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When times are tough, you discover your true friends.
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Chapter 1
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The emerald expanse vanishes as the airlock door seals above with a heavy thud, plunging them into the dim red glow of emergency lighting. Captain James Anders lies crumpled over Bishop’s motionless form, each ragged breath a battle against the fire in his back and shoulders. He weakly taps the heel of his gloved hand against Bishop’s armored arm. “Bish...” is all he can force out, voice a broken rasp. He tries to shake the larger man awake, but Bishop doesn’t stir. Anders struggles to rise, muscles screaming, strength bleeding away with every heartbeat. The pain is excruciating, a white-hot vise crushing his torso. He collapses back over his friend, vision tunneling, the airlock’s sterile hum the only sound in the suffocating dark.

The interior airlock door hisses open in a rush of light and frantic motion. Ariel, Joanna, Ellyara, and Miles flood in, faces pale with dread. Ellyara and Ariel ease Anders off Bishop’s still form, their hands gentle but urgent as they support his broken frame. Anders locks eyes with Ariel, gasping through the pain, pointing weakly toward Bishop. “Bish...” is all he manages, voice a ragged whisper. Tears spill from Ariel’s eyes as she nods, understanding the desperate plea. Anders fights to turn and observe, every movement agony, watching as Joanna and Miles drop to Bishop’s side. Joanna’s fingers fly to his helmet seals, releasing them and removing the helmet.  Miles checks vitals, their movements frantic, “No pulse!” Joanna’s cry cuts through the air, raw and shattering. Tears stream down her face as she and Miles hoist the large marine between them, carrying his lifeless body from the airlock toward the rear stairs, their steps heavy with grief.

Ariel and Ellyara, faces streaked with tears, slide their hands beneath Anders’ shoulders and legs, lifting him with trembling effort. The devastating news of Bishop’s missing pulse weighs on them like a physical blow, their sobs mingling with the airlock’s hum. They pull him from the cramped chamber, dragging him slowly toward the rear stairs, each step a struggle against grief and exhaustion. As they near the stairwell, Ariel’s boot catches on the deck grating. Her grip falters, and they stumble, Anders slipping from their arms to the cold floor with a dull thud. The jolt of pain is the last thing he feels before darkness swallows him whole.

~
[image: ]


Several minutes later, Anders’ eyes flutter open, the world swimming in a haze of pain and dim light. Groggy and disoriented, he fights to focus, his gaze catching on a nearby blur. As the fog clears, two figures sharpen into view: Joanna, a complete wreck, tears streaming down her face as she clings to Ellyara in a desperate embrace, squeezing her tightly for support. Ellyara holds her steady, her own face etched with sorrow. The sterile walls and soft beeps of the medical bay register. Realization crashes over him like a wave. If Joanna is this distraught. Bishop... Oh no! Tears well in Anders’ eyes, hot and sudden. He turns his head slowly toward the table beside him, already knowing what he’ll find.

Bishop lies on his back, head turned toward Anders, his eyes weak but unmistakably alive. A faint, pained smirk tugs at his lips. “You’re a shit shot. You know that, right?” The sound of Bishop’s voice— rough, weary, but there— shatters Anders. His eyes squeeze shut, a tear slides sideways into his ear. Grief, relief, and searing pain crash over him in a single, overwhelming wave. His battered body convulses faintly, the sobs silent but violent. He forces his eyes open again, locking onto Bishop’s. Guilt, regret, and raw gratitude burn in his gaze. Bishop, pale and drained, meets it with a slow, understanding nod. No words are needed. In that shared look between two brothers forged in fire, everything is said, and everything is forgiven.

Joanna steps away from Ellyara, wiping tears of gratitude from her cheeks, her face alight with relief. Anders watches as she returns to Bishop’s side, the tenderness between them a quiet, beautiful thing that warms the cold ache in his chest. Ariel appears at his left, bending down until they’re face-to-face. Her eyes are red, cheeks streaked with dried tears. “I told you no heroics,” she says, voice thick but teasing. Anders manages a weak chuckle, the sound rasping in his throat. She leans in, wrapping him in a fierce hug, still sniffling, “No more crazy spacewalks, okay?” She holds him for a long moment, then pulls back, wiping fresh tears from her eyes and cheeks. Anders’ smile is faint but genuine, “I promise.” She squeezes his hand once more before stepping back to Miles, who opens an arm. She slides in close, arm around his waist. Anders feels a flicker of annoyance, but it fades when he sees the genuine concern on Miles’ face—for Ariel, and for him. Gratitude settles in its place; Ariel has someone to lean on. In the quiet of the med bay, surrounded by the people who’ve become his family, Anders lets the weight of survival settle over him, heavy but warm.

Anders’ eyes drift back to Ellyara, who has been waiting patiently for his gaze to find her. Gracefully, she glides to his bedside, her amber eyes red-rimmed and cheeks streaked with dried tears. “You two gave us quite the scare,” she says softly, voice trembling with lingering fear, “Promise me this won’t become a habit.” Anders manages an exhausted smile, but his gaze catches a small trickle of blood slipping from her nose. Understanding dawns— he knows it was her power that saved him and Bishop. Weakly, he murmurs. “Are you okay?” She scoffs lightly, wiping the blood away with the back of her hand, staring into his eyes for a heartbeat, surprised he’s worried about her in this moment. Anders holds her gaze, voice rough but earnest. “Thank you, Els.” Her smile breaks, fragile and radiant, a fresh tear tracing down her cheek. She slides in close, wrapping her arms around him. Exhausted and aching, he does his best to return the embrace as she clings tightly, the warmth of her presence a quiet anchor in the storm they’ve all survived.
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Joanna’s eyes burst open as she jolts upright in her chair, gasping for air, her heart pounding from the clutches of a nightmare. Her gaze darts around the darkened medical bay, the dim glow of monitors casting faint shadows. Relief floods her as reality anchors her. Bishop lies before her, fast asleep, his chest rising and falling steadily as he recovers from his wounds. She exhales heavily, trembling hands running through her hair as she fights to re-center herself. Just a dream. Her eyes settle on the slumbering giant, his presence a quiet bulwark against the fear still clawing at her. In the silence, she feels the depth of what he means to her. Despite her fierce independence, her life would be hollow without him. She came perilously close to a world where he was gone, and the thought alone tightens her throat. Leaning forward, she watches him breathe, gratitude and love anchoring her in the stillness of the medical bay.

Joanna settles, rubbing the sleep from the corners of her eyes with the heel of her hand. She rises from the chair, stretching stiff, aching muscles that protest the hours spent curled beside Bishop’s bed. Her gaze drifts across the dimly lit medical bay and lands on the other side of Bishop’s cot. A quiet, mirroring scene unfolds. Ellyara asleep in a chair pulled as close to Anders as possible, her body angled toward him, head resting gently on his arm. One of his hands, even in sleep, has found its way to cover hers. Joanna’s lips curve into a soft, knowing smile, the sight warming the lingering chill of her nightmare. Two warriors, two guardians, watched over by the women who refused to let them face the dark alone.

Seeing Ellyara curled protectively beside Anders brings the earlier scene crashing back into Joanna’s mind. Bishop lifeless on the medical bed— no pulse, his heart punctured and shredded by one of the spider’s barbed legs. Even with the advanced medical tech in the bay, the damage was beyond repair. He should not have survived.

Then Ellyara had stepped forward, eyes blazing with that impossible amber fire, hands trembling as she pressed them to his chest. Joanna still doesn’t understand how, but she watched Ellyara somehow knit torn tissue and muscle back together, a miracle wrought through sheer will. When the defibrillator finally fired, Bishop’s heart stuttered, then caught. Beating again when it had no right to. Joanna’s eyes glisten as she looks at Ellyara now, asleep beside Anders like a guardian angel. Whatever gift she carries, it saved the man she loves. 

Then Ellyara, blood trickling from her nose, had turned to Anders and laid her hands on his chest. Joanna watched, breathless, as the same impossible light flared once more. A punctured lung, collapsed and drowning in blood, knit itself whole beneath Ellyara’s trembling palms. Joanna had never seen, never even imagined, anyone could do what she witnessed twice in one night. Gratitude and awe war inside her, but beneath both runs a deep current of recognition. She knew, in that moment, exactly what Ellyara felt for Anders (the same fierce, wordless devotion Joanna felt for Bishop). Sisters bound by some strange cosmic chaos, nearly united in shared tragedy, saved by the same impossible gift.

Joanna drifts toward the medical bay’s main counter, the chaos of earlier still evident in the scattered medication, bandages, and tools yet to be returned to their cabinets and drawers. In a tray to her right lie the spider legs extracted from Anders and Bishop, their barbed, glistening forms a grim reminder of the fight. She pauses, brow furrowing. One is missing! She recounts the legs, confirming the absence. That’s strange. Her gaze sweeps the counter, then the floor nearby, searching for the missing piece. Nothing. The quiet of the medical bay suddenly becomes a little more eerie as she scans the room around her. Her eyes fix on the security camera in the corner, its small red light blinking steadily. Realization dawns. She slips quietly out of the medical bay, heading for the bridge, her steps quickening with purpose.

She ascends the rear staircase to the top deck, the faint scent of fresh-brewed coffee greeting her as she reaches the landing. The common room glows softly ahead, its light a quiet beacon in the early morning stillness. Joanna steps in, seeking a quick cup, and finds Miles at the counter, back turned, pouring coffee into two mugs. Her voice cuts the calm silence, startling him. “Did you know one of those legs is missing from medical?” Miles jumps, coffee sloshing over the rim of a cup. “Fuck me! Sorry... you caught me off guard.” He wipes the spill with a quick swipe, turning to her with a sheepish grin, “No, it’s not missing. Ariel has it on the bridge. She’s working a theory with Phoenix.” 

Joanna relaxes a bit and considers his words for a moment. She eases toward the cabinet, pulling down a cup with a faint clink, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.” Miles waves it off with a small grin, wiping the counter. “It’s fine. Just caught me by surprise.” He turns to face her fully, “Ariel and I checked in on you guys a few minutes ago. Tried to be quiet so we wouldn’t wake you.” His tone softens, “How are you holding up?” Joanna pours her coffee, the cup trembling almost imperceptibly in her hand as she considers the question. She straightens, steeling herself, “I’m fine.” Miles nods, reading the walls she’s put up. He knows better than to pry. She offers him a small, grateful smile, then spins on her heel and heads out of the common room toward the bridge, coffee in hand and purpose in her step.

Joanna strides onto the bridge and makes a beeline for Ariel, “What’s this theory I’m hearing about?” Ariel sits at her station, a holographic projection of the spider leg rotating slowly in front of her, its barbed, biomechanical surface glinting under the console lights. She turns at Joanna’s voice, a spark of excitement in her tired eyes.

Miles follows a step behind, setting a fresh cup of coffee beside Ariel. They share a quick, warm smile before he moves off to his station, giving the women space. Joanna drops into Ellyara’s empty chair, coffee in hand, leaning closer. Ariel’s grin widens, curiosity gleaming, “I’m wondering if the material in this leg might help us understand why we can’t seem to detect Assad tech.” Joanna’s eyebrow shoots up, surprise and intrigue mingling on her face as she nods, “That is an interesting theory!”

Ariel’s gaze locks back on the rotating hologram, her voice quickening with discovery. “It’s coated with some kind of carbon-nanotube lattice, super-dense. The material is some type of metal or alloy I’ve never seen before.” Joanna leans in, eyes narrowing at the scan readouts scrolling past. After a beat she offers. “Could this coating be what makes it impervious to our scans?” Ariel nods, excitement creeping in, “That’s exactly what I’ve been thinking.”

Miles leans back in his chair across the bridge, voice carrying easily in the quiet. “When you two are done poking at those things, we really ought to get them off the ship. There’s no telling if they might have trackers in them, or some kind of disease, poison, or pathogen. One thing we do know for sure is that the Assad are extremely sadistic bastards. Another thing to consider when you start to mess around with that core from the Vargis.” Joanna’s brow furrows, Miles’ words sinking in like cold water. She turns to Ariel, resolve hardening, “He’s right. Finish the scans, then we vent every last piece of this crap out the airlock. After that, the Vargis core needs our attention.” 
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In the shadowed hush of the medical bay, Ellyara lies quiet and still, her head cradled gently on Anders’ arm in what seems a rare pocket of serene calm. Yet beneath her closed eyelids, her eyes dart frantically, trapped in the grip of an unseen storm. Her mind is far from the Phoenix, pulled across the void by an insistent force. The white stone structure looms once more in the darkness, its alien architecture stark against a twilight sky. Above the doorway, the symbol pulses with relentless rhythm. A silent heartbeat calling to her from somewhere across the endless black. 

She stands once more before the pristine white stone structure, perched atop a verdant hillside that sweeps down into a lush, youthful forest of vibrant emerald, green. A grand, sweeping walkway stretches before her, drawing her gaze inexorably toward the entrance. Above the doorway, the familiar symbol pulses. Steady, insistent, alive. 

The sky races overhead at impossible speed, clouds streaking past as centuries compress into heartbeats, years flashing by in the span of a breath. Yet this time, no wind howls, no roar of time accompanies the frenzy. Only silence... and the measured, relentless ticking of a clock, perfectly synchronized with the symbol’s pulse above the doorway. Tick. Pulse. Tick. Pulse. Each beat drawing her closer, the structure seemingly waiting. 

Ellyara stands motionless before the white stone structure atop the hill, her hair lifting and dancing in a breeze she cannot hear. The world is silent save for the relentless, metronomic ticking of an unseen clock, perfectly matched to the pulsing symbol above the doorway. She calls into the stillness, voice trembling yet resolute. “What are you trying to show me?” No answer comes, only the ticking. She tries again, desperation rising. “I’m trying. I don’t know how to find you, please help me. I don’t understand!” Her gaze lifts to the sky as a lone star streaks across the heavens, spinning impossibly fast before vanishing beyond the horizon. Then the hill, the forest, the structure... all fade into utter darkness. She is alone. Only the steady, inexorable ticking of the clock remains, echoing in the void like a heartbeat she cannot escape.

Ellyara’s eyes flutter open, the dream’s echo fading as reality settles in. She sits up slowly, wincing at the ache in her neck and side from the awkward position. Rolling her shoulders to ease the stiffness, her gaze drifts across the darkened medical bay and lands on Anders. Calm rests on his sleeping face, the lines of pain softened in repose as he recovers from his wounds. She reaches out, her fingers brushing his arm lightly, then sliding down to rest over his wrist, feeling the steady pulse beneath. Her eyes trace the slow rise and fall of his chest— reassurance that he’s still here, still fighting. Her mind lingers on his face, a quiet storm of emotion stirring within her. It’s a little frightening, knowing her feelings for him are no longer hidden. Laid bare in stolen glances and unspoken moments. She’s seen his past through his own eyes and felt the weight of the grief he’s carried for so long. The ache of it lingers in her chest.

She turns quietly and looks at Bishop, his chest rising and falling in a rhythm different from Anders’, but steady and strong. A soft warmth spreads through her, knowing she helped pull these two men back from the edge. The two pillars the crew leans on for guidance and leadership. From Joanna’s outpouring of gratitude, she felt the shift: no more lingering doubt, only complete trust and respect. Even a flicker of guilt in Joanna for questioning her motives. Bishop’s wariness had eased too, the moment he woke. She’d felt the tension uncoil inside him. No longer seeing her as a ticking time-bomb, but simply as another member of this family forged by chance and survival. Words were one thing. But for Ellyara, she could feel the truth of it, like sunlight breaking through storm clouds, warm and undeniable.

It dawns on Ellyara that Joanna is not in the room. She turns, scanning the dim medical bay. She is alone with Anders and Bishop, both men still in deep sleep. A soft knock at the doorway draws her gaze. Ariel stands there, trademark Cheshire grin lighting her face despite the exhaustion in her eyes. “Hope I’m not disturbing you,” she whispers. Ellyara’s smile is warm and immediate. “Not at all.”

Ariel crosses the dim bay and envelops Ellyara in a fierce, grateful hug, her voice soft but trembling with sincerity. “Thank you.” Ellyara’s smile deepens, the pure love radiating from Ariel warming her like sunlight. “You’re welcome. They’re my family too.” Ariel eases back, eyes glistening. “I know... it’s just...” Words catch in her throat. After a small, shaky pause, she manages, “I can’t lose anyone else. This crew... this is all I have left.” She swipes at a tear with the back of her hand. Ellyara’s hands settle gently at Ariel’s waist, turning them both to face the sleeping forms of Anders and Bishop. “I know,” she whispers, voice steady with shared understanding. “This family is all I have now too.” Ariel leans in, their heads resting together as they gaze down at the two men. In the stillness, two women who’ve lost everything else hold tight to the family they’ve found, the only light left in their darkened worlds.

Joanna slips quietly through the doorway behind Ariel and Ellyara, curiosity softening into a gentle smile as she sees the two locked in quiet embrace. “Everything alright?” She whispers, careful not to disturb the sleeping patients. Ellyara and Ariel turn, their faces warm with quiet reassurance, “All good,” Ariel murmurs. “We were just talking.” She extends an arm, inviting Joanna closer. Joanna steps in without hesitation, sliding into the group. Her voice stays low, tender, “I just wanted to check on them.” Ellyara’s smile is soft, certain, “Both of them are going to be just fine.” They stand together in the dim glow of the medical bay, three women wrapped in a wordless, steady embrace, sharing the calm serenity of a moment stolen from chaos.
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Anders’ eyes flutter open to the dim, amber glow of the medical bay. The slow, steady beep of heart-rate monitors is the only sound, a quiet metronome in the stillness. The faint tang of antiseptic and medicine lingers in the air, sharp against the recycled chill. His vision clears gradually, settling on the broad form in the bed opposite. Bishop’s chest rises and falls in a calm, unbroken rhythm, the big man’s face slack with exhausted sleep. Memory returns in pieces: the void, the mines, the spiders, the searing pain. Anders exhales, slow and careful, the full weight of survival settling over him like a blanket. 

He eases himself upright, every muscle protesting with a dull, fiery ache. The simple act of sitting draws a sharp, pained exhale. Anders rolls his left shoulder in a slow circle, wincing as the stiff, battered muscles in his back and shoulder scream in protest. A low grunt escapes despite his effort to stay quiet. He stretches his neck side to side, vertebrae popping softly, then swings his legs over the edge of the bed and slides to his feet. 

To his left, a neat stack of fresh clothes waits on a chair. Anders picks up a shirt, wincing as he eases it over his battered frame, the fabric catching on tender bruises. He scans about the quiet bay. Only Bishop’s steady breathing breaks the silence. His gaze drifts to the medical screen beside his bed. Curiosity pulls him closer. The display lists his injuries in stark clinical text. His eyes stop on one line: punctured lung. That explains why breathing felt like swallowing glass, he thinks, exhaling carefully. Then the realization slams into him. He lifts the shirt, fingers probing his chest and back. No bandages. No entry wounds. Nothing but faint pink lines where fatal damage should be.

He steps back to the chair and dresses with deliberate care, each motion measured against the dull fire in his muscles. The fresh shirt slides over his skin, warmth creeping back into his limbs like a hesitant sunrise. He lifts his beloved leather jacket, holding it for a long moment, running his fingers along the worn creases. It’s like greeting an old friend who’s carried him through hell and back. With a quiet reverence, he swings it around his shoulders, wincing as the motion pulls at the soreness in his back. The jacket settles over him like armor, the familiar weight grounding him despite the ache. Anders eases down into the chair, exhaling slowly as he gives his body a moment to settle. Socks and boots wait on the floor. He’ll tackle those next, one careful step at a time.

Anders’ gaze settles on Bishop’s sleeping form, and his mind reels back to the Vargis bridge: the data core in his hands, the sudden, lethal trap springing shut. One reckless moment that nearly cost them everything. He shakes his head, voice a low mutter in the quiet bay. “That kind of stupid can’t happen again.” Eyes closing, he lowers his head, exhaling hard, forcing the guilt and adrenaline to settle. A moment to refocus, to reclaim control. When his eyes reopen, the steel is back. He leans forward, grabbing his socks with deliberate calm. Slowly, carefully, he pulls them on, then slides into his boots.

Anders rises to his feet, the ache in his body a dull reminder, as he walks to Bishop’s bedside. He watches the steady rise and fall of his friend’s chest for a long moment, the rhythm a quiet reassurance in the stillness. Gently, he rests a hand on Bishop’s arm. “I’m sorry you had to pay for my mistake,” he whispers, voice thick with regret. He lifts his hand and steps back, eyes drifting to the medical display nearby. Stepping closer, he scans Bishop’s condition, his gaze catching on the stark entry: heart punctured and shredded. Anders’ stares dumbfounded, eyes wide, breath hitching. “Oh my God!” He murmurs, voice barely audible. He traces the words with his finger and stands frozen for a moment.  He turns to looks back to Bishop. No bandages, no scars, only smooth skin where fatal wounds should be. He shakes his head in quiet amazement, understanding dawning: a miracle happened here. Moving closer to Bishop again, Anders’ voice is low, raw with guilt. “I’m so sorry, brother. It should’ve been me.” He watches Bishop for a few moments in the hushed stillness of the medical bay, the weight of survival and sacrifice heavy in the air.

Anders’ mind drifts to the data core, the price paid for it etched in every bruise and scar. So much effort to find the Vargis, so much pain endured to retrieve the core. He’d been impatient, yanking it before Bishop was clear of the maintenance shaft. A hard, unforgiving lesson. One he swears won’t be repeated. Patience, from here on out. “This had better be fucking worth it.” He mutters under his breath, voice rough with resolve. Sore but unbowed, he straightens, drawing strength from the ache itself. With determined strides, he leaves the medical bay and heads for the rear stairs, each step a quiet vow as he climbs toward the bridge.

As Anders reaches the top landing, the rich, intoxicating aroma of fresh coffee wafts from the common room, pulling him like a lifeline. His stomach growls, a sharp reminder he hasn’t eaten in far too long. A quick detour won’t hurt— a cup of joe and something to scarf down. He slips into the common room doorway, finding Ariel, Miles, Joanna, and Ellyara clustered around the coffee maker, deep in animated conversation, oblivious to his presence. Leaning against the bulkhead, a small grin tugs at his lips. He knocks lightly on the frame. “Hope I’m not intruding.” 

Four heads swivel at once, four faces igniting with relief and joy as if he’s just stepped out of a grave. Ariel is the first to move, coffee abandoned mid-sip, crossing the room in three urgent strides to crash into him. Anders winces at the impact, pain flaring through his ribs, but he doesn’t pull away. She clings tight, voice muffled against his chest. “Sorry! I’m just so happy you’re up!” He smiles through the ache, wrapping his arms around her. Joanna’s right behind her; the moment Ariel releases, Joanna slips in for her own fierce hug, “Glad to have you back, Captain!” “Thanks, Joanna.” He murmurs, voice rough with gratitude. Miles hangs back a beat, then steps forward with a grin. “Good to see you vertical, mate!” Anders huffs a laugh. “That was a hell of a maneuver with the skiff.” Miles rubs the back of his neck, sheepish. “Ah... hope you’re not mad about sacrificing the skiff?” Anders pulls him into a quick, solid hug. “Not at all. Nicely done, Lieutenant!” He releases Miles, then turns. His eyes locking with Ellyara’s across the room, the air between them suddenly charged with everything unsaid.

She crosses the room toward Anders, the others fading into the background. He opens his arms, drawing her in close, his voice is a low murmur meant only for her. “I saw the medical readouts for Bishop and me. I didn’t know how bad it was. Thank you.” Ellyara tilts her head up, amber eyes soft but shining with quiet strength. “Just taking care of my family, in any way that I can.” Anders looks down at her, their gazes locking, deep and searching, the moment stretching between them like a held breath, “Could we talk... later? Just us?” He gently tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear. A slow, radiant smile spreads across her face; she feels the careful weight behind his words, the intention woven into every syllable, “Of course, Captain.”
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A few hours later, the crew gathers in the common room, the warm lighting casting a soft glow over the worn table and chairs. Joanna and Bishop sit close on the sofa at the back, shoulders brushing, a quiet ease between them. Anders and Ellyara occupy the wing-back chairs, their postures relaxed but attentive. Miles and Ariel claim the near end of the table, coffee mugs in hand, eyes fixed on Anders. He looks up from his tablet, voice calm but carrying the weight of command. “It’s time we work out the details regarding the core we acquired from the Vargis. I want to get at the data inside, but we need to be careful connecting with it.” His gaze flicks briefly to Joanna. “Beyond the normal computer security concerns, we need to also consider what happened to Joanna. The last thing we need is to have the ship’s AI compromised.” The room stills, the memory of that unseen threat lingering like a chill in the air.

Anders’ gaze settles on Joanna, inviting her to begin. She straightens... her voice steady but carrying the lingering unease of that night. “I’ve already layered in several new security protocols to shield Phoenix. I still don’t know how to defend against what happened a few days ago. Whatever that code was, it self-deleted completely. It left nothing behind for me to analyze. Almost as if the intrusion never even happened.” She exhales, frustration flickering. “I wish I had more definitive answers, but I’ll keep building better defenses. As for the core, we start with multiple firewalls isolating it from Phoenix’s systems, air-gapped if we can manage it.” Joanna turns, locking eyes with Ellyara, “I’m hoping you’ll sit with us this time. You might pick up something Ariel and I might not be able to catch.” Ellyara nods without hesitation, a quiet resolve in her expression, “I’m happy to help, in any way that I can.”

Anders interjects, voice calm but carrying the weight of command across the common room. “What happened to the legs from the spiders Bishop and I were impaled with?” Ariel straightens, pride flickering in her tired eyes. “We ran full scans and logged everything into the database. We were trying to figure out why their probes keep ghosting our sensors. Once we finished, we spaced every last piece out the airlock... just in case they were carrying trackers or anything nasty.” Anders nods, clear approval in the gesture, “That was a good call. Did we learn anything from the scans?” 

Ariel glances at Joanna with a quick, shared grin before continuing. “Joanna and I found something interesting. The legs were wrapped in a carbon-nanotube lattice coating over a metal alloy we’ve never seen before, nothing in our database matches it. We’re pretty sure either the coating itself, or the combo with that unknown alloy, is what lets them slip past our scans. So, we’re attacking it from two angles: building a new detection routine that can spot them... and experimenting with replicating a version of the coating for Phoenix’s hull.” A broad, genuine smile spreads across Anders’ face, the first real one in days. “That would be outstanding. Keep me appraised on your progress.”

Miles leans forward, elbows on the table, voice calm but carrying the weight of hard-won experience. “If I may? If we cross that bridge, we’ll need to keep in mind the thrust to weight ratio. The heavier Phoenix gets, the slower her movement. We should consider trimming some fat where we can to offset. It might be the difference between eating a missile and living to tell the tale.” Anders nods, appreciation clear, “Point taken, Miles. Thank you.” Ariel turns to Miles, a bright smile lighting her tired face. Miles answers with the subtlest nod and a quick, conspiratorial wink (just for her).

Anders turns to Bishop, his voice measured but authoritative. “Before we hand this core over to the Remnant, I want a full copy. First, to ensure we get what we need from it. Second, we have no idea what happens to this data once they have it. It’s possible someone may move on it to prevent from being exposed.” Bishop nods, his expression grim. “We’re already at a disadvantage. We had no idea about a possible traitor when we first set off. It’s possible we could be walking into another trap. We shouldn’t let any unauthorized personnel near the ship. Just landing could be dangerous. They might vent the entire hangar bay to prevent being exposed.” Anders pauses, eyes locked on Bishop as the warning sinks in, the silence thick with the gravity of the risk. He leans back in his chair, stretching briefly to ease the tension, then leans forward again, nodding decisively, “I hadn’t considered that possibility. We’ll slow our approach to the Remnant base. Buy ourselves some breathing room. There’s a lot to unpack here.” He scans the crew, voice resolute, “In the meantime, we move forward with extracting data from the core. Any objections?” 

Anders’ gaze settles on Joanna. He can see the storm brewing behind her eyes: duty warring with the raw fear of unleashing another unseen horror on the ship. Bishop’s voice cuts through the tension, calm but unyielding. “I’d like to make a suggestion. We should set down somewhere with a breathable atmosphere before attempting this. If Phoenix’s systems get compromised in flight; we could end up inside a star or vented into space.” 

Anders exhales, a long, measured breath as Joanna and Ariel’s mouths drop open at the same moment, the weight of Bishop’s warning settling over them like frost. Miles breaks the stunned silence, voice dry. “It’s just all sunshine and rainbows inside your head... isn’t it, mate?” Bishop turns to him, expression unreadable, voice flat with the weight of experience. “Let’s just say I’ve seen more than my fair share of worst-case scenarios play out over the years.” Miles nods slowly, the quip dying in his throat as the gravity sinks in. Anders watches the exchange in quiet contemplation, every contribution from his crew registering like pieces on a board. He leans forward in his chair, eyes drifting across the room without thinking, and locking with Ellyara’s. She offers him a kind, steady smile and a small nod, warmth and reassurance in the gesture. Anders holds her gaze for a beat longer than necessary, then returns the nod, subtle but certain, before turning back to the matter at hand.

Anders sits up straighter, exhales a long breath that seems to carry the weight of every hard choice behind them, and rises to his feet. He turns to Joanna, voice calm but edged with iron resolve. “Find us a place to set down. We’re doing this, and we’re going to be as smart and safe about it as possible.” Unconsciously, his hand drifts to the spot on his chest where the barb had punched through, fingers rubbing the healed skin beneath, phantom pain flicker across his face. He continues, eyes sweeping the crew, “We’ve come to far not get answers. For now, we’re going to continue down this path.” The words settle over the room like a vow. No one argues. No one looks away. They’re in it together, all the way to the end.
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Chapter 6
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An hour later, Joanna sits alone at her station on the bridge, her mind razor-focused on the task. The only sounds are the steady hum of background systems, the soft whisper of air from the vents, and the occasional chirp or chime from her console as data streams across the screen. The faint bite of ozone lingers in the air, mingling with the rich aroma of a fresh cup of coffee resting beside her control panel. Her fingers dance across the keys with practiced precision, searching for a suitable planet or moon where the Phoenix can set down safely. Unnoticed, Ariel slips onto the bridge, her footsteps light on the deck. She approaches quietly and slides into the seat at the adjacent station.

Ariel’s voice comes soft from behind. “Got a sec?” Joanna jolts in her chair, heart leaping into her throat. “Fuck me!” She spins, then relaxes as she sees Ariel’s apologetic face come into view. Regret in her voice, Ariel offers. “Shit... sorry! I wasn’t trying to sneak up on you.” Joanna exhales hard, waving it off with a shaky laugh. “No... it’s all right. You just startled me. I guess I still get wired when the bridge is empty.” She leans back, rolling her neck to ease the sudden tension, “So, what’s up?”

Ariel sits up. “I’ve got an idea for an air-gapped system to analyze this core. I could use your help with an interface.” Joanna nods, curiosity in her voice. “OK, I’m intrigued. Tell me more.” Ariel continues. “I’m building a box within a box. The data core will connect only to a computer locked inside the inner box. That inner box is completely air gapped. No connections of any kind to the outer box or the ship. We read data through a one-way fiber-optic diode and a display on the outer box. No keys, no touch, no way back in. Even if the core is booby-trapped, the threat dies inside the inner box. Phoenix and the ship’s systems stay clean.”

Ariel taps the small, matte-black wand in her palm. “This is the only thing that ever touches the inner box. Custom reader, single-use optical coupler. One end mates to the port on the inner wall; the moment the transfer starts, a micro-fuse inside the plug melts and the channel becomes physically one-way, light only, no return path. When the wand’s buffer is full it auto-severs the fiber and seals itself. We pull it out, slot it into the outer box, and the data dumps across another hardware diode. After that the wand is dead, bricked forever. Even if the core somehow figures out we’re watching, it has exactly one heartbeat to throw whatever it wants at the light beam. Doesn’t matter. Nothing ever comes back through a melted fuse.”

Joanna nods, a spark of excitement cutting through her fatigue. “Honestly...sounds pretty solid. I’m in.” Her console beeps sharply, pulling her
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