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CHAPTER 1
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The Star Rift hums beneath Luna’s boots. 

A low vibration runs through the ship.

Blue-white light slides past the viewing windows beyond the lounge. 

The stars smear together.

Warp travel stretches them thin. 

Rivers of fractured color drift endlessly through the dark.

Terran hangs ahead in the distance.

The lounge smells of coffee and engine heat. 

Marlauch burned dinner again.

Luna lies on a sofa near the viewport.

She shivers.

Haun walks in. 

A thick fuzzy blanket is draped over his arm.

He steps over to her.

Covers her with the blanket.

Sits beside her.

Luna scoots closer.

She lays her head on his lap.

He runs his fingers through her hair.

Luna closes her eyes. 

Her hand slides to her side.

Footsteps approach.

Hydro walks in with a huge grin on his face.

Luna cracks an eye open.

She lifts her head and glances up at him.

“No.”

She lowers her head back down.

Hydro blinks. “What?”

Luna lifts her hand. “I know that look. The answer is no.”

Hydro groans. “Luna... don't you want to know the DNA test results?”

Luna's eyes widen.

She bolts upright.

The blanket falls.

Her hand flies to her forehead.

Haun grips her arms.

He lowers her back down.

“I thought you were going to ask for more money for your game,” Luna mutters.

Hydro shakes his head. “Nope. The results are in.”

Haun looks up at him. “Well, what does it say?”

Hydro walks to the sofa.

He sits beside Haun.

“I finished the final sequencing an hour ago.” 

Hydro taps across the tablet screen. 

“Cross-referenced all available logs, biological coding, prenatal residue exposure, and developmental overlap patterns.”

Luna snaps. “Hydro. Please. I have a headache. Just get on with it.”

Hydro smiles.

“Auberon is biologically yours.”

The room tilts.

Hydro’s words blur together.

“Ninety-nine point nine percent parental match. Both of you.”

He takes a breath.

“The residue exposure and forced growth distorted some of the secondary markers, but the parental match is conclusive.”

Luna’s hand settles over her stomach.

The room shifts around her.

She’s sixteen again.

Warm air brushes against her skin.

Moonlight filters silver through hanging vines.

Haun stands in front of her holding a flower between his fingers.

He chuckles nervously.

She reaches for the flower.

The light flickers.

Cold crashes through the warmth.

The world behind him is no longer sky.

It’s glass.

Steel.

The flower touches her palm.

The scent hits her.

Metal and antiseptic.

The lab is there.

It disappears.

Luna gasps.

Haun looks down at her.

“Luna?”

She grips the blanket.

Tears spill down her face.

“He’s ours, Haun. Aube is ours.”

Haun smiles.

He pulls her into his lap.

Grabs the blanket.

Covers her again.

Wraps his arms around her.

Hydro pulls a folded printout from his lab coat pocket. 

He hands it over to Luna.

She stares at the results.

Her fingers tighten around the paper.

She rereads the same line.

Biological Match Confirmed.

Auberon Ashdale.

Maternal Match: Luna Vega Ashdale: 99.9%.

Paternal Match: Haun Ashdale: 99.9%.

Haun reads over her shoulder.

His arm tightens around her.

Marlauch wanders into the room. 

He sips neon green foam from a metal cup.

“I overheard, but I already knew.”

He stops and winks at her.

Luna glares. “You knew the results before me?”

Marlauch nods. “No. No one told me. Woalferitch intuition.”

Luna stares at him. “You made that up.”

Marlauch lifts his cup. “You can’t prove it.”

Luna rolls her eyes. “I don't need to. I'll just throw you and Hydro out of the nearest airlock.”

Hydro bolts to his feet. 

He side-steps toward Marlauch.

Marlauch snorts. “Pregnancy is already making the captain violent.”

“It’s making me nauseous,” Luna mutters.

Her face tightens.

Haun's brows tighten. “You okay, Luna?”

She exhales through her nose. “It just hit.”

Marlauch turns toward the kitchen. “I’ll get you some pracklets and grenrintic tea. You're welcome.”

“That won't save you from the airlock,” Luna answers dryly.

Marlauch shouts from the corridor. “Admit it, you love me.”

Luna waves him off.
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Auberon sits cross-legged on the floor.

Soft blue light from space washes over the lounge.

His oversized sleeves cover part of his hands.

He turns a small plastic tool between his fingers.

Korr sits beside him.

He watches him work on a construction playset.

Auberon glances toward Luna and Haun.

His gaze shifts to the paper in Luna’s hands.

“I know. Haun Papa.” 

Luna stares at Haun.

Haun smiles.

“Can call you Papa?”

Haun nods. “Of course, Aube.”

Auberon grins.

His gaze lowers toward Luna’s stomach.

He points.

“Twins talk.”

Haun blinks. “What?”

Auberon tilts his head.

“They loud.”

Marlauch lowers his cup.

Auberon looks up at Korr.

He frowns. 

“Grandpa Korr. I don't know word.”

Korr places his hand on his shoulder. “Tell Grandpa Korr what you see in mind.”

Auberon's brow furrows. “Water.”

Luna’s eyes widen. “Aube, do you mean Matron Lake?”

Auberon beams. “Mama, yeah. That how we talk. Through lake.”

Haun brushes his fingers over Luna's shirt.

Auberon looks up at them again.

“They happy. Safe.”

Luna wipes at Haun’s cheek.

Haun catches her hand and kisses it.

Auberon blinks. “Why crying?”

Haun smiles at Auberon. 

“I'm just happy.”

He sniffles.

“And I’m proud you’re my son.”

Auberon climbs to his feet.

He walks over and sits on the sofa.

Haun wraps his arm around him. 

He kisses the top of his head.

—
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Stanton sits in his desk chair.

He's hunched forward, clutching a small garbage can.

His face disappears into it.

Static crawls across the monitor.

Nausea rolls through him.

Stanton slowly lifts his head.

He slumps back into the chair.

The room spins.

The fluorescent lights blur together. 

The scent of overheated wiring and ozone twists his stomach.

Aboveground, Terran continues on normally.

Yellow dust drifts across dry farmland.

Rusted windmills turn against the horizon. 

Weathered homesteads sit scattered between the dunes.

Warm lights glow through farmhouse windows.

Underground, Construct production schedules scroll across the nearest screen. 

They lie beside residue stabilization reports.

Shipment manifests tied to debt settlements. 

Numbers. 

Routes. 

Failures.

The overhead lights flicker.

Stanton’s jaw tightens.

His heart pounds in his head.

The monitor in front of him crackles.

His eyes lift toward it.

Static pulses across the screen.

Data distorts.

White noise spreads outward from the center.

His reflection stares back through the monitor.

He sets the garbage can down.

Alarms chirp.

He covers his ears.

The alarms stop.

Pressure builds behind his eyes.

Electricity crawls beneath his skin.

Blue light flickers beneath the veins in his hands.

The screen pulses.

The glass vibrates.

Pain slams through his skull.

Fragments flash behind his eyes.

Snowfall.

Warm hands.

Paper folded into roses.

Soft laughter near a fireplace.

A cabin buried beneath winter.

They disappear.

Stanton grips the edge of the desk.

His breathing roughens.

The monitor flashes white.

The static moves.

Not across the screen.

Toward him.

Electricity detonates through the office.

Monitors shriek.

Glass cracks.

The overhead lights explode in showers of sparks.

The floor vanishes beneath him.

His body jerks sideways through freezing static.

Distorted images flicker around him. 

Hallways. 

Cities.

Screens. 

Faces. 

Fragments of places bleed together inside endless white noise.

His vision blurs.

Cold air crashes into him.

Real air.

Sharp enough to sting his lungs.

Stanton stumbles forward out of the distortion.

He hits one knee against wooden floorboards.

The furniture rattles.

The static behind him snaps shut.

He stays there.

Breathing hard.

One hand is braced against the floor.

Dizziness churns through him.

His stomach lurches.

He grips the floorboards and swallows hard.

A fireplace crackles.

Snow drifts beyond darkened windows.

Warm amber light spills across wooden walls and worn furniture.

The cabin smells faintly of cedar, coffee, and woodsmoke.

Stanton lifts his head.

A folded blanket rests across the couch near the fireplace. 

A ceramic mug sits abandoned beside a stack of books.

Snowmelt darkens a pair of boots left near the doorway.

His gaze catches on a photograph sitting beside a lamp.

A woman with pure white hair laughs toward the camera.

“Farrah?”

His chest tightens.

Another fragment flashes through him.

Warm skin beneath tangled blankets.

White hair against his hands.

Laughter.

Stanton staggers backward.

“No.”

Electricity crackles across his fingers.

The lights inside the cabin flicker.

His breathing grows uneven.

The fireplace.

The kitchen counter.

The coat hanging beside the door.

The soft creak in the floorboards beneath his boots.

Home.

His eyes catch on the kitchen counter again.

A paper rose sits beside the coffee machine.

Folded from old receipt paper.

Uneven near the stem.

Stanton freezes.

Electricity crackles beneath his skin.

His fingers twitch.

Another fragment tears through him.

Farrah laughs while dozens of paper roses cover the cabin table.

“You made all of these?”

“I ran out of actual flowers, Farrah.”

Warmth.

Snow against the windows.

Her hand in his.

“No.”

Static bursts across the television near the fireplace.

The screen fills with white distortion.

Electricity screams through the cabin walls.

Stanton takes another step back.

His pulse hammers.

Footsteps crunch outside through the snow.

He stills.

“Farrah.”

Electricity erupts across each screen in the cabin.

The television.

The kitchen monitor.

The small wall display near the doorway.

White noise floods the room.

His vision doubles.

Blue light flares beneath his skin.

Stanton disappears into the distortion.

The cabin door opens.
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Yellow dust rolls across the Terran docking fields.

Wind howls against the Star Rift's hull.

Old loading towers creak in the distance.

Dark storm clouds gather across the dunes. 

Cargo ships sit scattered throughout the docking yard.

Their engines glow dimly through drifting dust.

The lighting is low inside the communications room.

Monitors glow.

Holographic displays flicker.

Hydro’s workstation is covered by loose wires.

Empty coffee cups.

Broken tools.

Half-disassembled tablets.

Stacks of handwritten notes are scattered across the desk.

Overheated circuitry and stale caffeine fill the air.

A burst of static crackles through one of the speakers.

Hydro's fingers move across a holographic keyboard.

Encrypted Terran shipping routes scroll across the nearest monitor.

“Come on. You’re hiding something.”

Marlauch leans against the wall.

He's eating a foaming green pie on a stick.

“You say that to every computer.”

Hydro shrugs. “They usually are hiding something.”

“That sounds unhealthy.”

Hydro points toward the hallway. “Leave before I weaponize your search history.”

Marlauch narrows his eyes. “You bluff too much.”

Another burst of static interrupts the conversation.

Different this time.

Hydro’s fingers stop moving.

The signal flickers again across the monitor in uneven pulses.

Encrypted files appear across the screen.

Hydro straightens. “That wasn’t there before.”

Marlauch pushes off the wall. “What wasn’t?”

Routing manifests scroll across the display.

Hidden transmission paths branch outward.

Planet to planet.

System to system.

Hydro glances at his notes. “These aren’t normal cargo routes.”

Marlauch steps closer. “What kind of cargo?”

Hydro opens the files.

Fuel shipments. 

Medical transports. 

Biological containment units. 

Crystal relocation schedules. 

Debt enforcement routes. 

Unregistered docking permits.

All hidden beneath layers of encrypted shell companies.

Marlauch’s chewing slows. “That seems...bad.”

Hydro exhales. “That’s because it is.”

Another encrypted layer appears beneath the first.

Another.

Hydro stares at the growing web. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.”

Marlauch tilts his head. “What?”

Hydro leans back in his chair. “I need someone more annoying than me.”

Marlauch snorts. “That sounds impossible.”

Hydro presses a communication key.

The monitor flickers.

A new screen opens.

Static.

A face appears.

Dark hair. 

Sharp eyes. 

A smug expression.

“Well... If it isn’t my favorite intellectual disappointment,” the man says.

Hydro grimaces. “I already regret this.”

“Excellent. Then we’re emotionally synchronized.”

Hydro drags a hand down his face. “Shut it, Aires.”

Aires’ camera shifts as he moves.

Shelves are stacked with parts.

Tangled wires.

Empty snack containers.

Glowing monitors crowd the room.

Music plays in the background.

Marlauch squints toward the screen. “You look like you live inside a garbage disposal.”

Aires points at the camera. “And you look aggressively fungal. We all have struggles.”

Hydro rolls his eyes. “I hate both of you.”

Aires smiles. “You contacted me voluntarily. This is technically emotional growth.”

Hydro turns the monitor toward the encrypted files.

Aires leans forward. “Where did you get this?”

Hydro clicks the mouse. “It piggybacked through Terran shipping frequencies.”

Aires' brows lift. “That sentence is concerning.”

Hydro nods. “I know.”

Aires leans closer toward his monitors.

Reflections of moving data scroll across his face.

His fingers move across the keyboard.

The communication screen fills with fast opening windows.

Encryption layers collapse one by one.

Hydro studies them.

Marlauch finishes chewing.

Thunder rolls across the Terran dunes.

The storm grows darker.

More routes appear overhead.

Dozens branch into hundreds.

Hidden fuel depots. 

Unregistered laboratories. 

Supply exchanges buried beneath legitimate trade routes.

Aires’ smile fades. “That’s not smuggling.”

Hydro’s eyes narrow. “What is it then?”

Aires opens another encrypted file.

The holographic display above Hydro’s workstation expands outward.

It fills the room with glowing route lines.

The lines stretch across the eight planets.

The planets stack vertically.

One through eight.

Ordered by the number of moons each world holds.

Terran. 

Draemia. 

Elverado. 

The Crystal World. 

Graviton. 

Turean.

Midnight Vale. 

Halberthan.

Aires scratches his head. “Did I miss something? When did the planets align?”

Hydro chuckles nervously. “That's a long story. I'll tell you later.”

Aires waves him off.

Hydro stands from his chair.

Machines hum.

Distant thunder rolls across Terran.

“This isn’t random,” Hydro murmurs.

Aires studies the glowing network. “No... It isn't.”

The holographic map rotates above them.

One encrypted route flashes.

Another answers.

Across all eight worlds, the hidden network lights up in sequence.

Organized deliberately.
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A sandstorm coats Terran with orange dust.

Cargo workers move through the loading dock’s haze.

They're wrapped in thick coats and breathing masks.

The low hum of the Star Rift's engines mixes with footsteps.

Cargo crates shift.

Weapons are prepped.

Blades are sharpened.

Conversations are muffled.

Bursts of static crackle from Hydro’s communications equipment.

His intercepted list glows across the central briefing table.

Names.

Supply routes.

Debt settlements.

Docking coordinates.

They scroll endlessly downward.

Farrah stands near the edge of the table.

Her arms are folded.

White hair spills over one shoulder.

Her staff leans against the desk.

She studies the routes.

Luna sits on the sofa beside Haun.

They analyze the printouts.

Her thumb moves across the fabric of her shirt.

Haun places his hand on her back.

Luna leans into him.

“There’s too many routes,” Hydro mutters.

He adjusts the holographic display. 

“Fuel shipments. Biological storage. Crystal transports. Half these shell companies don’t even technically exist.”

Marlauch squints toward the map. “That feels illegal.”

Hydro scoffs. “It is illegal.”

Marlauch chuckles. “No, I mean aggressively illegal.”

Hydro points toward him. “That too.”

The holographic map shifts again.

Lines connect everything in tangled glowing threads.

Haun reads over the routes. “Do you think these debtors actually know who they’re working for?”

“They’re most likely moving cargo for credits without asking questions,” Hydro says.

“That sounds deeply stupid,” Marlauch mutters.

Hydro snorts. “That describes most organized crime.”

Korr sits cross-legged on the floor.

Auberon leans against him.

He watches the shifting holographic routes reflect across the ceiling.

His gaze lingers too long on certain lines. 

Certain symbols.

Korr peers down at him. “Aube okay?”

Auberon’s fingers tighten around his sleeves. “They loud.”

Korr glances toward the holographic display. “Signals loud?”

Auberon’s hand moves toward his chest. “Not ears loud... Here loud.”

Korr studies him.

He smiles.

“Grandpa Korr protect.”

Auberon looks up at him.

He nods.

Luna looks over the supply routes again.

Her eyes drift toward Auberon.

“We can leave him here with you, Korr. Just until we know what we’re walking into.”

Auberon lowers his gaze. 

Haun lifts his head.

He glances between Auberon and Korr.

Luna's shoulders slump. “That’s not what I meant, Aube. I'm worried about your safety.”

Auberon stares at his sleeves. “Aube know.”

“He should come with us,” Farrah says.

Luna turns toward her.

Farrah walks around the holographic map.

Dust storms roll past the viewport.

“He notices things the rest of us don’t. Patterns. Resonance shifts. Energy movement.”

Auberon glances toward her.

Farrah smiles. “He feels when something is wrong before anyone else does.”

Luna folds her arms. “It’s dangerous.”

Farrah nods. “I know.”

Her gaze shifts toward Auberon.

“You already lost too much time apart.”

Thunder rolls across the Terran dunes.

Sand rattles against the ship’s hull.

Haun rubs Luna's back. “Where we go, Aube goes too, Luna.”

Luna turns her head toward Haun.

Her eyes narrow.

He lifts his hands. “It's only fair, babe.”

Luna's lip curls. “Don't ‘babe’ me. You can go sleep in the airlock tonight.”

Haun laughs.

He leans over and kisses her cheek.

Luna lifts her chin.

She looks away.

Auberon blinks. “Aube can go?”

Luna exhales through her nose.

She turns her attention toward him.

“Yes, my angel. You can go too.”

She points toward Korr.

“You stay beside Korr. Don't wander off.”

Korr nods. “No argue there.”

Luna scoffs. “I’m serious.”

Korr meets her eyes. “Korr serious too. I protect boy.”

Luna's shoulders loosen.

Hydro taps the monitor. “That’s strange.”

The holographic map zooms inward.

Toward a Terran supply depot.

Auberon flinches.

His hand rises toward his temple.

Korr straightens. “Aube okay?”

The overhead holographic route flickers.

Auberon stares at a cargo container listed in the shipment manifests.

White noise hums through the room speakers.

“They have stars.”

Hydro looks over. “What does, Aube?”

Auberon’s eyes remain fixed on the glowing cargo route. “Stars no from them.”

The holographic routes overhead flicker.

They pulse.

Blue light ripples outward across the ceiling in uneven waves.

Hydro’s brows tighten. “That wasn’t me.”

The speakers crackle.

White noise hums beneath the room.

Auberon’s hand presses harder against his temple.

“No. Not Hydro. Not them. It from other thing. It near.”

Thunder rolls across the docking fields.

The Star Rift's hull rattles.

Hydro arches a brow at Korr.

Korr places his hand on Auberon's shoulder. “Boy say stars is nearby. Not from dock.”

Luna rubs her temples. “He means star residue.”

Haun’s fingers stop against the sofa. “Here?”

Luna looks toward the viewport. “Close.”

Haun’s jaw tightens. “Are there others like us?”

Luna nods. “I think so.”
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The Star Rift dining room glows warm against the storm outside.

Yellow dust sweeps across the Terran docking fields.

Rain streaks through the dunes. 

Distant farmland blurs gold-brown shadows beneath dark clouds. 

Wind rattles against the hull.

The smell of dinner fills the room.

Tomato sauce. 

Garlic butter. 

Fresh bread. 

Coffee.

Marlauch insisted on cooking.

He made enough spaghetti and meatballs to feed a small civilization.

Bowls and plates scatter across the dining table.

Cherbyloom soda fizzes beside half-finished meals. 

Salad sits abandoned.

A basket overflows with garlic bread.

Luna rests her head against Haun's shoulder.

A steaming mug of grenrintic tea rests near her plate beside a stack of pracklets. 

Haun rests his arm on the back of her chair.

Hydro types on his tablet. “According to your recent check-up, Luna, you're four months.”

Luna groans. “Did we really spend two months preparing for this mission?”

Hydro nods. “It was like finding a needle in a haystack.”

Luna shakes her head. “I feel like I swallowed two bales of hay.”

Marlauch leans forward. “More like you found the two needles.”

Luna balls up her napkin and hurls it at Marlauch. 

He dodges it and laughs.

Across from them, Auberon pokes at a meatball with his fork.

Ruby wrinkles her nose.

She pushes her plate away.

Reaches for more garlic bread.

Auberon glances toward Luna. “Mama?”

Luna looks up. “Yes, my love?”

Auberon twists the fork between his fingers.

“Names for babies?”

Luna and Haun exchange glances. “Your father and I still aren’t sure yet.”

Auberon grins. “Papa Haun.”

Haun smiles.

Auberon reaches for the salt and pepper shakers.

He slides both toward Luna.

Luna blinks. “Salt and pepper?”

Haun snorts.

Auberon giggles.

He shakes his head.

“Not names.”

“Good,” Haun says. “Because those would be aggressively seasoned children.”

Luna groans. “Bad dad jokes already?”

Haun lifts his coffee cup.

He hides the grin spreading across his face.

His laugh muffles against the rim.

Auberon pours salt on the tabletop.

He adds the pepper.

Dark outlines form around the white grains.

Redbourn looks up from his plate. “If we're comparing seasonings to Haun and Luna, I vote for sugar and spice.”

Luna glares at him.

Marlauch stops mid-bite.

He snickers.

Auberon's tongue peeks out of the corner of his mouth.

He shapes letters with his finger.

Ruby watches.

Her eyes widen.

She claps her paws.

Auberon's cheeks flush pink.

“Not done.”

Ruby nods.

She wipes a tear.

“I know. I'm just so proud.”

Lightning flashes through the viewport.

The storm thickens beyond the viewport.

Auberon splays both hands toward his finished artwork.

Freya. 

Milo.

Pepper outlines the letters while salt fills them in unevenly across the tabletop.

Luna smiles. “Freya and Milo.”

Her eyes lift toward Haun.

“What do you think?”

Haun studies the names.

His mouth twitches.

“Can we use those as middle names?”

Auberon’s face lights up.

He nods.

Luna laughs. “Okay. Now we just need first names.”

Auberon wipes the names away with his hand.

Salt and pepper scatter across the tablecloth.

He starts again.

The storm rolls outside beyond the ship.

The dining table shakes.

Silverware rattles on the plates.

Auberon points.

Zorya. 

Orion.

Auberon beams. “Ruby taught how spell.”

Ruby wipes away more tears.

Luna gasps.

“Zorya Freya Ashdale. Orion Milo Ashdale.”

Her fingers brush across her stomach.

“Aube, I love them.”

Auberon’s ice-green eyes brighten.

He glances at Luna’s stomach.

His smile softens.

He pushes the basket of garlic bread away from her.

Luna blinks. “Aube?”

He shrugs. “Grease make Mama sick.”

Haun looks at the basket. “That explains this morning.”

Luna points at him with her pracklet. “Don’t start acting smug because my body rejected your cooking too.”

“I didn’t cook, Luna. Marlauch did.”

Marlauch sets his fork down. “Spicy food helps Woalferitch pregnancies.”

Luna grumbles. “Do I look furry to you?”

Haun's eyes widen.

“Unless you want to sleep in the airlock tonight, don't answer that, Marlauch.”

Marlauch waves him off.

Haun points toward the salt and pepper spread across the table.

“We’re going to need more seasoning.”

Luna snorts. “Don’t ruin this moment.”

“That was a quality joke, Luna.”

“It was a terrible joke, Haun.”

Haun shrugs. “It was layered.”

Marlauch groans. “Please stop reproducing.”

Auberon giggles.

He nearly spills his soda.

Farrah enters the dining room.

Everyone glances at her.

She smiles.
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Farrah moves toward the table.

Her pale hair reflects  the overhead lights.

Terran's lightning flashes across the windows.

Farrah settles into one of the empty seats beside Hydro.

“Since we’re on Terran, we should start the search here.”

Luna reaches for her ginger tea.

Nausea rolls through her.

She winces.

Her hand rises to her temple.

The other settles across her waist.

Haun looks at her. “You okay?”

Luna exhales. “Yeah. It's like a fluttering sensation.” 

Farrah nods. 

“Your little chaos-makers are moving.”

She laughs. 

“You’ve done this before, Luna.”

Luna rolls her eyes. “It's been years, Farrah. I don't remember.”

Farrah laughs harder. 

“I’d love more children.”

She smiles faintly.

“But I think that chapter has closed for me.”

Luna arches a brow. “What do you mean by that?”

Farrah shrugs. “I'm too old now.”

Luna points at her. “You said you had twins... who's their father?”

Farrah gasps. “Rude.”

Luna blinks. “It's just a question.”

“He left a long time ago, Luna.”

Farrah looks down at the table.

“I raised our girls alone. They’re grown now. They have lives of their own.”

Luna grips Haun's hand. “So you live all alone, Farrah?”

Farrah lifts her head. 

“Physically, yes. A house is easy to keep. People are harder.”

Luna swallows.

She looks at Haun.

He nods.

Haun glances down at her stomach. “Behave in there. Papa's orders.”

Luna snorts. “They absolutely get their chaos from you.”

“That feels biologically inaccurate, Luna.”

“Your son just weaponized table seasoning, Haun.”

Auberon grins proudly into his soda.

Luna catches Haun's wrist.

She presses his hand against her stomach.

“There.”

Farrah's lip curves. “You should be four months, Luna.”

Luna groans. “I feel nine months pregnant already.”

Farrah laughs. “The joy of twins.”
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CHAPTER 8
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Redbourn leans forward.

“How exactly are we supposed to find one debtor on a planet covered in farmland?”

Hydro glances down at his tablet. “Actually... I think they’re already under our noses.”

Luna blinks. “What?”

Hydro chuckles nervously. “Fun fact... the Star Rift is loaded with interior and exterior cameras.”

He points at the TV on the wall.

“I synced my tablet to them.”

His fingers move across the tablet.

Luna growls. “We had cameras all this time and now you mention it.”

Haun squeezes her hand. “Luna... calm down.”

Luna's head snaps toward him. “I will not calm down, Haun!”

Haun grins. “Two words... pregnant unicorn.”

Luna's cheeks turn beet red.

She covers her face with both hands.

Haun laughs into her hair.

The TV screen powers on.

A night vision camera shifts the room’s colors into grey and green.

Haun pokes Luna.

She peeks through her fingers.

Haun motions with his chin.

She glances up at it.

Everyone across from them turns around.

Hydro zooms in.

Cargo workers move between stacked shipping crates.

Terran dust storms curl around the docking platforms.

Hydro lowers his voice. “Those workers moving the crates.”

Marlauch cracks his knuckles loudly. “I knew something smelled fishy.”

Haun lifts a brow. “You also said that about the Sirepyres on the Crystal World.”

Marlauch grins. “And I would happily eliminate them too.”

Farrah rises from her chair.

She steps closer to the TV.

Her head lifts.

She examines the workers.

The moving cargo. 

The spaces in-between.

Farrah lifts her hand toward the screen.

Her fingers hover inches from the glass.

A faint static prickle dances over her fingertips.

Luna's eyes shift from the television to Farrah.

Farrah lowers her hand.

She turns and walks toward the door.

“Excuse me... Duty calls.”

It slides open.

Luna watches her walk out.

The door closes.

Luna looks back at the screen.

The dock workers continue moving crates through the Terran dust storms.

One of them stops.

Turns toward the Star Rift.

Their face lifts toward the camera.

Hydro blinks. “That’s unsettling.”

The worker smiles.

They wave.

Lightning flashes.

The worker disappears.
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CHAPTER 9
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Cold recycled air drifts through Stanton’s office.

Distant thunder vibrates through the underground walls.

The generators hum endlessly through the floor.

Static crackles through the monitors.

The monitor’s blue light spills across the room.

Holographic data scrolls through the displays.

Cargo manifests. 

Construct production numbers. 

Residue stabilization failures.

Stanton stands by his desk.

The surface is cluttered.

Empty medicine packets lie scattered beside a half-full glass of water.

His fingers tap a steady rhythm against his leg.

Musical.

One finger taps out of rhythm.

It corrects itself.

His body remembers music his mind no longer recognizes.

The office lights dim.

They stabilize.

Warm air shifts behind him.

His fingers stop tapping.

He turns.

Farrah stands there watching him.

The office no longer smells sterile.

Warm perfume.

Ozone.

Overheated electronics.

A faint scent of cedar from Farrah’s clothes.

The deep red fabric of her dress catches the monitor light.

Its soft lace traces along the sleeves.

It disappears beneath the pale fur-lined cuffs wrapped around her wrists. 

White hair spills over one shoulder in soft waves.

The crystal embedded in her staff crackles faintly with static.

Farrah arches one brow. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

Stanton’s eyes drag slowly over her.

His gaze lingers before lifting back toward her face.

He smiles.

“I have been occupied.”

Farrah scoffs. “You disappeared into our cabin twice this week.”

Stanton's jaw tightens. “That was not intentional.”

Farrah’s mouth curves. “Mm.”

She saunters toward him.

The office lights flicker.

She
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