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The Bilge Wastes didn’t just smell. They breathed.

It was a slow, mechanical respiration of leaking coolant, burnt ozone, and the sour sweat of forty thousand bodies crammed into the lowest architectural intestine of the Aethelgard Zenith. Valyra Cross sat on the edge of her metal cot, staring at the cracked glasteel mirror bolted to the bulkhead. The reflection staring back wasn't pretty. Not by Vanguard standards.

She leaned forward. Her right eye was a piercing, defiant silver. Her left eye was a void. Pure, abyssal black. No iris. No sclera. Just a terrifying, bottomless ink drop that seemed to swallow the flickering neon light of her quarters.

Shattered. That was the word they used. Defective. Broken.

Her fingers traced the jagged, black crystalline veins branching up the left side of her neck, disappearing into the shaved side of her asymmetrical undercut. The rest of her hair fell to her right jawline in a shock of chemical neon-violet. She didn't try to hide the mutation. Hiding meant she was ashamed, and Valyra Cross didn't do shame. She did anger. She did survival.

She strapped on her gear. Heavy, oil-stained cargo pants. Magnetic mag-boots that clanked with the hollow weight of depleted iron. She pulled on a cropped, tightly fitted black tank top, intentionally leaving the heavy front zipper half-undone. The Vanguard obsessed over their sleek, androgynous, aerodynamic perfection. Valyra was thick. Curvaceous. Heavy-chested and scarred. Her midriff bore the jagged, dark-matter scar tissue from the day her body violently rejected the Astral bond. She threw a cropped, neon-yellow hazard jacket over one shoulder, leaving the other bare to the freezing drafts of the lower decks.

Hunger clawed at her stomach. A sharp, physical ache.

Three days on half-rations. The Vanguard had cut the Bilge Wastes' supply lines again, punishing the entire sector for a riot three levels up. If she didn't fix the ruptured coolant valve on Sector 4's outer hull today, she wouldn't eat tomorrow.

Valyra unsealed her door. The corridor outside was a chaotic artery of flickering halogen strips and hanging wires. Rusted catwalks rattled under the weight of desperate people. She moved through the crush of bodies, her heavy boots striking the deck plating with purpose. People moved out of her way. The Shattered were used to mutations—tremors, pale skin, bone-spurs—but Valyra’s mutation was something else entirely. It looked like a rot in the fabric of space itself.

She liked it that way. Fear was a fantastic substitute for respect.

"You're late, Cross."

The voice cut through the mechanical hum of the black market. Rix was hanging upside down from a tangle of hydraulic hoses, his fiery red dreadlocks pooling toward the deck. His left arm was a scavenged nightmare of mismatched, rusted gears and exposed servos. He dropped to his feet with a metallic clank, chewing violently on a splintered toothpick.

"I was busy admiring my reflection," Valyra said, swiping a hydro-spanner from his cluttered workbench. "Decided I’m too gorgeous to die in a vacuum today."

Rix snorted. He tossed her a bulky, jury-rigged atmospheric scanner wrapped in duct tape. "You're going to die in a vacuum if you don't calibrate the thermal regulator on that suit. The external temp on Sector 4 is dropping fast. Zephyrus is throwing a tantrum."

Valyra caught the scanner, clipping it to the heavy leather toolbelt slung low across her thighs. She looked past Rix, out the massive, reinforced observation window at the end of the alley. Beyond the thick glasteel, the gas giant Zephyrus-9 churned in a violent maelstrom of violent purples and sickly greens. Hyper-canes the size of Earth swirled in the abyss below the orbital ring.

"It's always throwing a tantrum," Valyra muttered. "Is the valve fully blown?"

"Punctured. Micro-meteorite, probably," Rix said, wiping black grease from his forehead. "The Vanguard is too busy polishing their armor in the Spire to send a real engineering team. They put a bounty on the board. Three week's worth of premium synth-rations for whoever patches it from the outside."

Valyra’s stomach tightened. Three weeks. Real food. Not the gray protein paste that tasted like recycled boot rubber. "I'm on it."

"Val." Rix’s voice dropped, the snark evaporating. He reached out with his good hand, gripping her bare shoulder. "Sector 4 is a blind spot. The Zenith's deflector shields don't fully overlap there. If your tether snaps... there's nothing between you and the gas giant."

"I won't fall," she said, flashing a sharp, cynical grin. "Gravity hates me too much to let me go."

She turned and marched toward the central elevators, the heavy toolbelts slapping rhythmically against her thighs. The journey up to the exterior airlocks was a transition from purgatory to heaven. The grime faded. The rusted iron was replaced by gleaming white titanium. The flickering neon shifted to warm, synthesized sunlight.

By the time she reached Airlock 4A, the air smelled like sterile ozone and expensive floral synthetics.

Two Vanguard guards blocked the reinforced pressure door. They were practically identical—tall, impossibly lean, their skin flawless and glowing with the faint, ethereal silver light of their pure Astral bonds. Their eyes were glowing rings of pale blue. They looked at Valyra like she was a stain on the immaculate floor.

"Halt, Scavenger." The guard on the left crossed his hard-light pike, a humming blade of pure, contained starlight blocking her path. "This is a restricted access point."

"I have the work order," Valyra said, her voice flat, devoid of the deference they expected. She tapped the battered comm-pad on her wrist. "Coolant rupture. Sector 4 hull."

The second guard sneered, his gaze dropping to her exposed cleavage, then snapping back up to her pitch-black eye with visible revulsion. "They sent a Corrupted to fix a critical system? The Wastes must be out of actual mechanics."

Valyra took a step forward. She didn't shrink. She didn't look down. She leaned into the humming heat of the hard-light pike.

"Listen, glow-stick," she whispered, her voice dripping with venom. "I don't want to be up here breathing your manufactured air any more than you want to look at me. But if I don't patch that valve in the next twenty minutes, the primary condenser overloads, and this entire beautiful, shiny hallway fills with superheated plasma. So, you can step aside, or you can explain to the High Marshall why his floors are melted."

The guards exchanged a tense look. The first one deactivated the pike with a sharp hiss.

"Cycle the lock," he spat, stepping aside. "And try not to bleed your black rot on the machinery."

Valyra didn't dignify that with a response. She keyed the heavy terminal. The airlock hissed, a mechanical serpent exhaling. The heavy vault doors ground open. She stepped into the cramped chamber, sealing her heavy helmet over her undercut. The HUD flickered to life, bathing her face in a pale green tactical overlay.

Depressurizing.

The sound of the station faded into absolute, terrifying silence. The outer door slid open.

Valyra stepped out into the void.

Vastness hit her like a physical blow. The Aethelgard Zenith was a titanic, spinning ring of white metal, stretching out into the blackness like a halo. But it was nothing compared to the gas giant below. Zephyrus-9 dominated the universe, a swirling, violent ocean of amethyst clouds and raging lightning storms. There was no up. There was no down. There was only the terrible, magnetic pull of the boots locking her to the hull.

Clank.

She moved forward. Clank.

Every step required a conscious, agonizing effort to break the magnetic seal and re-engage it. Her thighs burned within fifty yards. Her breath fogged the inside of her visor. To her left, the brilliant, burning stars of the cosmos. To her right, the blinding white curve of the Apex Spire, towering thousands of feet above the main ring.

The coolant valve was a mess. A jagged crater in the titanium hull was venting a thick, freezing mist of blue chemical coolant directly into space. Valyra dropped to her knees, pulling the heavy plasma-torch from her thigh rig.

"Alright," she muttered to herself, her voice echoing tinny and small inside the helmet. "Just a quick weld. Easy money."

She activated the torch. A blinding spark of blue-white fire erupted in the vacuum. She leaned over the rupture, bracing her boots, fighting the resistance of the pressurized suit. The work was brutal. The coolant tried to freeze the metal before she could melt it together. Sweat stung her good eye. Her muscles screamed in protest, the old dark-matter scars on her abdomen pulling and burning with the exertion.

It took thirty agonizing minutes, but the venting stopped. The patch held, an ugly but functional scar of melted titanium across the pristine hull.

Valyra collapsed onto her back, her chest heaving beneath the heavy tank top, staring up at the endless sea of stars. "Score one for the mutant," she panted.

She reached down to detach the scanner from her belt, intending to verify the seal. As her thumb hit the power button, the screen glitched.

It didn't show the ambient radiation of the gas giant. It didn't show the pure, humming frequency of the Zenith's Lux-Drakes.

It showed... nothing.

A massive, jagged hole in the telemetry. An absolute absence of energy.

Valyra frowned, smacking the side of the scanner with her heavy glove. "Come on, piece of junk. Calibrate."

The screen flickered. The dead zone wasn't a glitch. It was moving. It was drifting through the void, completely invisible to the naked eye, bypassing the Zenith’s outermost sensor arrays. It didn't register as mass. It didn't register as light. It felt like a tear in the fabric of space itself, and it was close.

A cold, irrational dread settled in Valyra’s stomach. The black crystalline veins on her neck throbbed beneath her suit, a deep, phantom ache.

Suddenly, her helmet comms shrieked with a deafening, automated klaxon.

WARNING. LOCALIZED AETHER-STORM DETECTED. ALL EXTERIOR PERSONNEL EVACUATE TO INTERIOR LOCKS. REPEAT. AETHER-STORM IMMINENT.

Valyra’s head snapped down toward the gas giant. The swirling violet clouds were roiling, bubbling upward. A massive, unnatural column of dark, stormy energy was rising from the atmosphere, shooting straight toward Sector 4. The dead zone on her scanner was caught right in the middle of it.

Panic, cold and sharp, flooded her veins. She scrambled to her feet, her magnetic boots engaging with a desperate clank.

She turned back toward the airlock. It was five hundred yards away. The storm was moving faster than anything she had ever seen. The Zenith's shields above her head began to hum, glowing with a desperate golden light as the station braced for impact.

"No, no, no," she breathed, pushing her aching legs to move faster. Clank. Clank. Clank.

The stars above her began to blot out. The void itself seemed to ripple.
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Gravity was a suggestion. Perfection was a mandate.

Evander Solis hung suspended in the dead center of the Aetherium, two miles above the grinding industrial misery of the lower decks. Here, in the Apex Spire’s hollow core, there was no grease. No shadows. Only a spherical expanse of polished glasteel and blinding, synthesized sunlight.

He closed his eyes, inhaling the sterile scent of ozone and chilled oxygen. He reached inward, sinking past the rhythm of his own heartbeat until he touched the vast, cold ocean of the Astral Weave.

Aurelion.

The response was instantaneous. It wasn’t a voice, but a sensation—a magnificent, crushing weight of ancient starlight settling into his bones. His Lux-Drake was a Prime entity, a creature of pure, prismatic geometry that lived within his nervous system. As Evander opened his eyes, the irises flooded with liquid, unnatural gold.

Silver veins flared to life beneath the pristine white fabric of his Vanguard uniform, glowing with the heat of a contained sun. He exhaled, and the breath crystallized into floating motes of light.

"Ignite."

Six geometric planes of solid, humming hard-light erupted from his shoulder blades. They weren't feathered wings; they were razor-sharp shards of photon energy, precise and terrifyingly beautiful. The sheer kinetic force of their manifestation shattered the zero-gravity field around him.

Evander shot forward. He broke the sound barrier inside the dome within three seconds.

The air screamed past his ears. He was a missile of white and gold, weaving through the floating, holographic topography of the training arena. Simulated Vexid targets—floating crimson polygons—flashed into existence. He didn't even slow down. He extended his right hand, channeling Aurelion’s fury.

A searing beam of concentrated plasma lanced from his palm, vaporizing three targets in a single, continuous sweep. He banked hard, his hard-light wings slicing cleanly through a floating titanium pillar. The metal glowed cherry-red and sheared apart without offering a fraction of resistance.

It was flawless. It was exactly what was expected of the High Marshall’s son.

And it was suffocating him.

Evander banked upward, initiating a steep climb toward the apex of the dome. Far above, standing behind a wall of reinforced glasteel, was a solitary figure. High Marshall Tiberius Solis. Even at this distance, Evander could feel his father’s eyes. They were dissecting him. Searching for a micro-tremor in his flight path. Looking for a fraction of a degree where his posture was anything less than divine.

Faster, Aurelion urged in his mind, a pulse of cold, geometric logic. We are the light. We do not yield to the dark.

"We don't yield," Evander whispered through clenched teeth. His muscles screamed as he pushed the G-force higher.

He reached the zenith of the dome, flipping backward into the maneuver they called the Drop. It was a suicide dive. He folded his wings back, letting the artificial gravity generators of the deck below grab him. He plummeted. Mach 1. Mach 2. The titanium floor rushed up to meet him like a flat, white anvil. The parameters of the test were simple: ignite the wings at the absolute last microsecond, arresting the momentum to land with zero impact. A flawless demonstration of control.

Three thousand feet. Two thousand.

He kept his eyes locked on the approaching deck. He needed total mental clarity. The Astral bond demanded an absolute absence of doubt. If the host's mind wavered, the symbiote’s energy destabilized.

One thousand feet.

Evander prepared to ignite. But as he looked down at his own glowing hands, a rogue, traitorous thought pierced his concentration. If I hit the deck, it’s over. I won't have to be perfect anymore.

It was a fraction of a second. A whisper of pure, exhausted human frailty.

But it was enough.

The connection to Aurelion stuttered. Evander threw his arms out, screaming the command to ignite. The six hard-light wings burst from his back—but they didn't hold. The geometric planes flickered violently, cycling from blinding white to a sickly, unstable yellow. Then, they shattered.

The hard-light exploded into a million harmless, dissolving sparks.

"No!" Evander gasped, desperately trying to reconnect to the Weave. The deck was five hundred feet away.

Panic, raw and ugly, flooded his veins. He twisted in the air, his immaculate posture disintegrating as basic survival instinct took over. He slammed his mental walls down, forcing the doubt away, screaming for Aurelion to answer. The starlight surged back into his blood, painful and hot.

He projected a massive, desperate burst of plasma from his boots, trying to create an inverse thruster. The concussive wave hit the deck just before he did.

It wasn't enough to stop him.

Evander hit the titanium floor with a bone-rattling crack. He rolled violently, the pristine white fabric of his coat tearing against the polished metal. He skidded for fifty yards, his shoulder plowing into the deck, before finally coming to a halt near the edge of the arena.

Silence descended on the Aetherium. It was a heavy, condemning quiet.

Evander lay on his back, staring up at the distant ceiling. His chest heaved. His left shoulder throbbed with a dull, agonizing fire, and the taste of copper filled his mouth. He had failed. Not just a minor error. A catastrophic, lethal loss of control. If this had been combat, he would be a smear on the floor.

He forced himself up. He refused to let his father see him writhe. He climbed to his knees, his muscles shaking with residual adrenaline, and finally stood. His glowing golden eyes flickered, dimming to a dull amber as Aurelion retreated deep into his consciousness, wounded by the psychic backlash of the disconnect.

The heavy pneumatic doors of the observation deck hissed open.

High Marshall Tiberius Solis walked onto the floor. He didn't rush. His strides were measured, commanding, and utterly devoid of urgency. He was a mountain of a man, his silver hair cropped close to the scalp, his Vanguard uniform laden with heavy gold medals that clinked softly in the silent arena. His eyes burned with an intense, blinding white light that made Evander want to look away.

Tiberius stopped ten paces away. He looked at Evander’s torn coat. He looked at the scuff marks on the immaculate deck.

"Explain," Tiberius said. His voice wasn't loud, but it carried the concussive weight of a physical blow.

Evander swallowed the blood in his mouth, snapping to attention despite the screaming pain in his shoulder. "A momentary lapse in concentration, High Marshall. The bond destabilized during the atmospheric re-entry simulation."

"A lapse." Tiberius stepped closer. "A lapse is a misaligned salute, Evander. A lapse is a scuff on your boots. What you just demonstrated was a failure of the soul."

Evander kept his chin high, his jaw locked. "It will not happen again, sir."

"You are correct. It will not." Tiberius reached out, his heavy, gloved hand gripping Evander’s injured shoulder. He squeezed.

Evander didn't flinch, though his vision swam with white-hot pain.

"The Luminary Vanguard does not suffer doubt," Tiberius continued, his voice a low, terrifying hum. "We are the absolute peak of human evolution. The Astrals chose us because our blood is pure, and our minds are iron. When you flicker, Evander, you show the rot beneath. You show the entire station that the Solis bloodline is weakening."

"My blood is pure," Evander gritted out, his golden eyes flashing.

"Then prove it," Tiberius whispered softly. He released Evander’s shoulder, stepping back. "There is a rumor spreading in the Apex Spire. They whisper that the High Marshall’s son is too soft for the wars to come. They say you look at the Shattered in the lower decks with... pity. Pity is a disease. It breeds hesitation. And hesitation just dropped you from three thousand feet."

A shadow moved behind the High Marshall. Cadet Xanthe stepped into the light of the arena. She was terrifyingly symmetrical, her long white braid resting over her custom-fitted, armored shoulder. Her pure blue eyes locked onto Evander, and her lips curved into a slow, predatory smirk. She was the second-best cadet in the Spire. She wanted his spot, and she smelled blood in the water.

"Do you require medical assistance, Cadet Solis?" Xanthe asked, her voice dripping with artificial, syrupy concern. "A fall like that could compromise your nervous system."

"I am perfectly functional, Xanthe," Evander said, his voice dropping to a glacial chill.

"Good," Tiberius said, turning his back on his son. "Because the Vexid probes are pushing closer to the outer markers every day. The dark is coming, Evander. A flickering bulb is useless to me. A flickering bulb is replaced. Clean yourself up. You are a disgrace to this uniform today."

The High Marshall and Xanthe walked away, their pristine boots clicking in perfect, maddening synchronization.

Evander stood alone in the center of the massive arena until the doors sealed shut behind them. Only then did he let his shoulders drop. He closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the empty air.

They do not understand, Aurelion pulsed in his mind, a wave of ancient, weary sorrow.

No, Evander thought back, clutching his ribs. They don't.

He limped out of the arena, bypassing the medical wing entirely. He couldn't afford to have a failure documented in his medical file. He navigated the blinding white corridors of the Spire, moving like a ghost through the beautiful, sterile halls until he reached his private armory.

The room was small, geometric, and lined with mirrored surfaces. Evander hated mirrors. They only showed the surface. They didn't show the suffocating pressure building inside his chest.

He stripped off the ruined long-coat, tossing it onto a chrome bench. He unbuttoned his high-collared shirt, wincing as the fabric peeled away from his bruised shoulder. Beneath his skin, the silver veins were dull and sluggish.

"Mend," he whispered.

He forced Aurelion’s energy to reverse its flow, channeling the starlight inward instead of outward. It was an agonizing process. Radiant healing burned like dry ice. Evander clamped his teeth together as a soft, golden glow enveloped his shoulder. The bruised tissue violently reknitted itself, the ruptured capillaries sealing under the intense heat of the Astral Weave.

It took two minutes. By the time the light faded, his skin was flawless once again. Not a single blemish.

He leaned over the polished steel sink, splashing cold, synthesized water over his face. He stared at his golden eyes in the mirror. He was a weapon. That was all he was allowed to be. But weapons didn't doubt themselves. Weapons didn't wonder if locking half the station’s population in the rusted, dying lower decks was a crime against humanity.

I am breaking, he thought, gripping the edges of the sink until the metal groaned. I am trying to hold the light, and it is burning me alive.

Suddenly, the sleek, glass-paneled console mounted on the wall behind him flared a vicious, pulsing red.

Evander spun around. The Vanguard didn't use red alerts for training. Red meant an atmospheric breach.

He tapped the glass, pulling up the Zenith’s tactical overlay. A massive, swirling anomaly was blooming on the station's edge.

WARNING. LOCALIZED AETHER-STORM DETECTED.

Evander frowned. Aether-storms were common on the gas giant, but the Zenith's deflector shields usually redirected them before they triggered a critical alert. He swiped his fingers across the schematic, expanding the telemetry for Sector 4. The lower decks. The Wastes.

The Vanguard sensors were flashing a standard weather warning, but Evander’s private console—tied directly into Aurelion’s cosmic sensory network—was registering something else beneath the storm.

It was a void.

A massive, suffocating pocket of anti-energy was drifting dangerously close to the hull. It wasn't registering on the High Command's physical mass scanners because it had no mass. It was consuming the ambient light around it. Evander’s breath caught in his throat. He had read the ancient, forbidden archives. He knew what an absence of light meant.

Dark matter.

An Umbra entity. A Void-Stalker. They were myths. Horrors from the First Convergence that the Vanguard claimed had been hunted to extinction millennia ago. If an Umbra entity was latching onto the Zenith, the station’s pure shields wouldn't just fail to stop it—they would feed it.

Evander quickly brought up the external camera feeds for Sector 4. The screen crackled with static interference from the storm, but through the swirling violet clouds, he saw a tiny, human-sized heat signature clinging to the exterior hull. A scavenger. Caught outside the airlock.

Right in the path of the anomaly.

Evander stared at the screen. Protocol demanded he report the anomaly to his father immediately. High Marshall Tiberius would launch a long-range plasma strike, obliterating the scavenger and the section of the hull just to be safe.

Evander looked down at his own perfect, unblemished hands. He remembered his father's cold, dead eyes. A flickering bulb is replaced.

He needed a victory. He needed to prove, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he could handle a threat that even the Vanguard sensors were blind to. If he could neutralize an Umbra entity alone, before it breached the station, no one in the Apex Spire would ever question his absolute authority again. Not Xanthe. Not his father.

We go into the dark, Aurelion hummed in his blood, the starlight surging back with a fierce, protective warmth.

"Yes," Evander said aloud.

He didn't bother putting the pristine white coat back on. He grabbed his Lux-Blade from the magnetic rack—a heavy, ornate cylinder of white gold—and clipped it to his thigh. He locked his armored boots, the metal sealing with a sharp clank.

He bypassed the central elevators, accessing the high-speed transit chute reserved for elite Vanguard deployments. He punched the coordinates for the Bilge Wastes. Sector 4.

As the pneumatic tube engaged, dropping him at terrifying speeds toward the rusted, forgotten underbelly of the station, Evander Solis let his golden eyes burn bright. He was diving straight into the abyss. He had no idea that the abyss was about to look back at him.
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The universe didn't scream when it tried to kill you. It just went deafeningly, terribly quiet.

Valyra’s magnetic boots lost their grip on the titanium hull. The Aether-Storm didn't hit like wind; it hit like a solid wall of electromagnetic force. Her body was violently ripped backward. The Zenith’s artificial gravity plating lost its hold on her, and for one agonizing heartbeat, she was suspended in the absolute black.

Then, the tether snapped.

It was a thick, braided cable of carbon-fiber, designed to hold three tons of dead weight. It sheared apart like dry thread.

Valyra didn't scream. Her throat locked up, her lungs seizing as the vast, horrifying expanse of Zephyrus-9 rushed up to swallow her. She was tumbling end over end. The blinding white ring of the station spun away, growing smaller by the second. Below her, the gas giant was a boiling ocean of violet and sickly green hyper-canes.

I'm dead. The thought was cold, rational, and crystalline. I'm going to burn up in the atmosphere.

She squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the friction of the descent to ignite her suit. But the heat never came. Instead, the temperature inside her helmet plummeted to absolute zero. Frost instantly crystallized across the inside of her visor.

She opened her good eye. She had stopped falling.

She wasn't in the atmosphere. She was suspended inside the dead zone.

It was a cloud of absolute nothingness, a tear in the starry canvas. But as Valyra stared into the dark, the dark stared back. The void shifted. It uncoiled. A cluster of terrifying, multi-pupiled eyes opened in the shadows, glowing with the faint, dead light of crushed stars. A maw of jagged, shifting geometry materialized, vast enough to swallow a drop-ship.

It wasn't a storm. It was an entity.

Hungry.

The sensation didn't come through her comms; it echoed directly inside her skull. It felt like an empty stomach, an ancient, freezing ache that radiated through her bones. The entity lunged. It didn't have a physical body to strike her with, but the dark matter crashed through her suit as if the glasteel and titanium were made of paper.

Valyra’s back arched, a silent scream finally tearing from her throat.

The Astral Weave was supposed to be light. It was supposed to be warm, geometric perfection. But this was an Umbra. A Void-Stalker. It poured into her nervous system like liquid nitrogen. The black crystalline veins on her neck pulsed, swelling as the dark matter recognized the corrupted, shattered DNA of a host that had already been broken.

Mine, the void whispered. I will eat the fall.

Pain, absolute and blinding, erupted in her chest.

The dark matter violently cannibalized the kinetic energy of her plummet. The crushing velocity of her freefall was absorbed, swallowed by the entity now anchoring itself to her soul. She felt her body forcefully yanked upward, the laws of gravity shattering around her. She was a slingshot, propelled backward by a wave of localized anti-gravity.

The white hull of the Zenith rushed toward her.

Valyra threw her arms up. She slammed into the exterior of Sector 4’s airlock with bone-rattling force. Her suit’s telemetry screamed in a chorus of red warnings. She scrambled, her heavy gloves slipping on the metal, and slammed her fist onto the emergency manual override panel.

The airlock doors ground open. She threw herself inside just as the outer seal snapped shut.

The chamber pressurized with a violent hiss. Valyra collapsed onto the grated titanium deck. She ripped her helmet off, gasping frantically for the sterile, ozone-laced oxygen of the station. She rolled onto her side, coughing violently. Thick, black mist poured from her lips, evaporating into the air like crushed shadows.

Her whole body was vibrating. Jagged, obsidian-like scales were trying to push their way through the skin of her forearms, tearing at the fabric of her black tank top before slowly, painfully sinking back beneath her flesh.

"Stay exactly where you are."

The voice was ice. Cold, refined, and echoing with absolute authority.

Valyra choked on a breath, wiping the dark mist from her mouth. She pushed herself up onto her elbows, her heavy chest heaving against the unzipped collar of her rig. She looked up.

Standing in the center of the airlock, looking like an avenging angel carved from marble, was a Vanguard officer.

He was impossibly tall. His broad shoulders filled the pristine white long-coat of the High Command, the asymmetrical gold pauldrons gleaming under the emergency lights. His platinum blonde hair was perfectly slicked back, unruffled by the chaotic depressurization. But it was his eyes that pinned her to the floor. They were pools of glowing, liquid gold.

In his right hand, a Lux-Blade hummed—a three-foot pillar of blinding, concentrated starlight.

Evander Solis. The High Marshall’s perfect son.

He looked down at her, the golden light of his blade casting harsh shadows across his flawless face. He saw the black mist dissipating from her skin. He saw the pitch-black void of her left eye. His jaw tightened in unmistakable, deeply ingrained revulsion.

"You are Corrupted," Evander stated, stepping forward. The tip of his Lux-Blade hovered inches from Valyra’s throat. The heat radiating off the hard-light was searing. "By the authority of the Luminary Vanguard, you are scheduled for immediate termination."

Valyra stared up at the glowing blade. Her heart was hammering against her ribs, but the sheer, unadulterated arrogance of the man standing over her ignited a spark of pure rage. She was tired. She was starving. She had just survived a fall into a gas giant, bonded with a cosmic horror, and now this perfectly manicured golden boy was going to execute her.

"Go to hell," Valyra wheezed, sitting up slightly. She didn't flinch away from the blade.

Evander’s golden eyes narrowed. He took in her appearance. The oil-stained cargo pants. The heavy toolbelts. The deep, jagged dark-matter scars creeping across her exposed midriff. Her black tank top, unzipped deep in the front, left little of her curves to the imagination, yet she wore it like battle armor. She was a chaotic, offensive mess of lower-deck grime and forbidden magic.

"You are a Shattered scavenger," Evander said, his voice tight, betraying a flicker of genuine confusion beneath the rigid discipline. "How did you survive an Umbra entity? It should have ripped your mind apart."

"Maybe I'm just stubborn," Valyra spat, sliding a hand down toward her thigh, her fingers grazing the heavy wrench on her belt. "Or maybe your Vanguard textbooks are full of crap. Lower that glow-stick, Solis. I just fixed your damn station."

Evander didn't move the blade. "You know my name."

"Everyone knows your name in the Bilge Wastes. You're the poster boy for everything we're not allowed to touch." She forced a sharp, mocking grin, though her black eye throbbed with the lingering hunger of Noctis. "What’s the matter? Afraid a little dirt is going to ruin your jacket?"

A muscle feathered in Evander’s jaw. The physical tension in the cramped airlock was suffocating. They were natural enemies, apex predators of two entirely different ecosystems. He was the peak of genetic purity; she was the absolute bottom of the evolutionary barrel. Yet, as he stared down at her defiant, asymmetrical face, Evander hesitated.

She shouldn't be alive. She was breathing dark matter. It violated every law of physics his father had ever drilled into his head.

"I am not afraid of dirt," Evander said softly, his grip tightening on the white-gold hilt. "I am purging a rot. The dark cannot exist on the Zenith. I am sorry."

He raised the blade. Valyra tensed, Noctis surging beneath her skin, ready to rip its way out of her flesh in a desperate bid for survival.

Then, the titanium wall to their left screamed.

It was a sound like tearing flesh, only metallic and deafening. Evander froze, his blade pausing at the apex of its swing. Valyra threw her hands over her ears.

The reinforced bulkhead separating the airlock from the exterior hull began to glow cherry-red. Then, white-hot. In a spray of molten slag, the thick metal simply dissolved, revealing a perfectly circular breach.

Through the smoking hole, something pulled itself into the airlock.

It was roughly the size of a large hound, built entirely of cold, matte-black alien metal that seemed to absorb the ambient light. It moved with sickening, scuttling fluidity on six jointed cybernetic legs. At the center of its geometric chassis, a single, massive optical sensor glowed with a toxic, pulsating green light.

A Vexid Scout Drone.

Valyra scrambled backward, her mag-boots scraping against the deck. The drone ignored her completely. Its single green eye swiveled, locking instantly onto the brightest energy signature in the room: Evander Solis.

"Stand behind me," Evander barked. The rigid Vanguard officer snapped instantly into combat mode. His hesitation vanished, replaced by the terrifying, fluid grace of an Apex predator.

He didn't wait for
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