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T

he alarm did not scream. It shrieked like a wounded animal, raw and unrelenting, drilling into my skull as the deck tilted beneath me. I had half a second to register the tactical display flashing red before the Endurance took the hit.

Plasma fire tore through the midsection. Not near my command chair, but close enough that the shockwave slammed me sideways. My harness caught me hard across the chest, knocking the air from my lungs. Then the hull gave way.

Decompression does not wait. It simply takes.

I felt the tug, the violent kiss of vacuum pulling at everything not bolted down. My visor slammed down automatically, but I was already moving, grabbing the armrest, holding on as loose data slates and a junior officer’s empty mug spiraled past. The officer himself was not so lucky. Ensign Renn, barely twenty- two, had been standing near the rupture point. I watched his body tumble through the jagged hole, arms outstretched as if he were still trying to grab something solid. His eyes were wide, mouth open in a scream the void swallowed whole.

Then he was gone.

I tasted blood. Copper and salt. My lip was split, maybe my cheek. I did not have time to care.

“Bulkheads!” My voice sounded distant inside my helmet, but the ship’s intercom was still live. “Emergency bulkheads, all sections. Seal it now.”

The deck groaned. Alarms continued their shrill chorus, but beneath them I heard the heavy clunk of magnetic seals slamming shut across three decks. The rushing air slowed, then stopped. Pressure equalized to something survivable, though the atmosphere readout on my wrist display was already blinking amber.

I forced myself upright, my hands finding the command chair’s armrests, and dropped back into the seat. My helmet retracted, and the bridge air hit me like a wall. It was thick, too warm, laced with the acrid bite of burned insulation and the sour sweat of a crew running on nothing but adrenaline.

The main display was a ruin of static and fragmented sensor data. What I could make out was worse than I expected.

Three Dominion capital ships were executing a perfect firing line two thousand klicks off our port bow. Their hulls were smooth, almost organic, painted in the deep purple and gold of the Aethel Empire. They moved with the effortless grace of predators that had never known a real threat. Plasma lances erupted from their forward batteries in sequence, each bolt crossing the void in seconds, each one finding another human ship.

I watched the Valiant take a hit amidships. Her reactor went critical three seconds later. The bloom of light was bright enough to wash out my display, and when it faded, there was nothing left but a scattering of debris and the tiny, fast fading heat signatures of escape pods.

“Comms,” I said, my throat dry. “Give me fleet wide.”

Static answered. Broken fragments of voices. A woman screaming orders. A man reciting a prayer I had not heard since basic training. Then a voice I recognized, Captain Mora on the Indomitable.

“—falling back to rally point Delta. Any surviving vessels, form on me. Repeat, any—”

Her transmission cut off mid word. I looked at my display. The Indomitable was gone, replaced by a expanding cloud of wreckage.

“Captain.” Lieutenant Harrick, my XO, was at my side, his face pale beneath the grime. He did not salute. There was no time. “Fuel is critical. We have maybe one jump left, and that’s if we don’t push the reactors too hard. Jump now or we are ash.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to find some way to gather what was left of the fleet, to turn and make them pay for every ship they had taken. But I knew the math. The Endurance had lost her primary maneuvering thrusters. Her point defense grid was down to thirty percent ammunition. And there were three Dominion battlecruisers out there that had not even committed their full batteries.

They were toying with us. Letting us run so they could track us back to the colonies we were trying to protect.

I had made that mistake once before. I would not make it again.

“Navigation,” I said, forcing my voice steady. “Plot a blind jump. Any vector away from their sensor net.”

Lieutenant Voss, my navigation officer, looked up from her console, her hands shaking. “Sir, blind jump through this debris field? We could materialize inside a wreck.”

“We will materialize inside a plasma bolt if we stay.” I met her eyes. “Do it.”

She swallowed and turned back to her console. I watched her fingers move, calculating the only path that gave us a chance. The ship shuddered again, a near miss from a lance that sent sparks raining from the overhead conduits.

“Jump solution locked,” she said. “No guarantee of safe emergence.”

“Engage.”

The Endurance’s FTL drive was a relic, a generation older than the Dominion’s sleek systems. When it spun up, the entire ship vibrated, a deep thrumming that I felt in my teeth. The reactor readout spiked into the red, and I heard Chief Engineer Mallory shouting something about coolant bleed.

Then reality tore open in front of us.

The jump was not smooth. It was never smooth in a damaged ship. The view through the forward ports stretched into a tunnel of impossible light, and I felt my stomach lurch as the inertial dampeners struggled to compensate. Warning klaxons blared and died, blared and died, as system after system reported stress fractures and overloads.

I gripped the armrests and held on.

The transit lasted seven seconds. It felt like a lifetime.

When we emerged, the starfield was different. Unfamiliar. The tactical display took a moment to reorient, then painted a picture of empty space. No Dominion signatures. No human ships. Just the cold dark and the distant glow of a red dwarf we had never cataloged.

We were alone.

“All stop,” I said. “Damage report.”

Mallory’s voice came over the intercom, rough and strained. “Main reactor is stable but running hot. We lost secondary coolant loops in the jump. Jump drive is offline until I can rebuild half the conduits. We have a fire on Deck Seven, forward section. Venting atmosphere to contain it.”

“Casualties?”

A pause. Then, “Three engineers went in to seal a breach near the reactor. They got the seal closed, but the fire vented the section before they could get clear.”

Three names ran through my mind. I did not know them all. I should have.

“Understood,” I said. “Secure what you can. I want options for repair.”

I turned to Harrick. “Oxygen?”

He checked his display. “Twenty three percent reserves. Maybe six hours if we stretch it.”

“Ration it. Nonessential sections go to reserve air. I want everyone on minimum consumption.”

He nodded and moved to relay the order. I sat back in my chair and stared at the display, at the empty void where a fleet had been twenty minutes ago.

The guilt was a physical thing, a weight behind my ribs that had been there for six months. My last command, the Resolute. I had been too aggressive, pushed too deep into Dominion space, and lost four ships because I had believed the intelligence reports that said their defenses were weakened. They were not. The trap had been perfect, and three thousand people had died because I had wanted to prove that humanity could strike back.

They had given me the Endurance not as a promotion but as a second chance I did not deserve. And now I was losing her too.

“Sir.” Harrick’s voice pulled me back. “We are getting a signal. Weak. Colonial emergency channel.”

“Put it through.”

The speaker crackled, then resolved into a woman’s voice, tight with fear. “—any human vessel, this is Arcadia Station. We are under attack. Dominion forces have breached orbital defenses. Requesting immediate military assistance. Repeat, this is Arcadia Station, we are under—”

The transmission ended. Not cut off, just stopped, as if the speaker had simply vanished.

Harrick looked at me. “Arcadia is three jumps from here. Even if the drive was ready, we cannot help them.”

I knew he was right. I knew that taking a damaged ship with no fuel reserves into a Dominion invasion was suicide. I knew all of it.

But I also knew that I had already run once. I had left the Resolute behind, had watched my crew die because I had made the wrong call. Now I was sitting in the dark, safe, while people were burning.

“Record a response,” I said. “Tell them we are coming. Then find me a way to get there.”

Harrick opened his mouth to argue, then closed it. He had been on the Resolute. He knew.

I turned away from him and looked at my hands. They were steady, but I could feel the faint tremor beneath the skin, the exhaustion that came from too many hours without sleep and too much adrenaline burning through my system.

That was when I felt it.

A hum, faint and distant, like a tuning fork pressed against my skull. It was not sound, not exactly. It was more like pressure, a vibration that resonated somewhere behind my eyes. I blinked, shook my head, but it did not go away.

My neural implant. Standard issue for command staff, a way to interface with ship systems without a console. It had never done this before.

I touched the port behind my ear, felt the warm metal. The hum persisted, a single note that seemed to pulse in time with my heartbeat.

“Sir?” Harrick was looking at me. “Are you all right?”

I dropped my hand. “Fine. Just tired.”

He did not look convinced, but he nodded and returned to his station.

I stared at the display, at the empty space where Arcadia’s signal had come from. Somewhere out there, people were dying. And I was sitting here with a broken ship, a crew that was running on fumes, and a strange hum in my head that I could not explain.

The signal did not feel like a glitch. It felt like something else. Something waiting.

I pushed the thought aside. There was no time for mysteries. There was only survival, and the long, brutal calculus of keeping this ship and her crew alive long enough to matter.

But as I gave the order to begin repairs, as Harrick called out damage assessments and oxygen levels, I could still feel it. That hum, soft and persistent, like a whisper just below the threshold of hearing.

I told myself it was nothing. Fatigue. Trauma. The aftereffects of a hard jump.

I almost believed it.

The hum remained, a thread of vibration that wove itself into the silence between alarms, between orders, between the quiet breathing of a crew that had survived something it should not have.

And for the first time since the Resolute died, I was not sure if the voice in my head was my own.
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T

he jump brought us into a graveyard.

I had seen debris fields before. After six months of war, I had learned to read them like maps of last stands. The twisted metal of human cruisers, the scattered cargo pods of colony supply ships, the frozen bodies drifting in clusters where escape pods had been caught in a blast wave. But this was different. This was not a battlefield. It was a slaughterhouse.

The tactical display flickered as more contacts resolved. Eleven human ships, or what was left of them. The Dauntless, a heavy cruiser I had served on ten years ago, now cracked open like an egg, her reactor core a cold black hole on the sensors. The Mercy, a medical frigate, still spinning slowly, her hull perforated by Dominion plasma fire until she looked more like a sieve than a ship. And there, at the edge of the field, the Saratoga. I had spoken to her captain three days ago. She had been leading a refugee convoy out of the Delphi system.

I turned away from the display. My hands found the armrests again, the same motion I had made a hundred times since the Resolute. A habit I could not break.

“Comms,” I said. “Any survivors?”

Lieutenant Voss shook her head. “No power signatures. No life signs. Just wreckage.”

“Then why are we here?” Harrick asked. He was standing at my shoulder, his voice low enough that only I could hear. “This is a dead zone. Dominion could return any time.”

I did not have an answer. The jump coordinates had been pulled from the colonial distress call we received before leaving Arcadia space. But Arcadia was gone now. The transmission had cut out two hours ago, and we had not been able to raise anyone since. The Endurance was drifting on minimal power, her jump drive still offline, her fuel reserves so low that every thruster burn had to be calculated to the microsecond.

But the signal in my head had brought us here. I was sure of it. That faint hum had pulsed stronger when Voss plotted the course, a pressure behind my eyes that eased only when she confirmed the coordinates. I had told myself it was coincidence. I had told myself I was exhausted.

I was not sure I believed it anymore.

“Captain.” Voss’s voice cut through my thoughts. “I am picking up something. Faint energy signatures. They are not Dominion. They are...” She paused, her fingers dancing across her console. “They are human.”

“Survivors?” Harrick said.

“No. The signatures are coming from the wrecks themselves. Reactors are cold. Life support is offline. But something is powering up.”

I moved to her station, looking over her shoulder at the sensor readout. She was right. Across the debris field, eleven points of light were flickering to life. Not the bright flare of a reactor restart, but something softer, something that pulsed in irregular rhythms. As I watched, one of the Saratoga’s running lights blinked on. Then another. Then her engines glowed with a dull amber light, even though her main drive was clearly visible as a twisted ruin at her stern.

“Ghost signatures,” Harrick said. “The Dominion uses those for decoys sometimes. Projected images to confuse targeting.”

“These are not projections.” Voss’s voice was tight. “I am getting mass readings. Those ships are moving.”

She was right. The Saratoga was rotating, her bow turning toward us with a slow, deliberate motion that should have been impossible for a vessel with no power and no crew. The other wrecks were shifting too, aligning themselves into a loose formation that blocked our only clear escape vector.

“Helm,” I said. “Get us into that debris cloud. Match inertial drift. I want us invisible.”

The helmsman, Ensign Cross, did not ask questions. He fired the thrusters in short, controlled bursts, sending the Endurance gliding toward the thickest concentration of wreckage. I felt the deck shudder as a piece of hull plating scraped against our port side, a sound like metal screaming in pain. Cross cursed under his breath and adjusted our heading, threading us between a shattered cargo container and the frozen corpse of a colony transport.

“We are in,” Cross said. “Matching drift. They should not see us.”

I watched the display. The ghost ships continued their slow advance, but they did not alter course. They were moving toward the debris cloud, but not with the precision of a hunter tracking prey. They moved like sleepwalkers, unaware of the world around them.

“What are they?” Harrick whispered.

I did not answer. Instead, I touched the port behind my ear, feeling the warm metal of my implant. The hum was still there, but it had changed. It was no longer a single note. It was a pattern, a rhythm that rose and fell like breath.

“Sir.” Voss was looking at me. “I am running a diagnostic on our systems. I found something.”

“Show me.”

She brought up a data stream on her display. It was the ship’s core operating log, the raw code that ran the Endurance’s most basic functions. I was no engineer, but even I could see what was wrong. Lines of code had been added, inserted between the original commands like a voice whispering between words. They did not match any known programming language. They did not look like code at all. They looked like something organic, branching and flowing like veins.

“This is in our systems,” Voss said. “Not just the main computer. Every system. Life support, navigation, weapons. I cannot trace where it came from. It is not malware. It is something... older.”

The ship groaned around us, a deep vibration that I felt in my chest. Outside the forward ports, I could see one of the ghost ships drifting past, close enough that I could make out the letters of her name. Dauntless. The same ship I had served on as a junior lieutenant. Her bridge was dark, her hull scarred by plasma fire. But as I watched, her forward cannon traversed, tracking our position with the slow inevitability of a predator waking from hibernation.

“They know we are here,” Cross said.

“Hold position,” I said. “Do not move.”

The Dauntless continued her drift, her cannon lining up on our hiding spot. I counted the seconds, waiting for the shot that would tear through the debris and turn us into another ghost.

It did not come.

Instead, the Dauntless stopped. Her engines flared once, a brief burst of light that pushed her off course, and then she went dark again. The other ghost ships followed suit, their systems powering down one by one until the debris field was silent and dead once more.

I let out a breath I did not know I had been holding.

“What just happened?” Harrick asked.

I did not have an answer. But the hum in my head had stopped. It was gone, leaving only silence and the steady beat of my own heart.

Or was it? I pressed my hand to my chest, feeling the rhythm. It was too fast, too strong. And it was not just my heart. It was something else, something that pulsed in time with the ghost ships, with the code in our systems, with the hum that had brought us here.

“Captain.” Voss’s voice was urgent now. “Dominion signatures. Three hunter killers, coming in fast.”

I spun back to the display. Three contacts, moving at combat speed, their vectors converging on the debris field. They had not seen us yet. They were here for the ghost ships.

“They are scanning the wrecks,” Voss said. “They are not looking for us.”

“They will be,” Harrick said. “Give them five minutes and they will sweep the whole field.”

I looked at the display, at the three Dominion ships closing in, at the ghost fleet drifting silent and dead around us. And I made a decision.

“Weapons,” I said. “What do we have?”

Lieutenant Park, my tactical officer, looked up from his console. His face was pale, his hands steady. “Point defense is at thirty percent. Railgun has twelve rounds. Missiles are gone. We have nothing that can hurt a hunter killer.”

“I am not planning to hurt them.” I pointed at the nearest ghost ship, the Saratoga. “Can we remote pilot that wreck?”

Park stared at me. “Sir, it is a dead ship. No power, no control.”

“It had power five minutes ago. The code in our systems, can it be used to wake it up?”

Voss answered. “The code is in the Saratoga too. If it was active once, it can be active again. But I do not know how to trigger it.”

I did. I did not know how I knew, but I did. The hum was gone, but the knowledge remained, a certainty that sat in my chest like a second heartbeat.

“Patch into the Saratoga’s systems,” I said. “Send a pulse on all frequencies. Emergency broadcast frequency. I want them to hear us.”

“That will give away our position,” Harrick said.

“I know.”

He did not argue. He had learned not to argue when I had that tone.

Voss worked quickly, her fingers moving across her console. “I have a link. Broadcasting now.”

I waited. Three seconds. Five. Then the Saratoga’s running lights blinked on again. Her engines flared, brighter this time, pushing her forward on a collision course with the lead Dominion hunter killer.

The Dominion ship reacted instantly, firing its point defense cannons, shredding the Saratoga’s forward hull. But the wreck kept coming, driven by momentum and something else, something that ignored the damage and kept pushing forward.

“It is going to ram,” Park said.

The Saratoga struck the hunter killer amidships. The impact was not explosive. There was no reactor overload, no catastrophic detonation. But the collision tore a hole in the Dominion ship’s hull, venting atmosphere and crew into the void. The hunter killer veered off course, its drive systems sputtering, its formation broken.

The other two Dominion ships scattered, their sensors confused, their targeting systems searching for a threat they could not identify.

“Now,” I said. “Cross, get us out of here. Full thrust.”

The Endurance surged forward, breaking cover from the debris cloud. We were not fast. We were a wounded ship running on fumes. But we were moving, and the Dominion was not.

“They are locking on,” Park said.

“Evasive. Use the debris as cover.”

Cross threw the ship into a tight turn, sliding us behind the wreck of a colony transport. A plasma bolt tore through the space we had occupied a second before, close enough that I felt the heat through the hull.

“Where are we going?” Harrick asked.

I pointed at the display. The third hunter killer was still intact, still tracking us. But it was not the only thing out there. Between us and open space, a new contact had appeared. A human frigate, one I did not recognize, her hull intact, her engines burning bright.

“Who is that?” I asked.

Voss checked her display. “I do not have an ID. Her transponder is offline. But she is broadcasting a signal on our emergency frequency.”

“Put it through.”

The speaker crackled, then resolved into a voice. A woman, her words clipped and urgent. “Unknown vessel, this is the Meridian. We are picking up Dominion signatures in your sector. If you can hear this, follow our trajectory. We have a safe jump corridor.”

“It could be a trap,” Harrick said.

“Or it could be help.” I looked at the display, at the hunter killer closing in, at the Meridian waiting with her engines burning. “Cross, match their vector. Follow them.”

We did not have time to debate. The Meridian accelerated, and we followed, our damaged engines straining to keep up. The remaining hunter killer fired again, a lance of plasma that missed us by meters, close enough to scorch our hull and send a cascade of alarms through the bridge.

“Shields are gone,” Park said. “We cannot take another hit.”

“We will not have to.” I watched the display as the Meridian reached the edge of the debris field. Her drive flared, and then she was gone, swallowed by a jump window that closed behind her.

“She left us,” Cross said.

“No.” I pointed at the coordinates. “She left a marker. A jump corridor. Navigation, can we use it?”

Voss checked. “It is a micro jump. Short range. But it will put us clear of the Dominion.”

“Do it.”

She worked quickly, her hands steady despite the alarms and the shaking deck. “Jump solution locked.”

“Engage.”

The Endurance shuddered as her FTL drive spun up, protesting the strain, pushing against systems that were already failing. The view through the forward ports stretched, and then we were gone.

The jump lasted two seconds. When we emerged, the debris field was gone. The Dominion ships were gone. And ahead of us, running silent on a parallel course, was the Meridian.

“Comms,” I said. “Open a channel.”

The speaker crackled, and the same woman’s voice came through. “You made it. Good. We have a lot to talk about.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

There was a pause. Then, “My name is Captain Elara Vance. I am with the Colonial Defense Force, or what is left of it. And I think you have something we need.”

I did not answer. I was looking at my hands, at the faint tremor that had returned, at the way my heartbeat seemed to echo in my skull.

The hum was back. Fainter now, but there. And this time, I was certain it was not in my head.

It was in my blood.
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T

he oxygen warning blinked on my wrist display the moment I stepped onto the hull. Seventeen percent. Seventeen percent left in the Endurance’s tanks, and the colony below had none at all.

I watched the readout for a second, then turned it off. There was no point watching the number drop. It would drop anyway.

The colony was called Haven. I had never heard of it before the distress call reached us, and now I understood why. It was not a proper colony. It was a mining outpost built into an asteroid, a cluster of prefab structures bolted to rock with no atmosphere, no soil, no reason for anyone to live here except the promise of rare metals. The Dominion had found it anyway. Their patrol ships had swept through three days ago, and now the outpost was a graveyard.

I could see the damage from here. The main habitat dome was gone, torn open by plasma fire, its contents flash frozen in the void. The landing pad was a crater. The power plant was dark. And somewhere inside that wreckage, there were survivors. The distress call had been automated, triggered by the reactor’s emergency systems, but it had also carried life sign data. Twelve people, sealed in a cargo bay, running on backup oxygen that should have run out six hours ago.

If they were still alive, they would be unconscious by now. Brain damage started at eight percent oxygen. Death came soon after.

“Commander.” Harrick’s voice crackled in my helmet. “Suit integrity is holding. But those hull stress cracks are spreading. Do not stay out longer than necessary.”

I looked at the rock beneath my boots. The colony’s outer shell was fractured, long fissures radiating from the impact point where the Dominion’s plasma had struck. Every step I took sent vibrations through the stone, and every vibration threatened to widen the cracks.

“Understood,” I said. “Marking my entry point now.”

I moved toward the cargo bay airlock, my mag boots gripping the metal skin of the outpost with each step. The EVA suit was too tight across my shoulders, the seals pressing against my jaw. Standard issue, but I had lost weight since the war started. We all had. Rationing did that.

The airlock was a dark rectangle set into the rock, its outer door scarred by shrapnel but still intact. I cycled it manually, turning the release wheel with gloved hands that were already going numb from the cold. The wheel resisted, frozen in place by the temperature differential, but I leaned into it, using my weight, and it gave with a groan.

The inner chamber was dark. My helmet light cut through the shadows, revealing a narrow space stacked with cargo containers and mining equipment. The air was thin, almost vacuum, but the pressure seals on the inner door held.

“I am inside,” I said. “Proceeding to the cargo bay.”

“Be careful,” Harrick said. “We are picking up thermal fluctuations
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