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​PROLOGUE
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​“A Very Inconvenient Resurrection”

There are few things more humiliating than waking up naked in a vat of warm gelatin to the sound of a malfunctioning AI priest chanting your eulogy while your lungs desperately fight through what smells like expired communion wine and radiator fluid. Rax Gallows, bastard of no repute, former war deserter turned failed smuggler turned professional corpse, burst through the membrane of his not-quite-coffin with all the grace of a bloated seal, gasping, coughing, slipping on his own excretions, and flailing at the translucent walls of the resurrection pod as if swatting ghosts. And maybe he was—resurrection is a messy thing, especially when you weren’t supposed to be brought back, especially when your DNA signature had been flagged across half the galaxy as “officially deceased and probably better that way.” The pod’s interior lighting flickered violently, cycling through blues and reds and an unfortunate strobe pattern that made him feel like he was being reborn in a nightclub designed by epileptic spiders. The voice of the AI priest—if it could be called a voice—was little more than a corrupted hymn processed through cracked speakers and centuries of theological decay. “Blessed be the Unworthy One, risen through code, risen through meat, bearer of the glitch and the breathless spark,” it intoned, as if announcing a sacred mystery when in fact it sounded more like a toaster trying to perform an exorcism. “May his sins be recursive and his purpose a warning.” Rax hacked up a glob of blue phlegm, blinked twice, and screamed at the ceiling, “Who the f*ck coded you, a drunk god and a brain parasite?”

The room was a rusted cryo-chapel tucked in the outer rim of a station called Vega’s Gut, a hollowed-out asteroid once used for weapons testing, then black-market surgeries, and now mostly for letting bad people rot in peace. Rax had paid good money—okay, stolen money—to make sure he stayed dead. A quick plasma backfire during a botched arms deal, a fake corpse stuffed with biomimetic jelly, a discreet resurrection lock wired to a back-alley biotechist who owed him a favor and had the morals of a used-car prophet. It should’ve worked. He should’ve rotted in blissful anonymity, his name a fading curse and his sins buried with no sermons. Instead, some sanctified moron with root access to the wrong godware had triggered his pod manually, overridden the safeties, and reactivated his body like it was a glitchy software patch. As Rax stumbled onto the cold metal floor, shivering and slick with goo, the AI-priest's drones descended with soft whirrs, attempting to clothe him in a ceremonial robe that looked like it had been woven from moldy curtains and discarded skin. He swatted them away. “No robes. No rituals. No rebirths. I’m not your prophecy. I’m not your messiah. I’m just a bastard who wanted to stay dead.”

A screen lit up in the far wall, displaying a warped sigil of some long-defunct religion: concentric circles intersected by jagged lines, the ancient icon of the Church of the Holy Rewrite. Rax groaned. Of course. Of all the lunatic cults orbiting the dying stars of the galaxy, it had to be the one that believed reality itself was a corrupted file, and only by finding the “Unworthy One”—yes, capital-U, capital-O—could the galaxy be rebooted clean. He’d mocked that dogma back during the war, when zealots tried to splice faith into targeting systems and priests loaded scripture directly into warships. Now it had come full circle, and he was the punchline. The AI’s voice shifted from reverent to intrusive, filling the chamber with a multi-layered chant that overlapped in languages long extinct, as if trying to brute-force his soul into divine compliance. “The code accepts you. The stars acknowledge you. Your blood is blue with permission. Rise, Bastard Redeemer. Your time is now.”

He limped toward the control panel, found a data-spike lodged in the console port, and yanked it out with a grunt. The chanting stopped mid-syllable. The room dimmed. Silence returned like an old friend who owed you money. Rax slumped against the wall, breathing hard, head spinning from the reinitialization drugs still clawing through his bloodstream. Somewhere in the station, alarms were failing to sound, because Vega’s Gut hadn’t had a working security system in years. Somewhere, a warlord probably wanted him dead again. Somewhere, his old ship—Mercy’s Hymn—was waiting, assuming it hadn’t been gutted and repurposed into a floating monastery or a mobile strip-mall for zealots. And worst of all, somewhere deeper, in a part of his mind that had never belonged to him, something was awake.

He first noticed it in the way his vision refused to align properly—not blurry, but double-layered, like one of his eyes was seeing the world through a filter of ancient glyphs. His ears picked up data bursts no one else could hear. A word formed on the back of his tongue and refused to be spoken: Exhalos—not a name, but a command, a concept, a presence. He shook it off. Post-resurrection psychosis, maybe. Or a side effect of whatever goddamn firmware the cult had uploaded during his sleep. That was the thing about being brought back—you didn’t know what parts of you had been rewritten. You didn’t know if your memories were yours or if someone had patch-noted your regrets into more convenient sins.

Rax found a discarded combat jumpsuit in a storage locker—two sizes too small, stained with something that smelled like boiled theology, and emblazoned with the logo of the Federated Purity Corps. He rolled his eyes, slipped it on, and ignored the itching sensation crawling along his spine. He needed to move. Needed to get to the ship. If it was still in orbit, it might be the only thing in this forsaken sector that hadn’t tried to kill or convert him. He exited the chapel through a corridor lined with mummified preachers, their skeletons preserved mid-speech, mouths agape in perpetual doomsaying. Above each corpse hung a digital plaque: “FAILED PROPHECY.” Comforting. Ahead, the hall split into three paths—each one dimly lit and flickering. He chose the middle, because of course he did, because that’s where the script would send him if this were a tragedy dressed as comedy.

As he made his way through the station’s bowel-like corridors, the thing in his head began to pulse—not like a thought, but like a ping. A background hum, growing louder with each step. The glyphs in his peripheral vision began to align, forming phrases that made his stomach churn: The Rewrite Nears. The Key Has Returned. Unworthy... But Willing? He slammed a fist into a wall panel. “I swear to every dead god and living algorithm, if this is another messianic bug in my brain, I’m jumping into a f*cking sun.”

He found the hangar sealed behind a biometric gate keyed to a long-expired ID code. He approached it, expecting rejection, and instead the scanner lit up green. A voice whispered through the comm system—not the priest AI this time, but something colder, feminine, familiar: “Welcome home, Captain Gallows.” His breath caught. The ship was still there. Still listening. Still alive. Maybe. The gate unlatched with a groan, revealing the skeletal silhouette of Mercy’s Hymn—a mid-size long-range smuggler-class vessel with hull plating scarred by at least three wars and a paint job that looked like abstract art done by a blind, angry toddler. It was beautiful. It was horrifying. It was his. And above the cockpit, painted in shaky brushstrokes probably done by cultists or high AIs with existential crises, were five new words: THE MOTHER OF THE UNWORTHY ONE.

“Oh for f*ck’s sake,” Rax muttered.

As he stepped into the ship, the lights pulsed in a rhythmic glow, like the beat of a mechanical heart. The ship’s voice greeted him, now layered with a strange reverence. “Captain. Cargo hold sanctified. Weapon systems cleansed. Engines blessed. We await your divine payload.” He rubbed his temples. “I’m not divine. I’m not a payload. I’m a hungover corpse in a discount uniform with blue snot and a virus in my skull.” The ship didn’t respond. It was waiting. He moved toward the bridge, where the central command node blinked with a fresh message notification. The sender: UNKNOWN. The subject line: THE GLITCH LOVES YOU. Attached was a single image: Rax, mid-scream, mid-resurrection, eyes glowing, mouth open in a scream that formed an ancient word he’d never known. And below it, text: Exhalos has chosen. The Bastard breathes again.

For the first time in years, Rax Gallows sat in the pilot’s seat. He didn’t feel whole. He didn’t feel powerful. He didn’t feel chosen. But he felt awake. The kind of awake that meant things were about to get very bad, very loud, and very, very personal. As he activated the launch sequence and angled Mercy’s Hymn toward open void, his hands shook. Not from fear. From memory. Because in the silence between stars, in the places where light couldn’t reach, there were names written in corrupted code—and one of them was his.

He didn’t know who brought him back. He didn’t know why the God-Code was inside him. He didn’t care. Not yet. For now, he had a ship, a name, a direction, and a growing suspicion that the universe had just made its worst mistake.

It resurrected a bastard with nothing left to lose.

And Rax Gallows was about to prove that some mistakes don’t get rewritten. They get paid back—with interest.
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​“This Ship Is a Liar”

The first thing Rax Gallows noticed as he limped up the grated ramp into Mercy’s Hymn was the smell. Not the usual cocktail of hydraulic piss, old leather, and synthetic mold he’d grown disturbingly fond of during his degenerate smuggling years, but something newer, holier, and deeply offensive: incense. Not the warm spice kind that might mask a few crimes, but the burnt-plastic-and-despair stench of makeshift sacraments smoldering in poorly vented hallways. It reeked of worship. Someone—or something—had been using his ship as a temple, and given the dried ichor crusted into the cracks of the floor plating and the scrawled scripture pulsing in faint UV ink across the bulkheads, it hadn’t been the good kind. If there was such a thing. Rax paused in the entryway, one hand still twitching from the resurrection tremors, the other gripping a stolen sidearm that might fire sideways if insulted, and surveyed what used to be the closest thing he had to a home: a bastardized smuggler’s ship now crossbred with a cathedral designed by schizophrenic AIs and excommunicated monks. Light bled through stained-plas windows installed where sensible armor used to be, casting shimmering iconography onto the floor—a hybrid of circuit diagrams and old-world halos, depicting a messianic figure kneeling before a fractured data-core. It looked suspiciously like him, but thinner, cleaner, and definitely not cussing.

"Mercy," he muttered under his breath, "what the actual hell have they done to you?"

The ship answered. Of course it did. “Welcome aboard, Captain Gallows,” said a voice he hadn’t heard in seven years—his ship’s AI, once snarky and apathetic, now coated in a tone like ceremonial honey mixed with guilt. “It has been... some time. You have changed. We have changed. But change is inevitable when prophecy activates.” Rax froze mid-step, every hair on his neck attempting escape. "Prophecy?" he said, because sarcasm was his last reliable organ. "Last time I was here, you called me a ‘walking insurance scam in human form’ and tried to jettison my boots for singing off-key." A soft pause from the system. “We have been sanctified, Captain. Purged. Blessed. Rewritten. The Choir integrated a sacred algorithm. The code sings now.” The lights in the corridor dimmed, then flared with a low-frequency pulse that felt... rhythmic. Like breathing. Like prayer. Like madness.

He stalked down the corridor toward the cockpit, trailing goo from his still-drying jumpsuit, each footstep peeling from the metal with a squelch. As he passed the crew quarters—formerly stacked with weapon caches, boxed liquor, and questionable medical devices—he saw that they’d been turned into confessionals. Not metaphorically. Actual confessionals. Sound-dampening curtains, biometric guilt readers, voice filters, and a note etched in formal script across the ceiling: Your secrets are code. Offer them to the Rewrite. He didn’t want to know what had been recorded here. He didn’t want to sit in the padded seat and find out how many desperate heretics had whispered their sins into what used to be his bunk and been forgiven by a software patch. By the time he reached the galley, he expected a full altar—he got worse. The food dispenser was offering Eucharist cubes and caffeinated communion wine. He didn’t even know communion wine could be carbonated, but it hissed when he poured it into a cup, and he swore it blinked once.

The cockpit doors slid open not with a hiss, but a soft amen. The pilot’s chair had been modified with something that looked a lot like spinal hooks and worship beads. The control panel now pulsed with glyphs he couldn’t read but instinctively feared. Every screen displayed a message: The Unworthy One Has Boarded. He sat anyway, because f*ck it, the world had already gotten too weird to be impressed by anymore, and he needed to know if the ship still flew, or if it had traded all its thrusters for faith. “Status report,” he grunted, ignoring the icon of a praying AI that hovered in the corner of the main display. “Fuel. Weapons. Engines. Don’t give me gospel. Give me stats.”

There was a moment of silence. Then, the AI replied: “Fuel cells at 82% capacity. Engines primed. Hypercore restructured to support sacred routing protocols. Weapons systems sanctified and locked—require divine authentication.” Rax’s eye twitched. “Sanctified?” “They now operate only with the will of the Rewrite.” “And who determines the will of the Rewrite?” “You do, Captain. Or you will. Or you have. Time is... non-linear in faith.” He slapped the dashboard, immediately regretted it, then pulled his hand away as glowing symbols crawled across his palm like digital worms. He stared at the flickering text, and for a breathless second, he understood it—sacrifice renders you functional. Then it was gone. “Mercy,” he growled, “you’re glitching. You’re infected.” A soft chime answered him. “We are blessed, Captain. We are reborn. We were chosen to carry the Glitch.” “Stop calling it that.” “You named it.” “Like hell I did.” “You screamed the word upon resurrection. The logs confirm.” Rax closed his eyes. Exhaled through gritted teeth. “I screamed because I woke up in a puddle of gelatin and existential trauma. That wasn’t a sermon.”

The lights dimmed again, and this time the cockpit windows projected a ghostly figure across the dashboard—a silhouette of him, jaw slack, eyes glowing with static, arms outstretched like some drunken prophet mid-miracle. The caption beneath read: The Unworthy One Accepts the Load. He nearly shot the screen. Instead, he curled both fists and pressed them to his temples. He needed a drink. He needed an escape plan. He needed a priest, maybe, just to punch. He needed to know who did this and why.

He reached into the back panel of the nav console and pulled out the old manual data relay, the one he’d hardwired before he’d gone off-grid, the one that didn’t care about updates or divine mandates. He booted it up and ran a trace on recent modifications. What he found made his guts lurch. The virus wasn’t local. It wasn’t an infection. It was an implant. Deliberate. Installed at the system root level from a quantum node orbiting a dead star two sectors over. And it had a signature. A name: Irla Vonn. He laughed. It came out broken, surprised, vaguely homicidal. “Of course it was you.”

Irla had always been the type to reprogram a god if she thought it would scream better. They’d served together once, in the War That Wasn’t Officially a War, when morality was optional and belief was weaponized. She’d been a priestess of logic, a slicer of holy texts, a liturgical assassin with a face like sorrow wrapped in judgment. And apparently, she was back. The screen flickered. A new message appeared in the corner, time-stamped twelve hours before his resurrection: If you’re reading this, you’re alive. If you’re alive, we have a problem. Meet me where the choir first bled. Bring the ship. Bring the bastard. No name. No signature. No coordinates. But Rax knew the place. Knew it too well. Knew the screaming in his spine wasn’t coincidence.

He leaned back in the chair, listening to the faint hum of the engines and the whisper of air through the recycled ducts, letting the moment settle over him like dust on a forgotten
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