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Chapter 1: The Sky is Wrong
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The day it all began, Ryo Sanders was arguing with a vending machine.

It was a sleek, modern machine, the kind with a large touchscreen and a cheerful digital voice that promised “A Snack for Every Smile!” Ryo had paid for a bag of salted nuts, but the machine had dropped a packet of fruit chews into the collection slot instead. He had pressed the customer support button, and the machine had replied, in that same cheerful voice, “We’re sorry you’re having trouble. Please enjoy your delicious snack!”

“I don’t want a delicious snack,” Ryo muttered, his reflection looking back at him from the dark screen. “I want what I paid for.”

He wasn’t really angry at the machine. He was annoyed by the principle of it. The world was full of these little cheats, these tiny broken systems that wore you down one salted nut at a time. The trick was knowing which systems you could fight and which you just had to walk away from. Ryo made a living finding the little cracks in bigger systems—expiring digital coupons, reward point glitches, transport pass loopholes. He wasn’t a thief, not really. He was a specialist in corporate oversight. He simply collected the things that giant, unthinking machines accidentally left behind. This vending machine, however, was a closed loop. A fortress of frustrating cheerfulness.

He sighed, finally giving up. He took the fruit chews. His day was already off-balance.

Walking out of the transport station and into the street, Ryo felt the familiar wave of the city wash over him. It was a city of glass towers that scraped the clouds and streets filled with silent, electric vehicles that moved like schools of fish. People flowed around him, their faces lit by the soft glow of their phones or the holographic advertisements that shimmered in the air. It was a world of endless noise and light, a constant hum of data and energy that was supposed to make you feel connected. Most of the time, it just made Ryo feel alone.

He glanced up at the sky, a habit he’d had since he was a child. His grandfather had taught him to read the clouds. “The sky is a book, Ryo,” the old man used to say. “You just have to learn the language.” But today, the language was strange.

The afternoon sun was beginning its slow descent, but the light it cast was wrong. It wasn’t the warm, golden glow of a setting sun. It was a pale, sickly yellow, with an odd, greenish tint at the edges of the clouds, like a bruise forming on the skin of the world. He squinted, trying to make sense of it. It wasn’t smog; he knew the hazy brown signature of a bad air day. This was different. It was clearer, yet more unsettling. The very color of the air seemed to have been replaced by a cheap imitation.

A woman bumped into him, her eyes fixed on her phone. “Watch it,” she said, without looking up.

“Sorry,” Ryo said automatically. He looked around. No one else seemed to notice. People rushed by, heads down, lost in their own worlds, completely oblivious to the great, strange book of the sky above them. He shook his head. Maybe he was just tired. Maybe the vending machine had soured his mood more than he thought.

He spent the rest of the afternoon making his rounds. He visited a small electronics shop in a crowded market where he helped the owner, a man named Jian, reset the firmware on a batch of imported devices that weren’t supposed to work in their region. Ryo had found a workaround online, a piece of code that tricked the devices into thinking they were somewhere else. It was a simple job, and Jian paid him in cash, no questions asked.

“You have good eyes, Ryo,” Jian said, handing him the money. “You see the things other people miss.”

“I just know where to look,” Ryo replied, tucking the bills into his pocket.

As he left the market, the strange light in the sky began to fade into a deep, violet twilight. But the feeling of wrongness didn't leave with the sun. It grew stronger, settling deep in his bones. The city’s noise, usually a constant, deafening roar, seemed to have holes in it. There were moments of profound, unnatural silence that lasted for only a second or two, but they were long enough to notice.

It happened again as he was walking home. He was passing a small park, and for a brief moment, everything went quiet. The distant hum of traffic, the chatter of people, the rustle of leaves in the wind—it all just...stopped. In that dead air, he noticed the trees. They were full of pigeons, as they always were. But the birds were completely still, like hundreds of small, gray statues. Not a single one cooed or fluttered. Then, just as suddenly as it had stopped, the sound of the world rushed back in, and the birds exploded into the air in a panicked cloud.

Ryo froze, his heart pounding. That was not normal. Animals felt things people didn’t. He pulled out his phone and quickly searched online. His news feed was full of the usual headlines: politics, celebrity gossip, a new viral dance challenge. He had to dig deeper, past the mainstream noise.

He found it on obscure forums and in forgotten corners of social media. A post from a woman in Japan describing an eerie green sunset. A video from a man in Brazil showing a flock of birds behaving erratically. A comment from someone in Egypt complaining about a strange, humming silence that had descended over their neighborhood. They were just scattered whispers, disconnected dots of strangeness from all over the world. To most, it would look like nothing, a collection of coincidences. But Ryo, who made his living finding patterns in the noise, felt a cold dread creep up his spine. He was looking at a pattern.

He finally made it back to his small apartment on the twenty-seventh floor of a massive residential tower. It wasn’t much, but it was his. A single room with a bed, a small kitchen unit, and a large window that looked out over the sprawling, glittering city. He didn’t turn on the lights. He just stood by the window, watching the river of headlights flowing on the streets below.

He tried to rationalize it. A solar flare, maybe? Some kind of atmospheric event? Every explanation felt thin, like a blanket that was too small to cover the truth. The world felt like a string on a guitar that had been pulled too tight. It felt like it was about to snap.

He must have stood there for an hour, lost in thought, as the city’s glow painted shadows on his wall. He thought about his grandfather and the stories he used to tell about the stars. He thought about the vending machine and the stolen nuts. He thought about the billions of people living their lives down below, all of them unaware, all of them trusting a system that felt like it was beginning to break.

That’s when it happened.

The lights in his apartment flickered. Once. Twice. Then, in an instant, they died.

He looked out the window. Across the city, block by block, the lights were going out. The endless river of headlights on the highways slowed and stopped. The shimmering advertisements vanished. Within thirty seconds, the entire metropolis, a beacon of human achievement, was plunged into an absolute, shocking darkness. The only light came from the moon, casting a pale, ghostly glow on the dead towers.

A collective gasp seemed to rise from the city, a sound of millions of people realizing at once that something was terribly wrong. His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out. An official emergency alert lit up the screen: POWER GRID FAILURE. STAY INDOORS. AWAIT INSTRUCTIONS.

But it wasn't a power failure. Ryo knew it. This was something else.

Then came the hum.

It wasn't a sound he heard with his ears. It was a feeling, a deep, vibrational hum that resonated in his chest, in his bones. It was a sound so low and so powerful that it felt like the world itself was humming.

He pressed his face against the cold glass of the window, his breath fogging the pane. He scanned the dark sky, searching for a sign, for an answer.

And then he saw it.

A shape was descending through the low-hanging clouds. It wasn’t a plane or a helicopter. It was a void. A massive, featureless silhouette of perfect black, so dark it seemed to absorb the moonlight. It was completely silent, moving with a grace that was impossible for something so large. It was like a mountain floating in the air.

Ryo’s mind struggled to comprehend what he was seeing. His heart hammered against his ribs. It was a feeling beyond fear, a primal terror that seized every muscle in his body.

Then, to his left, another one emerged from the clouds. And another to his right. He craned his neck and saw two more appearing further in the distance, spread out over the silent, powerless city.

Five of them. Five impossible, colossal ships, hanging in the sky like gods of a forgotten, terrifying religion.

The book of the sky was open, and Ryo was finally reading its language. It was not a story of clouds or weather. It was the end of a chapter.

The last chapter of the world he knew.
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Chapter 2: The Silent Harvest
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For a long moment, the only sound in the entire city was the frantic, useless beating of Ryo’s own heart. His mind, usually so quick to analyze and find angles, was a blank wall of static. The five shapes hanging in the sky were not a problem to be solved. They were a statement. A full stop at the end of human history.

Then, the city found its voice.

It started not as a scream, but as a thousand other sounds at once. The distant, panicked blare of a car horn, quickly followed by another, and another, until the streets below were filled with a discordant symphony of useless alarms. A dog started barking somewhere in his building, a high, piercing sound of pure animal terror. Then came the human voices—a woman’s shriek from an apartment across the courtyard, a man’s shouted curse from the floor below. The single, collective gasp of the city was turning into a roar of confusion and fear.

Ryo’s training, his life’s habit of looking for the crack in the system, finally kicked back in. His paralysis broke. This was a system, too. A terrifying, incomprehensible one, but a system nonetheless. And he was inside it. His first thought wasn't about humanity or the end of the world. It was simpler, more primal: Get out. Get low. Get away from the window.

He scrambled back from the glass, his legs clumsy, his breath coming in ragged bursts. He fumbled in the dark for his small emergency bag, a habit ingrained from years of navigating a world that could turn unfriendly at a moment's notice. It contained a water bottle, a multi-tool, a small first-aid kit, and a powerful flashlight. Useless, all of it. He knew it was useless, but the familiar weight of it in his hand was a small anchor in a sea of madness.

He flicked on the flashlight, its beam cutting a sharp, trembling cone through the darkness of his apartment. His plan was simple: the stairs. Not the elevator, never the elevator in a blackout. He would take the emergency stairwell down all twenty-seven flights to the ground. Then what? He didn’t know. Maybe he could make it to the subway tunnels, lose himself in the underground maze of the city. It was a stupid plan, a rat’s plan, but it was the only one he had.

He threw open his apartment door. The hallway was chaos. People were spilling out of their homes, their faces pale and terrified in the intermittent glare of their phone flashlights. An old man was yelling that it was an earthquake. A young couple was trying to force open the elevator doors.

“The stairs!” Ryo shouted, his voice hoarse. “Take the stairs!”

A few people looked at him, their eyes wide and uncomprehending. He didn’t wait for them to listen. He pushed through the growing crowd, heading for the red exit sign at the end of the hall.

The hum was getting louder. It was a physical pressure now, making the air feel thick and heavy. It vibrated through the concrete floor, up his legs, and into his teeth. He felt a strange tingling sensation on his skin, like the air itself was charged with static electricity.

He reached the stairwell door, his hand closing around the cool metal bar. He pushed it open and was about to plunge into the darkness when a light from outside caught his eye.

It wasn't a flash or an explosion. It was something far stranger.

From the bottom of the colossal ship hovering nearest to his building, a pillar of light descended. It was not a beam in the way a flashlight makes a beam. This was a solid, perfectly cylindrical column of soft, white light. It moved without a sound, extending down from the ship’s belly with a slow, deliberate purpose. It touched the street below, and the city’s panicked noise seemed to die in its presence.

Ryo stood frozen in the doorway, mesmerized. The pillar of light was perhaps a hundred feet wide. Where it touched the asphalt, the street simply...vanished. There was no smoke, no fire, no debris. The cars, the streetlights, the pavement—everything inside the circle of light was gone. Ryo watched as a city bus, its alarms still blaring, was silently consumed. The front half of the bus was there, its lights flickering weakly, and then there was nothing but the soft, white glow. The light didn't burn; it unmade.

Then the pillar began to move. It drifted slowly, silently, along the street, erasing everything it touched. It was not an attack. It was a harvest. A calm, methodical, and utterly indifferent clearing of the board.

A new wave of terror, colder and deeper than before, washed over Ryo. The stairwell was no longer an escape. It was a trap. If that light touched the base of the building, the foundation would be gone. Twenty-seven floors of steel and concrete would come crashing down.

He had to go up.

He turned and ran back into the hallway, pushing against the flow of people now scrambling towards the stairs he had just abandoned.

“Up! We have to go up!” he yelled, but his words were lost in the panic.

He fought his way to the opposite end of the hall, to the stairwell that led to the roof. The roof door was supposed to be locked, accessible only by maintenance. But Ryo knew this building. He knew its systems. He knew that the electronic lock on that door failed during a power outage. It was a design flaw he had discovered one boring afternoon. A tiny crack in the system. It was his only hope.

He took the stairs two at a time, his flashlight beam bouncing wildly off the concrete walls. The hum grew stronger with every floor he climbed, the pressure in his chest building until it felt hard to breathe. He could hear the pillar of light moving below, a strange, faint sucking sound that was somehow more terrifying than an explosion would have been.

He burst onto the top floor landing and threw his shoulder against the roof access door. It held for a second, then groaned and swung open onto the night sky.

He stumbled out onto the tar-covered roof, the wind cold against his sweaty face. The view was apocalyptic. The five ships dominated the sky, their black forms blotting out the stars. And below, the city was being methodically erased by the five silent pillars of light, carving paths of nothingness through the familiar grid of streets.

Ryo’s desperate plan was to get to the next building. The rooftops were close enough in this part of the city. A dangerous jump, yes, but it was a chance. He ran to the edge of the roof, his eyes fixed on the ledge of the adjacent tower, just across a twenty-foot gap. He could make it. He had to make it.

He was just gathering himself to leap when the hum changed. The constant, low-frequency vibration suddenly focused, sharpened, and a new sound joined it—a high-pitched whine that drilled directly into his skull.

Ryo clapped his hands over his ears, a useless gesture. The pillar of light that had been erasing the street below had stopped. And now, it was rising.

It came up the side of his building, its white, unmaking glow illuminating floor after floor. He could see the interiors of apartments as the outer walls were stripped away—a family huddled in their living room, a man standing alone in his kitchen—all of them vanishing into the light a microsecond before their homes were unmade around them.

There was nowhere to run.

Ryo backed away from the edge, stumbling backward until his heels hit the low wall on the other side of the roof. The pillar of light was just floors below him now, rising fast. The high-pitched whine intensified, and the air smelled of ozone and hot metal. He squeezed his eyes shut. He thought of his grandfather, of the sun on his face, of the simple, satisfying taste of salted nuts. A lifetime of tiny, meaningless moments flashing through his mind.

Not like this, he thought. Not like this.

The light washed over him.

But he did not vanish. There was no pain. There was only a profound sense of dislocation, as if every cell in his body was being pulled apart and cataloged. He felt a strange, cold weightlessness. His mind, his consciousness, felt like it was being read, copied, and downloaded. He saw flashes of impossible geometry, heard whispers in a language that was not a language. The sensation lasted for an eternity and no time at all.

And then, it was over.

He was lying on his back. The surface beneath him was smooth and cool, with a slight give to it, like hard rubber. The air was still and sterile. The hum was gone.

Ryo opened his eyes.

He wasn't on the roof. He wasn't anywhere. He was inside a small, enclosed space, a pod of some kind. The walls were made of a dark, milky-white material that seemed to glow with a faint internal light. There was no door, no window, no seam.

He sat up, his body feeling strangely heavy and yet perfectly fine. He was still wearing his own clothes, still clutching his useless flashlight.

He looked down through a clear panel at his feet. Below him, in an identical pod, was the woman who had bumped into him earlier that day, the one who had been staring at her phone. Her eyes were open, her expression one of utter, catatonic shock. He looked to his left and saw another pod, and another. He was in a vast, honeycomb-like wall of pods, stretching up and down and side to side as far as he could see.

The entire wall was filled with people. Thousands of them. All awake. All silent. All stolen from Earth.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: The Cargo
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The first thing Ryo did was take a breath. A slow, deliberate inhale that filled his lungs and calmed the frantic tremor in his hands. Panic was a luxury. Panic was a storm that drowned you. He had survived the harvest; he would not let himself drown in the silence that followed.

He was a collector of details, and now, his own life depended on it. He began to catalog his prison. The pod was a seamless coffin of milky-white material. When he touched it, it was cool and smooth, with no vibration, no hint of the machinery that must power it. The light it emitted was soft and uniform, leaving no shadows. It was like being inside a polished bone. The only break in the smooth surface was the clear panel at his feet, and a small, circular indentation on the wall to his right, no bigger than his thumb.

He pressed the indentation. Nothing happened. He pushed it harder, then tried tapping it. Still nothing. It was not a button. It was just a mark, a feature without a function he could understand. It was the first of a thousand new frustrations.

His gaze returned to the honeycomb wall of prisoners. The sheer scale of it was a physical blow. He could see hundreds of pods in his immediate view, and he knew they must extend far beyond his sight in the vast, curved chamber. He saw people from every walk of life, their faces illuminated in the soft glow of their individual cells. A woman in a doctor’s scrubs, her face a mask of disbelief. An old man in a prayer shawl, his lips moving silently. A young boy, no older than ten, crying without a sound, his tears tracking paths down his dusty cheeks. They were a silent, vertical city of the lost.

Ryo locked eyes with the man in the pod directly across from him. He was broad-shouldered, with a thick neck and a jawline tight with anger. He wore the uniform of a private security guard. The man’s eyes were not filled with despair; they were burning with defiance. He mouthed a single, sharp word. A curse. Then he began to move.

He balled his fists and slammed them against the clear panel at his feet. The impact made no sound that Ryo could hear, but he saw the man’s knuckles turn white. He hammered again and again, his face turning red with effort, his silent shouts contorting his features. It was a display of pure, primal rage. A protest against the indifferent cage.

Ryo watched, his own hope a flickering, traitorous ember. Come on, he thought. Break. Show me it can break.

The security guard put his back against the wall of his pod and kicked at the panel with both feet. He kicked again. And again. The clear material didn't even tremble. It was like kicking at a mountain.

Then, the light in the guard’s pod changed. It shifted from a soft white to a deep, calming blue. The man’s frantic movements slowed. His angry expression slackened. His eyelids grew heavy. He slid down the wall of his pod, his limbs going limp, until he was slumped on the floor in a deep, enforced sleep. The light returned to white. The rebellion was over.

A cold wave of understanding washed over Ryo. They weren't being ignored. They were being managed. They were cargo. Unruly items were simply switched off. The efficiency of it was more terrifying than any weapon. Violence was a conversation, a struggle between two sides. This was pest control.

Time became meaningless. Ryo had no idea if hours or days were passing. The only rhythm was the one his captors imposed. Periodically, the light in all the pods would dim to a deep twilight for what felt like a sleeping period. Then, the circular indentation on the wall would glow, and a small port would open. A thick, gray paste would be dispensed from it.

The first time it happened, Ryo stared at the substance for a long time. It was odorless and looked like wet cement. His hunger, a deep and gnawing ache, eventually won out over his disgust. He scooped some up with his fingers. It was tasteless, with the texture of fine sand. It was not food. It was fuel, delivered with the same indifference as everything else. He forced himself to eat it, every single gritty mouthful. Some people refused. He saw them grow weaker with each “day,” their faces becoming gaunt, their defiance melting into a listless apathy. Ryo ate. Survival, he knew, was not about pride.

In the long stretches of waking time, he watched the captors. They appeared infrequently, moving through the vast chamber on silent, floating platforms. They were tall and unnaturally slender, their long limbs moving with a slow, deliberate grace. They were encased in sleek, dark armor that looked less like it was built and more like it was grown, its surface swirling with faint, iridescent patterns. They had no visible faces, just smooth, helmeted heads that never turned to look at the pods. They were not guards patrolling a prison; they were technicians servicing a machine. They would pause at a pod, their gloved hands running over its surface, and data would flicker across their armored forearms. They never spoke. They never hurried. They were the calm, quiet center of this waking nightmare.

Ryo watched them with a hunter’s focus. He looked for a flaw, a weakness, a chink in the armor. He saw nothing. Their system was perfect, their control absolute. The realization settled in his gut like a stone: his skills were useless here. He couldn’t talk his way out. He couldn’t find a loophole. He couldn't steal his freedom. On Earth, he had been a ghost in the machine. Here, he was just another cog.

Despair was a patient predator. It stalked him in the endless silence. He thought about the sun on his face. He thought about the smell of rain on hot pavement. He thought about the stupid argument with the vending machine. His world, with all its tiny flaws and frustrations, had been a paradise, and he had never known it. He felt his resolve beginning to crumble, the grit that had defined him turning to dust.

He had to do something. He looked at the woman in the pod to his left. She was curled in a ball, her back to him. He gently tapped on the wall separating them. She didn’t move. He tapped again, a steady, rhythmic pattern. One-two-three. One-two-three.

Slowly, she uncurled. She turned, her face thin and pale, her eyes hollow. Ryo gave her a small, weak smile. He pointed to himself, then mouthed his name: “Ryo.”

Her eyes stared at him, blank for a long moment. Then, a flicker of something—recognition, humanity—returned. She pointed to herself. “Elena,” she mouthed.

It was a victory. A tiny, insignificant spark in an ocean of darkness, but it was a spark nonetheless. They couldn’t talk. They could barely move. But they were not alone. From that moment on, they became each other's anchor. They would make eye contact during the "feeding" time, a silent encouragement to eat. They developed a small set of gestures: a thumbs-up for “I’m okay,” a slow shake of the head for “I’m not.” It wasn’t a plan. It wasn't a rebellion. But it was a connection. And it was enough to keep the despair at bay.

It was during the fourth or fifth—or maybe the tenth—waking cycle that everything changed.

A new sensation broke the monotony. It was a subtle lurch, a change in the deep, subliminal hum of the ship. It was followed by a feeling Ryo had only ever felt in a fast elevator: a gentle but persistent pressure of acceleration. They were moving. And they were moving fast.

A ripple of awareness spread through the pods. People who had been slumped in apathy began to sit up. Heads turned, searching for a source, a sign.

And then they were given one.

On the far side of the vast, curved chamber, a section of the wall—a massive portion, hundreds of feet across—began to change. The milky, opaque material thinned, becoming translucent, then perfectly, impossibly clear. It was a window. A window onto the abyss.

A collective, silent gasp rippled through the captives.

There, hanging in the black, star-dusted velvet of space, was home.

It was Earth. The swirling white clouds, the deep blue of the oceans, the familiar brown and green shapes of the continents. It was the most beautiful thing Ryo had ever seen, and the sight of it broke his heart. It was whole. It was perfect. It was impossibly far away.

As they watched, their planet shrank. It pulled away from them at a speed that defied all logic, diminishing from a glorious, life-giving sphere to a bright blue marble, then to a star, then to just another point of light in a sea of billions.

A woman began to sob, the sound silent but her body shaking with grief. The tough-looking man who had been sedated stared with dead eyes, the fight completely extinguished from him. Elena, the woman next to Ryo, pressed her hand against the wall of her pod, as if she could reach across the impossible distance.

Ryo did not cry. He just watched until his world was gone. The window back to the void stayed open, showing them the star-filled emptiness ahead. They were no longer just prisoners. They were exiles. Stolen from Earth and cast out into the great, terrifying unknown. The last thread of hope, the desperate, secret belief that this was all some terrestrial nightmare from which they might awaken, was finally and irrevocably severed.

Their journey had begun. And their destination was somewhere far from the light of their own sun.
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Chapter 4: A Crack in the Glass
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The silence that followed the disappearance of Earth was different. It was not the stunned, watchful silence of the first hours. This was the heavy, suffocating silence of a tomb. Hope had been the last flickering candle, and the void had snuffed it out.

In the pod across from Ryo, the defiant security guard had gone still. He no longer looked angry. He just looked empty, his eyes fixed on the starfield where his world used to be. To his right, a young woman wept, her body shaking in a continuous, silent tremor that never seemed to stop. Others simply stared, their faces vacant, their minds clearly broken by the sheer, cosmic finality of their loss. Despair had congealed in the air, thick and choking.

Ryo found himself clinging to his connection with Elena. Their small gestures became a lifeline. A questioning look: Are you holding on? A slow nod in return: I’m still here. They were two tiny points of light refusing to be extinguished in an overwhelming darkness. He focused on her, and in doing so, he managed to keep his own mind from spiraling into the abyss.

This new, grim routine lasted for an unknowable stretch of time. The ship hummed on, a constant, unchanging presence. The tasteless nutrient paste was dispensed. The lights dimmed for sleep. The stars wheeled by outside the great window. It was a perfect, sterile, and soul-crushing monotony.

And then, for the first time, the pattern broke.

It was subtle. So subtle that Ryo at first thought he had imagined it. One of the captors, a tall, slender figure in its dark, swirling armor, was making its rounds. It moved with the same eerie grace as the others, its floating platform gliding silently between the rows of pods. But its head, the smooth, featureless helmet, was angled slightly to the side, as if it were listening to something Ryo could not hear. It paused for a fraction of a second too long beside a pod, its gloved hand hovering over the surface before it moved on.

It was nothing. A tic. A glitch. But in a world of perfect repetition, any deviation was significant. Ryo’s senses, honed by a lifetime of looking for the tell, went on high alert. He watched the figure as it completed its round and glided away, its movements just a little too stiff, a little too precise. It looked like someone trying very hard to act normal.

He glanced at Elena. She hadn’t noticed. Her attention was turned inward, her expression one of weary resignation. No one else seemed to have seen it either. The detail was his alone. He filed it away.

One "day" later, it happened again. This time, there were two of them. They met near the center of the vast chamber, their floating platforms hovering close to each other. For a moment, they were perfectly still. Then, one of them reached out and placed a hand on the other’s forearm. It wasn't a friendly gesture. It was sharp, restraining. The other captor immediately pulled its arm away. They remained facing each other for a long, tense moment before turning and gliding away in opposite directions.

There was no sound, no overt sign of conflict. But Ryo understood the language of body language. He had seen that same tense interaction a hundred times in back alleys and boardrooms on Earth. It was a disagreement. A silent, simmering argument.

The perfect, monolithic unity of his captors was a lie. There were factions. There were sides.

A dangerous, unfamiliar feeling began to push through Ryo’s despair: curiosity. His prison was no longer a simple cage. It was a cage with conflicted, distracted guards. And that changed everything.

The tension on the ship grew, manifesting in small but increasingly obvious ways. The nutrient paste was dispensed a few minutes late. The lights for the sleep cycle flickered once before dimming. These were tiny errors, but for a system that had been flawless, they were the equivalent of screaming alarms.

The other prisoners began to notice. A low murmur of mouthed words spread between the pods. Fear, which had faded into a dull ache of hopelessness, returned with a sharp, new edge. The stability of their captivity had been, in a strange way, a comfort. They were cargo, but the ship was safe. Now, they were cargo on a ship that was having problems.

The climax came suddenly.

A shudder ran through the entire vessel. It was not the gentle pressure of acceleration. It was a violent, metallic groan, a deep and painful sound that seemed to come from the ship's very bones. The lights flickered wildly, strobing between white, red, and total darkness.

For the first time, an alarm sounded.

It was not a noise Ryo recognized as an alarm. It was a chord of pure wrongness, a grinding, discordant shriek that vibrated through the floor and up his spine. The honeycomb of pods lit up with strobing crimson light, painting the terrified faces of the prisoners in flashes of blood-red.

Panic erupted. The silent, managed cargo became a screaming, thrashing mob. People hammered on the walls of their pods, their faces twisted in terror. The automated system tried to contain it; dozens of pods began to glow with the calming blue light of the sedatives. But it was too late. The fear was too strong.

Through the chaos, Ryo’s eyes were fixed on the captors. Several of them had appeared on their platforms, but they weren't trying to manage the prisoners. They were facing each other. Two of them held long, thin rods that glowed with a menacing white light. They were armed.

Then the ship lurched again, a hammer blow that threw Ryo against the side of his pod. He grunted, his shoulder aching, but his eyes never left the great window.

Outside, in the star-dusted black, he saw the reason.

Another ship was there. It was of the
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