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Chapter 1: Leap into the Unknown.
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"Damn it, Kane! We're going to fall apart any second!" Janna Rys shouted, gripping the railing with all her strength as the engines roared around them. Kane Varner didn't take his eyes off the control panels. His hands moved over the touch-sensitive buttons so fast it was hard to tell what exactly he was doing. But Kane always knew what he was doing.

"Relax, Janna! Echo-9 won't fall apart. I checked it personally," he called back with a smirk despite the tension. Red warning signals flickered wildly across the ship's displays.

Outside, beyond the windows, reality seemed to turn liquid. The hyperspace tunnel around them vibrated as if it were on the verge of collapsing. The ship shook in resonance with the powerful energy streams they had somehow hit. It could have been a better first jump for a new mission.

Reyva, their android navigator, was the only one who remained completely calm. "Course deviation is 4.7 percent," her voice was even as if nothing extraordinary was happening. And to her, of course, nothing was. "I recommend reducing speed and adjusting the vector field of the hyperjump."

Kane growled, saving the advice for later, quickly inputting new coordinates. "Just don't let us die in this mess!" "I will take that as an order," Reyva replied, not a single LED on her panel flickering in response.

The ship lurched like giant invisible hands were trying to grab and crush it. The light hull of **Echo-9** was barely holding under the pressure. Janna let out a loud breath when one of the displays on her console showed the structural integrity dropping by three percent.

"So, you *checked* the ship, huh? If we survive this, I'm personally checking your blueprints!" She tried to sound sarcastic, but the tension in her voice was evident.

Kane chuckled, still not looking away from the display. "If we survive, Janna, I promise you'll have a week to run every check you want. But for now, sit tight and let me work!"

Suddenly, the rumbling intensified, and Kane was thrown forward, though his hands kept a firm grip on the controls. Reyva's voice immediately said, "There has been a rapid change in spatial density within the corridor. I recommend emergency braking in three.

"Brake now!" Kane cut her off, shouting.

In an instant, **Echo-9** was thrown out of hyperspace into standard space, like a drunk being tossed out of a bar.

The violent jolt knocked the wind out of them, but the ship finally stopped shaking. Everything fell silent. Only the soft glow of distant stars filled the view through the windows. The silence after all that noise felt deafening.

"Well, that was something..." Janna exhaled, leaning back in her seat and closing her eyes. "Ever think we'd get shredded by hyperspace one day?"

Kane slumped against the control panel, slowly catching his breath. "I think about it every time, but I always hope it won't happen."

Reyva nodded as if confirming her calculations. "We've deviated from the course by 17 lightyears. Current location:

Unknown star system. Estimated time to return to the course: three days."

"Three days?" Janna sat up straight, frowning. "We didn't drift that far."

"The hyperspace tunnel malfunction likely worsened the deviation," Reyva said, steady and unfazed by Janna's irritation. A system reboot will be required to continue our journey."

Kane sighed. "Well, explorers, are you ready to discover a new world?"

He glanced at the main screen, where, ahead of them, a planet loomed—a bluish-gray orb with thick cloud belts and strange energy flares barely visible against the atmosphere.

Janna studied the planet with curiosity. "It looks like a perfect place to explore... or another trap."

Kane grinned, leaning toward the control panel and initiating the scans. "I guess we're about to find out, Janna."

Reyva continued inputting data into the control panel, and after a few seconds, her monotone voice stated, "Scan complete. The planet is habitable. The presence of unknown energy is detected in the atmosphere. Additional data will require further analysis."

"Habitable, huh?" Kane muttered, eyes sweeping over the scene. "Looks like we've got new friends waiting for us.

Think they'll be happy to see us?"

"That depends on what side of the bed they got up from," Janna quipped, rechecking the ship. "So, Captain, are we heading into adventure? Or are we waiting to be eaten by unknown forces?"

Kane chuckled. "If we're going to be eaten, let it be on the ground and not in this damned space." He yanked the controls sharply. **Echo-9** began its slow descent toward the planet.
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Chapter 2: An Unexpected Guest.
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Kane Varner was about to relax when a warning light flashed on the panel.

"Did we hit something during the jump?" he asked casually, turning to the android navigator. Reyva, without taking his eyes off the panel, gave a brief report:

"Motion sensors. Cargo hold."

Kane clenched his jaw. There shouldn't have been any movement in the cargo hold—no one had entered it since departure.

"Looks like we have a guest," he muttered, grabbing the shocker from his belt. Janna, the ship's biologist, glanced at him.

"That's impossible. We checked the entire ship before launch. No one could have sneaked aboard."

"Maybe we missed something. I'll check it out."

Kane headed toward the cargo hold, walking quickly with his hand on the shocker. Various explanations ran through his mind: a system malfunction, some stowaway animal from the refueling station, but none explained the sensor activation.

Opening the door to the hold, Kane stepped inside. The spacious room was filled with crates and equipment for planetary exploration, but everything appeared ultimately still—except for one shadow in the corner. He squinted.

There, among the crates, stood a man.

"Who the hell are you?" Kane instinctively raised the shocker, stepping forward.

The young man looked startled but not frightened. He was tall, with dark hair tied into a short ponytail. His clothes, a faded gray jumpsuit with an unknown company logo, looked shabby and not up to Federation standards.

"Hey, take it easy," the stranger said, raising his hands. "I don't know how I got here."

"Very convenient," Kane grumbled, not lowering the shocker. "What's your name?" "Eric. Eric Trevor."

"Eric Trevor," Kane repeated, studying him. "And how did you end up on my ship?"

Eric shrugged. "The last thing I remember was being on Nexus Station in the Orion system. We were conducting... an experiment. Then something went wrong. I woke up here."

"Nexus?" Kane frowned. That station was known as a site for secret scientific research funded by private corporations. "What kind of experiment?"

"It's a long story," Eric replied evasively. His voice was steady, but something like unease flashed in his eyes. "I'd explain if I knew exactly what happened. But that experiment may have involved technology that wasn't fully certified." Kane didn't believe a word, but something about Eric's demeanor was strangely convincing.

"Alright. You're coming with me," Kane gestured toward the exit. "We'll figure this out."

Eric didn't resist. On the bridge, Janna and Reyva were already working on gathering data on the new passengers.

"He appeared at the moment of the hyperspace jump," Janna began as they entered. "I reviewed the logs—his signal was picked up milliseconds before the jump finished. It's physically impossible." Reyva, without looking up from her scans, added:

"His biological data matches human profiles, but there are anomalies at the DNA level. Some genetic markers are unregistered in our database." Kane crossed his arms.

"Eric, who are you? Why do you have such anomalies?"

Eric hesitated, looking around at the
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