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Chapter 1 : The Pact
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The desert stretched endless under a bruised purple sky, its cracked earth swallowing the last light of a dying star. Y knelt beside her sleek, obsidian car, its hull humming with the faint pulse of its AI core. She ran her fingers over the safety sensors one final time, her breath steady despite the weight in her chest. “Calculation set,” the car’s computer intoned, its voice crisp in her neural implant. She exhaled, glancing at Ajel, who leaned against his own car ten meters away, his grin sharp as a blade.

Today was it—the final stunt. Y and Ajel had spent years chasing thrills that would break lesser souls: cliff dives in grav-cars, orbital drops through asteroid fields, races across ice canyons on worlds most wouldn’t dare name. Each stunt was a defiance of death, a promise kept to the orphans they’d been, clawing their way out of a crumbling orphanage on Esisha. They’d made a pact in their teens: live fearless until the day they’d marry, then trade adrenaline for a quiet life. 

Tomorrow was their wedding day. This stunt was their last.

The abandoned bunker loomed ahead, its gate a narrow maw in the desolate landscape. Once a haven for weekend racers and stunt drivers, its concrete walls now stood silent, save for the howl of wind through its cracks. The gate was barely wide enough for one car, but they’d attempt the impossible: both cars, side by side, at 100 mph, with half an inch to spare on either side and an inch between them. One miscalculation, one twitch, and they’d be scrap metal. If they both survived, they’d walk away from this life forever. If only one made it, the other would move on—no tears, no regrets. That was the deal.

Y stood, brushing dust from her flight suit, and caught Ajel’s eye. His dark hair was streaked with grease, his military fatigues patched from years of wear. “You ready, hotshot?” he called, his voice carrying the same reckless edge it had when they were kids, stealing hover-bikes from the orphanage lot.

“Born ready,” she shot back, her lips curling. But her heart stuttered. She remembered their first stunt, age sixteen, when they’d raced stolen skiffs across a frozen lake. Ajel had pulled her from the ice when her skiff broke through, his hands trembling but his voice steady. They’d laughed it off, but that night, they’d sworn to face death together or not at all.

They’d grown up inseparable, two orphans against the universe. High school had been a blur of academic triumphs and extracurricular chaos—track meets, mech-engineering clubs, anything to keep them moving. After, they’d both endured mandatory two years at a military academy, its brutal drills forging their discipline. But college split them. Ajel stayed in the military, climbing ranks with his tactical brilliance. Y joined the Space Academy, chasing the stars like her pilot father, who’d died in a spaceship collision on a distant world. Ajel’s parents, both Army, had been lost to war. Grief bound them as much as love.

Y climbed into her car, the cockpit sealing around her. The dashboard glowed, syncing with her neural implant. “Gate’s clear,” the AI reported. “Conditions optimal. Risk factor: extreme.” “Tell me something I don’t know,” Y muttered, gripping the controls. She glanced at Ajel’s car, its engines roaring to life. Tomorrow, they’d be married. Tonight, they’d tempt fate one last time.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: The Last Stunt 
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The engines screamed as Ajel and Y tore across the desert, their cars kicking up clouds of red dust. They’d kissed moments ago, a fierce, fleeting press of lips before bursting into laughter, the kind that only came from staring down death together. Now, their cars were synchronized, AI systems linked to ensure precision. The bunker’s gate loomed 1000 meters ahead, a sliver of shadow against the horizon. At 100 mph, they’d thread the needle—or become a fireball.

“100 meters to gate,” the AI barked in Y’s implant, its tone clipped. She tightened her grip, her pulse hammering. Ajel’s car was a blur beside her, an inch away, their speeds matched to the millisecond. This was their dance, their defiance. She could almost hear Ajel’s laugh, that wild edge that made her love him.

Then the sky split.

Two Lynochian spacecraft materialized above the track, their sleek, silver hulls glinting like predators’ eyes. Angular and silent, they hung low, blocking the path to the bunker. Y’s AI screamed warnings as she slammed the brakes, her car skidding, inches from clipping Ajel’s. His car screeched to a halt beside her, dust choking the air. Two more ships appeared overhead, their shadows swallowing the desert.

“Lynochians!” Ajel’s voice crackled through their comms, sharp with alarm. “Y, split up! Go left, I’ll take right. They can’t take us both!”

Y’s stomach lurched. Lynochs, from a twin galaxy, were infamous for snatching the strong—male or female—for their brutal arenas. Fighters, athletes, anyone with skill or grit, forced to kill or be killed in their twisted games. Y had heard stories at the Space Academy: pilots vanishing mid-flight, never seen again. Now, the Lynochians were here, for them.

“Go!” Ajel shouted, his car lurching right. Y yanked her controls left, flooring the accelerator. 

The desert blurred as she pushed 120 mph, weaving between dunes. A Lynochian ship pursued, its plasma cannons firing. Blue bolts scorched the ground, sending geysers of sand into the air. Y swerved, her AI recalculating trajectories. “Gate at 800 meters,” it warned. “Bunker defenses activated. Gate closing.”

She glanced at her rear sensors. The second ship was on her tail, its weapons charging. Ajel was nowhere in sight, his car lost in the dust and chaos. Her heart clenched, but their pact burned in her mind: no crying, no remorse. One survives, the other moves on.

“500 meters,” the AI intoned. The bunker’s gate was shrinking, its steel jaws grinding shut. The Lynochian ship fired again, a bolt grazing her car’s hull. Sparks flew, and the AI blared, “Structural integrity compromised. Gate clearance: half-inch per side.”

“Too wide,” Y muttered, her mind racing. She pictured Ajel’s face, his grin before a stunt, the way he’d held her after their first kiss. Relax, Y, she told herself. This is it.

She floored it, aiming for the gate. The Lynochian ship loomed closer, its shadow swallowing her car.

The gate was a sliver now, barely enough for one. “Impact imminent,” the AI screamed. Y’s vision tunneled. The world went silent.

From a Lynochian ship’s viewport, Ajel watched the desert below erupt in fire and smoke. His wrists were bound in plasma cuffs, the ship’s hum vibrating through his bones. Y’s car was a speck, hurtling toward the gate. He pressed his forehead to the cold glass, his jaw tight. No tears, he reminded himself. They’d made a pact.
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