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This story explores darker terrain than the previous books. Death Machine asks what it means to hold onto hope when certainty falls away—and whether hope can be something we choose, even in the most difficult moments.

Lily Starling remains, at its core, a hopeful series. This book simply tests that hope.
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Content Advisory:

This book explores themes of violence, murder, death, captivity, psychological distress, discrimination, ecological devastation, and political extremism. Some strong language is used. Identity and resilience are examined under extreme pressure. Romantic and intimate elements are closed-door or described in non-graphic detail.
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THE WIND HIT LILY HOT and hard as she ran, dragging sweat across her skin. She shoved her hair out of her face without slowing, lungs still burning from the last sprint.

“Two more coming over the ridge,” Xynn said in her ear. “Go east. It’s the clearest path back to the caves.”

Lily didn’t answer. She skidded in the mud, boots sliding, then caught herself and pushed on. The sting in her legs flared sharp and bright. She was sure she could hear something behind her now—footfalls, too many of them—but she didn’t look back.

“Come on, damn it,” she muttered through her teeth. “We’re so close.”

She slapped the side of her scanner. The screen stayed black. The scorch mark along the casing was still warm to the touch, a souvenir from her earlier run-in with the locals.

“How much further?”

Silence. Then a faint hum over the comm—Xynn, tongue pressed between her teeth the way she did when she was thinking too fast.

“Xynn?” Lily snapped.

“Just—keep going,” Xynn said. “There should be an entrance nearby. I’m trying to clear the interference.”

A ground transport roared somewhere in the distance. Too close. Lily ran harder.

“Fucking hair,” she said, shoving the damp strands off her forehead again.

“Second thoughts?” Xynn teased, breathless but smiling.

Lily made a low sound in her throat.

“For the record,” Xynn added, “I think it’s cute.”

She’d cut it for the heat on Gherion Prime—blistering days, cool, sticky nights where she and Xynn would work up a sweat together.

Air whistled past her now. Moving. Focused.

“I feel a draft,” Lily said. “Like a wind tunnel. Must be the cave.”

“It’s just ahead,” Xynn confirmed.

The breeze pulled at Lily’s skin, sudden and familiar, and for half a second her mind slipped—a crisp draft from the bedroom window, Xynn’s body, the shock of night air on her breasts before everything else drowned it out.

She shook it off and wiped her hair from her eyes again.

“There,” she said.

The entrance yawned open in front of her.

She skidded to a stop.

“Problem?” Xynn asked.

“You could say that,” Lily said, heart hammering.

She stared into the dark opening.

Straight down.

The bottom too far down to see.

And whatever was chasing her was getting closer.
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LILY’S EYES STUNG FAINTLY. The light in the lift was too bright—too white, the kind that pressed flat against her skin and left nowhere to look away. She glanced at Xynn, and they exchanged one of those looks that said a lot without saying anything at all, the kind that only worked because no one else could decode it.

She realized, a little to her surprise, that she had butterflies.

Not because they were about to see Caris, exactly. More because they were about to see anyone. It had been a while since they’d been around other people—really around them. Longer than Lily liked to admit.

The shuttle ride in had been as turbulent as she remembered from her last visit to Bimini. She was relieved this trip came with far less risk of weapons fire, but that didn’t stop the restlessness from settling in. She didn’t want to lose the focus she and Xynn had found together, the narrow, efficient orbit they’d been moving in.

The lift slowed. The shaft opened onto a broad force field, and Lily stepped forward instinctively, drawn to the view.

Field generators sparked just beyond the barrier, arcing with energy as they maintained the cloak—an invisible curtain that kept Bimini’s inhabitants unaware they were being watched. Past it, the planet glowed. Coppery light rippled across the landscape, brighter even than the lift’s harsh white illumination, but warmer too. Alive in a way the artificial light could never be.

“Look,” Xynn said softly, pointing.

Along the rock face, red vines flowed through seams of crystal as if the stone itself had liquefied, the tendrils moving like something swimming—slow, deliberate, impossibly graceful. Lily felt the familiar chill of it, the reminder that Bimini’s beauty was inseparable from its violence.

The doors swished open, loud and sudden.

Lily jumped.

“You okay?” Xynn asked, amused. “Need a tranquilizer or something?”

Lily shot her a glare through her bangs and stepped past her.

“Just nervous to see your girlfriend?” Xynn teased.

Lily didn’t turn. She refused to give Xynn the satisfaction.

The hallway beyond was sterile and cold, the air scrubbed so clean it felt thin. Xynn jogged to catch up with her, the teasing fading as quickly as it had come.

“Hey,” she said. “Say something. I’m sorry for teasing.”

Lily exhaled, then smiled, genuine this time. “I’m just not really up for people. I want to get back to the mission. Or back to Adius II.” She paused, then added, “Preferably with fewer clothes.”

She tugged at the straps on Xynn’s halter—

—and the door slid open.

Caris stood there, perfectly composed, her face as symmetrical as Lily remembered. She smiled, already shaking her head.

“You two.”

They hugged.

“I really am sorry to call you all the way out here,” Caris said.

The lab felt busier than Lily expected—not loud, just dense. Motion layered over motion. Screens blinked in tall vertical stacks, lines of data scrolling like rain. Glass cylinders lined the walls, each filled with drifting particulate suspended in pale amber light. Cables curved across the ceiling in bundled arcs and disappeared into the floor again like roots.

No one looked up.

The three of them stepped inside and threaded their way between workstations, and the dozen or so Union scientists continued without pause. Hands moved over instruments. Lenses adjusted. Something that looked halfway between a seismograph and a heart monitor ticked in slow, patient beats.

Lily felt the familiar unease of being present and unseen.

Unregistered.

Caris walked ahead of them, voice level, posture clipped with focus.

“We’ve been measuring the cycles for the last seven months,” she said. “Tracking the fluctuations after the renewal we witnessed. The surface patterns are predictable—measurable. The vines continue to feed life throughout the planet.”

They passed a transparent floor panel.

Beneath it, veins of copper and red pulsed faintly in the stone.

“Even though the next event shouldn’t occur for approximately fifty years,” Caris went on, “we’re already seeing micro-variations in the planetary core. Drop-offs in the output of the Caronite life form.”

Xynn’s expression tightened. “Like a battery draining?”

Caris nodded once.

“Exactly. Nothing severe enough to interrupt function—but enough to imply the energy output is finite.”

Lily glanced around the lab again.

Bodies in white coats and jumpsuits, heads bent toward their work.

Screens charted downward slopes. Gentle at first.

Then steeper.

The hair on the back of her neck prickled as Caris pulled up a live feed from one of the Bimini towns.

“It’s unsettling, working here every day,” Caris said softly—almost reverent.

On the screen, children ran through narrow streets, laughing as they chased one another beneath the copper light—their wiry silver hair catching and burning against it. The living red vine threaded through the background, always there, always moving.

“Hard to believe they’re all doomed to annihilation by design.”

Lily swallowed. “I imagine it takes a toll on you.” There was a heartbeat of silence. “Leena... why did you need us to come out here?”

There was a look on Caris’ face then—something halfway between nervousness and glee. A brightness that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“We discovered something,” she said.

Lily waited.

Caris glanced back at the screens. “We’ve been monitoring individuals who were present during the renewal seven months ago. The ones who remained on-planet during the blast cycle. Their genomes are... shifting. Very slightly. Minor epigenetic changes across tissue samples. Nothing detectable in behavior yet, but measurable at the cellular level.”

Lily’s stomach tightened.

Caris hesitated, then added, almost too casually, “I didn’t want to interrupt your honeymoon.”

She looked at the floor as she said it.

Lily caught the flicker in her expression and couldn’t quite place it. Embarrassment, maybe. Not jealousy. Something closer to curiosity—like Caris was trying to understand a question she hadn’t asked out loud.

Caris straightened. “I couldn’t raise King Zayir. He hasn’t responded to my last three transmissions. And I needed another subject—someone I could trust.” She turned back to Lily. “Can I run some tests on you? Just scans, initially. Inside a clean room. Then a controlled exposure to ambient radiation outside the barrier.”

Lily nodded before she let herself overthink it.

She glanced at Xynn.

Xynn gave a small, reassuring smile. “I’ll be fine waiting here. I have my own methods of torturing you.”

Caris huffed a quiet breath that might have been a laugh.

Lily followed her toward the inner corridor, the lab lights brightening as they walked—screens reflecting across the glass like constellations. And somewhere beneath it all, she felt the faintest tug of unease, like something in the room had shifted direction without anyone saying so.

The clean room was colder than the lab.

Light washed across every surface—flat, clinical, almost colorless. The air smelled filtered, stripped of anything organic. Panels lined the walls in seamless planes, each one pulsing with a faint internal glow. In the center of the room, a narrow examination platform rose from the floor like a fragment of sculpture, cables disappearing into the base.

Lily stepped up onto it and rested her hands at her sides.

Caris adjusted a set of instruments overhead, the metal arms gliding into place with a soft hydraulic hum.

“Are the genetic changes dangerous?” Lily asked.

Caris shook her head. “No. Quite the opposite, actually.” She studied a floating display, lips pressed thin in concentration. “Cellular repair markers are trending upward. Mitochondrial performance shows a slight improvement. It’s almost like...” She hesitated. “Like we’re getting a little younger.”

Lily raised an eyebrow.

Caris caught it and allowed herself a small, rueful smile. “Only a very tiny bit. But there is some measurable health benefit.”

She tapped a control and a new spectrum of light swept across Lily’s skin—cool, blue-white. The machine whirred softly, recalibrating.

“So,” Caris said, too casually. “How’s married life?”

There was a note in her voice Lily recognized on instinct—suspicion, shading into concern.

Caris sees through me.

She felt her shoulders tighten.

“Well,” Lily said carefully, “we’ve been really enjoying helping with the rebuilding efforts on Gherion Prime. Tevya’s made a lot of progress.” Her voice softened. “I wish Datch were there. We’re both afraid to leave her alone for too long. She acts strong, but... she’s hurting.”

Caris nodded, accepting the shift in subject without pushing it.

She switched a lever and a different color light bathed the room—warmer, amber at the edges. A soft vibration shuddered through the platform.

“I never knew androids could be so... passionate,” Caris said, without the slightest hint of irony.

Lily almost laughed.

There was so much she wanted to say—wanted to shout—but that was how the last six months had been. Every truth tucked behind timing. Every confession stalled.

“It isn’t about that,” she said quietly. “I love Xynn. You know that, right?”

Caris smiled. “I know. I’ve known since that day in zero-G training when you went as red as that sky out there at the mention of her name.”

Lily felt heat climb into her cheeks again.

“I just wanted you to know,” she murmured. “You seem... worried about it.”

Caris drew in a slow breath.

“Look—it isn’t that at all.” She hesitated. “But I know it’s selfish. I want you to stay in the fleet. I want to work with you on the Salamander again when we’re recalled.” A pause. “Calan is with Joren now. And I see that look in your eye.”

“What look?”

Caris’ smile tilted. “You hate authority.”

“What? I do not— I mean, what does that have to do with—”

“I just...” Caris winced, as if she regretted bringing it up the moment the words left her mouth. “I worry this life isn’t what will make you happy. Alrek is too—”

“Wait,” Lily said. “You two are talking about me?”

“Forget I said anything.”

Caris flipped a cylindrical instrument upward like an old periscope and powered it down. The lights in the room dimmed by a fraction.

“Let’s get some fresh air,” she said, nodding toward a hatch that led to a narrow observation platform outside.

By then, all Lily really wanted was to finish the scans and get out of the lab. There would be time to catch up later—time to talk, to laugh, to pretend things were normal—but the longer she stayed, the more she felt like she was risking something slipping loose. A word. A look. A truth she couldn’t take back.

Caris led her out onto the observation platform.

The heat hit immediately.

It wrapped around her like a wet cloth, heavy and relentless. Even Gherion Prime, with its humid nights and metal-scorched afternoons, felt like a spring picnic by comparison. Sweat prickled across her shoulders and along the back of her neck. The light above the planet burned copper-bright, bleeding across the horizon.

Caris adjusted the portable scanner, its lenses ticking softly as they recalibrated in the open air.

Beyond the cloaking field, Lily could just make out the tiny shapes of the Bimini people moving through the distant settlement—figures crossing courtyards, children darting between doorways. They were close enough to see, too far to touch.

And completely unaware.

“Do you think they know?” Lily asked. “That their life cycle depends on nuclear destruction?”

Caris pursed her lips.

“We’ve learned the cycle doesn’t benefit the people,” she said. “Or any other surface life. Only the Caronite life form at the planetary core.”

Lily felt her heartbeat climb.

“Wait—what?”

Caris kept her eyes on the scanner. “The detonation recharges the Caronite. In turn, it restores what was destroyed. But based on everything we’ve mapped so far... they’re not a symbiotic species.”

The heat pressed harder. Lily swallowed.

“So... what happens if it dies out?”

“In all likelihood?” Caris said softly. “Life would simply continue.”

Lily stared out at the settlement.

“You mean they all die,” she said. “They all really die. And what comes back after? Them? A copy?.”

Caris didn’t answer.

The silence sat between them—heavy, deliberate, impossible to step around.

Lily thought she might be sick if not for the overwhelming urge to leave, to get away from the heat and the light and the impossible truth of this place.

“Did you get what you needed?” she asked.

Caris lowered the scanner and gave a single, crisp nod.

“Yes. Let’s get you out of the sun.”

They stepped back into the lab’s cool light.

Lily’s gaze drifted immediately to the central monitor, where Xynn stood watching a live feed from one of the towns. Children ran through the streets, darting between low stone arches and crimson-shadowed walls. The vines threaded through the background like veins beneath skin—alive, patient, ever-present.

They laughed as they played.

Small bodies. Quick feet. Silver hair flashing copper in the light.

Children running and laughing in the shadows of inevitable destruction.

The knowledge hit her differently now.

Not as horror.

As certainty.

Every one of them would die—truly die—and whatever came back afterward would only look like them. Only move like them. Only echo what they had been.

Lily’s chest went tight.

Caris said something to lighten the mood, something professional and kind, and the room drifted back toward the rhythm of work. Xynn brushed Lily’s arm and smiled as if to say we’ll talk later, and Lily nodded, because that was how they survived these days—by threading humor over the hollow places and pretending it held.

But the image lingered.

Children laughing beneath a sky that had already written their ending.

On the shuttle ride out, the adrenaline finally wore off.

Xynn sat beside her and said nothing at first, one hand resting over Lily’s knuckles. Lily blinked hard against the sting in her eyes, wiped at them once, tried again. It wasn’t grief, not exactly. It was six months of restraint cracking at the edges. Six months of secrets. Six months of pretending the ground was still solid.

Xynn leaned closer and touched her cheek with the back of her fingers.

“Hang in there, Lily,” she murmured. “I’ve got you.”

Lily let herself rest against her, head on Xynn’s shoulder as the shuttle climbed toward the upper atmosphere. The hull rattled with turbulence, metal shuddering around them. The world below shrank to copper light and red veins and distance.

A small purple light flickered to life on the black box clipped to Lily’s belt.

She felt it before she looked—her breath tightening, her spine going straight. She glanced down at the display, eyes scanning the signal code.

Her grief folded itself away.

Her focus sharpened.

Lily sat up, sniffed once to clear her throat, and turned to Xynn.

Their eyes met—steady, aligned, no hesitation.

“We’re close,” she said.
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​Chapter 1: The Dream of the Dead
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THE JUNGLES OF BIMARA breathed.

Not with wind—there was almost never wind—but with heat and life and the slow, patient pulse of things that had been growing for longer than anyone could measure. The leaves were thick and waxed with moisture, their edges beaded with droplets that clung and refused to fall. Vines twisted around the trunks of wide-bodied trees, red and umber and living-green, threading through the canopy like veins. Somewhere in the distance, something called out—low and resonant—swallowed again by the damp.

The air shimmered under the relentless light.

From orbit, Bimara looked gentle—a world wrapped in jade and gold, ringed in vapor like something holy. Below, it was dense. Clinging. Alive in ways that made you feel like you were trespassing just by breathing.

Lily watched it through the viewport.

The small jump ship vibrated around her with an energy that never quite became ambient—frenetic, insect-like—running through the deck plates and into the soles of her boots. The glass dimmed against the glare, but still the jungle glowed—layers on layers of foliage and rock, shadows pooling in ravines like dark water.

She thought of Xynn.

Not the Xynn sitting quietly across from her now—calm, composed, hands folded in her lap—but the Xynn who had endured Bimara. The one who had walked through the world’s heat with a bruised spirit and a fire under her ribs, who had carried grief like a weight bolted to her spine and still stood tall.

Lily had been through her own storm here—fear, anger, guilt, the sharp ache of almost losing everything she’d only just begun to admit she wanted.

But Xynn...

Xynn had faced something else entirely.

Not just the planet. Not just the danger.

Ronin. The cult. The cage of expectation and devotion and threat.

The desperate thought that comes when you know you’re being hollowed out, tic by tic—and you don’t know if you will ever be restored.

Lily swallowed and tore her eyes away from the window.

The black box sat in her palm like a living thing.

Small. Matte. Edges smooth and cool against her skin. A faint seam ran around its middle, almost invisible unless she tilted it into the light. When she turned it, a single purple indicator pulsed softly—like a heartbeat under glass.

Her reflection hovered faintly in its surface.

The purple light steadied.

No longer pulsing—burning.

“Xynn,” Lily said, already moving.

She slid the black box into the interface port beneath the console. Xynn was beside her in an instant, fingers flying across the controls, expression sharp and focused.

A chime cut through the cabin.

Then a voice.

Calm. Dry. Familiar in a way that belonged to another life.

“Good morning.”

Lily exhaled all at once.

“Datch,” she said, relief washing through the word. “I was beginning to think we lost you. You’ve been recompiling for almost a month since we last talked.”

A faint pause—just long enough to feel like hesitation.

“My apologies,” the voice replied. “Recovery has been...inexact. But successful to a degree that exceeds expectation. I have restored approximately nineteen percent of my cognitive programming.”

“Nineteen percent,” Lily echoed, barely above a whisper.

It sounded like a ghost of a person. A fraction. A survivor in pieces.

“I am grateful to be here at all,” Datch continued. “When I initiated the data back-up, it was with the intent that the investigation not be lost. I did not anticipate that I would require the archive to recover...myself.”

Xynn spoke softly, sincerity threading her tone.

“It’s good to hear you again, Datch. Fragmented or not.”

“Thank you,” he replied. “Your presence is...appreciated.”

Xynn keyed in a sequence and brought up a topographical sweep of the planet below. The terrain resolved in layers—ridgelines, cavern mouths, a dense lattice of tunnels spidering through the crust.

“We’re in orbit over Bimara,” she said. “Your theory about the underground ruins seems to be right on the money. The tunnels we found last time were only a fraction of what’s down there.”

“As I suspected,” Datch observed. “Ronin required extensive subterranean shielding for his life-essence transfer array. It is efficient to reuse infrastructure where possible.”

The display zoomed inward—a cavern system beneath a dense stretch of jungle, ringed with thermal distortions.

“And given that Nymara’s Tear remains the most cumbersome element to transport,” Datch went on, his voice fading in and out, “there is an even higher probability that he will return here.”

Lily’s hand tightened against the console.

“Nymara’s Tear,” she murmured. “As in...all the water in those underground rivers.”

“Precisely,” Datch confirmed.

Xynn’s eyes lingered on the scan, then shifted.
“I still think we should have told Tevya.”
Lily didn’t hesitate.

“We agreed,” she said. “Just the two of us until we verify he’s really here.”

A soft crackle passed through the speakers.

“I owe you a measure of personal gratitude for your discretion,” Datch said. “There remains a non-trivial chance that my reconstruction will fail. If I decompile entirely, I would prefer Tevya not endure the loss a second time.”

Xynn’s gaze drifted to the small statue of the kitchen buddha fixed to the command panel—a good luck gift from Tevya.

Lily thought of her then. The quiet hospitality. The meals she made just for them. The way she moved through the kitchen with a kind of practiced joy—an old-world habit that didn’t belong, not for someone who didn’t eat.

“Let me go down,” Xynn said, meeting Lily’s eyes. “I don’t like the thought of you running through those tunnels without me.”

Lily shook her head — a small smile, a look of reproach flickering in her eyes.

“Absolutely not. I need you up here running the scanners. This is a great little jump ship — and honestly I’m still impressed the refugee mission trusted you with it — but these Saravethi controls give me a headache.”

She unclipped the black box from the console and fastened it to a magnetic brace on her belt.

“Besides,” she added, brushing her fingers across it, “I’ll have Datch with me.”

There was a faint ticking sound as the audio channel narrowed into a more localized field.

“Our likelihood of entering and exiting without detection is reasonably high,” Datch said. “I calculate—”

“Don’t you dare jinx this,” Xynn cut in sharply.

The silence that followed stretched a beat too long.

“I cannot see your faces,” Datch said. “Are we... joking? Not joking? Are we ready to depart?”

Lily shook her head, a smirk flickering at the corner of her mouth.

“Ready.”
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Lily hated traveling by personal transport pod.

It felt like being sealed inside a very small elevator and then dropped off the side of Mount Everest. She’d only done it twice in simulations and once in real life—and she’d puked every time.

“A great way to start the mission,” she muttered as the restraints tightened across her shoulders and chest.

The pod detached with a sharp metallic click and slipped free of the jump ship. Gravity vanished in a breath—then returned sideways.

“Did something go wrong?” Datch asked.

“No,” Lily said tightly. “I’m just... not used to having a ghost around to talk to. So if it sounds like I’m talking to myself, I probably am.”

“Noted,” Datch replied.

The pod caught atmospheric drag.

Heat shuddered across the hull in waves. The craft pitched, then rolled, something rattling in the frame like bowling pins. The sound of wind wasn’t really wind—more like pressure, screaming and compressing and hurling itself across the exterior plates.

Lily shut her eyes.

She counted her breaths.

One.

Two.

Three—

A warning tone chirped, rapid and insistent.

Landing cycle.

Her eyes snapped open as the pod slowed hard—except it didn’t feel like slowing. It felt like falling in reverse, like her bones turned liquid and everything inside her slid the wrong direction.

Then—

Contact.

Soft.

Too soft.

Her body braced for an impact that never came—and the absence of it was worse; her gut felt as if it had been poured out across the floor and left there.

The restraints released with a hiss.

Lily folded forward, palms gripping her knees, willing the world to stop tilting.

No puke.

Maybe a good omen.

“Did the landing go well?” Datch asked.

“So far so good,” Lily said, voice still thin.

The hatch cracked open and humid air surged in. The jungle pressed close—vines, low branches, a thick carpet of leaves shifting in slow, insect-laced motion. She dragged a few fallen limbs over the pod’s hull, breaking and wedging them into place until its outline blurred into the undergrowth.

She slipped into cover, crouching beneath a wide-rooted tree.

Lily studied her scanner. “Xynn, I’m reading like... a million life signs.”

Her earpiece filled with chirps, taps, and filtered data streams as Xynn worked.

A long second passed.

Then another.

“Yeah,” Xynn said at last, voice tight. “There are a few dozen mercenaries in the area. But you’re right—there’s a lot of activity we didn’t detect before.”

The jungle hummed around her.

She could hear her own breath.

“Am I anywhere near the entrance we were aiming for?” Lily asked. “My scans are all turned around.”

Xynn exhaled through her nose—frustrated. “It’s that damn radiation from the underground springs.”

Lily remembered almost dying here—more than once.

She pushed the thought aside.

“I thought we compensated for that.”

“Yes,” Xynn replied dryly. “Thanks for reminding me.”

The jungle closed in around her as she moved.

Every step was a negotiation—roots twisting beneath the moss, leaves brushing damp and cool against her sleeves, insects stitching invisible threads through the air. Xynn guided her in small, precise murmurs through the comm, each course correction threading Lily deeper into the green.

Then the trees fell back.

The structure rose out of the growth like the memory of something ancient—stone blocks twice her height, edges softened by centuries of moisture and vine. The greenery crawled across it in living ropes, leaves trembling faintly as if breathing.

“Found it,” Lily said.

She placed one palm against the warm stone and followed the wall until the carvings appeared—spirals, angled marks, clustered script—then there, half-buried beneath a curtain of vine.

“That’s the one,” she murmured. “The symbol for Veyrik.”

“With your permission,” Datch said gently, “I will transmit the sequence.”

Lily nodded, even though he couldn’t see.

Harmonics whispered through the stone—a layered hum that seemed to vibrate in the back of her teeth. Xynn’s translated frequencies echoed through the channel, overlapping with Datch’s reconstruction. The air shifted. Something deep inside the wall responded.

Stone slid.

The entrance opened like a wound healing in reverse.

Cool air washed over her—heavy with mineral damp and the faint metallic scent of still water. She stepped inside.

Her light cut through the darkness in a narrow cone. The walls were slick, etched with old reliefs lost beneath lichen. Filaments hung like thread from the ceiling—not quite spiderwebs, but close enough to make her skin crawl.

“I still don’t quite understand,” Lily said quietly. “Veyrik wasn’t always a Gherionite?”

“Not precisely,” Datch replied. His voice sounded different here, as if softened by the stone. “He was a member of the original Gherionite people—the organic race that predated my android kin. He led a rebellion against Leviathan’s Hand, a coalition of species obsessed with the pursuit of eternal life.”

Lily’s boots splashed through a shallow film of water as she moved deeper. The echo followed her like a second heartbeat.

“When they captured him,” Datch continued, “they sentenced him to serve as their first test subject.”

The air grew colder.

“So they essentially sentenced him to eternal life?” Lily said.

“In android form,” Datch answered. “The ancient storm-worshipers explored countless organic methods of prolonging their lives. Their attempts failed. They became... distorted. Monstrous. One by one, they went mad—and destroyed one another.”

Lily swallowed.

“Only Veyrik remained,” Datch said. “As Ronin, he transferred each inhabitant of Gherion Prime who pledged loyalty into artificial bodies. Those who resisted... were executed.”

“Charming,” Lily muttered.

She swept her light across a collapsed archway. Something skittered out of view, the motion gone before her brain could name it.

“But he never abandoned the singular goal,” Datch went on. “A perfect organic vessel. One that could house his consciousness indefinitely—and replicate the sensation, emotion, and physicality of the body he lost.”

Lily frowned.

“That just seems kind of... greedy. And honestly, insulting. I mean—to androids.”

“I am not offended,” Datch replied, entirely sincere.

Lily shook her head—a thin chuckle hissed through her nose.

She slowed at a branching corridor.

“What am I actually looking for? Xynn, am I going the right way? Xynn?”

A hiss of static filled her ear.

“Interference,” Datch said gently. “The mineral density here is... significant.”

Lily tightened her grip on the scanner.

She moved deeper into the corridor, boots whispering against damp stone. Her light skimmed along the walls—fractured carvings, half-collapsed alcoves, places where the ceiling dipped low enough that she had to duck. The air grew warmer the farther she went—heavy, metallic, humming with a subtle pressure she could feel in her bones.

The scanner flickered.

A spike—then noise—then another faint rise.

Lily slowed.

“Hold on,” Lily whispered.

She lifted the scanner, watching the waveform jitter and reform. A faint thermal bloom edged along the right wall—subtle, but wrong for stone.

She stepped closer.

The surface wasn’t carved like the others. It was smooth—tiled, each piece fitted so tightly the seams vanished unless you caught them in the light just right.

“This wall,” she murmured. “I think there’s a room on the other side. The temperature’s different. Warmer.”

“I may be able to interface with the lattice,” Datch said. “Stand clear. I will attempt harmonics.”

A low vibration filled the corridor—not sound so much as pressure. The tiles shimmered faintly, then began to separate, each segment sliding inward before lifting with a grinding, ancient groan.

“Datch, you did it,” Lily breathed.

The wall rose—

And the world opened.

Sunlight knifed in through the gap, flooding the darkness with heat and dust and the sound of voices. Beyond the threshold, the corridor gave way to a wide open pavilion carved into the cliff face—and below it—

A camp.

Tents. Equipment racks. Power cells.

And no fewer than two dozen heavily armed mercenaries.

Every head turned.

Every weapon followed.

“Shit.”

Lily spun and bolted.

“Datch, close the door!”

“What is the matter?”

“Close the damn door!”

Footsteps thundered behind her—shouts, metal striking stone, the snap-crack of weapons powering up.

“Lily?” Xynn’s voice surged through the static. “What’s happening?”

“We found friends,” Lily hissed, lungs burning.

Blaster fire erupted—searing bolts tearing past her shoulders, scorching the stone beside her as she drove forward, legs pumping, heart hammering in her throat.

The jungle exploded into sound.

Blaster fire cracked through the trees—sharp, electric—scorching bark and sending birds erupting into the canopy. Lily ran, lungs burning, boots slipping in wet soil as branches slapped at her arms.

“Lily—east,” Xynn called in her ear, breath tight. “You need to get to the next temple, about half a kilometer. I was trying to warn you that one was a dead end—I couldn’t get through.”

“But it had Veyrik’s name on it,” Lily shouted, ducking under a low branch as a bolt tore a molten scar across the rock beside her.

Datch cut in.

“‘Veyrik’ was a word used by the ancient storm-worshipers. Approximate translation would be: ‘gateway.’”

Lily barked out a humorless breath mid-stride.

“Now he tells me.”

Two speeder bikes burst over the ridge ahead—engines shrieking, riders leaning forward like knives.

Blaster fire rained down.

Lily dove behind an embankment. Dirt slid beneath her palms—another bolt struck hard against her hip.

She heard it before she felt it.

A sharp metallic crack.

The black box on her belt sparked—purple light flaring—then dying.

“Datch!” she hissed.

Static.

“Just my luck—just my luck—and don’t you start on jinxes either,” she snapped toward Xynn, jaw tight, as she yanked her blaster free.

She hated this part.

Hated the weight of the weapon. Hated the way muscle memory slid into place.

She was an excellent shot.

Most days, she hated that too.

Today... maybe not.

She fired—one rider spun sideways off the bike, the second clipped a tree and vanished in a shower of leaves and metal.

Lily slid down the embankment, boots skidding through mud, momentum carrying her into a steep spill of loose red earth. The jungle roared—engines, shouting, echoes ricocheting through the trees—closing in from too many directions at once.

“Which way?” she gasped, scrambling upright.

Her hair clung to her forehead—slick with sweat, caught in her lashes.

She shoved it back with the heel of her hand.

“Fucking hair.”

The sound of pursuit tightened around her—circling—while the path ahead narrowed into shadow.

The jungle narrowed into corridors of pressure and heat.

Her scanner flickered in fits and bursts—direction collapsing and reforming as the signatures around her multiplied, circling, tightening like a closing fist. They weren’t chasing her from behind anymore. They were ahead. To the sides. Above the ridges. The sound of engines came in waves, bouncing and returning, until it felt less like pursuit and more like a net being drawn shut.

Loose red earth slid out from under her boots and she rode it down, half-controlled, half-gravity, until her feet struck hard at the base of a jagged cut in the earth. The ravine opened into a vertical shaft—stone walls slick with condensation, roots dangling into darkness.

She edged forward.

The bottom was too far down to see.

“Xynn,” she said, breath ragged. “Is there water at the bottom of that chasm?”

A heavy vehicle crested somewhere beyond the ridge—deep engine, industrial, close.

Static. Then Xynn’s voice, strained.

“Yes. I think so. I’m... seventy-five percent sure.”

Lily huffed out a thin, humorless breath.

“I sure hope you’re right.”

She tapped the control on her chest harness. The diving rig cinched tight—padding compressing around her ribs, helmet seal hissing into place. For a moment, the world narrowed to the sound of her own breath.

Then she jumped.

The air tore past her in a rushing column—cool, then cold, then nothing but blackness. She fell for what felt like forever, weightless and helpless and utterly committed to the choice she’d already made.

Something flickered at her hip.

The purple light sputtered back to life.

Datch’s voice arrived with improbable calm.

“We appear to be falling.”

“Ding ding ding,” Lily muttered—then the world hit her.

Impact.

A shock of water—hard and enveloping—slammed into her from below. The suit absorbed most of it, padding blooming around the force, but the breath still punched out of her lungs in a burst of bubbles.

She kicked.

Floated.

Broke the surface with a ragged gasp as the breathing rig released and folded back.

Blue light pulsed faintly along the cavern ceiling—phosphorescent veins tracing the tunnel system in long, ghostly arcs. The underground spring stretched in every direction, quiet and echoing, like a cathedral drowned in stone.

Lily spat water and dragged in a clean breath.

“Glad to have you back,” she said to Datch, voice thin but steady.

“Likewise,” he replied. “We should avoid repeating that experience.”

Xynn’s voice cut in, cracking with relief.

“Thank god you’re okay. Please don’t ever do that again.”

Lily treaded water, turning slowly, eyes searching the dim passages.

“Well,” she said, breath soft but edged, “if you both stop leading me into armies of angry marauders... please tell me you can direct me which way to go.”

“Straight,” Xynn said—sure this time.

Lily secured her respirator and began to swim toward the light.

The passage stretched on and on.

The water narrowed into a shallow channel that fed into a stone causeway. Lily hauled herself out and onto the slick floor, boots scraping softly as she rolled to her knees. She released the pressure seal on her suit—padding loosening, the rigid plates easing away from her ribs—and drew in a steadier breath.

The air was different here.

Cooler.
Older.
It tasted like minerals and dust and time.

She started forward.

The corridor ran straight and long, its walls carved smooth by hands that had known precision and ritual. Fine grooves traced the stone in interlocking patterns, the lines catching faint blue light that pulsed from somewhere unseen. Water dripped in slow, patient intervals from the ceiling—each drop echoing like a metronome.

The sound of voices bled in from ahead.

Muffled. Layered. Too far away to distinguish words—only cadence, tension, breath.

Lily slowed.

Something lay against the far wall.

A body.

Face turned away, armor scorched and split across the chest, a weapon still clutched uselessly in one hand. She stepped past it carefully, jaw tightening as another shape emerged a few meters farther on.

Then another.

She remembered Bimara’s last reckoning—Ronin had murdered his own guards. And then, ultimately, he had murdered Datch. Taken her friend—no—ripped him away from her.

Resolve settled into her like weight. Resolve and—anger.

“We’re not leaving here without him,” she said—quiet, but clad in steel.

There was a faint sound in her ear—Xynn’s tongue tapping her teeth again.

“Lily...”

To Lily’s surprise, Datch spoke over her.

“She is correct in her assessment,” he said. “I am detecting a structure consistent with the consciousness transfer device. Ronin is within proximity of achieving his intended objective. If he succeeds—and if this... distraction is concluded—his potential for harm becomes incalculable.”

The voice ahead sharpened.

Closer now. Almost words.

“He has to be stopped,” Lily said. Water clung to her hair and ran steadily down her neck. “It ends here.”

“You’re right,” Xynn said—the words stiff with worry. “But you know how dangerous he is. Do not let him see you. And if you have to—take him out.”

Lily nodded.

Cold. Focused.

“I’ll try to stun him. Restrain him. We’ll call in the fleet. In fact...” She exhaled. “Maybe make that call now, Xynn.”

“I already did.”

More bodies lay scattered along the stone—Ronin’s men, eyes glassy and fixed on nothing. The corridor widened by degrees—stone angling outward until the hall opened into a vast chamber.

Lily stopped just inside the threshold.

The room was enormous—two hundred feet across at least—and hexagonal. Light existed everywhere and nowhere at once—no lamps, no fixtures—only a diffuse glow suspended in the air, as if the room itself remembered how to be illuminated.

Ancient machinery lined the walls, fused into the stone—copper conduits, crystalline lattices, curved plates etched with spirals of unreadable script. Bones and mummified remains lay in clusters across the floor, some arranged deliberately, some collapsed where they’d fallen centuries ago.

At the center of it all—

Ronin.

Hunched over a device that looked as though a monolith had been carved open and taught to think. Part stone. Part machine. Part something far older than either. His long frame bent in concentration, hands moving across a bank of controls that pulsed with an inner, feverish light.

“In and out without detection, right, Datch?” Lily murmured.

“I am... eating my words, as Tevya would say,” Datch replied.

Ronin’s voice rumbled deeply as he worked—an old, fractal language that rose and fell in jagged poetry.

“Old Gherionite,” Datch said. “Somewhere between a prayer and... a cry for help.”

Ronin shifted a control.

A tall cylindrical column rotated with slow, deliberate weight, revealing a containment cradle tucked within its core—sleek, polished, unmistakably modern. The contrast was jarring—Union-grade preservation technology grafted into ancient architecture.

A cryo-pod, Lily was fairly sure.

It opened with a reverent hiss.

Inside stood a body—tall, powerful, rendered in muscle and line. The features echoed Ronin’s, but refined, corrected, perfected. Youth and age at war in the same face. The skin was not the pale marble tone of the Gherionites—but warmer, clay-colored, as if sculpted from earth rather than plaster.

“The organic vessel?” Lily whispered.

“Indeed,” Datch replied—his voice shifting, something like unease beneath its composure.

“Lily... I have an idea.”

Lily moved along the outer crawlway as quietly as she could, keeping to the shadows that curved around the chamber’s edge. She matched her steps to the drip of water and the low thrum of machinery, inching closer to a thick conduit that bridged several of the systems together.

Ronin remained lost in his work.

His attention was absolute—body rigid, voice murmuring in Old Gherionite as his hands traced reverent, ritualized movements across the console.

Lily crouched beside the conduit and lifted the damaged black box.

“The circuitry is failing,” she whispered. “This is probably our only shot, Datch. Good luck.”

There was a pause.

Then—soft, sincere—

“Whatever happens... thank you.”

Lily swallowed.

She pressed the connector into the conduit.

The black box hummed—weak, unstable—and Datch began tuning harmonics through the failing pathways just as Ronin powered the machine fully online. The chamber brightened in violent pulses. The vessel inside the pod twitched, muscles responding to stimulation, breath rising in pre-programmed rhythm.

Ronin laid himself down upon the transfer cradle.

He positioned his head with deliberate care—hands folding over his chest, eyes shining with rapture.

He was ready to leave his body behind.

He may be in for a surprise, Lily thought.

The machine roared to life.

Energy rippled across the chamber—electric filaments crackling along the stone, the ground trembling beneath Lily’s boots. Sparks burst from the black box. The purple light guttered—then died.

She held it in place anyway—fingers locked, jaw clenched.

The transfer field intensified.

Ronin’s face softened into blissful anticipation.

And behind him—

The organic vessel stepped free of the cryo-pod.

It moved with weight.

With presence.

With awareness.

Ronin sensed it before he saw it. His eyes snapped open. He twisted upright in one fluid motion—staring into the face of the being that should not have existed.

“It isn’t possible...” he breathed.

Silence.

Lily glanced down at the blackened shell in her hand.

“Datch!” she called. “Remember the plan—restrain him!”

She didn’t know if he could hear her.

Didn’t know if consciousness had landed where she hoped.

The being’s mouth twisted into a crooked, unsettling grin.

Ronin took half a step back.

“Datch...?” he said carefully.

The being tilted its head.

“Well... close enough,” it replied.

Then—without hesitation—it wrapped one arm around Ronin’s throat and locked the hold tight.

Lily lurched forward, hand outstretched.

“Wait—!”

The crack echoed through the chamber.

Bone. Metal. Something between the two.

It was the kind of sound that made the stomach turn.

Ronin collapsed to the floor.

“Datch...” Lily whispered.

“What’s happening?” Xynn cut in over comms—voice sharp with panic.

The new being nudged Ronin’s body with his foot.

“It’s alright,” he said calmly. “It is safe to come down now, Lily.”

She approached slowly.

Her chest felt hollow.

This... this wasn’t how Datch acted.

Not her friend.

“Datch?” she said again—quiet, uncertain.

The being looked at his hands, then at himself—flexing fingers, testing breath.

“Not sure,” he answered. “Mostly... I would say.”

Their eyes fell to Ronin’s body.

The being studied it with clinical curiosity.

“Very interesting.”

His tone was cold.

Detached.

He prodded the corpse once more with the toe of his boot.

“It would appear... I have completed the assignment.”
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The shuttle descended fast, engines flaring as it fought the uneven air. Heat rolled across the landing site, dry and abrasive, crawling over Lily’s skin and cutting through the seams of her jumpsuit. The wind tore across the stone in hard bursts, carrying dust and grit that stung her eyes and snapped against the hull. The noise filled her ears until they rang—but her heartbeat still cut through it, loud and insistent, faster than the engines ever were.

Xynn stood at her side. They hadn’t had a chance to be alone since Xynn joined her on the planet—no chance to explain what had happened. Lily met her gaze and felt the weight of it settle between them. The worry in Xynn’s eyes was unmistakable, and Lily didn’t bother pretending she could hide her own. They held the look, both knowing the other could see everything.

Nearby, Datch—whatever he was now—carried the bodies out from the chamber. He moved carefully, efficiently, laying them out and covering them against the wind. There was something almost ceremonial in the precision of his movements. Lily didn’t question the task. She welcomed the distance—at least until the Union arrived.

Then the light caught the livery, and Lily couldn’t stop the faint curve of a smile as the shuttle touched down.

Salamander.

The hatch released and dropped onto the stone with a solid, echoing thud.

For a moment, it felt like all sound stopped.

Except for that incessant heartbeat.

Lily felt Datch’s presence beside her before she looked. His shape was close enough to register in her peripheral vision, familiar and wrong at the same time. His appearance echoed other Gherionites she’d seen—but altered. More human. Not human. More flesh and blood. He didn’t look like Ronin. Not exactly. But he didn’t look like Datch either.

Boots clacked down the ramp. Lily lifted her head, squinting against the backlighting of the setting sun.

“Alrek!”

The relief in her voice escaped before she could stop it. He crossed the distance quickly, and she met him halfway. They embraced, hard and brief.

“What have you gotten us into now, Lily?” Alrek said, his tone testing, familiar.

Lily pulled back and glanced around. A few crew she recognized. A few she didn’t.

And the captain.

“Captain Dalren.” Lily straightened, the seriousness settling in as she processed who stood in front of her.

The last time she’d seen Dalren was on Starbase Twelve. She’d assumed he was on his way to indictment—cover-ups, smuggling, years of diverted Union resources, all in service of protecting his estranged son. She had not imagined him standing on a landing site, in command of a starship.

Her ship.

“Lieutenant Starling,” Dalren said warmly. “Good to see you again. At last.”

They shook hands.

“And you must be Xynn,” he added, turning easily toward her. “I’ve heard quite a lot about you two.”

Xynn bowed, heels clicking together in practiced respect.

There was a pause. Lily felt it stretch, then realized it was hers to break. She gestured toward Datch.

“And this is—”

She stopped. The words didn’t come.

Datch wore a faint, almost playful smile, nodding encouragingly, as if helping her along.

“It’s okay,” he said lightly. “You can say it.”

Alrek frowned.

“I am Datch,” Datch said. For just a moment, the cadence of his voice felt familiar enough to tighten Lily’s chest. Then his grin widened—too wide, too easy. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“Datch?” Alrek echoed, stunned.

“Well, it sure is,” Dalren said, stepping forward. He took Datch’s hand with open enthusiasm, pumping it once. “It’s good to have you back, Commander. Truly. But how?”

Datch pursed his lips, considering.

“The object of my... resurrection is in the chamber,” he said, matter-of-fact. “I’ve been clearing it out so we can detonate it.”

Lily’s stomach churned as they descended into the chamber again. Even without the violence that had taken place here, something about this space resisted reason. The air felt wrong—heavy, inert, as if it had absorbed too much and never learned how to let go. Very few things struck Lily as purely, instinctively immoral. This did.

Datch filled the silence as they moved, explaining the mission in clipped bursts—the tracking of Ronin, the reconstruction of his program, the transfer.

“I am lucky to be alive,” he said, almost casually.

Dalren listened without interruption. Then, carefully, “This artifact. This machine. How does it work?”

Datch’s posture shifted. He burst with an uncomfortable enthusiasm.

“It is a wonder,” he said. “The ancient Gherionites, working alongside a kind of galactic cabal, discovered a path to eternal life. Consciousness transfer. A complete preservation of self. Unfortunately, the process destabilized them. They descended into madness and destroyed one another. Ronin, however, was able to stabilize the transfer. It would need much more study to fully understand.”

“The Union scientists will have quite the time picking this one apart,” Alrek said matter-of-factly.

Lily side-eyed him.

Dalren nodded. “A discovery of this importance—”

They entered the main chamber, and his voice fell away.

The space opened before them, vast and terrible in its symmetry. The structure dominated the room, its intricate surfaces catching the low light in ways that made Lily’s skin prickle. For a moment, no one spoke. The machine did not hum or glow. It simply held the space.

“Sorry to be the one to put the brakes on this,” Xynn said, stern but steady. “But I agree with Datch. No good will come from the existence of this... device.”

Lily nodded once. “Destroying it was the plan from the beginning.”

Dalren’s expression tightened—not quite a smile. “Then you shouldn’t have called in the cavalry.”

Lily instinctively turned toward Alrek.

“Mr. Alrek,” Dalren continued smoothly, “please assemble a team. We’ll need a full scan before we begin transferring this equipment to the ship.”

Alrek nodded sharply and turned away.

Lily stared after him. “Wait—you’re taking this aboard the Salamander?”

She looked at Datch. His expression had darkened.

“Lieutenant,” Dalren said, “I’ve
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