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The first warning isn’t an alarm.
It’s the clocks.

Jason notices because they never disagree. Not by more than a microsecond. Ship time. Nav time. Comms time. Three quiet, obedient heartbeats.

One of them stutters.

“Hold on,” Jason says, fingers hovering above the console. “Why is—”

The deck lights flicker. Not a blackout. Just a blink, like the ship momentarily forgets it’s awake.

Then the hull shudders.

Not an impact. There’s no vibration through the deck plates, no clang of stressed metal. Just a pressure behind Jason’s eyes, sudden and intimate, like the breathless second before a migraine blooms.

“Radiation spike,” Liliana says from sensors. Her voice is steady for half a second. “No—wait. That’s not right. It’s not climbing.”

Jason watches the nav display smear, stars stretching into pale streaks, then snap back into focus. The system repaints itself with a star field that’s close enough to pass at a glance and wrong enough to make his stomach drop.

A sharp crack echoes from aft.

Acrid smoke curls out of an access seam near the power bus, thin and gray at first, then thickening.

“Latch-up!” Engineering shouts over comms. “We’ve got runaway current in—damn it—three modules. Cutting—cutting—”

The ship lurches as safeties trip out of order. Jason feels it through the controls, through the seat, through his teeth. Systems shedding load too fast, not fast enough.

The alarms finally catch up.

They cascade in late and loud, overlapping tones clawing for attention.

Jason yanks the flight controls to manual. The ship responds sluggishly, like it has to think about obeying him. Like it isn’t entirely sure what it is anymore.

“What hit us?” Captain Walker demands.

Jason doesn’t look back. He keeps his eyes on the controls, on the fluctuating instruments.

Liliana swallows. “Hard radiation. Particle-heavy. Fast, and directional.”

Walker’s pause is short, sharp. “How directional?”

Liliana turns in her chair. Her face has gone pale under the display light. “Enough that if we’d been ten minutes earlier or later—”

She stops, then forces herself to finish.

“—we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

Another crack. Sparks rain down from an overhead panel, bright and violent, stinging where they hit the deck. Smoke thickens, burning Jason’s throat. Fire suppression kicks in with a hiss, and the ventilation fans surge to full, howling like the ship is trying to breathe through pain.

Then it’s over.

As abruptly as it began, the spike is gone.

The stars outside are the same cold scatter they were before. Interstellar dark. No sign of pursuit. No obvious source.

Inside, the ship drifts—wounded, systems screaming in quiet diagnostic terror, crew holding their breath as if any sudden movement might remind the universe they’re still here.
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They spend six hours convincing themselves the damage isn’t as bad as it looks.

Redundancy checks pass—mostly. Diagnostics return green lights that don’t agree with one another. Memory scrubs clean up some errors and quietly create new ones in their place. Systems insist they’re fine, each in isolation, like witnesses who didn’t compare notes.

When the engineering chief finally makes it to the bridge, his coveralls are smeared with soot and sealant. His hands are still shaking, and he doesn’t try to hide it.

“We’re not dead,” he says. Then he exhales, long and careful. “But we’re not okay.”

Captain Walker folds her arms. She doesn’t sit. “Define ‘not okay.’”

“Navigation is compromised,” he says. “Not offline. Corrupted. We can’t prove which star fixes are real and which ones flipped. The jump system will still calculate a solution, but I wouldn’t trust it farther than a few light-hours.” He rubs a hand over his face. “Sensors might be lying to us too.”

Jason brings up the radiation logs, scrolling slowly, like speed might make the data worse. “Single-event upsets everywhere. Some of the firmware doesn’t just glitch. It rewrites itself.”

Liliana leans back in the sensor chair, spine stiff, eyes red from too many recalibrations. “That wasn’t a local phenomenon. No star, no flare. Whatever it was, it crossed us at relativistic speed.”

No one speaks for a moment.

The bridge hums around them, fans cycling, systems whispering status reports no one quite trusts anymore.

“Deep space,” the captain says quietly. “No magnetosphere to hide in. No shielding except what we brought with us.”

Engineering nods. “We got caught with our pants down.”

“That’s not the phrasing I’d choose,” Walker says. “But yeah.” She looks to Jason. “Options.”

Jason zooms the star map, fingers precise despite the fatigue burning behind his eyes. “Nearest system is twelve light-days at sublight. G-type primary. Stable output. There’s a terrestrial in the habitable zone. Strong magnetic field, from what we can see.”

“And everywhere else?” Walker asks.

Liliana doesn’t bother checking. She already knows. “Long jumps need clean nav. We don’t have that anymore.”

Walker studies the map, jaw tight. For a second, Jason wonders if she’s calculating all the ways this could still go wrong.

Then she nods once.

“We divert. We get under a star. We power down what’s wounded, rebuild what we can, and figure out what hit us after we’re not one bad bit flip away from vanishing.”

She looks around the bridge, meeting each of their eyes in turn.

“No heroics. This ship is alive because it wants to be. Let’s not argue with it.”

Jason plots the new course.

The engines answer.

They’re hesitant. Imperfect. A little out of sync.

But they answer.

And the ship turns, slowly and deliberately, toward the nearest sun.
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For forty days, the crew of the Serendipity fights the ship.

They chase failures that refuse to stay fixed. Systems come back online only to shed new errors somewhere else. Finely tuned sensors degrade into guesswork. Circuitry that once held calibration for years now rewrites itself without permission.

The cause, eventually, becomes clear: a magnetar burst. Magnetic radiation so dense it clawed through shielding and logic alike.

The location of the burst remains unknown.

The jump drive itself is unharmed, fully functional, almost mocking. Navigation, however, is corrupted beyond trust. It can still plot a jump—barely—no more than two light-hours. Anything longer would be suicide.

Worse, both short- and long-range sensors are compromised. Without a reliable picture of what lies ahead, even a short jump is blind.

So, they limp forward on sublight engines, slow and cautious, toward the nearest star and the promise of shelter.
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“ENTERING ORBIT,” JASON says.

His voice is steady, but his shoulders sag as the planet’s curve fills the viewscreen.

Captain Walker exhales, the sound soft but unmistakable. A magnetic field. Real protection. With luck, it will shield them from another burst long enough to repair what matters. If not—at least they’ll have a place to wait. A harbor instead of an open grave.

“Surface scans...” Liliana frowns. “No. Not again.”

She slams her palm against the console. The displays go dark. Static floods the viewscreen. Snow, flicker—then the image snaps back into focus, showing the planet below.

Liliana
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