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"Normal" was a suffocating, synthetic concept.

Valyra Cross sat at the massive, circular bronze table in the center of the Aetherium, her jaw locked so tight her teeth ached. For three months, this had been her life. Three months since the Vexid scout armada had been vaporized into orbital dust. Three months since she had ripped a black hole out of an alien mothership.

Now, she was a diplomat.

The title tasted like old copper.

Across the table, the Chief of Logistics—a balding man who had spent the war hiding in a reinforced bunker—was droning on about hydroponic rationing. He was gesturing wildly at a glowing holographic spreadsheet. Valyra wasn't looking at the spreadsheet. She was staring at the man’s throat, calculating exactly how much gravitational pressure it would take to crush his vocal cords and buy the room five minutes of silence.

Just a pinch, Noctis whispered in her blood. The symbiote curled around her spine, freezing and restless. We could make it quiet.

Valyra squeezed her eyes shut. She forced the dark matter back down into the deepest, coldest vault of her mind. She was not a monster.

But her body was starting to disagree.

She shifted uncomfortably in her chair, the stiff fabric of her high-collared Vanguard jacket pulling against her skin. The collar was zipped entirely up to her chin, stifling in the crowded, humid air of the council chamber. It wasn't a fashion statement. It was a cage.

Beneath the heavy gray fabric, the Abyssal Armor was awake.

It hadn't fully retracted since the explosion three months ago. Jagged, starry obsidian scales were permanently fused to the flesh of her collarbones, creeping up the sides of her neck like black ice. Every time she turned her head, the razor-sharp edges of the chitin snagged against the lining of the jacket. It was a constant, agonizing reminder that the human girl from the Bilge Wastes was slowly, irreversibly dissolving.

"Envoy Cross." The Logistics Chief’s voice cut through her spiraling panic. "Do you concur with the Sector 4 resource allocation?"

Valyra blinked, forcing her mismatched eyes—one silver, one bottomless black—to focus on the bureaucrat.

She didn't know what the allocation was. She didn't care. "Send the water purifiers to the lower decks before you fix the upper-ring fountains," Valyra said, her voice a low, gravelly rasp. "Or the Shattered mechanics are going to strike. And if they strike, your atmospheric scrubbers break down by Tuesday."

The Chief bristled, his face flushing. "The upper rings require standardized maintenance to maintain station morale—"

"Station morale requires oxygen."

The voice that interrupted didn't boom, but it instantly silenced the room.

Evander Solis leaned forward, resting his elbows on the bronze table. He wasn't wearing the blinding, immaculate white coat of the High Command. He wore the dark-gray, kinetic-reinforced uniform of the newly unified Zenith Guard. The pristine golden boy was gone. The man sitting beside Valyra was grounded, heavily scarred, and radiated a terrifying, effortless authority.

"Sector 4 gets the purifiers," Evander stated, his golden eyes locking onto the Chief. "The outer hull patching takes priority over the luxury promenades. We are rebuilding a fortress, not a resort. Next item."

The Logistics Chief swallowed hard, quickly swiping his datapad to the next agenda item. No one argued with Evander. No one wanted to test the patience of the Prime Astral who had literally punched his way through an alien dreadnought.

Evander didn't look at the Chief. He turned his head slightly, his gaze dropping to Valyra.

He noticed the tight, white-knuckled grip she had on the armrests of her chair. He saw the faint sheen of cold sweat on her forehead. He didn't say a word, but the pure, radiant warmth of Aurelion flared slightly beneath his skin. He pushed a wave of soothing, ambient starlight across the few inches of space between them.

The heat washed over Valyra, dulling the sharp ache of the obsidian scales biting into her neck. She let out a shaky breath, offering him a microscopic nod of thanks.

He was her anchor. But lately, she felt like she was dragging him down into the deep.

When the council finally adjourned an hour later, the room cleared out with practiced efficiency. The bureaucrats practically sprinted for the bronze doors, eager to escape the heavy gravity of the two war heroes.

Valyra didn't wait for Evander. She stood up, her chair scraping harshly against the floor, and bolted for the side exit.

She needed to breathe. She needed to take the collar off.

She ducked into a private, sterile washroom in the adjoining corridor. The door hissed shut behind her, the magnetic lock engaging with a solid thud.

The room was blindingly bright, lit by the harsh, synthesized sunlight the Spire favored. Valyra walked over to the glasteel sink. She gripped the edges of the basin, her head bowed, her chest heaving as she sucked in greedy lungfuls of the hyper-scrubbed air.

Slowly, with trembling fingers, she reached up and pulled the zipper of her heavy jacket down.

She looked up into the mirror.

The monster stared back.

The black crystalline veins that used to spiderweb faintly beneath her skin were gone. They had been entirely replaced by thick, overlapping plates of starlit void. The obsidian chitin looked like deep space frozen into glass. It covered her collarbones in a jagged, asymmetrical armor, creeping up the right side of her neck, stopping just an inch below her jawline.

It was beautiful, in a terrifying, cosmic way. But it wasn't human.

Valyra raised her hand, her fingertips brushing against the freezing, smooth surface of the scales.

We are adapting, Noctis hummed, a vibration that rattled her teeth. The flesh is weak. The void is forever.

"Shut up," Valyra whispered to the empty room.

She dug her fingernail under the edge of the highest scale on her neck. She gritted her teeth and pulled.

A sharp, blinding spike of agony shot straight into her brain. The chitin didn't flake off. It was rooted deep into her muscular tissue, fused to her vascular system. Bright, arterial red blood welled up from the micro-tear, spilling over the black scale and dripping down her pale skin.

Valyra gasped, dropping her hands.

Tears burned the corners of her eyes, but she refused to let them fall.

This was the cost. She had known the price when she dropped the biological limiters in the Vexid core. She had traded her humanity to save the boy she loved. But the reality of living in the aftermath—of waking up every day and watching the darkness consume a millimeter more of her body—was a suffocating, paralyzing terror.

What happens when it reaches her face? What happens when Evander looks at her and doesn't see the girl from the Wastes anymore?

He's a creature of light, her darkest insecurity whispered. Light recoils from the dark. It's only a matter of time.

She snatched a sterile white towel from the dispenser, pressing it hard against the bleeding edge of the scale. She held it there until the blood stopped, then violently zipped the heavy jacket back up to her chin, burying the nightmare in the dark.

When Valyra stepped back out into the corridor, Evander was leaning against the opposite wall.

He had his arms crossed over his chest. He looked devastatingly handsome in the austere gray uniform, his platinum hair falling slightly over his glowing golden eyes.

He pushed off the wall as the door opened. His eyes immediately darted to the high collar of her jacket. He saw the faint, microscopic smudge of blood she had missed near the zipper.

Evander’s jaw tightened, but he didn't call her out on it. He didn't push. He knew she was drowning, and he knew that forcing her to talk before she was ready would only make her sink faster.

"Rix requested a structural review of the atmospheric regulators in Sector 4," Evander said, his voice a low, steady rumble. "Care to walk with me?"

"If it gets me out of the Spire," Valyra muttered, falling into step beside him.

They took the primary transit lift down. The descent from the immaculate upper rings to the grimy, industrial belly of the Zenith was a physical shock to the system. The doors ground open, and the sweltering heat of the lower decks hit them like a physical blow.

Sector 4 was deafening.

The air smelled of burning flux and sweat. Heavy machinery pounded. Sparks rained down from the upper catwalks as Shattered mechanics welded massive titanium plates to the inner hull. It was chaos, but it was a living, breathing chaos.

They walked through the crowded market thoroughfare. People parted for them, offering respectful nods.

"They're rebuilding faster than the logistics council predicted," Evander noted, his eyes scanning the scaffolding. "The integration of Spire tech with lower-deck ingenuity is highly efficient."

"They're motivated," Valyra replied, keeping her arms crossed tightly over her chest. "They finally have a sky that isn't trying to crush them."

A massive payload of iron beams swung overhead on a magnetic crane. The sudden screech of the metal caused Valyra to flinch, her shoulders hiking up defensively. The stiff collar of the jacket bit violently into the raw, bleeding edge of the scale on her neck.

She let out a sharp hiss of pain, her hand flying to her throat.

Evander stopped dead in his tracks.

The bustling noise of the market seemed to blur into white noise. He stepped directly into her personal space, his broad shoulders blocking her from the view of the passing crowds.

He reached out.

Valyra instinctively took a half-step back, her eyes wide. "Evander, don't. It's fine."

"Stop running from me," Evander said softly. It wasn't an order; it was a plea.

He didn't grab her. He simply held his hand suspended in the air between them, offering the choice. His palm was warm, radiating a faint, golden glow that chased away the shadows of the lower decks.

Valyra stared at his hand. Her throat clicked as she swallowed. Slowly, agonizingly, she forced herself to stand still.

Evander stepped closer. His fingers gently, carefully brushed against the heavy fabric of her high collar. He didn't pull the zipper down. He just let the side of his thumb rest against the pulse point of her neck, right over the hidden obsidian chitin.

The freezing cold of the dark matter met the blinding heat of his starlight.

"You don't have to hide it from me," Evander murmured, his golden eyes locking onto hers with an intensity that made the rest of the universe fall away. "I was there when the fire started, Valyra. I am not afraid of the ashes."

Valyra’s breath hitched. She leaned her forehead against the hard, armored plating of his chest. "It's spreading, Evander. It doesn't want to go back to sleep. I can feel it eating the edges of my skin."

Evander’s arms wrapped around her, entirely enveloping her in his solid, unyielding warmth. "Then we will find a way to make it sleep. Rix is analyzing the Vexid dampener fragments. We will build a limiter. You are not losing yourself."

He kissed the top of her head.

Valyra closed her eyes, letting the ambient noise of Sector 4 wash over her. She wanted to believe him. She desperately wanted to believe that love was enough to cure the void. But as the freezing chill of the Umbra hummed in her veins, she knew the truth.

The dark matter wasn't a disease. It was an evolution. And it was hungry.

Three miles above them, at the absolute pinnacle of the Aethelgard Zenith, the silence was absolute.

The maximum-security wing of the Apex Spire was not designed to punish the body. It was designed to break the mind. There were no iron bars. There was no darkness. The cells were perfectly cubic, featureless rooms composed entirely of blindingly white, heavily compressed hard-light.

In Cell One, High Marshall Tiberius Solis sat perfectly still on the glowing white floor.

He was not wearing the immaculate, medaled uniform of his former rank. He wore the thin, shapeless gray tunic of the condemned. His silver hair, once perfectly styled, hung loose around his face.

But Tiberius was not broken.

He sat with his legs crossed, his spine rigidly straight, his hands resting lightly on his knees. His eyes—once blazing with the pure, fanatic light of the Vanguard—were dull and gray, stripped of their magic by the lingering trauma of the Vexid dampeners.

He didn't need magic. He had conviction.

The heavy pneumatic seal of the cell door hissed.

A rectangular slot in the hard-light barrier dematerialized, just large enough to pass a standard ration tray.

A young Vanguard guard stepped up to the slot. He wore the new dark-gray uniform of Evander’s unified guard, but the fit was slightly off on his shoulders. He looked nervous. He was no older than nineteen, his face pale under the harsh lighting of the brig.

The guard slid the metal tray through the slot. It clattered softly onto the white floor.

Tiberius didn't look at the food. He opened his gray eyes and looked directly at the boy.

"What is your name, cadet?" Tiberius asked. His voice was a dry, rasping whisper, yet it commanded the sterile space effortlessly.

The guard stiffened, his Vanguard indoctrination warring with his new orders. He shouldn't engage the prisoner. But this wasn't just a prisoner; this was the man who had been the voice of God for the boy's entire life.

"Kael, sir," the guard muttered, his eyes darting toward the security cameras in the corners of the hall.

"Kael," Tiberius repeated, testing the name on his tongue. "You are wearing the gray of the new order, Kael. Tell me... does it feel heavy?"

The guard swallowed hard, his hand resting on the hilt of his kinetic slug-thrower. "I am just delivering the rations, prisoner."

Tiberius smiled. It wasn't a cruel smile. It was a paternal, deeply tragic expression that instantly disarmed the boy.

"I built this station to be a beacon of absolute purity in a galaxy of chaos," Tiberius said quietly, his gaze never leaving the guard's face. "I built it so that boys like you would never have to know the terror of the dark. We wore white so that the shadows would know we did not fear them."

"The white didn't stop the aliens, sir," Kael blurted out, the defensive words tumbling from his mouth before he could stop them. "Commander Solis... he stopped them. He and the Corrupted girl."

Tiberius didn't yell. He didn't reprimand the boy for the insolence.

He leaned forward slightly.

"And look at the price, Kael," Tiberius whispered, his voice dripping with an insidious, calculated venom. "Look at what has been allowed to walk our immaculate halls. A monster. A creature of pure, destructive void. My son used a demon to kill the invaders, and now, the demon sits in the Aetherium."

The guard looked down at his boots. He had seen Valyra Cross. He had seen the jagged, terrifying obsidian scales on her neck. He had felt the crushing, unnatural weight of the air when she walked past.

"The rot is setting in," Tiberius said, his voice soft, reasonable, and terrifyingly persuasive. "They tell you she is a savior. But darkness does not save, Kael. It only consumes. First, it consumed the alien fleet. Now, it is consuming my son's mind. How long before it consumes the entire Spire?"

Kael shifted his weight. His knuckles were white where he gripped his weapon. The terror of the Vexid invasion had scarred him, but the presence of the Umbra entity living freely on the station was a quiet, gnawing horror that violated everything he had ever been taught.

"The Vanguard is lost," Kael whispered, almost to himself.

"The Vanguard is sleeping," Tiberius corrected him smoothly.

The High Marshall stood up. He walked to the edge of the hard-light barrier, standing inches from the young guard. The magic was gone from Tiberius’s blood, but the sheer, overwhelming zealotry of his spirit radiated through the energy field.

"Heroes do not wear gray, Kael," Tiberius said, his gray eyes locking onto the boy’s terrified face. "They wear the light. And the light must be protected from the parasite that has attached itself to our home."

The guard stared at the deposed High Marshall. The conflict in the boy's eyes was violent, but brief. The purist indoctrination ran too deep. The fear of the unknown was too strong.

Kael offered a microscopic, sharp nod.

He stepped back from the cell, the ration slot sealing shut with a hiss. He turned on his heel and marched down the blindingly white corridor, his posture rigid, his mind completely infected.

Inside the cell, Tiberius Solis sat back down on the floor.

He crossed his legs and closed his eyes. The Zenith was rebuilding its physical hull, but Tiberius knew the truth. Metal could be welded. Glass could be replaced. But the soul of the station was fundamentally fractured.

The Vexid had merely battered the doors. Tiberius was going to tear the house down from the inside out.
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The heat in Sector 4 was a living, breathing thing. It wrapped around Valyra like a heavy, suffocating blanket, smelling of vaporized coolant, oxidized iron, and cheap synthetic engine oil.

She was lying on her back on a rusted mechanic's creeper, shoved halfway under the massive, scarred chassis of a Vanguard transport skiff. The heavy plasma torch in her hand hissed, throwing a shower of blinding white sparks over her heavy leather apron. The physical labor was brutal, mind-numbing, and absolutely perfect. When her muscles were burning and her eyes were stinging from the smoke, she didn't have the mental bandwidth to think about the monster sleeping in her spine.

She didn't have to think about the fact that the jagged obsidian scales on her neck hadn't receded a single millimeter in three months.

"Hand me the sonic calibrator," Valyra grunted, holding out her free hand from beneath the skiff.

She waited. The heavy, metallic clatter of tools being shuffled across a workbench never came.

"Rix." Valyra kicked her heavy mag-boot against the transport’s undercarriage. "Calibrator. Now. Unless you want this propulsion manifold to melt a hole straight through the deck."

Still nothing.

Valyra swore, killing the plasma torch. She grabbed the edge of the transport's hull and yanked herself out from underneath it on the rolling creeper. She sat up, wiping a thick smear of grease from her cheek with the back of her wrist, preparing to verbally tear the mechanic a new one.

The insult died in her throat.

Rix wasn't working. The usually frantic, perpetually moving mechanic was standing perfectly still in the dim, amber-lit corner of the garage. He was staring at a towering bank of scavenged Vanguard monitors he had haphazardly wired into the station’s primary sensor grid. His organic eye was wide, the pupil blown out, while his cybernetic eye whirred frantically, adjusting focal lengths as if trying to make sense of an optical illusion.

He looked terrified.

"Rix?" Valyra stood up, tossing the cooling plasma torch onto a nearby crate. She wiped her hands on a dirty rag. "Hey. Did you short a circuit in your brain? What are you looking at?"

Rix didn't look at her. He just raised a trembling, metal finger and pointed at the center screen.

Valyra walked over, the heavy soles of her boots thudding against the grated floor. She stood beside him, her eyes tracing the chaotic, scrolling lines of code and the massive, three-dimensional topographic map of the deep space surrounding Zephyrus-9.

At the very edge of the sensor range, billions of miles outside the Zenith's atmospheric shielding, a red waveform was pulsing.

It wasn't a blip. It wasn't a static signature. It was a rhythmic, oscillating wave.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

"I pulled the encryption algorithms from the Harvester core we blew up three months ago," Rix whispered. His voice sounded thin, stripped of all its usual abrasive sarcasm. "I wanted to set an early warning system. If a Vexid scout ship even sneezed in the next solar system, I wanted to know."

"Okay," Valyra said slowly, her eyes tracking the red waveform. "Is it a scout ship?"

"No." Rix hit a key on the console. The waveform magnified, splitting into a complex, terrifyingly intricate visual representation of raw cosmic energy. "Vexid tech runs on dark-space folding. It creates vacuums. It leaves a footprint of absolute zero. This... this isn't a vacuum."

"Then what is it?"

"It's an echo," Rix breathed, turning his head to look at her. He looked sick. "Valyra, that's an Astral pulse. But it’s not Aurelion. It’s not the Progenitor in our thermal core. The wavelength is too broad. It's too old."

Valyra stared at the screen.

Deep inside the marrow of her bones, Noctis woke up.

It wasn't the usual waking. Whenever danger approached, the dark matter symbiote usually reacted with a feral, starving aggression. It wanted to expand. It wanted to consume. It would claw at the inside of her ribcage, begging to be let off the leash to eat the threat.

This time, it didn't claw. It recoiled.

A freezing, paralyzing shiver shot straight down Valyra’s spine. The obsidian scales hidden beneath her high-collared shirt contracted, biting painfully into her flesh. The void did not want to feed. It wanted to hide.

Valyra gasped, stumbling backward a half-step. She clutched her chest, her heart hammering a frantic, terrified rhythm against her sternum. The sheer, cosmic weight of the anomaly pressing against her symbiote was suffocating. It felt like standing at the bottom of an ocean and looking up to see the shadow of a leviathan passing over the sun.

"Val?" Rix reached out, his metal hand hovering near her arm. "Hey, you're pale. What is it? What does the Umbra feel?"

Valyra forced her jaw open, sucking in a ragged breath of the greasy air. She looked at the red waveform steadily beating on the monitor. The trauma of the last war—the suffocating vacuum of the airlock, Evander bleeding out on the deck, the horrifying moment she had given up her humanity to stop the Vexid—all of it came rushing back in a tidal wave of panic.

She couldn't do it again. She had barely survived the last apocalypse. She was currently holding herself together with duct tape, blind hope, and Evander’s smile. She absolutely refused to acknowledge a new monster in the dark.

"It's a ghost," Valyra said sharply. Her voice was too loud, entirely devoid of the paralyzing fear gripping her chest.

Rix frowned, dropping his hand. "A ghost? Valyra, look at the amplitude. This is a massive physical object displacing gravitational waves."

"It's a ghost, Rix," Valyra repeated, stepping forward and aggressively tapping the glass of the monitor. She was building a wall of pure denial, brick by brick. "We detonated a localized singularity inside a toxic alien dampener core. The physics of that explosion ripped the local orbit to shreds. It's just background radiation bouncing off the debris field. It’s static."

"Static doesn't have a heartbeat," Rix argued, his mechanical eye whirring angrily. "You felt it. I saw you flinch. Don't lie to me."

"I'm not lying!" Valyra snapped, the dark matter flaring defensively in response to her rising anger. "We won, Rix! The armada is gone. The Vanguard is rebuilding. I just want to fix this damn transport skiff and go get a synthetic coffee. I am not chasing shadows on a busted radar screen today!"

Rix stared at her. He saw the sheer desperation in her mismatched eyes. She wasn't just dismissing the data; she was begging him to let it go.

Before Rix could push the issue, the garage was violently bathed in strobing, violent red light.

A deafening security siren erupted from the overhead speakers, cutting right through the argument. Valyra instinctively dropped into a combat stance, reaching for the heavy iron wrench hooked to her belt.

The station-wide alarm blared twice before abruptly cutting out, instantly replaced by a localized internal security klaxon.

The comms unit clipped to Valyra’s collar crackled to life in a burst of static.

"All available Zenith Guard units, Code Black in Mid-Level Transit Hub Aurelius. Lethal force restricted. Riot control protocols authorized."

Evander’s voice cut through the automated dispatch channel. He sounded breathless, strained, and dangerously close to losing his famous composure.

"Valyra." Evander’s voice dropped to their private, encrypted frequency. "I need you."

"Evander? What's happening?" Valyra demanded, the deep space anomaly instantly forgotten, replaced by the grounded, immediate terror of her partner in danger.

"The integration failed," Evander grunted. The sound of shattering glass and angry shouting bled through his microphone. "Shattered laborers from Sector 3 clashed with an off-duty Vanguard patrol. It escalated. There are hundreds of them. They are tearing the hub apart."

"I'm on my way." Valyra didn't wait for a response.

She turned on her heel and sprinted for the garage exit.

"Valyra, wait!" Rix shouted after her, pointing back at the pulsing monitor. "The telemetry!"

"Keep an eye on the ghost, Rix!" Valyra yelled over her shoulder, already hitting the heavy pneumatic door release. "I have to go put out a fire!"

She hit the primary concourse at a dead sprint. The lower decks were already murmuring, citizens pulling their children inside the rusted hab-units as the sirens continued to wail above.

Valyra bypassed the slow, crowded transit elevators. She ducked into an emergency maintenance shaft, grabbing the rusted iron ladder and hauling herself upward with terrifying, dark-matter assisted speed. Her muscles burned, but the adrenaline fueled her ascent.

She climbed three miles in less than five minutes.

She kicked open the access grate to the mid-levels, rolling onto the pristine, polished glasteel floor of Transit Hub Aurelius.

The scene was absolute, visceral bedlam.

The hub was designed to be a beautiful, sprawling intersection connecting the luxury upper rings to the industrial sectors. Now, it looked like a warzone. The massive holographic arrival boards had been smashed, raining sparking glass down onto the deck.

Hundreds of people were locked in a brutal, screaming melee.

On one side were the Shattered laborers—men and women covered in grease, armed with heavy plasma torches, kinetic rivet guns, and solid iron pipes. Three months of built-up resentment, of being treated like second-class citizens even while they rebuilt the station that the Vanguard had failed to protect, had finally boiled over.

On the other side were dozens of off-duty Vanguard soldiers. Stripped of their pristine white armor, wearing civilian clothes, they were fighting back with the brutal, arrogant efficiency of highly trained killers. Blue Lux-Blades hummed and clashed against heavy iron tools.

Blood was already streaking the pristine white floor tiles.

"Stand down! By the authority of the Zenith Guard, stand down!"

Valyra’s eyes snapped to the center of the chaos.

Evander was a towering force in the middle of the riot. He wore his dark-gray uniform, but he hadn't drawn his weapon. He wasn't using his hard-light wings. He was physically inserting his body between the warring factions, using his broad shoulders and elite kinetic training to pry people apart.

He grabbed a Vanguard soldier who was raising a humming Lux-Blade to strike an unarmed mechanic. Evander twisted the soldier’s wrist, disarming him with a sharp crack, and shoved the man backward.

"Commander, they attacked us!" the soldier spat, wiping a bloody lip. "The Wastes trash threw the first punch!"

"I do not care who threw the first punch!" Evander roared, his golden eyes flashing with barely suppressed fury. "You are sworn to protect this station, not wage war in its hallways!"

Before Evander could pivot, a massive, burly laborer from the lower decks lunged forward, swinging a heavy, solid-iron lug wrench like a baseball bat.

Valyra’s heart stopped. "Evander!"

Evander saw the blow coming. With his Prime reflexes, he could have easily ducked. He could have ignited Aurelion, summoned a shield of pure starlight, and shattered the man's arm.

He didn't.

Evander deliberately dropped his guard. He took the hit.

CRACK.

The heavy iron wrench slammed directly into Evander’s jaw. The sickening sound of impact echoed even over the shouting crowd.

Evander’s head snapped to the side. He stumbled backward, dropping to one knee. Bright red blood instantly burst from his split lip, splattering onto the pristine gray collar of his uniform.

The riot momentarily froze.

The Shattered laborer who had swung the wrench stared down at the bleeding Commander of the Zenith Guard, his eyes wide with sudden, paralyzing terror. He had just struck the man who had defeated High Marshall Tiberius. He expected to be instantly incinerated by golden fire.

Evander didn't retaliate. He slowly raised his hand, wiping the blood from his chin. He looked up at the rioting crowds, his golden eyes burning, but entirely human.

"I bleed the same red you do," Evander said, his voice quiet but carrying the heavy, agonizing weight of a man trying to hold the world together with his bare hands. "If you want to tear this station down, you start with me."

The tension in the room was a taut wire, a fraction of a second away from snapping entirely. The Vanguard soldiers raised their fists, furious at seeing their commander struck. The Shattered tightened their grip on their tools, terrified of the reprisal.

They were going to kill each other.

Valyra didn't wait to see who threw the next punch.

She stepped out of the shadows of the maintenance grate. She didn't yell. She didn't try to reason with them.

She let the void off the leash.

Down, Valyra commanded.

A massive, suffocating wave of localized dark matter exploded outward from her core. It wasn't an attack. It was a terrifying, physical assertion of absolute gravity.

The ambient pressure in the entire transit hub instantly tripled. The air turned freezing cold, shimmering with faint, starlit static.

The crowd collapsed.

Every single person in the room—Vanguard soldier and Shattered laborer alike—was violently forced to their knees. The weapons in their hands suddenly weighed a hundred pounds each, clattering uselessly to the glasteel deck. People gasped for air, pinned to the floor by an invisible, crushing hand.

Valyra walked slowly into the center of the room.

She kept her hands at her sides. The high collar of her jacket hid the obsidian scales, but her mismatched eyes—one silver, one absolute abyss—glowed with terrifying, unearthly power. She walked through the kneeling crowd like an executioner inspecting the condemned.

She reached Evander. The localized gravity didn't touch him.

He looked up at her, wiping the blood from his mouth, letting out a long, exhausted sigh.

Valyra looked around the room at the terrified, kneeling faces. They hated each other, but right now, they feared her more. She was the monster in the dark, and she was entirely willing to play the part if it kept them from tearing Evander’s fragile peace apart.

"The next person who swings a weapon in this sector," Valyra said, her voice vibrating with a cosmic, overlapping echo that rattled the glasteel windows, "will find out exactly how much pressure it takes to crush a human spine. Go home."

She clenched her fist.

The gravity snapped back to normal. The crowd scrambled to their feet, stumbling over each other in an absolute, terrified panic to flee the hub. Within thirty seconds, the massive room was entirely empty, leaving only discarded tools, broken glass, and the echoing silence.

Valyra let out a shaky breath, the dark matter receding into the heavy, painful knot at the base of her spine. She reached down, offering her hand to Evander.

He took it, letting her haul him to his feet. He winced, rolling his jaw. A dark purple bruise was already blooming across his sharp cheekbone.

"You didn't have to take that hit," Valyra whispered, her fingers gently brushing the unbruised side of his face.

"If I used my light, it would only prove my father right," Evander murmured, pulling her gently against his chest. "They need to see that the Vanguard can bleed without seeking vengeance. They need to see we are mortal."

Valyra rested her head against his shoulder. They had won the moment. The riot was over. The station had survived another hour.

But as she looked out the massive glasteel observation windows of the transit hub, staring into the vast, freezing darkness of deep space, the victory felt hollow. She thought of the red waveform pulsing on Rix’s monitor. She thought of the leviathan swimming in the dark.

They were so busy fighting each other for control of the sinking ship, they hadn't realized the ocean was about to swallow them whole.
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The paint was still wet.

It wasn't standard Vanguard issue. It was thick, industrial-grade black tar, scavenged from the lower-deck engine blocks and smuggled three miles up into the pristine, hyper-scrubbed corridors of the Apex Spire.

Valyra stared at the wall. The air in the hallway was dead quiet.

The mural stretched ten feet across the blindingly white titanium panels. It was crude, jagged, and horrifyingly effective. It depicted a towering, shadowy monster wrapping its massive claws entirely around the Aethelgard Zenith. The monster had no face, only two asymmetrical eyes—one silver, one pitch-black. Beneath the sprawling abomination, written in dripping, jagged letters, was a single sentence.

THE ROT WEARS A CROWN.

Evander stood right beside her. His jaw was clenched so tightly a muscle ticked violently near his ear. The dark-gray fabric of his uniform stretched tight across his broad shoulders as his fists curled into heavy, white-knuckled boulders.

"I'll have it scrubbed," Evander said. His voice was a lethal, quiet rasp. He reached for the comms unit on his shoulder. "I will dispatch a sanitation detail. And then I will find whoever bypassed the security grid to paint this."

"Don't."

Valyra didn't look away from the wall. The heavy, high-collared jacket she wore suddenly felt like a hangman's noose. She could feel the obsidian scales beneath the fabric vibrating, reacting to the sudden, sharp spike of her own adrenaline.

"Valyra—"

"If you scrub it, you validate it," she interrupted, her voice hollow. She finally tore her eyes away from the dripping black tar and looked at him. "They want you to overreact. They want you to act like a dictator silencing the truth."

"It is not the truth," Evander growled, stepping directly in front of the mural to physically block it from her line of sight. "It is the desperate gasp of a dying ideology."

"Is it?" Valyra challenged softly. She looked down at her hands. She was wearing thick leather gloves, even indoors, to hide the faint, starlit discoloration setting into her fingernails. "They aren't entirely wrong, Evander. I am spreading."

"Stop it." Evander grabbed her gloved hands, pulling her a step away from the wall. "My father is sitting in a cell. He has no magic. He has no army. He is whispering to boys who are too young to remember what real war looks like. This is cowardice, Valyra. Nothing more."

Valyra swallowed the thick, burning knot in her throat. She offered a tight, entirely manufactured nod.

"Go to your briefing," she muttered, pulling her hands free. She shoved them deep into the pockets of her jacket. "The Vanguard needs their commander. I'm going back to the quarters. I need a shower."

Evander hesitated. He looked at the crude, hateful mural, then back at the woman who had ripped her own life apart to save his. The guilt in his golden eyes was agonizing. He had brought her up here. He had promised her peace.

"I will be back before the shift cycle ends," Evander promised, his voice softening. "Lock the door."

Valyra turned and walked down the pristine corridor. She didn't look back. She could feel the painted eyes of the monster on the wall burning a hole straight through her spine.

Ten minutes later, Evander Solis walked into Tactical Briefing Room 4.

He didn't stride in with the arrogant, blinding radiance he had possessed three months ago. He walked with heavy, deliberate, kinetic steps. The six officers gathered around the holographic projection table snapped to attention, saluting with rigid, flawless Vanguard precision.

They wore the new dark-gray uniforms. But beneath the gray, the indoctrination was still pure white.

"At ease," Evander ordered, walking to the head of the table.

He didn't ignite his starlight to command the room. He slapped a physical, iron slug-thrower magazine onto the metal table. The heavy clack echoed sharply.

"The integration of Sector 3 is falling behind schedule," Evander began, skipping the pleasantries. He tapped the holographic map, highlighting a red zone in the mid-levels. "We have a fifty percent drop in kinetic-arms proficiency among the new recruits. If a Vexid boarding claw breaches the hull today, our front line breaks in four minutes."

"Commander."

Lieutenant Vance spoke up. He was a veteran of the upper rings, a man who had served directly under Tiberius for a decade. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back.

"Speak, Vance," Evander said, not looking up from the map.

"The kinetic proficiency is dropping because morale is dropping, sir," Vance said smoothly. His voice was perfectly respectful, dripping with absolute poison. "The men are being asked to train with primitive, lower-deck iron. They feel... discarded. Stripped of the First Light."

"The First Light does not pierce Vexid armor," Evander stated flatly, finally looking up. "Iron does. We adapt, or we die. That is not a debate."

Vance offered a tight, sympathetic smile. "Of course, Commander. But the men are confused. They are being told to rely on scavenged slugs, while the primary defense of this station is allegedly being handled by... alternative assets."

The room went dead silent.

Evander slowly stood up straight. He didn't blink. "Define alternative assets, Lieutenant."

Vance held his ground, though a bead of sweat broke out on his forehead. "The Umbra anomaly, sir. Cadet Cross. The men are aware she is living in the officer's wing. They are aware of her... condition. They are asking why they must bleed with iron when the station is harboring a weapon of mass destruction. Or rather, they are asking if the weapon is truly on our side."

Evander didn't yell. He didn't summon his hard-light wings.

He simply walked around the edge of the bronze table. His footsteps were perfectly silent. He stopped a few inches from Lieutenant Vance.

"You are questioning my judgment, Vance," Evander said, his voice dropping to a terrifyingly calm whisper.

"I am relaying the concerns of the men, Commander," Vance deflected, keeping his chin up. "There is paint on the walls in Sector 1. The
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