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​Chapter One: The Terminal Descent
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The silence of the void was a lie.

Inside the drop-pod, the sound was a physical weight—a rhythmic, hydraulic thrum that vibrated through Caleb’s synthetic teeth. He wasn’t in his skin anymore; he was encased in a Mark-VII "Ghost" Frame, a seven-foot chassis of carbon-fiber weave and reinforced titanium. His human body was currently floating in a nutrient vat three hundred miles above the Earth’s surface, wired into a neural-link chair. Down here, he was just a ghost in a machine.

"Thirty seconds to release," a voice crackled in his inner ear. It was Commander Vane, broadcasting from the carrier ship The Aegis. "Remember, Ghosts: You are disposable. The mission is not. Secure the landing zone, hold the line, and wait for the second wave. If you blink out, we’ll see you back in the vat for a re-upload."

Caleb checked his HUD. RESPAWN STATUS: CONNECTED.

A green light bathed the cramped pod. The floor dropped away.

Then came the scream of friction. The pod hit the upper atmosphere like a fist hitting a wall. Caleb’s external sensors translated the heat into a dull, pulsing warmth on his metallic skin. He watched the altimeter scroll downward with terrifying speed.

80,000 feet. 60,000 feet.

"Something’s wrong," a voice hissed over the squad comms. It was Jax, one of the newer pilots. "My sensors are spiking. There’s a massive energy signature coming from the surface. It looks like—"

The world turned white.

A beam of violet light, wider than a skyscraper, tore through the clouds. It didn't just hit The Aegis; it unmade it. Through the pod's narrow viewport, Caleb saw the massive carrier ship shatter like dropped glass. Thousands of tons of burning debris began to fall alongside the drop-pods.

"Command? Vane? Do you copy?" Caleb shouted, his voice synthesized and metallic.

Static.

Then, a localized shockwave hit his pod. The stabilizing fins sheared off. The pod began to tumble, a chaotic centrifuge that sent his HUD flickering into a sea of error codes.

WARNING: NEURAL LINK UNSTABLE. WARNING: RESPAWN SERVER DISCONNECTED.

Caleb’s stomach did a phantom flip. Without the server connection, there was no backup. If this frame was destroyed, his consciousness had nowhere to go. He wouldn't wake up in the vat. He would just... stop.

"Computer, manual override!" he roared.

He punched the emergency release. The pod’s door exploded outward, and the roar of the dying world rushed in.

Caleb plummeted through a sky choked with ash and burning metal. Below him lay the ruins of a city he didn't recognize—a sprawling graveyard of concrete being pulled apart by the World-Eater’s massive gravity tethers. Giant mechanical legs, kilometers long, pierced the earth, harvesting the planet's very crust.

He slammed his mag-locks together, trying to stabilize his fall. He was a falling star in a suit of armor, aimed directly at a shattered plaza.

"Brace for impact," he whispered to the empty air.

The ground rose up to meet him like a hammer.

The impact wasn't a thud; it was a tectonic event.

Caleb slammed through the roof of a burned-out transit hub, falling through three layers of reinforced concrete before his kinetic dampeners finally caught up. He hit the ground floor in a crater of pulverized stone, his Mark-VII frame groaning under the stress.

SYSTEM INTEGRITY: 64% CRITICAL FAILURE: LEFT ARM ACTUATORS OFFLINE OPTICS: REPAIRING...

Static cleared from his vision, replaced by a grainy, red-tinted view of the terminal. Dust choked the air, but Caleb didn't need to breathe—his synthetic lungs were merely cooling vents for his core. He tried to stand, but his left arm hung limp, a useless limb of sparking wires and shattered plating.

He scanned the cavernous room. "Jax? Miller? Anyone on this freq?"

Only the sound of settling rubble answered him. Then, a low, rhythmic thump-thump-thump.

Caleb froze. His thermal sensors picked up heat signatures—not the chaotic heat of fire, but the cold, precision heat of cooling batteries. From the shadows of a collapsed tunnel, three Scouts emerged. They looked like oversized, mechanical ticks, each the size of a wolf, with multi-jointed legs that clicked against the tile floor. Their single, glowing optic eyes swiveled in unison, locking onto the silver-and-black armor of the Ghost soldier.

"Target identified," a flat, electronic voice chirped from the lead Scout.

Caleb reached for his sidearm with his right hand. His fingers brushed the magnetic holster, but it was empty. The impact had sheared it off.

"Damn it."

The first Scout lunged. It moved with sickening fluidity, defying the laws of momentum. Caleb pivoted on his reinforced heel, swinging his dead left arm like a heavy club. The metal limb slammed into the Scout’s chassis, throwing it into a row of rusted benches, but the force sent a jolt of feedback through Caleb’s neural link that felt like a migraine made of lightning.

The other two Scouts didn't wait. They fanned out, their forelegs unfolding into jagged, vibrating blades—Mono-molecular cutters.

Caleb backed away, his internal processors overclocking. He needed a weapon. His eyes locked onto a jagged piece of rebar protruding from a fallen pillar. He grabbed it, ripped it free with a whine of hydraulic servos, and leveled it like a spear.

"Come on then, you overgrown toasters," he growled.

One Scout leaped, its blades whistling through the air. Caleb stepped into the strike, parrying the vibrating leg with the rebar. The friction sent sparks flying into his optical sensors. With a roar of effort, he drove the rebar into the Scout’s glowing eye-lens. The machine shrieked—a high-frequency burst of data—before its core went dark.

But the third Scout was already behind him. He felt the white-hot sear of its cutter slicing through the back of his thigh.

ARMOR BREACH. HYDRAULIC LEAK DETECTED.

Caleb stumbled, his right leg buckling. He was losing fluid, losing power, and his Respawn link was still a flatline of zeroes. This was the reality of the Ghost Division: the bravery of a soldier with the fragility of a prototype.

He rolled onto his back just as the Scout reared up for a killing blow. Caleb didn't use the rebar. He reached up with his functioning right hand, grabbed the Scout by its spindly neck, and triggered his Overload Vent.

A blast of superheated exhaust gas erupted from his chest plates.

The Scout was blasted backward, its delicate internal sensors melted by the 2000-degree burst. It flopped on the ground, twitching aimlessly.

Caleb slumped against a pillar, his frame venting steam. He looked at his HUD.

POWER LEVEL: 12% SURVIVAL PROBABILITY: 4%

Through the shattered roof, he saw more violet beams streaking across the darkening sky. The World-Eater was humming, a low-frequency vibration that rattled his very soul. He wasn't just alone on a hostile planet; he was the last line of defense for a world that was being eaten alive.

He forced himself to his feet, the sound of his leaking hydraulics a steady drip-drop in the silence.

"I'm not dead yet," he whispered, more to convince himself than anything else. "Computer... start a local scan for Ghost beacons. Someone else has to be alive."

The HUD flickered. After a long, agonizing second, a single, faint pulse appeared on the map.

DISTANCE: 2.4 KM. SIGNAL ID: JAX-992.

Caleb tightened his grip on the rebar. "Hold on, kid. I’m coming."
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​Chapter Two: The Scrap-Yard Waltz
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The 2.4 kilometers between Caleb and Jax’s beacon might as well have been across the galaxy.

Outside the transit hub, the world was a jagged graveyard of industry. The "World-Eater" had deployed atmospheric siphons—massive, pulsating towers that looked like mechanical umbilical cords—stretching from the clouds down into the city’s industrial heart. The gravity was inconsistent; every few minutes, a "Harvest Pulse" would ripple through the air, making Caleb’s seven-hundred-pound frame feel as light as a feather, then twice as heavy as lead.

Caleb limped through the "Scrap Lands," a valley of crushed shipping containers and skeletal skyscrapers. His left arm was still a dead weight, but he had used a length of high-tensile wire to lash it across his chest like a makeshift shield.

POWER: 9% HYDRAULICS: STABILIZED (TEMPORARY PATCH)

He rounded the corner of a rusted freighter when his sensors screamed a warning. A high-frequency ping—not a Scout this time. Something bigger.

From above, a Centurion dropped.

It was a brute of a machine, a tripod-based harvester standing twelve feet tall, its chassis covered in reactive plating that shimmered like oil on water. Instead of delicate cutters, it had a rotating gravity-cannon mounted where a head should be.

The Centurion didn't announce itself. It fired.

The gravity slug hit a shipping container ten feet to Caleb’s left. The metal didn't explode; it imploded, crumpled into a sphere the size of a basketball by a localized gravitational well. The shockwave tossed Caleb through the air. He hit a brick wall back-first, his internal gyros spinning wildly.

SYSTEM WARNING: SEVERE KINETIC IMPACT.

"Cheap shot," Caleb spat, his voice-box crackling with static.

He scrambled behind a pile of girders just as a second slug turned the brick wall into a fist-sized lump of rubble. He needed to close the gap. Against a gravity-cannon, distance was death.

Caleb engaged his Overclock Mod. For sixty seconds, his power core would dump everything into his servos, granting him a burst of speed at the cost of total system shutdown afterward.

"Do it," he hissed.

The world slowed. His HUD turned a violent, neon gold.

Caleb burst from cover. He wasn't running; he was a blur of silver and sparks. The Centurion pivoted, its gravity-cannon whining as it charged another shot. Caleb didn't move in a straight line. He used the "Harvest Pulse" to his advantage. As the gravity shifted to 0.5g, he kicked off a rusted truck, launching himself twenty feet into the air.

The gravity slug whizzed beneath his feet, flattening the asphalt.

Mid-air, Caleb reached for the rebar spear he’d salvaged. He brought it down with the full weight of his descent. The Centurion’s reactive plating flared, trying to deflect the blow, but Caleb’s Overclocked strength was too much. The rebar pierced the top of the machine’s chassis, sinking deep into the cooling fans.

The Centurion roared—a sound like grinding tectonic plates. It swung a massive tripod leg, catching Caleb in the ribs
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