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Chapter I – Stardust and Laughter
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The Foster terrace smelled like grilled corn, roasted meat, and something that could only be described as Maya’s Absolutely Illegal Spice Glaze. The night air shimmered over the mesa, and above them, twin moons carved soft circles into the darkening sky.

They were all there —the whole, marvelously extended family of friends and loved ones.

Omiddu, his shirt unbuttoned, his hair a catastrophe, laughed so hard that he nearly fell backward off his chair. 

Tatu was already two drinks ahead and had declared war on the table’s structural integrity. 

Jack, as always, said little, but smiled more than usual, especially when Alice leaned close to whisper something that made his ears turn red.

Sttely was cradling SipSip in her arms.  The boy’s hair was damp with sleep,  still, he clenched a tiny violet flower in one hand. 

Lukka and DuDu were chasing some floating, bioluminescent fruit across the terrace. 

At the same time, Mallu watched with the calm intensity of a monk trying to keep tea from spilling during an earthquake.

And in the shadows, at the edge of the light, Daka Jar and Kumza arrived. They didn’t speak at first.

The family’s laughter fell into silence slowly, like embers drifting toward earth.

Omiddu rose first, not like a soldier, but more like a man who recognized a storm in another man's eyes.  “Jar,” he said. “You look like you’ve swallowed a supernova.”

Kumza stepped forward. His voice was the sound of wind over stone.

“We have a problem. And it's shaped like a planet.”
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Fifteen minutes later, the joy was gone. Not because the love had vanished, but because something colder had taken its place: purpose.

Daka Jar unfolded a glowing map in mid-air.  It was a 3D rendering of the Bode Galaxy, rotating gently above the table. Near the rim of the rendering: a red dot pulsing like a slow heartbeat. “The planet is called Uni,” he said. “They used to trade silk. Now they forge weapons with no buyers. They're quiet, too quiet, like someone sharpening a knife in the dark.”

Omiddu rubbed his jaw. 

Tatu leaned forward, eyes narrowing.

Jack crossed his arms.

Alice sat straighter.

“They’re not expanding yet,” said Kumza. “But we’ve intercepted fragments of something called The Hive Project. And the language used in their transmission protocols isn’t native.” 

“Whose is it then?” asked Sttely.

Kumza blinked once. Slowly. “Ours.”

The plan took shape like a storm front. 

Two ships. 

One, cloaked in diplomacy. Light. Subtle.  Fress would lead. SipSip would come with him, not just because of his vision, but because, somehow, the galaxy seemed to quiet itself around the boy.

The second ship was less elegant. More teeth. Omiddu and Tatu,  loud, proud, and harder to kill than regret itself. Their job? Be seen. Be strong. Be the wall if things went sideways.

All four would use forged registrations, ID tags showing they were from a colony affiliated with Uni itself. If questioned, they were “returning engineers.” If caught... well, nobody said that part aloud.

SipSip woke halfway through the development of the plan. He was chewing on a piece of roasted fruit and listening intently.

When they finished the plan, he looked at Fress.  “Are they... bad?” the boy asked.

Fress, who had once killed monsters in silence and wept in doorways no one ever noticed, crouched beside him.  “I don’t know yet,” he said softly. “But we’re going to find out.”

The stars overhead shifted in silence. And in the sky — far, far above —two ships waited.
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