decision. The course of the fifty-seventh race will be the most challenging yet in the documented history of the competition.”

Three sentences.

Anand tapped his finger on the table. “You’re advising us not to participate.”

“You’re advising us not to kill our pilot,” said Kamara.

“That’s the same thing.”

“No.” He shook his head. “That’s not the same thing.” 

◆ ◆ ◆

What the message didn’t say—what it didn’t need to say, because everyone who knew the history of the race already knew—was who the other pilots would be.

Kamara knew anyway.

He had studied the preliminary entry lists the way other people studied sports news. With the calm, systematic interest of a man who wanted to understand his opponents, not to defeat them—that wasn’t his job—but to prepare his own pilot. To tell him: This is what wants to kill you. This is what it looks like. This is what it feels like.

This time, the Vo’thann sent Kael Vrynn.

Kamara knew the name. Everyone knew the name. Kael Vrynn was thirty-seven years old—the equivalent of about twenty-five human years for his species, the absolute zenith of physical and cognitive performance. He had finished third in the last race, making him one of only four pilots to have even reached the finish line. He was fast, cold, precise, and known for never attacking in the early hours—he gathered information, observed, and waited. And then—once the field had thinned out, once the others were exhausted and injured—he became something his commentators simply called “the Knife.”

The Kreth sent Yovar-9.

Not a pilot named Yovar-9. The Kreth had no names in the human sense. Yovar-9 was a designation—the ninth unit of the Yovar line, bred, trained, and optimized over three generations specifically for the race. The Kreth did not view the race as a sporting competition. They viewed it as a process of evolutionary selection. Yovar-9 was the result of thirty years of genetic and cybernetic refinement. His ship—an Obsidian-class Kreth fighter—was equipped with weapon systems that pushed the limits of what was technically permissible in a way that the committee had been eyeing suspiciously for years, without ever being able to prove a concrete violation.

The Selenith sent no one.

That was unprecedented. The Selenith—one of the oldest participating races, quiet, technologically advanced, with a philosophy that viewed speed as a spiritual practice—had never failed to make a start. Their absence was discussed at length in the galactic media. Most theories boiled down to the same thing: they knew something about the course that had prompted them to exercise caution.

And when the Selenith became cautious—that was a sign.

Then came those who preoccupied Kamara the most.

The Draakari.

Three pilots from a race that had won the race sixteen times—more than any other. A race physically optimized for high-speed flight like no other known life form: reflexes that so far surpassed those of humans that a comparison was almost meaningless. Perception across multiple electromagnetic spectra simultaneously. And a cultural attitude toward death that was not indifference—but something more complex, something for which their language had a word that could best be translated as: honorable inevitability.

The Draakari won. If they didn’t win, they died trying. Both were acceptable to them. Both were—better than nothing.

Kamara closed the file.

“We should let Alex know,” he said.

Anand looked at him. “About the mission?”

“About everything.” He stood up. “He has the right to know what he’s up against.” 

◆ ◆ ◆

Alex received the news the way he received almost everything—silently, with the expression of someone who is listening and processing at the same time, absorbing information like food: slowly, completely, without wasting a single bit.

They were sitting in Kamara’s office. Outside, it was raining—a gray Kiev November rain that tapped against the windowpane like someone waiting to be let in. On the table between them: the starting grids. The names. The pictures.

Alex looked at Kael Vrynn for a long time.

Then Yovar-9.

Then the three Draakari pilots, whose names he couldn’t pronounce because the Draakari language contained sounds for which the human vocal tract wasn’t designed, and who were simply listed as D-1, D-2, and D-3 in the galactic broadcast.

“And the route?” he asked.

Kamara placed a second document on the table. The preliminary route description—not the final one, which wasn’t announced until four hours before the start, a rule that had always been in place to limit strateg al preparation. But the preliminary version contained the sectors. The regions. The cosmic objects that would be included.

Alex read it.

Kamara watched his face.

It didn’t change.

That was the first thing. What Kamara had always seen in other pilots—at that moment when they read the route description and realized what was coming—was a reaction. Sometimes subtle, sometimes obvious. A brief narrowing of the eyes. A slight change in breathing rate. The physical echo of something the brain hadn’t yet voiced aloud but already knew.

With Alex: nothing.

He read it. He read it twice. He set the document down.

“The Pulsar Corridor in Sector Nine,” he said. “They’ve never used that one before.”

“No.”

“It emits pulsed radiation at two-second intervals. That means the passage must be timed precisely—to within less than a second. No ship that gets hit will have functioning electronics afterward.”

“Right.”

“And the gravitational cataract at Waypoint Seventeen?” Alex tapped the spot on the document. “That’s a binary black hole system with an unstable Lagrange point. On the map, it looks like a passage. But an unstable Lagrange point—”

“Can shift,” Kamara said. “While you’re flying through it.”

Alex nodded slowly. Not worried. Thoughtful. As if he were considering a chess problem that was interesting but solvable.

“And the meteorite cloud in Sector Three?”

“The Nakamura Cloud. Density estimated at seven hundred objects per cubic kilometer, average speed relative to the course: forty thousand kilometers per hour.” Kamara paused. “Most pilots will try to fly around it. That takes time, but—”

“But anyone flying through it risks the ship’s hull.” Alex shook his head. “No. Anyone flying through it needs a ship designed for evasion, not armor. And a navigation system that’s fast enough.” He looked up. “Our ship.”

Kamara was silent.

That was the other point. The ship.

Over the past two years, Earth had carried out its most ambitious ship project to date. No top-of-the-line weapons system—the budget and technology were lacking for that. No heavy armor—too slow. Instead, the team led by Chief Engineer Dr. Yuki Tanaka had made a different decision:

Speed. Maneuverability. Navigational intelligence.

The fighter—codenamed “Sparrow” internally, officially registered as the ECS-57 Brat—was the fastest ship Earth had ever built. Not the fastest in the field—that would be the Kreth and the Draakari. But the most agile. With a control system calibrated to Alex’s specific reaction times, so finely tuned that the ship was almost—almost—an extension of his body.

Almost.

“You know what the other pilots will think when they see your ship,” Kamara said.

Alex leaned back. A small smile—not smug, more like the smile of someone who knows a punchline but isn’t giving it away yet.

“That I’m unarmed?”

“That you’re easy prey.”

The smile remained.

“Fine,” said Alex. 

◆ ◆ ◆

Later—after the conversation, after the rain, after dinner in the cafeteria, which he ate alone as always—Alex sat on the concrete floor in front of the hangar where the Sparrow was parked.

The gates were closed. But light seeped in through the crack at the bottom—the bluish glow of the work lights under which Tanaka and her team were still working, even though it was almost midnight. He could hear their voices, muffled, and the sporadic clang of tools.

He leaned his head against the cold metal door.

Above him: clouds. Not a single star visible tonight. But he knew they were there. He knew it with the certainty of someone who had searched for them so often that the impossibility of not finding them no longer mattered.

He thought of the Draakari.

He thought of Kael Vrynn.

He thought of the Pulsar Corridor, the unstable Lagrange point, the Nakamura Cloud.

He thought of thirty-three hours and fourteen minutes.

And then—very quietly, in the stillness of a November evening in Kyiv, while Yuki Tanaka’s team was inside preparing his ship—he thought of something else.

He thought about what it would mean to come back.

Not to win. Not to come in second. Just—to come back. To see the finish line. To be on the other side.

What would that mean?

For Earth?

He sat still for a long time.

Then he stood up, brushed the dust off his pants, and went to sleep.

The final training phase began first thing in the morning.

He had no time for dreams. 
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CHAPTER 4
Sparrow
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Dr. Yuki Tanaka wasn’t sleeping.

T

his wasn’t anything new. Over the past eighteen months, she had slept an average of five hours a night—measured, not estimated, because she was the kind of person who measured everything that could be measured, and quite a few things that couldn’t. She had a small spreadsheet on her tablet where she recorded her daily hours of sleep, caffeine intake, and the team’s error rate, and the correlation between the three values was so clear that she had eventually stopped looking at the spreadsheet because it no longer told her anything new.

She wasn’t sleeping enough. She was drinking too much coffee. Her team was making mistakes.

And yet—and yet—the Sparrow was the most beautiful thing she had ever built.

It stood before her now. Alone in the hangar, everyone else sent home, the maintenance lights dimmed to a minimum. The bluish light fell softly on the ship’s hull, making it look like something that had emerged from the water—smooth, organic, with a surface that didn’t reflect light but absorbed it.

Seven point three meters long. Two point one meters wide at its widest point. Empty weight: four point two metric tons. With a full fuel load and equipment: nine point seven metric tons.

For a Galactic-class racing ship, that was—ridiculously light.

That was the intention.

Tanaka walked slowly around the ship. Her fingers almost—but not quite—brushed against the hull. An old habit. Touching it didn’t change anything. She knew that. But the closeness soothed something within her that data could not.

The hull was made of a composite alloy developed by the Earth Coalition Materials Laboratory in collaboration with a Vo’thann supplier—officially declared a research partnership, but unofficially treated by both sides as what it was: an exchange. Earth supplied something the Vo'thann wanted—raw data from human neurological studies that were of interest to Vo'thann medicine. The Vo'thann supplied something Earth needed: a material that could absorb three times as much impact energy at a fraction of the weight of traditional armor alloys.

It wasn’t the hardest material in the field.

But it was the smartest. 

◆ ◆ ◆

The Sparrow’s true innovation wasn’t in its hull.

It lay in the head.

Tanaka stopped in front of the cockpit section. Narrow, cramped, with a field of view spanning nearly two hundred seventy degrees—not through a single window, but through a system of external cameras and direct projection onto the inside of the helmet. Alex wouldn’t be looking out a window. He would see as if he himself were the ship’s hull. As if his skin were made of metal and his eyes were looking in every direction at once.

The navigation system beneath it was the result of three years of development and a budget that Tanaka didn’t dare mention out loud when officials were around. Not a classic autopilot system—that was too slow, too rigid, too focused on making decisions that a human could have made as well.

This was something else.

Internally, they called it “The Shadow.” A navigation system that didn’t steer—it anticipated. It analyzed Alex’s steering movements, learned his reaction patterns, and then—in the fraction of a second betwe his decision and its execution—prepared the controls so that the ship began to move before he had even finished thinking.

No other ship in the fleet had that.

No other ship in the fleet needed it—because no other pilot flew the way Alex did. The other races had reflexes faster than those of humans. The Draakari reacted in under a hundred milliseconds. The Vo'thann in under a hundred twenty. For them, the system was unnecessary—their bodies were already fast enough.

For Alex, it was the equalizer.

Not a way to bridge the gap between him and the Draakari—the gap was real, and Tanaka had never pretended it wasn’t. But the Shadow turned Alex and the Sparrow together into something that was neither Alex alone nor the Sparrow alone.

A third thing.

Something she hadn’t yet given a name. 

◆ ◆ ◆

She heard footsteps behind her.

She wasn’t startled—she’d heard the soft squeak of the side door, which always came before someone entered who never properly oiled the door, no matter how often she asked him to.

“You’re not asleep,” Alex said.

“Neither are you.”

He stepped up beside her. He looked at the Sparrow with the same expression Tanaka knew—not admiration, not pride, but that quiet, intense focus he directed at everything that mattered to him.

“How’s the Shadow coming along?” he asked.

“Ninety-three percent prediction accuracy on the last test.”

“In the one before that, it was ninety-one.”

“Correct.”

“How long until it reaches one hundred?”

Tanaka looked at him. “Never.”

He nodded as if he’d expected that.

“Ninety-three is enough,” he said. “At a hundred, it would replace me.”

She couldn’t help but smile. Briefly, almost against her will. It was the most precise formulation of the problem she’d ever heard—more precise than anything her own team had put on paper in three years of development.

“The armament,” he said then. Not as a question.

Tanaka exhaled briefly. That was the topic they’d both been avoiding—not because they weren’t familiar with it, but because it was the issue on which the decision had already been made, and neither side felt it was entirely right.

The Sparrow was armed. Of course. To enter a race without weapon systems would be—Tanaka searched for the right word—naive. Suicidal in a way that went beyond the race’s usual suicidal nature.

But the armament had been deliberately kept to a minimum.

Two forward cannons. Lightweight, rapid-firing, effective at close range. And an impulse generator—not an offensive system, but a repulsion field with a radius of twenty meters that slowed down in ing objects—debris, projectiles, other ships on a collision course—for about three seconds.

Three seconds.

Enough for a pilot with a reaction time of 147 milliseconds.

Not enough for anyone else.

“Yovar-9 will have the Obsidian cannons,” Alex said. “Wide dispersion, no homing capability, but a field twenty meters in diameter. If I get close—”

“Then you’re dead,” said Tanaka. “I know.”

“And the D-1 has plasma filaments. Not fast, but they stick—once hit, it pulls the ship off course.”

“I know that, too.”

“Then you know what I’m thinking.”

Tanaka was silent for a moment.

“I think,” she said then, “that you think we should have installed more weapons.”

“I don’t think I need any to survive.” He looked at the Sparrow. “But I do think there will be moments when survival isn’t enough.”

It was the most honest expression of fear he had ever voiced in her presence. Not “I’m afraid of dying,” but “I’m afraid of not getting far enough.”

Tanaka looked at him for a long time.

Then she turned around, walked over to a tool cabinet against the wall, opened it, and took something out. Small. Unassuming. A module, about the size of a clenched fist, in matte black.

She held it out to him.

“What is that?” he asked.

“Officially, this doesn’t exist.”

He took it. Turned it over in his hands.

“Officially doesn’t exist,” he repeated.

“It’s
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