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"If we were alone, the immensity 

would really be a waste."

Isaac Asimov

Dedicated to Adrian and Wenjing, 

my Guiding Stars.

PROLOGUE

The imposing X3-class mothership finally arrived near the small blue planet, at the edge of known space. Like a giant, sleek black fish, it had traversed the ocean of stars for a long time, despite the exceptional technology of its Proxy-Cst.X3 space-time warp engine. Now proceeding more slowly, using inertial thrust, the ship opened its black, gleaming hatch into the silent void of space, a mouth of light in the darkness, releasing two agile AZ3 reconnaissance vessels into the unknown. The atmospheric entry generated intense friction against the special alloy of the aircraft, while the advanced quantum computer calculated descent speed and trajectory toward the landing zone. 

Motionless, the icy Commander Azur watched in rapture as swirling flames formed over the nose of her AZ3, letting herself be lulled by the rocking caused by turbulence. What she loved most about her work at EXWC was the freedom it granted her, and piercing an alien atmosphere to land on the surface of an unknown planet thrilled her even after all these years.

From the planet’s ashen surface, two parallel streaks of inflamed dust and gases suddenly appeared, cutting diagonally through the looming dark clouds beneath which, in ancient times, the planet teemed with countless life forms. 

The quantum computer adjusted the flight posture upon crossing the mesosphere and ignited the retrorockets at thirty percent power to slow the descent. With great precision, after three minutes and ten seconds, the two twin vessels landed at the standard distance of fifteen meters from each other, at the center of a gray, circular mosaic-patterned space.

Beside Azur, after casting a quick glance at the desolate ruins that had welcomed them with cold, dusty arms, veteran Nire was the first to unbuckle the thick red straps from her waist.

—It seems the spark of life has gone out on this planet— she declared bitterly.

—Life continuously evolves and regresses, Nire, only to become complex once again. If we truly find none, it only means it has returned to the stars from which it came. But I am certain this little planet will surprise us: you'll see. Varis’ initial analyses were intriguing. Now, retrieve the equipment: descent and regrouping— Azur added firmly, brushing a small green display on the control panel.

—Copy, Commander!— promptly responded Sasy and Aliat, members of the second vessel.

Standing two meters tall, with striking white hair, beautiful, intelligent and fierce, the four Frontier Recon Scouts (FRC) operatives represented the pride and ideal of aesthetic-scientific perfection of the Golden Eye Empire of Proxima B. Their form-fitting, state-of-the-art nanomachine suits provided maximum resistance and agility. The broad black sash with the Golden Eye concealed their eyes, a testament to their loyalty to Emperor Qishi.

Azur drew their attention back to her. The time to begin the operation had finally come.

—As mandated by EXWC protocol, we will begin the initial assessment of the planet’s environmental condition using the portable instruments stored in our packs. Under protocol B36, little Sasy, you will remain here and secure the vessels while we conduct a preliminary survey within a three-kilometer radius from the landing site. Have faith in yourself. I know you’ll do well.

Sasy nodded with quiet confidence to the renowned Commander. Serving under Azur — Alpha of the Empire’s foremost special reconnaissance unit — was an honor beyond measure. She already knew Azur would call her “little one”; Sasy had only recently become operational, and the nickname only strengthened her resolve to perform flawlessly.

As eager as she was to descend onto the planetoid’s surface alongside the others, she understood that trust among the Frontier Recon Scouts had to be earned. If the world proved suitable for recovery, there would be ample time to explore it during the terraforming phase. Pushing aside her anticipation, Sasy steadied herself and focused on her duty: protecting the recon units from any threat, no matter how improbable.

Azur briefly studied the determined faces of the three operatives. Working alongside her own kind had always filled her with a profound sense of purpose. Each member of the unit understood their role instinctively, making spoken orders largely unnecessary. Still, Azur often chose to voice commands aloud; she found the ritual strangely evocative, a reminder that beneath their engineered precision lingered something deeper, something hidden. The Frontier Recon Scouts possessed the advantage of Shared Thought — an instantaneous neural link that allowed them to exchange information and coordinate actions with flawless synchronicity, like the unified consciousness of a hive mind.

—Commander Azur, what was this circular structure we landed in? I don’t think it was a heliport. The dimensions are too small— asked Sasy, curiosity evident in her voice as she studied the faded mosaic tiles beneath her black boots.

—This place was once called a square— an agora in the language of the planet’s native Alphas— replied Azur. —It served as a center of political, commercial, and social life. But there came a time when the natives advanced their technology too quickly and too chaotically, rendering places like this obsolete.

—Obsolete?— interjected Aliat, the unit’s Second-in-Command, her hands resting against her slender hips as long silver hair flowed down her back.

—Yes— confirmed Azur. —During the Long Decadence, the planet’s Alphas began conducting trade, social interaction, and even politics remotely through portable personal devices while remaining physically isolated from one another. A tragic decline. In many ways, they devolved into primitive fyborgs.

Azur’s gaze drifted across the ruined square.

—From what Varis and I have reconstructed so far, their collapse stemmed from social and physical isolation. For beings like us, it is difficult to comprehend. They placed the individual above the collective. But the history lesson can wait. I will transmit the System archives now. Alpha Unit, I officially declare the exploratory mission begun.

Standing in formation, the three operatives snapped to attention before moving toward their assigned sectors: Nire to the east, Aliat in the opposite direction, and Commander Azur toward a towering structure in the northern district of the city.

Focused on protocol, Sasy began patrolling the landing zone in a wide circular pattern, establishing a virtual perimeter around the AZ3-class recon craft. She watched her companions disappear into the distance with a trace of disappointment before finally losing sight of them completely.

“Confirm System data upload for the planet and all related archives. Initiate Shared Thought diagnostic,” Azur commanded mentally.

“System data: uploaded. Shared Thought: connection established and clear,” the others answered in perfect unison, their voices resonating inside her mind.

“Good. Authorization granted for Shared Thought usage. Remember to optimize energy consumption. Atmospheric pollution and airborne dust are significantly reducing solar radiation from the reference star.”

Azur advanced slowly through the desolate ruins of the city. A cold wind stirred her snow-white hair as it brushed against her shoulders. The Golden Eye engraved upon the black sash of obedience shimmered beneath the weak sunlight, almost as though it possessed a life of its own.

CHAPTER 1
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Aliat strode purposefully through the crumbling gray buildings that loomed around her, as if conspiring to close in. She felt watched; the ruins, with their hollow apertures, had become over time the skeletal remains of warped, towering giants. Her long immaculate white hair, her pride, was swept back by a sharp, unwelcoming breeze. Each step stirred fine dust from the gravel-strewn ground, settling in a pale gray film over her polished black boots. The silence was heavy, almost oppressive, as if the city itself were holding its breath.

Her attention was drawn to a large, rounded structure on her left, taller and more imposing than the rest. It seemed to be made of steel, and many of its diamond-shaped windows were still intact, catching the dim light like dormant eyes.

Not bad. I might find documents... or remnants of the native Alphas inside. Yes, Aliat — it’s worth a try.

She headed for the wide rectangular entrance, sealed by a rusted iron grate. Squinting, she tried to decipher the faded lettering on the sign above it, eroded almost beyond recognition by time. Her heart quickened; this was her first mission on an extrasystemic planet, far beyond the vast Empire of Proxima B — the Empire of the Golden Eye. The thought of stepping into an alien structure sent a controlled but undeniable thrill through her.

Biting her lower lip, she seized the grate with both hands and wrenched it free in a single motion. It tore loose with a violent screech of metal, crashing to the ground as the sound echoed through the still, gray air.

“Aliat, report.”

Azur’s voice slipped into her mind through Shared Thought, precise and immediate.

“All clear, Commander. Just removed an obstacle blocking my path,” she replied.

“Maintain silence and proceed with caution. I’m observing you — you are aware of that. Out.”

“Roger that, Commander...”

For a fleeting second, as she crossed the threshold into the building’s shadow, Aliat imagined doing to Azur what she had just done to the grate, leaving her twisted and discarded on the ground. Not because Azur wasn’t the Commander; she was. But because no one at the Imperial Court had ever spoken to Aliat with that kind of blunt authority.

Still, she was not an outsider in skill. She had once served as personal bodyguard to Emperor Qishi himself, an Amazon within his inner circle. During that time, she had operated alongside Zalden, the warrior clad in golden armor, for nearly two long years that had felt like centuries beneath their gilded stillness. The Emperor, meticulous and exacting, had chosen her less for her combat efficiency than for her aesthetic perfection. She had often felt his calculating gaze trace her delicate face, her sculpted back, and her cascading white hair, like a pure snowfall flowing endlessly down to her hips.

Lacking any real field-exploration experience, Aliat had only ever used the Frontier Recon Scouts’ signature weapon, the renowned Andavar, in simulation mode within the Virtual Hall of the Imperial Court, where she trained daily. There, she often sparred with Psi, a celebrated Frontier Recon Scout and Amazon in service to Empress Helat, absorbing fragments of combat doctrine through relentless repetition and instinctive adaptation.

The Emperor had taken to observing their training sessions with quiet satisfaction, pleased by the sight of Aliat maintaining peak condition for her assigned duties. In truth, however, she was driven less by obedience than by ambition, using every simulated encounter as an opportunity to sharpen herself, to channel the restlessness that never quite left her.

Convincing Emperor Qishi to allow her to join this expedition had been anything but simple. In exchange for his approval, she had been forced to swallow her pride and accept a condition she had spoken aloud with a smile: upon her return, she would serve as his Amazon indefinitely, bound to him for as long as the space voyage she had just completed aboard the X3. She had lied without hesitation. And so, she had been “recommended” to the EXWC and assigned to the Alpha Unit — the most prestigious reconnaissance formation in the Empire, led by none other than Azur, Second Commander of Unit Alpha. A position Aliat had never sought, and one she knew would earn her more than a few silent enemies. Perhaps Qishi had arranged it precisely for that reason. The thought tightened something in her chest.

What mattered to her was mainly escape temporarly from the Imperial Court and the Emperor’s increasingly unwelcome attentions. What had once been distant and ceremonial had become intimate, invasive. His presence lingered longer than protocol allowed; his touch sometimes resting too long on her hair, on her shoulders, crossing boundaries that were never spoken but always understood.

If she proved herself here, she told herself, she would never have to be his Amazon again.

The memory of the Royal Hanging Gardens of Centaurus resurfaced with painful clarity. It had been shortly before her request to join the Scouts. During one of their habitual walks, the Emperor had asked her to retrieve the fruit of the magotan; a rare, towering organism that fruited only once every two years, producing a single semi-hard nut filled with a sweet, highly prized core. One specimen weighed nearly twelve kilograms and was valued above the annual salary of a Court scribe, a position already considered well compensated.

Aliat had obeyed without hesitation, summoning her Andavar; a long, razor-edged naginata and, with a single fluid motion, severed the fruit from its stem. She had presented it to him with a formal bow. Then, something had gone wrong, or perhaps, too right.

The Emperor had placed his hands over hers as she held the fruit, gently enclosing her grip. Smiling, he had offered it back to her as a gift. Never before had Qishi bestowed such a rare and costly token upon a Frontier Recon Scout. Such offerings were reserved for high-ranking nobles, Imperial Commanders... or Helat, his consort.

Aliat had accepted it in stunned silence, unable — or unwilling — to refuse. And then came the interruption. Empress Helat had arrived, accompanied by Psi, and had witnessed everything. Aliat could still recall the sharp, emerald gaze that had pinned her in place like a blade. Psi had only smiled faintly — an expression that, in hindsight, felt far too knowing.

After that day, something had shifted. From that day on, her efforts to leave the Court had intensified. The training sessions grew colder. More precise, detached. And Aliat’s desire to leave the Court ceased to be a thought. It became a necessity.

Now, standing on this remote alien world, she felt it again — the same burning certainty.

She would prove herself. Not to Azur. Not to Qishi. To herself.  By challenging the hierarchy, by surpassing expectation, she would earn her own Unit — and finally break free from the gilded shackles of the Imperial Court.

Resolute, Aliat ventured deeper into the silent structure, swallowed by a dense, unnatural darkness. She slipped off her backpack and retrieved the AG torch; once activated, it detached and began to hover just behind her shoulder line. The anti-gravity torch was always reliable — it automatically aligned with the scout’s line of sight, projecting a concentrated beam wherever her gaze shifted, leaving her hands entirely free.

Before shouldering her pack again, Aliat swept the illuminated cone across the room she had entered. Although the main entrance had been sealed, something or someone, had already been here. The evidence was unmistakable. The signs of disturbance were too precise, too intentional to be the result of decay. In the cold beam of light she examined overturned shelves, fractured tables and chairs, shards of ceramic, splintered glass, and fragmented pieces of synthetic material she could not immediately classify. Dust and stillness dominated the artificial environment — a preserved dead zone where time had long since stopped obeying normal rules. And yet, Aliat realized, this was not untouched. Something had moved through it before her.

She proceeded further and soon found herself at the threshold of a vast oval atrium. 

Above her, undulating white balconies spiraled upward across what must have been thirty levels, wrapping the interior like the frozen waves of a vertical sea. A faint, diffused light filtered through intact pyramid-shaped polymer ceilings, casting fractured geometric patterns across the space below and revealing several objects deliberately arranged at the center of the atrium. She paused. The wavy balconies resembled the crests of an ocean locked in eternal stillness. Dust motes drifted through diagonal shafts of light, suspended in midair as if gravity itself had softened here. An almost surgical silence governed the space absolute, structured, intentional.

Everything here is... beautifully melancholic. Every detail. Exactly as it should be.

Aliat found herself thinking that even the opulent, baroque halls of the Shining Palace could not compare to this. Because this was... different. This was not decoration. This was real. A silent testimony to a civilization that had risen to greatness, only to be lost in the sea of time.

Aliat became acutely aware that she was the first Frontier Recon Scout to set foot in this place in countless ages, and she felt so alive surrounded by all that death. What purpose had this vast building once served? She wanted to know, so she summoned the necessary information through the System.

“Data. Shopping center: the native Alphas accessed it to purchase goods and services. Sometimes, they entered simply to stroll around, observe the wares displayed by merchants, and socialize.”

The scout paused, briefly reflecting on whether this was a wise way for an organic being to spend the limited time of its existence. She wasn’t sure of the answer. She approached the odd structures set at the atrium’s center, which the System identified as “children’s playground equipment.” With her right hand, gloved in white, she brushed one of them, a sharp pang of emotion surging in her chest.

An ancient artifact! I’m touching a genuine artifact made by the native Alphas of this planet! This isn’t a virtual simulation, this is real!

As she gently caressed the wing of a small orange airplane, her slender fingers wiped away the dust, tracing two parallel lines that revealed vivid colors still strikingly vibrant, despite the heavy gray wings of time having descended upon them. The scout’s lips curled into a slight smile, her perfect features glowing with delight. It had been so long since she’d smiled that way: now, she was simply Aliat the scout, exploring a new world, no longer Aliat the Imperial Amazon.

But the gesture triggered a sudden memory: Qishi’s ringed fingers stroking her hair. The smile faded in an instant. A surge of anger tempted her to summon her Andavar and cleave the tiny airplane in two, but she restrained herself, recognizing the futility of the act.

With long, purposeful strides, she continued her search, leaving the toys to their eternal sleep.

Developed through the creative genius of Dr. Varis Anda, Chief Scientist of the Imperial Court of Proxima, Father of the Special Recon Scouts, and founder of the EXWC, an organization dedicated to the environmental reclamation of rocky planets, the Andavar is a weapon granted exclusively to this elite group of twenty-three individuals. 

When inactive, the Andavar exists as a dual-layer nanomachine lattice embedded in the rear section of the scouts’ suits, which, through precise modulation of the user’s cerebral electromagnetic waves, can be triggered into instant formation in the desired shape. Its unique, cutting-edge nanomachines are capable of expanding, retracting, and assuming any form with remarkable structural solidity.

It is therefore not inaccurate to describe the Andavar as a physical manifestation of a Scout’s thoughts or desires. This is especially true given that each scout possesses a unique brainwave modulation signature, which governs the configuration and behavioral expression of their personal Andavar. In addition to being nearly indestructible, the system is extremely responsive, executing the wielder’s intent at near-thought speed. In accordance with this principle, neither mass nor generated size affects its maneuverability, as it operates in a suspended, non-inertial state, moving through space without the need for physical support or direct contact.

The veteran Nire moved confidently through the external environment, alert to every faint sound or sign of life. Like in the many exploratory missions she had undertaken alongside Azur, she had developed her own working theory: two elements revealed the presence of life on a planet — sound and color.

If she judged solely by the first, it confirmed her initial impression upon landing: the planet was dead. Since then, she had detected no biological signals, no calls, no structural resonance — only the dull echo of her own footsteps and the wind’s continuous passage, a wandering presence that seemed to drift through the ruins like an invisible specter, almost as if it enjoyed the desolation of concrete and metal. But after climbing to the roof of a gutted structure and making a controlled leap across the gap, Nire had observed something in the distance she had never encountered before.

“Data: green color,” the System informed her.

She chose not to request further analysis. She wanted to understand it herself. Whatever lay ahead was drawing her in a distinct wavelength within the visible spectrum, carrying an impression of stability and quiet vitality. A form of orderly serenity. More importantly, this specific frequency did not exist on the orange world of Proxima B, nor on any known planet or planetoid within the vast Empire of the Golden Eye.

As she advanced, she noticed a shift in the terrain beneath her boots. According to her wrist-mounted analytical device, the degraded asphalt, eroded by time and abandonment, was gradually transitioning into higher concentrations of silica and aluminum oxide.

“Data: continental crust.”

Nire registered the change with clinical interest. Even the soundscape evolved. The impact of her high black boots now produced a sharper, more defined rhythm as they struck small pebbles embedded in the ground, a sound she found unexpectedly pleasing, almost amusing, in contrast to the dull absorption of asphalt.

Nire reached a long wall of weathered bricks, partially consumed by fragile vegetation, and began following its perimeter until it led her to an elegant wrought-iron gate. It was open; the heavy right leaf, long since detached from its rusted hinges, had fused with the wall itself, wrapped in an endless green shroud of a plant the System identified as “ivy.” She ran a cluster of leaves through her slender fingers, her white glove marked with the symbol “Alpha” of her Unit. 

She noticed small dark patches scattered along the edges and across the surface, decay advancing into the green, devouring it from within. Signs of disease. She exhaled softly. Even though the FRCs did not recognize disease as a concept in the biological sense, her empathy toward forms of life made her vaguely sad.

Carefully, she moved behind the standing gate leaf and peered through the iron bars at the green expanse that now seemed to dominate everything beyond. She crossed the threshold and immediately perceived a subtle shift in the surrounding electromagnetic field, measured in hertz variations at the boundary layer. It was a gentle frequency, weakened, but still coherent, resonating faintly with her synth-organic structure.

Nire knelt in the middle of the vast grassy field.

They are plants... living green systems. These green strands are your hair, and if they grow, it means you are still alive. I need my equipment, but I believe we can save you, little lost planet.

Gently brushing her hand over the sparse grass, the scout lifted her gaze to survey the space more fully. Multiple forms of plant life, despite the black marks of disease, had long since claimed the area, engulfing all remaining artificial structures. Streetlights, small buildings, benches, sidewalks;  all had been absorbed and reclassified by nature, now fused into a single hybrid terrain, both constructed and organic, inert and alive simultaneously.

Nire felt a sharp, almost painful impression of nature’s quiet reclamation, as if it were correcting something that had once been misaligned. But that realization could wait.

It was time to understand where she was.

“Data. Urban park or public park: a green space located within or adjacent to a city, designed to provide recreational access to natural environments. It contributes to the reduction of air and noise pollution in highly urbanized areas. It also appeared to contribute to reducing stress levels.”

Living altruists...

She paused, considering the implication.

The native Alphas should have held them in greater regard.

Nire gave a small, decisive nod.

The scout made her way toward the silhouettes of two massive trees with broad trunks, feeling the softness of the grass beneath her boots. Almost unconsciously, she removed her backpack from her shoulders and lay down beneath the trunk of a maple, her hands crossed behind her neck. Her slender, powerful body absorbed subtle positive vibrations from the planet’s surface, though intertwined with them was the silent suffering of the weakened life forms surrounding her. She exhaled again as her gaze drifted upward into the high canopy.

The harmonious pattern of green and yellow, five-pointed leaves stood out against the gloomy sky — hundreds upon hundreds of identical yet subtly distinct copies. They too were marked by black spots of varying size, as though a vast brush dipped in poisonous ink had been shaken across them.

Nire thought about how beautiful this planet must have been once, when every branch had been heavy with a uniform, healthy green. Imagining herself beneath the maple on a summer day, sheltered by its cool canopy, she considered that these green living systems were an intriguing and benevolent presence. It was because of them that she felt, at that moment, a rare sense of calm — a sensation she did not often experience. She narrowed her eyes slightly.

It’s a shame that the native Alphas of any world often failed to properly attend to the well-being of their own world, upon which they depended. Why do less developed species tend to live in greater harmony with nature? Sometimes intelligence feels... so inefficient.

Nire allowed herself a faint smile at that final thought, and at the possibility of the planet’s recovery. 
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Sliding along the planet’s orbit, the massive starship X3 had already moved far beyond the Alpha Unit’s landing site.

—My dear Azur, I see you’ve landed without issue at the designated location— said the voice of Dr. Varis.

—Everything is proceeding as planned, Father— she replied, removing the matte-black transmitter clipped to her black leather belt, the only element distinguishing her from the others. 

—However, I’ve detected traces of resentment toward me in Aliat’s vocal spectrometer.

—Don’t worry too much about it. It’s her first time within a Unit, and her first time leaving Centaurus too. Once this mission is complete, I doubt you’ll see her again anytime soon. She’ll have to return to the Imperial Court, it seems Emperor Qishi already misses her.

—I sincerely hope so— Azur replied coldly.

—Try giving her a chance. Extend the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps she is not as spoiled as you assume. Life at the Imperial Court of Proxima is golden, but hardly without its thorns. You know how well I understand His Galaxy, the Emperor, and I believe I can say we are... friends. Still, that environment is stressful and politically treacherous. I much prefer remaining aboard my imperial vessel X3 and designing new missions with your assistance.

—I know. I admit I’m biased against individuals placed in positions they did not earn, positioned there through political agendas rather than merit. Besides, if I recall correctly, our previous data indicates that the native Alphas became extinct partly for this reason: key positions occupied by individuals utterly incapable.

—You are too direct with me, dear Azur. Just consider what I’ve said. That being said, I wish you a successful mission. Keep me updated. I have a good feeling about this small planet— Varis replied, slightly amused, before closing the connection.

Azur smiled as she climbed the ten broad granite steps that led to the ground floor of the imposing structure. Her unit had always been the most distinguished, the first and the best, an operational benchmark for the other four FRC Units. And it had to remain so.

In truth, Azur cared little about the individual composition of her Unit; what mattered was the guarantee Varis had given her: Nire would always remain by her side. The profound bond she shared with Beta, the “sister” with which she had been created, was absolute and unbreakable, and she knew they would continue to perform at peak synchrony.

The Commander moved decisively toward a large semicircular mahogany counter, cluttered with scattered artifacts that, through System classification, resolved into electronic keys attached to bulky plastic keychains marked with large red numerals.

The lobby of a hotel.

Azur activated her AG torch to cut through the darkness as she ascended the elegant marble staircase leading to the first floor. A red carpet stretched across the steps like a fading tongue of color emerging from shadow, still faintly preserving traces of its former vibrancy.

At the top of the staircase, a dense accumulation of bluish-white forms blocked the corridor;  a mass of fused and collapsed objects arranged along a long passage with scarlet walls. Scattered across the floor were shoes and fragmented garments, unrecognizable, as though discarded in a sudden and chaotic evacuation.

“Data and analysis: polypropylene, polyester, plastic. Likely individual medical respiration devices used by the native Alphas.”

They must have fused over time due to humidity and prolonged exposure.

“Data: leather shoes, plastic, rubber. Cotton, polypropylene, and nylon textiles,” the System continued.

These native Alphas truly favored polypropylene. A curious civilization.

Azur noted this while briefly comparing it to her own high-tech nanomachine suit and the fine black leather of her belt and backpack. She proceeded down the corridor, keeping close to the wall, carefully avoiding contact with the ancient artifacts scattered across the floor. They would be recovered and analyzed later; with sufficient time, traces of DNA might still be retrievable. She could already anticipate Dr. Varis’s reaction, unrestrained enthusiasm, likely bordering on obsession, at the prospect of reconstructing one of these organisms “in vitro”, perhaps for display within the Garden of the Sentient in Centaurus, capital of Proxima Centauri.

Upon reaching a second turn in the corridor, Azur realized that part of the building had collapsed inward, caving in on itself. The central hallway was obstructed by enormous blocks of concrete and pipes, no longer passable. A faint light filtering unevenly at the far end of the hallway to the right caught her attention. After climbing over a fallen door and squeezing through a gap in the rubble, she found herself in a more exterior space, between the main body of the structure and its outer shell, standing on a metal landing. It looked like an emergency staircase.

Raising her gaze, the staircase shaft stretched upward into a vast dark mouth that devoured everything in its path. Azur activated her special motor control center, which allowed her to move at sonic speed. The steps were in good condition, and she ascended the thirty-three floors in a few seconds, disturbing clumps of dust that, like dormant jellyfish, began to float in the narrow vertical tomb at her back.

At the top floor, Azur was surprised to find that the two large circular windows of the tower remained intact, defying logic and the ravages of time. Cold glass eyes, indifferent witnesses to the slow decay of the planet and the city they dominated from above. In those glassy orbs, the Commander glimpsed the reflection of her own feminine profile.

Calm. You are the Alpha, and this mission will succeed. You’ll show the Emperor that you and Varis were right about this planet.

With graceful determination, Azur moved closer to one of the vitreous, empty eyes, aware that from this elevation she could perceive the vast crater nearly fifty kilometers away in a straight line. Through the glass-like surface, the immense depression of ochre tones gradually darkened, condensing into an almost perfect black disk at its center — like a vortex opening into the depths of the planet itself. Yet the surface was not fractured or rippled; it remained unnaturally smooth, almost manufactured, devoid of any visible rock formations. And as she subtly shifted her angle of observation, it caught the light with a faint, intermittent glimmer.

She wondered what had happened here.

An explosion. An extreme and uncontrolled release of heat. Rapid re-solidification had vitrified the surface, preserving its curvature while locking in the geometry of the impact. I wonder what force could have produced such precision. Fascinating.

From the crater’s rim, the immense shockwave had erased everything in its path. From her position, Azur could discern only fragmented traces of scattered structures, and beyond them, a vast elongated desert of dark sand stretching between the crater and the first remnants of the city — like the dull, inert tongue of some primordial creature, still resting beneath the earth.

The landscape felt even more oppressive than the imagery transmitted by the X3, standing in stark contrast to the decayed urban remnants behind her. Azur had the distinct impression that two incompatible worlds had violently collided here, giving birth to that strange, extended desert as a residual, almost aberrant byproduct of their impact.

It would be highly instructive to descend into the crater’s core, but the X3’s instruments have already flagged radiation levels hazardous even to our physiology. The dark sand desert, however, remains traversable. There is something arcane in its composition. I would prefer authorization for full planetary access so we can investigate further. Everything, as always, will depend on the preliminary analysis of the samples.

Exploration alone was an art form for Azur. She allowed herself to linger on details, letting perception unfold without restraint, giving her thoughts space to emerge in their raw, unfiltered form. Within that internal flow, patterns often revealed themselves, fragments of truth guided by an instinct refined through countless missions, and invaluable to her decision-making process. Over time, she had learned to treat that inner current not as noise, but as structured intelligence, carving out mental spaces where she could temporarily detach from external reality.

The Alpha shifted her focus toward the crater’s depths, and for a brief instant, a subtle shiver ran through her spine. She had caught sight of her own pale reflection in the black disk below, as though she were suspended at the very apex of the depression itself. 

The black sash of obedience crossing her face stood in stark contrast against it, framing the central Golden Eye, distant, yet disturbingly alive in its reflection, as if the abyss itself were observing her in return. A faint unease settled within her. Not fear, never fear, but a precise, calibrated alertness. Her instincts were rarely wrong.

Something unexpected was looming over the planet.

With the diligence of someone eager to make a good impression, Sasy continued her patrol, alert to any possible movement or suspicious sound. She would defend the AZ3-class recon craft with her bare nails and teeth if necessary. But it wasn’t, and all that surrounded her was monotony, now joined by a bothersome wind that tousled her white bobbed hair.

The dilapidated buildings, with their hollowed-out window eyes, loomed like motionless plastered monsters, staring at her from every direction, at every moment. Still, she moved with open confidence, letting her Andavar hover and spin above her. She was proud of it. Sasy was naturally extroverted and optimistic, and she felt the Andavar was not merely a weapon, but an extension of herself, something almost organic, inseparable from her sense of identity. 

The first time she had managed to materialize it, just two months ago, she had screamed with joy. She had felt more complete, more “grown-up,” and Varis had honored her by integrating her into the Alpha Unit for her annual rotation. Of course, it had ended to partner with that annoying Aliat, who hadn’t even deigned to speak to her, but it didn’t matter. Azur and Nire were there. The famous Alpha and Beta, the first of their genetic lineage.

Sasy chuckled softly to herself, making her Andavar twirl in the air: a pair of nunchaku connected by a heavy chain, extending to a total length of two meters, with reinforced, pointed tips, hovering in a slow protective orbit. Watching them move gave her a quiet satisfaction. For her, this was the perfect balance between offense and defense,  a reflection of her own temperament: calm, precise, but ready to ignite when needed.

She came to a stop at the center of the AZ3 deployment zone, exactly where the others had split off, leaving her alone with nothing but time.

I wonder why I’m able to feel boredom. Dr. Varis should look into this phenomenon.

Her gaze drifted across the surroundings again. The environment remained bleak, gray, and lifeless, offering nothing to truly anchor her attention. Small whirlwinds of dust and grit formed and dissolved between the buildings, while the wind grew harsher, threading itself through the toothless mouths of the ruins like an unseen presence.

Ah, Mr. Planet, I’m afraid you’re not very impressive for my first visit. ...Wait, what are you thinking, Sasy? Focus. Back to work. The others should be returning soon.

And then she saw it.

A faint unmistakable glimmer, straight ahead, in the upper-floor window of a wide, squat building roughly fifty meters south of her position. Too distant, too uncertain to confirm. Without hesitation, Sasy turned back toward her AZ3-class recon craft to retrieve the modular binoculars.

With swift, precise movements, Nire packed her backpack with various plant species and seeds she had collected, sealing them inside EXWC cryogenic vacuum containers. A soft beep sounded behind her: the micro-drilling instrument embedded in the ground had completed its analysis and would immediately provide data on soil pH and composition.

Nire crouched beside the device as neon-hued information flooded the compact precision microcomputer screen. A small smile lit her face as she reviewed the values. Just as she was about to relay the results to her companions through the Shared Thought, an intense fragrance reached her.

Trailing her fingers along the perimeter of the weathered brick wall, she followed its curve, turned a sharp corner, and suddenly found herself before something unexpected. Her expression shifted into open astonishment: she was facing one of the most beautiful living things she had ever encountered, despite having visited countless worlds.

“Data. Family: Rosaceae. Species: Rosa chinensis. Floral inflorescence. This is a rose.”

—How mathematically wonderful you are. You smell so good...

She leaned closer, her pale face approaching the bloom, and inhaled its scent once more.

“Tell me more,” she requested through the System.

“Rosa chinensis: the native Alphas considered it the flower of love. It was used to express emotions without words. The number of roses given also carried meaning. For example, presenting a single rose symbolized the hope that a special relationship would endure over time. Would you like further information?”

“No, that’s enough,” Nire replied mentally.

With a small black scalpel formed from the nanomachine layer at her right wrist, she delicately severed the stem of the most exquisite bloom. For a few fleeting seconds, she lifted the obedience blindfold from her face; she wanted to see the flower without any barrier. The crimson rose reflected its elegance in eyes of deep marine blue, shimmering with icy undertones.

—Well... you will become a special gift— she murmured, cradling it between her fingers.

In the cold darkness of the abandoned shopping center, Aliat despondently filled her backpack with books and magazines, scavenged from the dusty floor and rickety shelves. She had found nothing else of interest. The initially incomprehensible script had been translated by the visual dictionary, but learning about Alpha fashion trends or recipes involving unknown ingredients had given her little satisfaction. Even holding a physical record of an unfamiliar civilization was not enough.

Aliat recalled that Centaurus’ Grand Central Library stored far older and far more significant texts from countless worlds, though accessing them required special authorization from an official appointed directly by Emperor Qishi. Oh, him again. How was it possible that his presence constantly invaded her thoughts? She realized, with a flicker of discomfort, that she was more fixated on him than she had ever admitted to herself. Frustrated, Aliat resumed searching the vast artificial space.

—I really need to find something more interesting. I’ve been here too long. Maybe choosing this building wasn’t a great idea. I’ll have better luck with the scanner tests. Come on, Aliat, let’s get out of here.

Her footsteps echoed sharply in the darkness as her thoughts grew heavier. She had wasted precious time. Onboard the X3 she had caught Nire’s disapproving glance and Azur’s cold, measured demeanor when it was officially confirmed that she would join the Alpha Unit as Second-in-Command. Even Varis must have felt a trace of embarrassment announcing it just before their descent.

A flush of heat rose to her cheeks. If she had any real ambition of commanding her own Unit one day, she needed to prove herself, decisively, and without hesitation.

At that precise moment, Commander Azur was descending from the upper levels of the tower. The rooms she had explored, all with broken doors, were anonymous, each an empty replica of the last, stripped of any individuality. No bodies, no significant artifacts had drawn her attention.

Just then, a new transmission arrived from Varis.

—Azur, urgent message.

—I’m here— she replied immediately through the radio.

—The X3’s onboard instruments detect a rapidly forming cyclonic front about twelve miles southeast of your position, moving in fast. The System confirms a high concentration of suspended sulfur dioxide which, when reacting with atmospheric moisture, lowers the pH. Essentially...

—Father...— she interrupted gently.

—Yes, yes, you are correct Azur. What I mean is that this cyclone is an ideal incubator for large-scale acid rain formation, which will soon impact your location. We’ve also detected volatile alkaline compounds that will precipitate alongside it. You must exercise extreme caution. If possible, order an immediate return to the AZ3 units. Otherwise, the Unit must secure shelter in structurally stable buildings without delay.

—Understood. Message received. We will take cover. Thank you, Father. Over and out

So that was the source of her earlier unease. Azur had suspected as much.

Activating the Shared Thought network, she transmitted the alert to her Unit in an instant.

“Attention. This is Azur. We have a direct update from the mothership. A severe weather front is rapidly approaching from the southeast, expected to reach our position in under ten minutes. Possible acidic-alkaline precipitation accompanied by high-velocity winds. Based on current GPS coordinates, return to the AZ3 units is not viable within the time window. I am ordering immediate shelter in the most structurally sound buildings available. This overrides sample collection protocol. Little Sasy, activate the plasma weather shields on the AZ3 immediately; remain inside one unit for your safety.”

But Sasy didn’t have time to respond to the call, and her presence in the Shared Thought abruptly vanished, leaving behind the hollow emptiness of an abandoned chair. In the air already thickening with the approaching storm’s pressure, Azur’s message reached her just as she lifted the modular binoculars toward the source of the earlier glimmer.

For a fraction of a second, everything held still.

Then a deep, resonant rumble rolled through the silence, too close, too heavy to belong to the wind. 

Sasy collapsed backward, crashing violently to the ground.
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The Frontier Recon Scouts’ voices overlapped within the Shared Thought, echoing into one another in a fractured chorus. Among them, the absence of Sasy’s distinct electronic signature stood out with immediate, unnatural clarity.

“What was that? That wasn’t thunder! It came from the south, the plaza! Sasy, report! Sasy, what’s going on? We can’t sense you anymore!”

“Calm down. Let me handle this,” Azur commanded, her voice cutting through the panic as she asserted control. She reached out toward the rookie, but her call met only silence; Sasy’s presence, voice and mind alike, had vanished entirely. A thin thread of unease tightened in the Commander’s chest as she refocused the Shared Thought.

“I’ve triangulated your positions. Nire, you’re closest to the plaza. Locate Sasy immediately. She cannot remain outside with the storm approaching. Her last known position was the center of the plaza, but her signal is now completely gone. Report back the moment you arrive.”

“Affirmative.”

Nire cast a final glance at the crimson rose cradled in her white-gloved hand before carefully tucking it away. The wonder she had felt moments earlier; the rare beauty, the quiet joy of imagining it as a gift, faded in an instant, dissolving into something fragile and irrelevant.

The idea that the rookie might have been attacked felt almost impossible. And yet, instinct rejected doubt. It insisted on urgency. She gritted her teeth and, with a motion as fluid as a gathering storm, pulled the black-and-gold obedience sash over her face, concealing her ocean-blue eyes.

Then she moved.

Nire tore through the ruined park, crashing through the remnants of a broken gate. Activating her enhanced motor functions, she accelerated toward the plaza, the ground fracturing beneath her steps as dust and debris erupted in her wake.

“Aliat, we’re the farthest from the plaza,” Azur continued through the Shared Thought, her command sharp and precise. “The storm will likely prevent us from regrouping. Meet me at the large road intersection halfway between our positions: there’s a flat, recognizable structure. It was once used as a parking facility by the native Alphas. Move quickly.”

“Yes, Commander,” Aliat acknowledged, impressed despite herself by Azur’s icy efficiency. Yet a sly smile curled across her lips.

—This is your moment...— she mused.

She leapt gracefully from the sixth-floor balcony. With a controlled twist and a sharp exhale, she dropped through the atrium below, shattering the flooring on impact and sending a dense cloud of dust into the air. Her gaze lingered for a fraction of a second on the orange plastic toy airplane resting on the ground. Then she activated her special motion function and like a dark comet trailing pale light, she shot out of the building.

Azur was already moving, advancing toward the rendezvous point while issuing commands through the Shared Thought. Yet her mind remained unsettled, thoughts colliding and fragmenting like debris caught in a violent current.

The planet was not uninhabited. That much was now certain. So how had their instruments misclassified it so severely? Yes, FRCs had encountered hostile life before, but the Andavar had always been a great weapon against semi-sentient fauna and other anomalies. But Azur was not inexperienced. She was Alpha. Alongside Beta, she had traversed countless worlds and engaged with forms of life both structured and chaotic. She knew what she had heard. That deep, resonant concussive report was not natural. Not geological. Not biological.

It was a firearm discharge.

Which meant something far more critical: intelligent entities, capable of manufacturing and using weapons, were present on this planet. And they were hostile.

But who? Had the native Alphas truly eradicated themselves long ago? Or had another expedition already reached this world, claiming it before them, leaving only fragments behind?

Azur attempted to reach Dr. Varis. The communicator responded only with violent bursts of static.

—As expected... the storm is interfering— she muttered.

She raised her gaze. Above, a monstrous, ink-black mass swallowing over the tallest skyscrapers, its colossal, venomous limbs coiling like the tendrils of a cyclopean octopus.

—Nire, be careful...

The first drops of corrosive rain fell carelessly, like tiny needles suspended in the air, as Nire approached the square. Sparse at first, almost delicate but far from harmless. Through her nanomachine suit she could sense their alkaline composition, each impact triggering sharp neural warnings across her sensory interface. Prolonged exposure would not merely damage her equipment; it would erode structural integrity at every level, including her own biological synthesis.

The storm was accelerating. She could feel it in the tightening rhythm between thunderclaps.

—I must hurry. It’s already here— she said, the thought edged with concern for Sasy.

As she ran, she found herself questioning something she rarely allowed into operational reasoning: the notion of Destiny.  Did it apply to them as well, the Frontier Recon Scouts, or only to fragile organic life bound to entropy? She and the Alpha had traversed countless worlds, survived innumerable engagements, always emerging intact. Yet Sasy... this was her first mission. And something had already gone wrong.

Was each of them already bound to a predetermined outcome?

Is it truly chance that governs existence in the Cosmos—or something closer to design? How much of what we call “choice” actually shapes our trajectory, and how much is merely movement along a path already defined?

Nire considered these questions without expectation of resolution, even as she continued running and calling Sasy’s name through the Shared Thought. Her black heels struck the barren, acid-scorched ground with a damp, irregular cadence.

Ahead, faint banks of whitish mist began to form, coiling and spreading like a living phenomenon. They crept between the skeletal remains of buildings, swallowing the desolate landscape in a slow, spectral advance.
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The rain intensified suddenly, pouring in chaotic torrents driven by clashing winds, greenish lightning, and roaring thunder as Nire reached the landing site. In the storm-lashed clearing, her white hair whipped violently in every direction with each gust, as she raised her arms to shield her face. The rain hissed against her nanomachine suit, which rippled and coiled like a dark, storm-tossed ocean, reacting in layered defensive motion to repel the poisonous droplets and resist the corrosive assault for as long as possible.

No more time, for all the quasars... Where are you, Sasy?!

The veteran sprinted toward the AZ3 units and called Sasy’s name again. No response. She moved quickly between the two vessels, scanning the cockpits—both empty. Then her boot struck something. A smoking, mud-covered modular binocular.

She bent down and picked it up with her right hand. From that point, a long trail stretched outward, muck dragged into uneven lines, shattered pavement, and torn ground, as if something heavy had been forcibly pulled away. Here and there, faint bluish smears marked the terrain like scattered azure petals.

Sasy’s blood.

Nire activated her visual scanner. Two sets of footprints flared into existence in her display, already dissolving under the intensity of the rain. The pattern was clear: Sasy had been injured and taken, dragged away by at least two distinct entities.

She narrowed her eyes, analyzing the implications even as the storm erased evidence in real time. Their physiology should have made this nearly impossible. The FRC bodies were very dense, difficult to move even under cooperative force unless they allowed it.

Whatever they are... they’re damn strong.

Suddenly, an explosion tore through the air, forcing her to dive right. Nire rolled across the ground for several meters in a fraction of a second, recovering into a defensive stance with her powerful arms raised.

What the hell was that?!

The glass of her AZ3 cockpit had shattered into a thousand fragments. Acid rain poured inside immediately, hissing as it struck the exposed control console.

“Weather shields! Sasy didn’t activate them in time!” she broadcasted through the Shared Thought.

“Activate them and take cover, Nire. The rain intensity is beyond safe limits. That is an order” Azur commanded.

“That idiot didn’t raise the shields! We won’t be able to get out of here soon!” Aliat cut in, her tone sharp with contempt.

“Silence, little Empress! How dare you speak like that? Sasy is your partner!” Nire snapped back.

“What did you just call me? Watch your tone, you eternal second.”

“Enough!” Azur’s voice thundered through the Shared Thought, cutting the exchange cleanly. “Nire, activate the shields and remain inside the AZ3. You have no alternative. If Sasy is not there, by choice or otherwise, she will have taken shelter elsewhere.”

“And don’t contaminate my seats,” Aliat added coldly.

“Silence, Aliat. Execute your orders, Nire” the Commander reiterated.

“Understood,” Nire replied, forcing down her rage at Aliat’s complete lack of empathy. Not only spoiled, but disturbingly detached. With a feline burst of motion, she vaulted into the cockpit through the shattered cockpit canopy and initiated a three-second countdown for automatic shield deployment. Without hesitation, she exited through the side hatch, sealing it behind her, and slipped into Aliat’s AZ3, manually triggering its shielding system.

“Operation complete. Over.”

“Nice.” replied Azur.

Nire’s body felt like it was burning. The nanomachine suit, strained to its limits, writhed around her in tightening spirals, coiling and shifting in restless agitation. The friction generated by millions of active nanomachines felt like fine sandpaper scraping against her pearlescent synthetic skin, but Nire gritted her teeth and endured it. 

Even her hair, soaked by the toxic rain, itched unbearably. She needed to wash it. Yet, remembering Aliat’s earlier remark, she deliberately wiped a boot along the edge of her seat.

—As you requested, little Empress. Here’s your contamination— she muttered.

Then Nire’s thoughts remained fixed on Sasy, somewhere out there, isolated from the rest of the Unit. She moved swiftly to the rear of the AZ3 and slipped into the compact hygiene compartment. The stream of warm, sterile water took effect instantly. Like a living organism responding to relief, the black “ocean” of her suit began to calm, its restless currents slowing as friction gradually faded.

For a brief moment, Nire allowed herself to sink into the soothing warmth. The misty enclosure felt almost restorative, as if it could wash away even
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