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POV: Rian Vale

The sky above Halcyon Verge was on fire.

Commander Rian Vale watched the burn through the forward observation panel of the UNS Karst, a curtain of orange and black spreading across the upper atmosphere where orbital defense platforms had been torn apart forty minutes ago. The debris was still falling. Some of it would reach the colony below. He tried not to think about that.

He failed.

“Report,” he said, keeping his voice flat.

Lieutenant Mara Quill stood at the tactical station to his right, her fingers moving across a flickering display. “Missile stocks at eleven percent. Point defense ammunition at eight. Reactor three is still unstable. Chief Rusk says he can keep us moving but not much else.”

“What about the evacuation?”

“Last transport just cleared the gravity well. Two more are still loading groundside.” Quill paused. “Dominion assault group just broke through the outer screen. Four light frigates, twelve corvettes, and a carrier tender we didn’t know was in the system.”

Vale closed his eyes for a second. The Karst was a heavy cruiser, old but tough. Against that many targets, with no ammunition and a reactor that could blow at any moment, tough meant nothing.

He opened his eyes. “How long until the Dominion reaches the transport lanes?”

“Eight minutes at their current speed. Maybe six if they push.”

Six minutes. He had six minutes to decide who lived and who died.

The Karst shuddered. A proximity alarm sounded somewhere behind him, cut off by a rating who was faster than the automated system. Vale didn’t turn. He already knew what the shaking meant. The Dominion was testing their range, firing kinetic rounds that didn’t need to hit to make a point.

“Commander,” Quill said quietly, “we can’t hold the orbital lanes.”

She wasn’t telling him anything he didn’t know. The Karst had been in the fight for three days straight, rotating between three different colony worlds as the Dominion Front pushed through the outer defenses like a blade through rotten cloth. They had started with a full load of missiles, thirty percent fuel reserves, and a crew that still believed they could make a difference.

Now they had none of those things.

Vale turned to the main display. The tactical map showed Halcyon Verge as a blue green sphere with scattered icons representing civilian transports, most of them unarmed, most of them overloaded, all of them slow. Between the colony and the jump point, the Dominion assault group was already spreading into attack formation.

He could order the Karst to intercept. They would fire everything they had left, maybe take down two or three of the smaller ships, and then they would die. The Dominion would sweep through the remaining transports and burn the colony from orbit just like they had burned three others in the last month.

Or he could withdraw. Save his ship, save his crew, and let the transports try to scatter. Some of them might escape. Most of them would not. But the Karst would survive to fight another day, and right now the Union Navy had more dead ships than living ones.

“Commander.” Quill’s voice was tight. “We have to decide.”

Vale looked at the display for three more seconds. Then he made the call.

“Move us between the Dominion formation and the transport lanes. Fire all remaining missiles at their lead frigate. Target their engines, not their weapons. I want them crippled, not destroyed.”

Quill stared at him. “That’s a holding action. We can’t win a holding action.”

“I’m not trying to win.” Vale turned to the communications officer. “Open a channel to all civilian transports. Tell them to break formation and scatter on my mark. Do not jump as a group. They’ll be easier to track that way. They need to go in different directions, different vectors, no pattern.”

The communications officer hesitated. “Sir, that will leave some of them isolated. They won’t have escort protection.”

“They don’t have escort protection now.” Vale’s voice was harder than he intended. “Do it.”

The channel opened. Vale heard the fear in the transport captains’ voices, the static of a dozen different frequencies bleeding into each other, the sound of people who knew they were about to die. He swallowed it down.

“All transport vessels, this is Commander Vale of the UNS Karst. On my mark, break formation and execute independent evasion courses. Do not jump until you are clear of the gravity well. Do not wait for each other. Go now.”

He cut the channel.

“Missiles away,” Quill said.

The Karst shook again, harder this time, as the last of their missile tubes cycled open and sent a spread of antiquated but still deadly ordnance toward the Dominion lead frigate. Vale watched the tracks on the display. The frigate saw them coming and tried to evade, but the missiles were old and stupid and the frigate was big.

Three of them hit the engine section. The frigate’s drive plume flickered and died. It began to drift.

“One crippled,” Quill said. “The rest are adjusting course. They’re coming for us.”

“I know.” Vale looked at the transports. Most of them had scattered. Some were still holding formation, too scared or too slow to follow his order. He couldn’t save them. He couldn’t even warn them again. The Dominion corvettes were already moving to intercept.

“Helm, take us into the debris field from the destroyed platforms. Use the wreckage for cover. Navigation, find me a jump solution to Rally Point Orpheus. I don’t care if it’s clean. I just want it fast.”

The helmsman didn’t question the order. Neither did Quill, though Vale saw her jaw tighten. A jump solution calculated under combat conditions, using a debris field for cover, with a damaged reactor and incomplete navigation data. That was not a plan. That was a prayer.

The Karst turned hard. Vale felt the deck tilt beneath his feet, the artificial gravity struggling to compensate for the sudden change in acceleration. Alarms blared. Somewhere below decks, Chief Rusk was probably cursing loud enough to be heard in the next compartment.

“Dominion corvettes are breaking off pursuit of the transports,” Quill said. “They’re coming after us instead.”

“Good.”

Quill looked at him. “Good?”

“They’re choosing a warship over unarmed transports. That means some of those transports will get away.” Vale watched the display as the Dominion corvettes changed course, their icons shifting to track the Karst’s movement. “It means we did our job.”

“We lost the colony,” Quill said quietly.

Vale didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. She was right. Halcyon Verge would burn. The transports that scattered might survive, but the people still on the ground, the ones who couldn’t reach the evacuation shuttles in time, the ones who trusted the Union Navy to protect them. They were already dead.

He had made the only choice he could. That didn’t make it easier to live with.

The debris field swallowed them. Wreckage from the orbital platforms filled the view outside, twisted metal and frozen atmosphere and bodies that Vale tried not to see. The Karst threaded through the destruction, too fast, too exposed, but the Dominion corvettes were faster and they knew the field better than he did.

“Jump solution in ninety seconds,” navigation called out.

“We don’t have ninety seconds,” Quill said.

She was right again. The first corvette appeared through the wreckage, its hull scarred from the earlier battle, its weapons already tracking the Karst’s engine section. Vale didn’t order evasive action. There was no point. The corvette fired.

The impact threw him against his restraints. Lights flickered. The deck tilted further as something vital ruptured in the rear section. Damage reports flooded the display, too many to read, too many to care about.

“Reactor three is critical,” Quill said. “Chief Rusk is trying to stabilize it, but he needs time.”

“We don’t have time,” Vale said.

He looked at the jump solution. Sixty seconds now. The corvette was lining up for another shot. Behind it, the rest of the Dominion assault group was moving into firing position. They wanted the Karst. They wanted to add another Union cruiser to their tally, another victory to announce to the colonies.

Vale opened a channel to the engine room. “Rusk, I need that reactor to hold for sixty more seconds. After that, it can explode for all I care.”

Rusk’s voice came back, crackling with interference and profanity. “Sixty seconds? Commander, this reactor is held together with prayer and my last two brain cells. I can give you forty.”

“Make it sixty.”

“Fine. But when this is over, you’re buying me a new pair of hands. The ones I have now are about to melt off.”

Vale almost smiled. Almost.

The second corvette fired. The shot went wide, slamming into a piece of debris that exploded into a cloud of shrapnel. Vale felt pieces of it bounce off the hull, small impacts that sounded like rain on metal. Rain in space. There was something darkly funny about that.

“Forty seconds,” navigation said.

“Dominion carrier tender is launching strike craft,” Quill said. “They’ll be on us in two minutes.”

“We won’t be here in two minutes.”

“We might not be here in forty seconds.”

Vale didn’t argue. He watched the display, counting down the seconds in his head, feeling the Karst shake with every near miss and proximity detonation. The ship was dying. He could feel it in the way the deck vibrated, in the way the lights flickered and dimmed, in the smell of scorched insulation that was starting to creep into the bridge.

But she wasn’t dead yet.

“Twenty seconds.”

The first corvette fired again. This time the shot hit the Karst’s forward armor, carving a trench across the bow. Atmosphere vented. Vale heard the emergency hatches slam shut, sealing off compartments that had just become tombs.

“Fifteen seconds.”

“Reactor three is going to blow,” Quill said. “Rusk can’t stop it.”

“He doesn’t have to stop it. He just has to delay it.”

“Ten seconds.”

The carrier’s strike craft entered weapons range. Vale saw them on the display, small angry dots closing fast, their missile locks already painting the Karst from multiple angles. They would fire in seconds. The Karst would not survive another hit.

“Five seconds.”

“Jump drive charging,” navigation said. “Four. Three.”

The strike craft fired.

“Two. One.”

The Karst jumped.

The transition was violent, worse than any jump Vale had experienced in fifteen years of service. The debris field, the Dominion ships, the burning sky of Halcyon Verge all vanished, replaced by the crushing darkness of fold space and the terrible sensation of being pulled apart and put back together in a different place at a different time.

When it ended, the Karst was alone.

Vale blinked. His ears were ringing. Blood ran from his nose, warm and slow, and he wiped it away with the back of his hand. Around him, the bridge crew was doing the same, checking injuries, resetting systems, trying to figure out if they were still alive.

“Report,” he said, his voice rough.

Quill was already working her display, her fingers steady despite the blood on her chin. “We’re at Rally Point Orpheus. Reactor three is offline. Rusk says he can repair it, but he needs parts we don’t have. Jump drive is intact. Main power is at thirty percent. Life support is holding.”

“Casualties?”

“Unknown. We lost at least three compartments forward. I’ll have numbers as soon as damage control reports in.”

Vale nodded. He didn’t ask about the compartments. He didn’t want to know their names yet. He would learn them later, write letters to families, carry their ghosts like he carried all the others.

The comms station crackled. “Commander, incoming transmission from Union command. Priority channel.”

“Put it through.”

The voice that came over the speakers was cold, professional, and utterly indifferent to what the Karst had just survived. “Commander Vale, this is Strategic Command. You are ordered to withdraw to Rally Point Orpheus and await further instructions. Do not respond to any other signals. Do not deviate from your assigned course. Acknowledge.”

Vale glanced at Quill. Her expression said everything. Strategic Command was burying them, pulling them off the line, sending them to a supply depot in the middle of nowhere while the frontier burned. It was punishment for losing Halcyon Verge. Or punishment for saving some of the transports instead of all of them. Or punishment for simply still being alive when so many others were not.

“Acknowledged,” Vale said.

The channel closed.

For a long moment, no one spoke. The bridge was quiet except for the hum of damaged systems and the distant sound of damage control teams working to keep the Karst from falling apart. Vale watched the display, the empty space around them, the cold stars that looked nothing like the warm sky they had left behind.

Then a new signal appeared.

It was faint, almost lost in the background noise of fold space interference. Low frequency. Old encryption. The kind of encryption that hadn’t been used in decades, maybe centuries. Vale frowned.

“What is that?” he asked.

The communications officer shook his head. “I don’t know, sir. It’s not in any of our databases. The signal is coming from outside the mapped sectors. Beyond the Black Meridian boundary.”

Vale knew that name. Everyone in the Union Navy knew that name. The Black Meridian was the line beyond which humanity had stopped expanding two centuries ago, after the First Fleet vanished and the records were erased. No one went there. No one talked about it.

“Play it,” he said.

The signal was garbled, broken, full of static and gaps where data had been lost to time and distance. But beneath the noise, Vale heard something that made his blood run cold.

A voice. Old. Damaged. Speaking in a cipher he had only seen once, in a history file that was supposed to have been deleted.

First Fleet command authority still active.

The words repeated, cycling through the static like a warning or a promise. Vale listened to it twice. Three times. Each time, the meaning sank deeper into his chest.

The First Fleet was a legend. A ghost story that old officers told to new recruits, a myth about the armada that sailed beyond known space and never returned. Some said it was destroyed. Some said it never existed at all. Vale had always believed the latter.

But the cipher was real. He had studied it at the academy, in a class on naval history that focused on everything except the war that had created the First Fleet. The instructor had called it a footnote, a relic, a dead language for dead ships.

It was not dead. It was calling to him.

“Commander?” Quill’s voice pulled him back. “What are your orders?”

Vale looked at the display. Rally Point Orpheus was three jumps away, a safe harbor where the Karst could repair, resupply, and wait for the next assignment. Strategic Command had made that clear.

But the signal was still playing in his head. First Fleet command authority still active.

He had spent his entire career following orders. He had watched civilians burn at Damas Reach because he followed orders. He had left thousands behind at Halcyon Verge because he followed orders. He was tired of following orders that led to graveyards.

“Navigation,” he said, “plot a course to the source of that signal.”

The bridge went silent.

Quill stepped closer to him, her voice low. “Commander, that’s a direct violation of Strategic Command’s order. They’ll court martial you.”

“They’ll have to find me first.”

“Rian.”

She rarely used his first name. Vale looked at her, saw the fear and the loyalty and the exhaustion all mixed together. She deserved better than this. They all did.

But the signal was still there. The cipher was still there. And somewhere beyond the Black Meridian, something that should not exist was waiting to be found.

“Plot the course,” he said again.

Navigation hesitated, then nodded. “Course plotted, sir. It’s a deep jump. Uncharted space. We’ll be on our own.”

“We’ve been on our own since the war started.” Vale turned to face the bridge, his crew, the men and women who had followed him through fire and vacuum and would probably follow him into hell. “Set a course for the source. And someone wake up Dr. Ilyan. She’s going to want to hear this.”

The Karst changed course. Vale watched the stars shift on the display, the familiar constellations falling away as they turned toward the dark, toward the forbidden, toward a signal that should not exist.

First Fleet command authority still active.

He did not know what he would find. He did not know if he was chasing salvation or a ghost. But he knew one thing with absolute certainty.

The war he had been fighting was already lost. The colonies were falling. The Union was bleeding out. And the Dominion would not stop until every human world burned.

If there was even a chance that the First Fleet was real, that something survived out there in the dark, something that could turn the tide.

He had to find it.

Or die trying.

The Karst jumped again, and the dying perimeter of human space disappeared behind them.
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POV: Rian Vale

The dead lanes did not welcome them.

Vale felt it before the sensors confirmed anything. A pressure behind his eyes, a static itch at the back of his skull, the kind of instinct that had kept him alive through fifteen years of combat. Something was wrong with this space. Something had always been wrong with it.

The Karst drifted through the darkness at minimal thrust, her damaged reactor humming an uneven rhythm through the deck plates. Three jumps from Halcyon Verge had brought them to the edge of the Ashen Belt, a region that appeared on no civilian charts and only on military maps marked with warnings Vale had never seen before.

Forbidden. Quarantine. No approach authorized.

Those warnings were two centuries old.

“Commander.” Lieutenant Quill’s voice was tight. “We need to talk.”

Vale did not turn from the forward display. The view outside showed nothing but scattered debris and the distant glow of a dying star. “Talk.”

“You disobeyed a direct order from Strategic Command. You brought us into a restricted zone without authorization. You are currently committing about seventeen different violations of the Uniform Code of Military Justice.”

“I can count.”

Quill stepped closer, lowering her voice so only he could hear. “Rian, they will hang you for this. Not court martial. Not discharge. Hang you. You know what they do to officers who go rogue during wartime.”

Vale finally turned to face her. She looked exhausted. They all did. The jump from Halcyon Verge had been rough on the crew, and the deeper they traveled into uncharted space, the worse the strain became. But beneath the exhaustion, he saw something else in her eyes.

Fear. Not of the enemy. Of him.

“I know what I’m doing,” he said.

“Do you? Because from where I stand, you’re chasing a ghost signal into a region of space that killed everyone who ever entered it. The First Fleet is a legend. A story. It’s not real.”

“The signal was real.”

“The signal could be anything. Dominion trick. Old automated beacon. Even a natural phenomenon that happens to mimic encryption.” Quill shook her head. “You’re throwing away your career, your ship, and possibly the lives of every person on this vessel because you heard something you wanted to believe.”

Vale felt the old wound open inside him. Damas Reach. The civilians burning in their evacuation shuttles because he had followed orders. Because he had believed what command told him. Because he had not chased the one signal that might have made a difference.

“I’m not throwing anything away,” he said quietly. “I’m trying to find something worth saving.”

Before Quill could respond, the deck shuddered. Not an impact. Something else. A vibration that came from outside the hull, like the space around them was resonating at a frequency the Karst was not designed to handle.

Chief Rusk’s voice crackled over the intercom. “Commander, you need to hear this.”

Vale crossed to the engineering station. Rusk’s face appeared on the small display, streaked with grease and sweat. Behind him, Vale could see the damage from the reactor overload, panels removed, cables hanging loose, a compartment that looked like it had been hit by a small explosion.

“What is it?” Vale asked.

“The drive systems are picking up interference. Not fold space residue. Not natural radiation. This is something else.” Rusk held up a sensor reading. “See these harmonics? They match the signal you played for us. The ghost frequency. It’s everywhere out here. In the walls. In the power conduits. In the air.”

Vale studied the reading. The pattern was complex, layered, almost organic in the way it cycled through frequencies. This was not a simple transmission. This was a presence.

“How is that possible?” Quill asked.

“That’s what worries me.” Rusk wiped his forehead. “Whatever is broadcasting this signal, it’s been doing it for a long time. And it’s getting stronger the closer we get.”

Vale turned to the navigation station. “Distance to source?”

“Unknown, sir. The signal is refracting off debris fields and gravity anomalies. We can’t get a precise fix. But we’re close. Maybe one more jump. Maybe less.”

“Then we keep going.”

Quill opened her mouth to argue, but before she could speak, the bridge door opened and Dr. Sera Ilyan walked in.

Vale had never fully trusted the civilian xeno systems linguist. She had been attached to his ship three months ago by military intelligence, with orders he was not allowed to read and a clearance that exceeded his own. She was brilliant, everyone said so. But brilliance without loyalty was just another kind of weapon.

Today, she looked different. Pale. Shaken. Her hands trembled as she held a data slate.

“Commander,” she said, her voice unsteady. “I analyzed the signal. The subharmonics you asked me to examine.”

“And?”

She held up the slate. The display showed a waveform comparison. Two lines. Almost identical.

“These subharmonics match recordings recovered from alien ruins excavated on Eris Station twelve years ago. Ruins that predate human expansion by at least fifty thousand years. Ruins that were supposed to be sealed after the excavation team started experiencing neurological symptoms.”

The bridge went silent.

Vale took the slate from her, studying the comparison. The match was not approximate. It was exact. The same patterns, the same distortions, the same impossible resonance.

“You’re saying this signal is alien,” he said.

“I’m saying this signal contains alien elements. Linguistic structures. Mathematical frameworks. Something that should not exist inside a human military cipher.” Ilyan met his eyes. “Someone translated this. Someone built a bridge between human encryption and something that was never meant to be understood.”

“The First Fleet,” Quill said slowly. “They found something out here. Something alien.”

Ilyan nodded. “And then they disappeared.”

The Karst jumped one more time.

The transition was smoother than before, but what waited on the other side made Vale wish it had torn them apart instead.

The Ashen Belt stretched in every direction, a graveyard without end. Wreckage filled the void, some of it fresh, most of it ancient, all of it drifting in slow circles around an invisible center. Vale saw hulls from every era of human shipbuilding, from early fusion torch designs to modern cruisers like his own. But most of the debris was older. Much older.

And scattered among the human wreckage were fragments of something else.

Crystalline structures that caught the distant starlight and refracted it into colors Vale had no names for. Metal alloys that should not exist, rigid and fluid at the same time, bending in ways that violated physics. Shapes that hurt to look at, geometries that made his eyes water and his temples throb.

“Sensors are barely functional,” Quill reported. “Too much interference. Too many anomalous returns. The system can’t distinguish between debris, asteroids, and something else.”

“What something else?” Vale asked.

“I don’t know. The computer keeps flagging returns as possible biological signatures. But that’s impossible. There’s no atmosphere out there. No heat. No radiation that could support life.”

Vale looked at the display. The biological signatures were everywhere, scattered throughout the debris field like seeds in dead soil. He tried not to think about what that meant.

“Comms?” he asked.

“Distorted. We’re getting echoes of our own transmissions back with time delays that don’t make sense. It’s like the space itself is storing signals and replaying them later.” The communications officer frowned. “I’m also picking up something else. Power signatures. Faint, but present.”

“From where?”

“Multiple sources. Scattered across the debris field. They look like. Like ship reactors. Still active.”

Quill turned to Vale. “That’s impossible. The First Fleet has been gone for two hundred years. No reactor runs that long without refueling.”

“Unless it’s not a human reactor,” Ilyan said quietly.

Vale made a decision. “Find me the closest power signature. Something we can reach with a boarding party.”

“Commander,” Quill said, “we don’t know what’s out there. We don’t know if the environment is safe. We don’t even know if the wreckage is stable.”

“Then we’ll find out.”

The closest signature came from a corvette, a small warship by modern standards, but its hull bore insignia Vale had only seen in history files. The First Fleet. The real First Fleet. Not a legend. Not a ghost.

It was broken in half.

The two sections drifted three hundred meters apart, connected only by twisted metal and frozen atmosphere. Vale studied the wreck from the Karst’s observation bay, a team of marines assembling behind him in pressure suits. He had chosen six of his best. Quill would stay behind to command the ship. Ilyan would accompany him, her expertise too valuable to leave on the bridge.

“Last chance to tell me this is insane,” Vale said, not looking at Quill.

“It’s insane,” she said. “But you’re going anyway.”

“That’s why you’re my executive officer.”

The transit was short and silent. Vale’s suit thrusters pushed him across the gap between the Karst and the corvette’s forward section, the wreckage growing larger with every second. Up close, the damage was worse than he had expected. The hull had been torn open by something more powerful than any weapon he knew. The edges of the breach were not sharp. They were melted, twisted, fused into shapes that looked almost organic.

He touched down on the outer hull, magnetic boots locking onto the metal. Behind him, the marines spread out, covering angles, watching for threats that should not exist on a two century old corpse.

“I’m not reading any atmosphere inside,” one of the marines reported. “No power. No life support. Nothing.”

“The sensor said there was a power signature,” Vale replied.

“Maybe the sensor was wrong.”

Vale found an emergency airlock and cycled it open. The interior was dark, cold, and utterly silent except for the sound of his own breathing. He activated his suit lights and stepped inside.

The corridor beyond the airlock was a tomb.

Bodies floated in the zero gravity, preserved by vacuum and cold, their faces frozen in expressions Vale did not want to examine too closely. They wore uniforms two centuries out of date, insignia he had only seen in museums. Some of them still held weapons. Some of them had died reaching for something Vale could not see.

“Spread out,” he ordered. “Look for the source of the power signature. And watch your step.”

The corvette was small enough that the search did not take long. Vale followed his suit’s directional indicators toward the ship’s core, passing through compartments that grew stranger with every meter. The walls were changing. The metal was giving way to something else, something crystalline, something that glowed faintly in the dark.

“Commander,” Ilyan’s voice came through his helmet speaker. “The hull composition is not uniform. There are materials here that don’t match any known Union alloys. And the growth patterns. They look almost biological.”

“The ship is infected?”

“I don’t know. But something has been growing inside these walls for a very long time.”

Vale reached the command core. The door was sealed, but the metal around it had been peeled back by forces he could not identify. He squeezed through the gap and found himself in a small circular chamber, consoles arranged around a central chair.

The chair was occupied.

The body had been dead for centuries, but it was better preserved than the others. An officer, by the rank insignia. Captain, maybe. His hands rested on the armrests, fingers curled around controls that had long since gone dark. His eyes were open, staring at nothing.

But the consoles behind him were not dark.

Lights flickered across the displays. Faint. Intermittent. But unmistakably active. Vale moved closer, studying the readouts. They were in a language he did not recognize, symbols and glyphs that shifted as he watched, rearranging themselves like they were aware of his presence.

“Dr. Ilyan,” he said. “Get in here.”

She squeezed through the gap and stopped beside him, her breathing quickening as she saw the displays. “This is not human code. This is. This is the alien language. The same one from Eris Station. It’s been running on this ship for two hundred years.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. But look at the power draw. It’s minimal. Almost nothing. Like the system is hibernating. Waiting.”

Vale reached for the central console. Ilyan grabbed his arm.

“Don’t. We don’t know what touching it will do.”

“We didn’t come all this way to stand here and look.”

He pressed his palm against the display.

The lights went out.

For three heartbeats, there was nothing but darkness and the sound of his own breathing. Then the displays blazed back to life, brighter than before, and a voice filled the chamber.

Not from the speakers. From inside Vale’s helmet. From inside his skull.

“Commander Rian Vale. Union Navy. Registry number. Unknown. Query. Does Earth still stand?”

The voice was damaged, fragmented, like someone speaking through a broken radio. But it was intelligent. It was aware. And it knew his name.

Vale pulled his hand back, but the voice did not stop.

“First Fleet command authority. Partial. Degraded. Awaiting confirmation. Query repeated. Does Earth still stand?”

Ilyan was staring at the central console, her face pale in the glow of the displays. “It’s an intelligence. A shard. Something that survived in the core systems. It’s been waiting for someone to wake it.”

“What is it?” Vale asked.

“I don’t know. But it knows you. It knows your rank. It’s accessing something. Your suit. Your implants. Your service record.”

Vale felt cold spread through his chest. His neural interface was supposed to be secure. Military grade encryption. Air gapped from any external system. But something had just walked through those defenses like they did not exist.

“Does Earth still stand?” the voice repeated, more insistent now.

Vale answered. “Yes. Earth still stands.”

The voice was silent for a long moment. When it spoke again, it sounded different. Softer. Almost human.

“Then the quarantine held. For a time.”

Before Vale could ask what that meant, the corvette shuddered.

The vibration was not from outside. It came from the hull itself, from the walls, from the crystalline growths that had spread through every compartment. Vale felt it in his bones, a deep resonant hum that grew louder with each passing second.

“Commander,” one of the marines called over the channel, “the bulkheads are moving. They’re sealing themselves. All the hatches. All the doors. Something is closing us in.”

Vale turned toward the gap he had squeezed through. It was gone. The metal had flowed like water, sealing the entrance, leaving him and Ilyan trapped in the command core with a dead captain and a voice that should not exist.

“Can you open it?” he asked.

The marine’s voice was strained. “No, sir. The metal is. It’s not responding to cutting tools. It’s like it’s alive.”

The voice spoke again. “Containment protocol. Unidentified biological presence detected. Sealing all compartments until verification complete.”

“What biological presence?” Vale demanded. “There’s nothing alive on this ship except us.”

The voice did not answer. Instead, the displays flickered, and a new image appeared. A corridor. One of the passages Vale had walked through minutes ago. The bodies were still there, floating in the dark. But something else was moving among them.

A shape. Humanoid. But wrong.

It moved through the zero gravity with purpose, pulling itself along the walls, its limbs bending at angles that made Vale’s stomach turn. Its face was hidden in shadow, but he could see its eyes. Glowing. Faint. The same color as the crystalline growths.

“Life support in that section reads zero,” Ilyan whispered. “No oxygen. No pressure. No heat. Nothing should be moving in there.”

The shape turned toward the camera.

Vale stepped back from the display.

“What is that?” he asked the voice.

The voice took too long to answer. When it did, its tone had changed. No longer curious. Now it sounded almost afraid.

“Assimilation vector. Active. Degraded. But active. The quarantine field is failing. They are waking up.”

The shape began moving toward the command core.

Vale drew his sidearm. The weapon felt useless against something that should not exist, but it was better than nothing. Beside him, Ilyan was trying to raise the Karst on her suit comms, but the signal was dead. Static. Interference. Or something deliberately blocking them.

“Can you open the bulkhead?” Vale asked the voice.

“Negative. Containment protocol cannot be overridden from this node. You must reach the primary command core on the fleet flagship.”

“Where is that?”

The voice hesitated. “Deep within the Ashen Belt. Protected by the quarantine field. Dangerous. But necessary. The answers you seek are there. The admiral’s final orders are there.”

The shape was getting closer. Vale could hear it now, even through the vacuum. Not sound. Vibration. A scratching against the hull, against the walls, against the very metal of the ship.

“We’re not going to make it to the flagship if we die here,” he said.

The voice was silent for three long seconds. Then the displays flickered, and a new set of coordinates appeared. A jump solution. Calculated in ancient navigation formats, but still readable.

“I will guide you. But you must move quickly. The assimilation vector is not the only thing waking up. The whole fleet is stirring. And something else. Something deeper. Something that should have remained dormant.”

The bulkhead behind Vale groaned. The metal was deforming, pushing inward, as if something on the other side was trying to break through.

“Dr. Ilyan,” Vale said, “tell me you have a plan.”

She looked at the coordinates, at the voice, at the deforming bulkhead. Her face was terrified but her voice was steady.

“The voice said we need to reach the flagship. So let’s reach the flagship.”

Vale fired his sidearm at the deforming metal. The rounds barely left marks. But the shape on the other side paused, as if confused by the noise.

“Move,” Vale said.

They ran.

Behind them, the bulkhead gave way, and the shape poured into the command core like smoke through a crack. Vale did not look back. He did not want to see what it looked like up close.

The Karst’s rescue team met them at the airlock, pulling them inside, sealing the outer hatch just as something heavy slammed against it from the other side. Vale collapsed against the inner wall, his heart pounding, his breath ragged.

“Go,” he ordered. “Get us back to the ship. Now.”

The transit back to the Karst was the longest five minutes of his life. He watched the corvette recede through the viewport, watched its hull lights flicker and die as something moved behind its broken windows.

Then they were aboard the Karst, and Quill was shouting questions he could not answer, and the ship was already moving, already running, already fleeing toward the coordinates the voice had given them.

Vale pulled off his helmet and breathed the recycled air like it was the first breath he had ever taken.

“Set a course,” he said. “Follow those coordinates.”

Quill stared at him. “What happened in there?”

Vale looked at the display, at the image of the corvette growing smaller behind them, at the shape that was still visible in one of its shattered viewports, watching them leave.

“We found the First Fleet,” he said. “And something else found us.”

The Karst jumped into the dark, and the ghost frequency followed them all the way.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Silent Deck
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POV: Rian Vale

The corvette’s interior was wrong from the first step.

Vale felt it through the soles of his boots. The deck plates were not solid. They flexed under his weight like something soft hiding beneath a layer of metal. His emergency lamp cut a narrow cone through the darkness, revealing a corridor that stretched too far in both directions, as if the ship had grown larger on the inside than it appeared from outside.

Behind him, four marines spread out in standard boarding formation. Private First Class Dorn carried the heavy cutter. Sergeant Maren had point. Two others, Calan and Voss, watched their rear. Dr. Ilyan stayed close to Vale, her breath loud in his helmet speakers.

The artificial gravity was intermittent. One step he weighed nothing, floating above the deck. The next step he crashed down hard, his knees absorbing the impact. The marines handled it better. They had trained for this. Vale had trained for this too, but training did not prepare you for the smell.

Even through his suit’s filtration system, he caught it. Old blood. Scorched metal. Something sweet and rotting that made his stomach turn.

“Comms are still down,” Maren reported. “Can’t raise the Karst.”

“Keep trying,” Vale said.

They advanced through the first intersection. Bodies floated here, frozen in the zero gravity patches, their uniforms stained with something black and crystalline. Vale forced himself to look at them. Not out of respect. Out of duty. He needed to understand
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