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  Chapter one
Lost Signal


The first sign was a silence that felt like a slap. At 04:17 Zulu, the Hephaestus Outpost’s beacon on Venus flickered, then vanished from every orbital display—a clean, surgical absence, as if the whole station had been erased. Official statements—sterile, pre-scripted—blamed equipment failure, solar interference, the usual. But in the classified feeds, the sensor data told a different story: a sharp spike in thermal signatures, pressure anomalies, and a brief, jagged burst of encrypted comms, cut off midstream. Something violent, fast, and deliberate. By 06:00, rival blocs were trading accusations behind closed doors. By 07:10, Valkyrie Wing was activated, their deployment orders stamped with the kind of urgency that meant deniability would be the only certainty. 
Commander Grant Rutherford stood in the shadowed command alcove of the Ulysses, the carrier’s hull humming with the constant strain of orbit. His reflection in the reinforced glass was all sharp lines and fatigue, the silver at his temples more pronounced under the cold light. The sealed orders in his hand were heavy, the kind that never left a paper trail. He broke the seal, eyes narrowing as the mission parameters scrolled across his visor. Investigate the Venus outpost. Recover all data—personnel, research, black-box logs. Report. No mention of rescue. No mention of what to do if they found bodies instead of answers.
He keyed the comm. “Valkyrie Wing, suit up. Briefing in five.”
The team assembled in the ready bay, each member moving with the practiced economy of professionals who had seen too many impossible missions. Sierra Lockwood, call sign Viper Six, checked the seals on her exosuit, her eyes scanning the hangar with a pilot’s restless vigilance. Alex Dalton—Echo Glass—was already jacked into the uplink, fingers dancing over a holographic interface as he parsed the last fragments of the outpost’s telemetry. Dr. Evelyn Monroe, Pulse, calibrated the medical scanners, her face unreadable behind the visor. Marcus Teller—Grav Hammer—ran diagnostics on the heavy weapons module, his bulk almost filling the narrow maintenance corridor. Morgan Kepler, Ghost Orbit, moved like a shadow, silent and alert, signal jammer slung across his back.
Rutherford didn’t waste time. “You’ve seen the headlines. Hephaestus Outpost went dark at oh-four-seventeen. Official word is equipment failure. Unofficially—” he flicked Dalton a glance, “—our sensor taps show a thermal spike, pressure breach, and encrypted comm burst. Something hit them, hard and fast.”
Dalton’s voice was clipped, focused. “I pulled the last six seconds of their data stream. It wasn’t a natural event. The encryption’s military-grade, and the comms were cut, not faded.”
“Any sign of survivors?” Monroe asked, her tone clinical.
Dalton shook his head. “Nothing after the breach. No biosigns. No distress beacons. Just static.”
Lockwood’s jaw tightened. “Extraction protocol?”
“Standard,” Rutherford said. “If anyone’s alive, we bring them back. If not, we recover all data and black boxes. No heroics, no improvisation. We’re in and out before the politics catch up.”
Teller grunted, checking the maglocks on his grav-cannon. “And if whatever hit them is still down there?”
“Rules of engagement are clear,” Rutherford replied. “Defensive only. We’re not here to start a war.”
Kepler’s voice was low, almost lost in the hum of the bay. “You think it’s one of ours?”
Rutherford looked at each of them, weighing the question. “Doesn’t matter. We do the job, we get out. No outside rescue until exfil. We’re on our own.”
The orbital AI flickered to life on the main screen, its avatar a shifting lattice of data points. “Venusian surface conditions at target coordinates: atmospheric pressure ninety-two times Earth standard, temperature approaching four hundred sixty degrees Celsius. Sulfuric acid clouds present. Exosuit integrity and external drone support are critical. Communication delays expected—average latency, four-point-two minutes.”
Lockwood muttered, “Like flying blind in a furnace.”
Dalton keyed in a query. “AI, what’s the probability of exosuit breach in the event of sudden pressure loss?”
“Projected suit breach probability: thirty-four percent in case of direct hull compromise. Emergency patch systems operational, but exposure time must not exceed sixty seconds. Survival odds decrease exponentially thereafter.”
Monroe ran a hand over her medkit. “No margin for error. If you’re compromised, you’re dead in under a minute.”
Rutherford absorbed it all, his mind already mapping contingencies. “We’ll run a staggered insertion. Lockwood, you’re lead pilot. Kepler, you’re on recon. Dalton, you’re on data recovery. Teller, you cover engineering and heavy support. Monroe, medical and science. Standard comm discipline. No open channels unless necessary.”
A klaxon sounded, muffled by the thick hull. The countdown had started. Ten minutes to drop.
Lockwood sealed her helmet, voice crisp. “Viper Six, ready for surface insertion.”
Dalton’s visor glowed with lines of code. “Echo Glass, uplink stable. I’ll piggyback the outpost’s last data burst through the relay as soon as we hit atmosphere.”
Monroe’s tone was steady. “Pulse, medical protocols green. Suit sensors synced.”
Teller hefted his grav-cannon, locking it into place. “Grav Hammer, all systems nominal. I’ll keep the doors open.”
Kepler faded back, his presence barely a whisper. “Ghost Orbit, recon package primed. Signal jamming on standby.”
Rutherford’s voice was the anchor. “Iron Lead, command authority. Valkyrie Wing, you have your orders. We move in six. Remember—no one gets left behind unless there is no other choice. We’re not here to plant flags. We’re here to find out what happened and get out alive.”
The team moved to the drop pods, each one engineered for Venusian hell: triple-reinforced hulls, active cooling, acid-shedding plating. The Ulysses’ launch bay cycled through final checks, the AI’s voice an unfeeling metronome. “Insertion trajectory locked. Atmospheric entry in T-minus four minutes.”
Inside his pod, Rutherford felt the familiar tightening of focus, the world narrowing to vectors and probabilities. He checked his team’s vitals on the HUD—green across the board. Outside, the planet’s swirling ochre clouds pressed against the viewports, a churning, lethal sea.
Dalton’s voice crackled over the encrypted channel. “Intercepted another fragment—looks like a partial video log. Timestamp matches the outpost’s last minute. Uploading to team visors now.”
A flicker, then the feed: the outpost’s central corridor, lights strobing red, alarms blaring through static. Figures in pressure suits running—one stumbles, dragged back by another. A shadow moves past the camera, too fast to resolve. The feed cuts. Silence.
Lockwood broke it, voice tight. “We go in hot. No hesitation.”
The AI’s countdown hit zero. The clamps released, and the pods dropped, one by one, into the waiting inferno.
Rutherford braced as the hull screamed, the heat and pressure clawing at the seams. The world outside became a smear of orange and black, the planet’s fury pressing in on all sides. The mission clock began its relentless march, every second a reminder: whatever had silenced Hephaestus was waiting for them below.
No one spoke. There was nothing left to say. The Valkyrie Wing fell through the clouds, armed with orders, secrets, and the certainty that on Venus, even survival was an act of defiance.
The carrier Ulysses hung in Venus’s penumbra, its hull streaked with the dull glow of distant lightning. In the launch bay, Valkyrie Wing’s exo-pods gleamed with fresh acid-scarring from the last round of atmospheric tests. Grant Rutherford stood at the head of the drop line, helmet tucked under one arm, visor reflecting the amber hazard lights. The sealed orders weighed in his chest pocket, heavier than the reinforced plating.
Sierra Lockwood, already suited, adjusted the mag-seals on her wrists with practiced flicks. “Pressure checks green. No hull flex on the pods,” she reported, voice clipped but steady. Her eyes flicked to Rutherford, seeking the unspoken confirmation: that he’d pull her out if things went sideways. He gave a single nod. She returned it, lips tightening to a line.
Alex Dalton hunched over the mission console, fingers dancing across the haptic interface. “Atmospheric models are updating every four seconds. Pressure’s spiking around the target zone—almost triple baseline. That’s not random turbulence. Something’s stirring it up.” He didn’t look up as he spoke, attention split between the encrypted comm logs and the sensor feeds. The partial video played on his private HUD, looping the chaos, the shadow, the abrupt cutoff. He’d already isolated the data, triple-backed it, and buried it in three separate drives.
Dr. Evelyn Monroe, her suit marked with the blue cross of medical authority, ran final diagnostics on the medpack. “Suit injectors loaded. Antivenins, pressure stabilizers, acid neutralizers. If you breach, I’ll buy you sixty seconds. Don’t make me test that.” Her words carried the brittle edge of someone who’d seen what Venus did to exposed flesh.
Marcus Teller checked the heavy repeater, the weapon’s mass balanced against the reinforced servo of his right arm. “All grav anchors are green. If we have to dig in, I can hold the line.” He grinned, but the expression didn’t reach his eyes. He caught Rutherford’s gaze, nodding once: Ready.
Morgan Kepler ghosted at the edge of the group, his recon rig bristling with antennae and sensor pods. “Jamming suite’s on standby. If anyone else is listening down there, I’ll hear them before they hear us.” His voice was low, almost lost beneath the launch bay’s ambient hum. He didn’t bother with bravado; he never did.
The bay doors cycled open, revealing the storm-wracked clouds below. Venus’s atmosphere boiled in sickly ochre bands, lightning forking through sulfuric haze. The orbital AI, voice filtered through static, intoned: “Insertion window: T-minus four minutes. Surface temperature: 462 Celsius. Pressure: ninety-two atmospheres. Acid concentration: critical. Recommend minimum exposure.”
Rutherford keyed his comm. “This is Valkyrie One. Final checks. No improvisation. Defensive engagement only. Data is priority. If you see something you can’t explain, log it—don’t chase it. Nobody gets left behind unless I say otherwise. Understood?”
Affirmatives crackled in sequence—Lockwood’s sharp, Dalton’s distracted, Monroe’s clinical, Teller’s gruff, Kepler’s almost silent.
Dalton’s fingers stilled. “Commander, last burst from Hephaestus—there’s a data node that survived. It’s not on the official grid. Looks like a black box, local only. That’s our primary target.” He sent the coordinates, a red dot pulsing in the mission overlay. “If we get that, we get the truth.”
Rutherford’s jaw flexed. “We get it. We get out. Anything else is secondary.” He palmed his helmet, sealing it with a hiss. The world narrowed to the inside of his visor, HUD flickering with mission parameters and suit vitals.
Lockwood slid into her pod, hands flying over the controls, prepping the descent vector. “Trajectory locked. I’ll put us down two hundred meters east of the outpost shell. Any closer and the thermal plumes’ll cook us before we touch down.” She glanced at Monroe, who nodded, already calculating casualty triage in her head.
Teller secured the heavy repeater at his side, voice grim. “If the surface is that hot, anything moving down there isn’t human. Not for long.”
Kepler’s sensors pinged, a faint blip. “Intermittent signal, low-band. Could be a drone. Could be a trap.”
Dalton muttered, “Or someone wants us to see them coming.”
The pods locked into the launch rack with a metallic clang. The AI announced, “T-minus one minute. Atmospheric interference at maximum. All comms will be line-of-sight until further notice.”
Rutherford’s heart hammered, but his voice stayed steady. “Valkyrie Wing: final status.”
Lockwood: “Flight ready.”
Dalton: “Systems green.”
Monroe: “Medbay secure.”
Teller: “Weapons live.”
Kepler: “Recon up.”
Rutherford’s hand hovered over the manual release. “On my mark. Three. Two. One.”
The pods ejected in sequence, slamming through the carrier’s ventral doors, swallowed in a rush of vapor and noise. For an instant, Rutherford’s world was nothing but shuddering descent, the pod’s hull creaking under the onslaught of Venus’s fury. The external cameras painted a nightmare—clouds boiling past, lightning clawing at the reinforced glass, the landscape below a hellscape of fractured basalt and chemical fire.
Inside, the suit’s cooling system strained, sweat beading at the back of his neck despite the climate controls. The HUD flickered as the AI struggled to maintain telemetry, the signal lag stretching seconds into near-silence.
Lockwood’s voice cut in, tight and professional. “Pods on vector. Descent speed nominal. Impact in thirty.”
Dalton’s pod rattled as a pressure wave slammed into him. “Picking up EM interference. Something’s broadcasting—encrypted, nonstandard. Trying to crack it.” His screen filled with alien code, the signature unlike any known Venusian drone. He flagged it for later, prioritizing the black box.
Monroe checked her vitals, eyes scanning for the first sign of suit breach. She muttered, “If we lose pressure, we’re dead in forty seconds. Stay sharp.”
Teller braced as his pod hit a thermal updraft, the hull groaning. “Pods are holding. For now.”
Kepler’s recon array pinged again, closer this time. “Shadow on the surface. Fast-mover. Could be a drone, could be something else. It’s not broadcasting any known IFF.”
Rutherford’s pod slammed down, the impact jarring his teeth. “Pods down. Valkyrie Wing, report.”
Lockwood’s pod landed clean. “Viper Six, on the ground.”
Dalton’s voice was strained. “Echo Glass, down. Systems rebooting.”
Monroe: “Pulse, status green. No breaches.”
Teller: “Grav Hammer, heavy repeater online. Hull integrity holding.”
Kepler: “Ghost Orbit, recon live. No hostiles in immediate radius.”
The pods’ hatches cycled open, acid-resistant seals hissing as Venus’s lethal air pressed in. The team emerged, exosuits gleaming with condensation, each movement deliberate and measured. The outpost’s remains loomed ahead, a twisted silhouette against the storm-lit horizon, its walls buckled and blackened. No movement. No lights.
Dalton linked his suit to the black box’s signal, the faint pulse leading them forward. “Signal’s weak, but it’s there. We move now, we beat the next pressure spike.”
Rutherford raised his weapon, visor polarized against the glare. “Form up. Kepler, take point. Lockwood, you’re with me. Dalton, stay close to Monroe. Teller, rear guard. We move fast, we move quiet.”
The Ulysses’ launch bay pulsed with amber hazard lights as Valkyrie Wing’s pods cycled through final checks. The hull vibrated under the distant rumble of Venus’s atmosphere, a warning that no one needed to voice. Commander Grant Rutherford’s visor HUD flickered with mission parameters, his pulse steady as he scanned his team—Lockwood already strapping into her reinforced pilot cradle, Dalton hunched over a last-minute diagnostic on his wrist console, Monroe running gloved fingers along her medkit, Teller flexing power servos in his gauntlets, Kepler silent and still, eyes tracking telemetry on the bulkhead screen. No one spoke; there was nothing left to say.
The launch clock hit zero. The pods dropped, one after another, slamming Rutherford against his restraints as the world outside became a maelstrom of superheated carbon dioxide and lightning. The descent was a study in violence—turbulence clawed at the hull, static discharge painting the viewports with blue fire. Kepler’s voice crackled over the comm, low and urgent: “Shadow’s moving east of target. Fast. No transponder.” Dalton’s response was clipped, nerves showing through his usual calm: “It’s not on any orbital registry. Could be an autonomous drone, but signal’s… wrong. Not standard protocol.”
Rutherford’s pod hit the surface with a bone-jarring thud. The impact warning flared red, then faded. He exhaled, checked seals, and triggered the hatch. Outside, Venus’s surface pressed in—murky orange haze, the ground a fractured expanse of scorched basalt and twisted wreckage. The outpost’s silhouette loomed ahead, half-collapsed, its comms array torn away, acid rain hissing against the pod’s plating.
Lockwood’s voice came through, clear despite the static. “Viper Six, boots down. All suits green. No hull compromise.” Teller’s pod landed hard, kicking up a plume of corrosive dust. “Grav Hammer, on the ground. Rear perimeter secure.” Monroe followed, her tone brisk. “Pulse, status green. Medkit intact.” Dalton was last, already scanning for the black box. “Echo Glass, surface ops active. I’ve got a signal—weak, but it’s there. North module, under debris.”
Rutherford led the way, boots sinking half an inch into the softened regolith. The outpost was a graveyard—entry hatch fused shut by heat, blast scoring across the bulkheads. Kepler swept the perimeter, jamming protocols active, his silhouette flickering in and out of the haze. “No movement. Shadow’s gone to ground, or masking. I’m picking up residual EM—could be drone activity, but nothing I can triangulate.” Dalton’s fingers danced over his wrist display, patching into the outpost’s ruined local net. “Mainframe’s fried. But the black box is still pinging. It’s got encrypted telemetry—definitely not a standard research node. This was hidden, on purpose.”
Lockwood angled her visor to scan the horizon. “We’re on the clock. Atmospheric spike in twenty minutes. If we’re caught outside, suits won’t hold.” Rutherford nodded, voice clipped. “Kepler, eyes up. Lockwood, with me. Dalton, Monroe, retrieve the node. Teller, cover.” The team moved, practiced and silent, each step calculated—no wasted motion, no unnecessary risk.
The path to the north module was a gauntlet of twisted metal and shattered polyglass. Dalton and Monroe worked in tandem, Dalton’s tools slicing through melted access panels while Monroe monitored suit integrity, her medscanner chirping warnings at every breach. Teller’s heavy frame blocked the corridor behind them, grav-cannon primed. “If anything moves, it’s not friendly. Watch your six.”
Dalton reached the black box—a scorched, fist-sized cylinder wedged beneath a fallen support strut. “Found it. Signal’s erratic, but data’s intact. I’ll need a minute to decrypt.” He plugged in, eyes flicking between code and environmental readouts. Monroe kept her scanner on him, watching for pressure spikes. “You have forty seconds. Suit temps rising—another degree and we risk coolant failure.”
Outside, Kepler’s jamming protocol flickered. “Picking up a new signal. It’s… not ours. Scrambled, low frequency. Could be a drone, could be a remote hack.” Rutherford’s jaw tightened. “Lock it down. If it moves, I want to know before it knows about us.” Lockwood moved to Rutherford’s side, visor reflecting the ruined outpost. “Extraction route’s clear for now. But if that shadow’s hostile, we’re boxed in.”
Dalton’s voice cut in, tight with concentration. “I’ve got partial access. This isn’t just research data—there’s a secondary partition, military-grade encryption. Someone was hiding more than science here.” Teller’s grip tightened on his weapon. “Figures. Black sites never die easy.” Monroe’s medscanner shrilled. “Dalton, time’s up. Pull the node and move.”
Dalton yanked the black box free, his suit’s servos whining. “Got it. Data’s portable. We move.” The team fell back, Teller laying suppressive fire into the gloom as a precaution, the grav-cannon’s pulse echoing off the shattered walls. Acid rain hissed harder, sizzling on their exosuits, the air thick with static and the tang of scorched metal.
Kepler’s alert blared. “Contact—northwest, moving fast. Not human. Not one of ours.” Rutherford snapped orders. “Lockwood, route us to the pods. Dalton, stay on the node. Teller, rear guard. Monroe, with me.” The team sprinted, boots pounding over broken ground, the shadow closing—its outline flickering in the haze, impossibly fast, limbs jointed wrong for any standard drone.
Lockwood led them through a breach in the outpost’s hull, the shortest line to the pods. Dalton stumbled, caught himself, clutching the black box. Monroe was at his side instantly, steadying him. “Don’t drop it. If we lose that data, this was all for nothing.” Teller fired a warning burst, the energy pulse slicing through the haze. The shadow recoiled, then vanished, as if it had never been there.
The team reached the pods just as the atmospheric warning hit critical. Suit alarms blared—pressure spike, acid density rising. Rutherford shoved Dalton and Monroe into the nearest pod, Teller covering them, Lockwood already prepping thrusters for emergency ascent. Kepler lingered at the edge, jamming field at maximum, eyes scanning the horizon. “Shadow’s gone. But whatever it is, it’s still out there. And it knows we’re here.”
Rutherford slammed the pod hatch. “We’re not done. This is just recon. Next phase is extraction—data first, then us. No mistakes.” Dalton’s hands shook as he slotted the black box into the pod’s secure cradle. “I’ll start the decryption. If there’s anything left in here, we’ll know soon.” Monroe checked everyone’s vitals, her own suit running hot. “We need a cooldown cycle before we risk another sortie. Venus isn’t going to give us a second chance.”
Teller’s voice was grim. “If that thing comes back, we’ll need heavier firepower.” Lockwood glanced at Rutherford, her voice steady. “Viper Six ready for next run. Just say the word.” Rutherford’s gaze swept his team—each battered by Venus, but unbroken. He keyed the comm, voice iron. “Valkyrie Wing, stand by. We hold until we have answers. No one gets left behind.”
The Ulysses’s launch bay was a cathedral of steel and humming power. The silence between the crew was taut, the kind that meant everyone had already said what mattered. Commander Grant Rutherford’s visor reflected a thousand data points, but his attention was on the five figures in front of him—his team, Valkyrie Wing, the only ones cleared for this kind of mission and the only ones who’d come back if things went sideways.
Sierra Lockwood’s voice cut through the comms, crisp and unyielding. “Pods are green. Final checks complete.” Her hands hovered over the exfil board, each movement precise, betraying none of the tension in her jaw. Dalton’s fingers danced over his own console, eyes flicking between the black box schematic and a string of alien code that still pulsed at the edge of his HUD—a shadow in the system, waiting.
“Dalton,” Rutherford said, “give me the short version. What’s waiting for us down there?”
Dalton’s reply was all business, the nerves buried under layers of protocol and caffeine. “Encrypted military partition on the black box. Not standard research data—this was hidden, deep. Last comm burst from Hephaestus was routed through a non-civilian relay. Something was running off-books.”
Monroe’s voice was low, clinical. “And the shadow?”
Kepler answered before Dalton could. “Still untagged. No registry, no comms, no transponder. It’s not a standard drone, and it doesn’t move like one. If it’s AI, it’s running dark and fast. Recommend we assume hostile intent until proven otherwise.”
Teller’s gauntleted hand flexed on the grav cannon. “Assume it’s hunting us. I’ll keep it busy if it shows again.”
Rutherford met each helmeted gaze in turn. “We go in, we get the data, we get out. No improvisation. Lockwood, you’re primary exfil. Kepler, keep the shadow off our comms. Dalton, prioritize the black box partition. Monroe, monitor suit integrity—no one dies from a blown seal on my watch. Understood?”
Five affirmatives, clipped and professional. The launch clock ticked down. Venus loomed below, a swirling disk of ochre and poison, its storms clawing at the thin line between orbital safety and planetary oblivion.
The pods detached, hurling them into the maelstrom. Every second was a physics problem with lethal stakes—pressure, heat, corrosive winds. The hull groaned, suit servos whined, and the world outside was a boiling, acid fog. Lockwood’s voice was the only anchor. “Vector holding. No deviation. Atmospheric spike in twelve seconds—brace.”
The impact hit like a fist. For a moment, everything was vibration and static, then the pods punched through, landing in the shattered remains of Hephaestus Outpost. Warning lights flickered. The ground was a field of twisted alloy and glass, half-melted by the last atmospheric surge. The horizon was a wall of sulfuric haze, the sky a bruised wound.
“Everyone out,” Rutherford ordered. “Form up.”
Kepler swept the perimeter, jamming unit humming. “No signals within fifty meters. Shadow’s not in visual. We’re clear—for now.”
Lockwood and Rutherford led the way, boots sinking into scorched regolith. Dalton and Monroe moved with practiced efficiency, Monroe’s med scanner already mapping suit integrity, Dalton’s decryptor slaved to the black box, which pulsed with the promise of answers and threats.
Teller brought up the rear, grav cannon loose in his grip. “Movement, left flank—could be debris.”
Rutherford’s hand went up. “Hold. Kepler, eyes on.”
Kepler’s HUD flickered, painting the world in ghostly outlines. “Negative. No heat signature. False alarm.”
Dalton’s voice was tight. “Partition’s deeper than I thought. This isn’t just encrypted, it’s actively resisting. Adaptive countermeasures—military grade, maybe even black project.”
“Can you break it?” Rutherford asked.
“Working. But if I push too hard, I could trigger a data wipe or worse—an active defense protocol. Someone really didn’t want this found.”
Monroe’s warning icon flared. “Suit temps rising. We’ve got maybe fifteen minutes before the next pressure spike. After that, even these exosuits won’t hold.”
“Understood,” Rutherford said. “Dalton, you have ten. Lockwood, prep exfil route. Kepler, keep scanning. Teller, you’re on overwatch.”
The team moved through the skeletal remains of the outpost, every step a risk. Bulkheads were warped, acid-eaten. A collapsed corridor forced them through a maintenance shaft, barely wide enough for Teller’s armor. Through it all, the shadow of the unknown pressed in—a thing that had moved faster than any drone, that had watched them from the storm.
Dalton cursed. “Partition’s shifting. It’s got a logic bomb—if I don’t isolate the core, we lose everything.”
Rutherford’s breath was steady, measured. “You can do it, Echo Glass. Focus.”
Monroe’s scanner pinged. “Environmental spike in six minutes. Pressure climbing. We need to move.”
Lockwood’s map flashed. “Found a clear path to the pods, but it’s narrow. If we’re chased, we’ll have to bottleneck.”
Kepler’s voice was suddenly sharp. “Shadow’s back. Thirty meters, northeast. No transponder, moving fast—too fast.”
Teller’s cannon powered up, its hum cutting through the static. “Let it come.”
Dalton’s hands blurred. “Almost there—isolating the core. I need thirty seconds.”
Rutherford’s voice was a calm anchor. “Teller, Monroe, hold the breach. Lockwood, with me. Kepler, jam everything but our comms.”
The shadow flickered at the edge of vision, a blur of segmented limbs and mirrored surfaces, moving with the logic of a predator and the silence of a machine. Teller fired a warning burst—superheated slugs that left molten scars in the alloy. The shadow recoiled, then vanished, melting into the haze.
“Not standard drone behavior,” Monroe said, voice tight. “It’s learning.”
Dalton’s exhale was ragged. “Got it. Core isolated. Downloading now—ten seconds.”
The ground shuddered. Atmospheric alarms screamed. The outpost’s remains began to buckle, heat blooming through the floor.
“Data secured,” Dalton said, triumphant and terrified. “We have it.”
“Move!” Rutherford barked.
The team sprinted, Teller laying down suppressive fire as the shadow flickered behind them, never quite showing itself, always at the edge of perception. Kepler’s jamming field distorted the world, static crawling across every surface.
They reached the pods as the storm hit. Lockwood sealed the hatch, hands steady. “All aboard. Launching.”
The pods blasted clear, the outpost collapsing behind them in a storm of acid and debris. The shadow watched from the ruins, unblinking.
In the silence that followed, Dalton’s voice was small but certain. “Whatever was on that black box—it’s not just data. It’s a weapon, or a secret worth killing for.”
Rutherford nodded, unseen. “We’ll find out. But first, we survive.”
Above them, Ulysses waited, silent and alone. The chain of command was a distant, ambiguous thing. Down here, only the mission mattered, and the shadow of Venus was far from done with them.






  
  Chapter two
Descent


The drop pods sealed with a hiss, each one a coffin-shaped shell of composite alloys and ablative ceramics, built to survive what Venus would throw at them for just long enough. Sierra Lockwood’s gloved fingers danced across the pilot’s console, her voice clipped and steady in the comms. “Valkyrie Wing, confirm green across the board. Final checks, ninety seconds.” Her eyes flicked to the pressure gauges. Already, the numbers were climbing—Venus’s atmosphere pressing in, eager to crush anything that dared descend. 
In the pod beside hers, Grant Rutherford braced his boots against the restraint bar. “Iron Lead copies. All units: confirm suit seals, oxygen, and thermal. No improvisation. We land, we move. No one lags.” His tone was iron, the kind that didn’t crack even when the hull might.
Dalton’s voice, filtered and tense, came through. “Echo Glass ready. Black box interface prepped. Moles on standby.” The crawler drones were stowed in the pod’s belly, their acid-hardened shells gleaming in the red emergency lights.
Kepler’s reply was soft static, then, “Ghost Orbit, signal jammers primed. No chatter unless it’s mission-critical. Shadow’s still out there.” The shadow—whatever had moved through the outpost’s ruins—lingered in everyone’s mind, a shape half-glimpsed on the last pass.
Dr. Evelyn Monroe’s voice was all clinical calm. “Pulse, medical systems nominal. Suit integrity holding. If you breach, you have fifty seconds. Don’t breach.”
Teller’s laugh was a low rumble. “Grav Hammer locked in. Heavy kit’s good. I’ll clear the ramp if anything’s waiting.”
Lockwood’s countdown hit zero. The pods dropped, gravity snapping at their stomachs. Outside, the world turned to fire and shrieking wind. Venus’s sky was a furnace—orange and sulfurous, clouds boiling with acid droplets that streaked the tiny viewport. The pods bucked as they hit the first pressure wall. Aerobrake shields glowed white, then red, then threatened to peel away. The hull groaned. Lockwood’s voice cut through the turbulence. “Ride it. AI guidance is compensating for crosswinds. Rutherford, we’re trending two degrees off course—adjusting.”
Rutherford’s jaw clenched, but he didn’t argue. “Just get us down in one piece, Viper Six.”
The AI’s voice was thin, distorted by the atmospheric static. “Trajectory nominal. Impact in seventy seconds. Deploy Moles on touchdown.”
Dalton’s hands hovered over the drone controls. “Moles prepped. Heat signatures spiking below—something’s moving near the LZ. Not us. Not mapped.” His words were a knife in the dark.
Kepler’s signal analysis crackled. “Picking up a handshake—encrypted, nonstandard. Could be the shadow, could be automated defenses. Jamming now.” The pod’s internal lights flickered as countermeasures spooled up, fighting for bandwidth in the electromagnetic chaos.
Monroe’s suit sensors screamed warnings. “Temperature rising. Hull at threshold. If we get a breach, I want everyone on emergency protocol. No heroics.”
Teller’s grip tightened on the grav-cannon. “Copy, Pulse. If something’s waiting, it’ll wish it wasn’t.”
The impact came as a bone-jarring slam. The pod skidded, metal shrieking against volcanic rock, then settled with a shudder. Lockwood’s pod landed first, the others following in staggered sequence. External cameras showed a world of ochre stone, acid haze, and shattered debris—what was left of the highland plateau near Hephaestus Outpost. The air outside was thick, yellow, churning with chemical storms. The only thing between Valkyrie Wing and instant death was ten centimeters of engineered armor.
Rutherford’s voice was brisk. “All units, check status. Moles, deploy.” The pod’s belly split open, and two crawler drones scuttled out, their sensor arrays already scanning for movement, heat, and EM anomalies.
Dalton’s focus was absolute. “Moles online. No immediate hostiles in the ten-meter radius. Black box signal is faint, but it’s here. We’re close.” He was already patching into the drone feeds, filtering for anything that didn’t belong.
Lockwood’s hands never left the controls. “Pods are holding pressure. Exosuit systems, full seal. Opening hatch in five.” She thumbed the manual override. The inner doors cycled. Outside, the world waited like a predator.
Kepler moved first, slipping from the pod’s shadow into the haze, suit optics flickering as he swept the perimeter. “Ghost Orbit advancing. Signal density is high—lots of background noise, but nothing active within fifty meters. I’ll keep the jammers up.”
Monroe followed, her medpack slung, scanning the team’s vitals. The exosuits came alive, HUDs overlaying every warning: external temp, internal pressure, suit integrity. Teller brought up the rear, grav-cannon ready, visor polarized against the glare.
Rutherford stepped out last, his boots sinking a centimeter into the acid-scorched regolith. “Operational clock starts now. Ninety minutes. We move as one. Dalton, you’re on point for the black box. Kepler, eyes up for the shadow. Lockwood, keep the pods on standby for exfil.”
The team advanced in tight formation, the Moles ranging ahead, their feeds projected into Dalton’s visor. Each step was a negotiation with the planet itself—every joint in the suit straining against the pressure, acid hissing faintly at the seals. The outpost’s silhouette loomed through the haze, a skeleton of girders and collapsed modules, half-buried in volcanic dust.
Dalton’s voice was sharp. “Getting interference. Something’s pinging the black box—like it’s trying to access it remotely. Not standard protocol.” He knelt, hands working fast as the Moles triangulated the signal. “Encrypted, military-grade. Not ours. I’m isolating it.”
Kepler’s feed showed a flicker—movement at the edge of the ruins. “Contact, low right. Not human. Shadow’s watching. No approach yet.”
Teller’s grav-cannon tracked the movement, but Rutherford’s command was instant. “Hold fire. Defensive posture only. We’re here for data, not a firefight.”
Monroe’s suit alarms shrieked again. “Pressure spike. We have to move—this area’s destabilizing.”
Lockwood’s voice was tight. “Pods are reading increased surface tremors. If we have to run, route’s clear for now, but I can’t guarantee it’ll stay that way.”
Dalton’s fingers flew, patching into the black box’s core. “I’m in. Partitioning the data—there’s a logic bomb set to wipe if I trip the wrong sequence. Give me sixty seconds.”
The shadow moved closer, just a blur on Kepler’s sensors—no transponder, no heat signature that made sense. Teller’s knuckles whitened on his weapon. “If it breaches the perimeter—”
Rutherford’s voice was steel. “No one fires unless I say. Dalton, status?”
“Thirty seconds. Almost there.” Dalton’s breath fogged inside his visor.
The acid wind picked up, rattling debris across the landing zone. Monroe’s suit readouts flashed red. “We’re out of time. Everyone, on me. Dalton, you have twenty seconds.”
Dalton’s hands never faltered. “Done. Data secured. Pulling the drive.” He yanked the module free, sealing it in a lead-lined pouch.
Rutherford snapped, “Fall back. Lockwood, prep for immediate launch. Kepler, jam everything on the way out.”
The team hustled back to the pods, Teller covering the rear, the shadow holding just out of range. Kepler’s jamming field spiked, drowning out the encrypted pings. Lockwood had the hatch open before they reached her.
The drop pods rattled like coffins in a centrifuge, every seam and weld screaming under Venus’s brute pressure. Sierra Lockwood watched the numbers crawl red across her HUD: external temp 463 Celsius, hull stress peaking at ninety percent. Her gloved hands danced over the controls, coaxing the pod with practiced precision, voice clipped and steady. “Viper Six, on vector. Aerobrake holding, but we’re in the soup.”
Static bled through the comms, masking Grant Rutherford’s response with a metallic rasp. “Copy, Viper. All teams, run final suit checks. We’re on the clock the moment we hit.” His tone was iron, the kind that cut through panic and kept men alive.
Alex Dalton’s voice crackled in, pitched tight with concentration. “Mole drones prepped. If we lose visuals, I’ll go blind by proxy.” A tremor ran through the pod as turbulence hammered the undercarriage. Dalton’s fingers flicked across his wrist console, arming the crawlers in their cradle. “Shadow’s still pinging the black box. It’s adapting—encryption’s mutating every cycle.”
Kepler’s signal readout pulsed in Lockwood’s periphery, a staccato of encrypted handshakes and hostile noise. “Ghost Orbit jamming. Getting bleed from something big—non-civilian, non-faction. We’re not alone.” His voice was low, almost clinical, but Lockwood heard the tension threaded beneath.
Monroe’s suit telemetry flashed amber. “Pulse to all: hull temps rising, but integrity nominal. If we breach, you’ve got less than sixty seconds. Keep seals tight.” She was already running diagnostics, voice steady as she tracked the team’s biometrics.
Marcus Teller’s laughter was a jagged edge in the comms. “Grav Hammer ready. If anything comes through that hatch, it’s getting the heavy hello.” He checked his maglock, exosuit servos whining as he flexed his gauntlets.
The pod shuddered again, harder this time. Aerobrake shields glowed white-hot in the external feed, the world beyond a boiling orange hell. Lockwood’s AI guidance flashed warnings—pressure spike, vector correction, microfractures detected. “We’re coming in hard, Grant. I can’t guarantee a soft setdown.”
Rutherford’s reply was calm, absolute. “Just get us on the ground, Viper. We walk from there.”
The pod’s retros fired, slamming her into the harness. For a moment, everything was noise—alarms, static, the roar of Venus’s fury. Then the pod punched through the final cloud layer, slamming onto the highland plateau with a teeth-rattling jolt. Impact gel surged, absorbing the worst of the landing. Lockwood’s HUD flickered as the dust settled, external cameras painting a world of ochre haze and acid rain.
“Touchdown. Coordinates green. Exosuit systems, engage.” Her suit’s seals hissed, locking her into a microclimate of filtered air and recycled coolant. The others reported in, one by one, voices crisp but edged with adrenaline.
Dalton’s pod landed meters away, his Mole drones already deploying through the hatch. “Moles up. Getting immediate surface telemetry—pressure holding, acid density high. Black box ping is close, maybe two hundred meters north, but something’s overlaying the signal. Logic bomb’s active.”
Kepler’s voice came through, comms dampened by the atmosphere’s static. “Signal window’s narrow. Orbital AI can’t cut through for more than thirty seconds at a time. We’re on our own until the next window.”
Rutherford’s pod settled last, his silhouette looming in the acidic mist. “Valkyrie Wing, form up. Teller, rear guard. Kepler, perimeter scan. Dalton, on me—let’s find that node before the next spike.”
Lockwood keyed her exosuit’s external mics, the world outside a low, endless hiss of wind and corrosive rain. The outpost’s ruins hunched on the horizon, half-swallowed by shattered rock and sulfuric fog. Dalton’s Moles scuttled ahead, their feeds overlaying Lockwood’s HUD with grainy, heat-distorted visuals. No movement, no biosigns—just the echo of something cold and mechanical at the edge of sensor range.
Monroe’s suit pinged again, this time a proximity alert. “Temperature spike in thirty—make it fast, Grant.”
Teller’s heavy frame took point as the team advanced, plasma rifle slung low. “Movement at ten o’clock—could be debris, could be not.” He primed a flash charge, eyes flicking to the shadow flickering in the ruins.
Dalton’s voice was tight. “Black box is in the comms relay. I’m seeing remote queries—military grade, not ours. If the logic bomb triggers, we lose everything.” He knelt by a half-melted relay, hands moving in a blur as he bypassed the scorched panel.
Lockwood swept the perimeter, suit filters straining against the stinging air. The shadow moved at the edge of vision—too fast, too fluid for a drone, but too precise for anything human. She kept it in her sights, but it never resolved, always shifting behind the haze.
Kepler’s jamming field hummed, a low thrum in the comms. “Shadow’s adapting. It’s not attacking, just watching. Signal’s shifting—mimicking our own handshakes now. If it cracks our codes, we’re blind.”
Rutherford crouched beside Dalton, voice low. “Echo Glass, can you get the data without tripping the bomb?”
Dalton didn’t look up. “Give me thirty seconds. If I fail, fry the relay. No data’s better than compromised data.”
Monroe’s suit alarmed, a harsh chirp. “Heat spike—fifteen seconds. We need to move, Grant.”
Teller’s rifle tracked the ruins, finger steady on the trigger. “Shadow’s closing. If it moves, I drop it.”
Dalton’s hands flew over the console, sweat beading despite the suit’s cooling. “Almost there—got it. Data secured, logic bomb isolated. We’re clean.” He snapped the black box free, tucking it into his maglock pouch.
Lockwood’s HUD painted the exfil route in pulsing blue. “Pods are hot. We move now or we cook.”
Rutherford’s command was instant. “Valkyrie Wing, fall back. Teller, cover. Kepler, jam everything that isn’t us.”
They moved as one, boots crunching over acid-scarred rock. The shadow flickered in the corner of Lockwood’s eye, matching their retreat, always just out of range. Teller fired a warning burst, plasma hissing into the haze. The shadow vanished, sensors blank.
Kepler’s jamming spiked, static flooding the air. “Shadow’s gone dark. No pursuit—yet.”
Monroe hustled Dalton toward the pods, her med scanner sweeping for microfractures in his suit. “You’re running hot, Alex. Get inside, now.”
Lockwood reached her pod first, slamming the hatch and cycling the seals. The world shrank to filtered silence, alarms fading as the exosuit’s systems stabilized. One by one, the others checked in—Dalton, rattled but grinning; Monroe, scanning her readouts for leaks; Teller, last in, eyes fixed on the ruins.
Rutherford’s voice cut through the comms, final and absolute. “We’ve got the data. Hold positions, check seals, and prep for phase two. We’re not done—not until we know what’s hunting us.”
Outside, Venus raged on, the shadow biding its time in the acid fog. The operational clock ticked down, ninety minutes to make sense of the black box and survive whatever came next.
The drop pods rattled with a violence that threatened to shear nerves as much as hull plating. Sierra Lockwood, “Viper Six,” had her gloved hands locked on the manual override, eyes flicking between the blue-white burn of the atmosphere beyond the viewport and the shifting telemetry screaming across her HUD. The Venusian sky was a furnace—amber lightning etching the clouds, pressure alarms spiking in time with the turbulence. Somewhere aft, one of the pods groaned, metal flexing as the aerobrake shields absorbed another shockwave. She felt every jolt in her teeth.
“Descent vector holding,” Lockwood called, voice clipped and steady. “Turbulence increasing, but we’re on profile. Stand by for last burn.”
Commander Grant Rutherford’s voice crackled in her earpiece, filtered through two layers of signal encryption and Venusian static. “Copy, Viper Six. All stations, status.”
“Echo Glass online,” Alex Dalton replied, fingers dancing over his cradle console. “Crawler Moles prepped. Black box signal intermittent—no clean lock yet. Encryption’s mutating.”
“Ghost Orbit, all comms green. Jamming active, but I’m getting bleed from an unknown source. Not ours.” Morgan Kepler’s voice was low, tense. “Shadow’s out there.”
“Pulse here,” Dr. Evelyn Monroe said. “Suit diagnostics nominal. Heat’s climbing, but within margin.”
“Grav Hammer,” Marcus Teller rumbled. “Weapons at ready. Hull holding.”
Lockwood’s pod shuddered as the outer shell split away, the last layer of ablative armor vaporizing into the acid clouds. The interior temperature spiked, then stabilized as the exosuit’s thermal exchangers kicked in, venting excess heat into the cooling coils that lined her spine. She caught a glimpse of the surface—an endless plain of jagged basalt, wind-sculpted ridges, and the distant, fractured silhouette of Hephaestus Outpost.
“Brace for impact,” she warned. “Ninety seconds.”
The AI guidance—barely more than a ghost in the noise—fed her microcorrections, nudging the pod through pockets of turbulence and pressure shear. Lockwood trusted it only as far as her own instincts. Venus was not a place for faith in algorithms.
Dalton’s voice cut in, tight with urgency. “Mole one and two standing by. Deploying on touchdown. I’m seeing anomalous heat signatures on approach—multiple, moving. Not matching any drone profile.”
“Copy,” Rutherford replied. “Teller, be ready for immediate perimeter.”
Lockwood’s pod slammed down with bone-rattling force. She grunted, fighting the urge to check for cracks in her visor. The pod’s clamps released with a hiss of overpressurized nitrogen, and she was moving—suit servos whirring as she keyed the hatch. Acid mist curled in, already eating at the pod’s exposed edges. Her exosuit’s seals held, the HUD flickering as external sensors recalibrated to the hostile air.
“Team, report,” Rutherford ordered.
One by one, the others checked in—each pod down, each suit sealed. Teller was already out, heavy weapon slung, scanning the horizon. Kepler’s jamming rig pulsed, feeding static into the comms spectrum. Monroe’s medscanner chirped, running baseline vitals. Dalton’s drones—sleek, low-slung “Moles” with acid-hardened treads—scuttled from their launch bays, optics sweeping the debris-strewn ground.
Lockwood led the staggered formation toward the outpost’s remains. The ground was a nightmare—cracked and pitted, every step a test of balance and nerve. The sky churned, yellow-black with acid rain, the wind a constant, corrosive howl. Suit readouts warned of microfractures and rising external pressure. They moved fast, tight, every member’s role honed by repetition and necessity.
Rutherford kept them focused. “Kepler, status on that unknown bleed.”
Kepler’s reply was grim. “It’s tracking us. Signal profile’s adaptive, not static. Feels like active targeting, not passive scan. Could be the shadow.”
Dalton’s voice was a rapid-fire staccato. “Black box ping just got stronger. Logic bomb’s still live—if I trip it, we lose everything. I need two minutes on site.”
Lockwood scanned the horizon. The outpost was closer now—half-collapsed, its comms mast a twisted skeleton against the storm. No movement, no lights. But the sense of being watched was palpable, a pressure that had nothing to do with Venus’s gravity.
“Eyes up,” she warned. “We’re not alone.”
Teller took the flank, heavy weapon tracking the shadows that flickered at the edge of vision. Monroe moved beside Dalton, medscanner ready, eyes scanning for suit breaches or environmental spikes. Kepler hung back, antenna array sweeping, jamming field pulsing in time with the interference.
The first ninety-minute operational clock started as they crossed into the outpost’s perimeter. HUD timers ticked down, every second a reminder of how little time they had before the environment—or something worse—forced them back.
Dalton crouched by a half-buried relay node, plugging in. “Mole one’s reading a secondary heat source—small, fast. Not a drone signature. I’m scrubbing the logic bomb now.”
Lockwood’s heart hammered. “Shadow?”
“Could be,” Kepler said. “It’s mimicking our jamming now. If it cracks the spectrum, we’re blind.”
Rutherford’s tone never wavered. “Dalton, you have ninety seconds. Teller, cover. Monroe, stay on diagnostics. Kepler, keep that shadow out of our comms.”
The ground trembled beneath them—a distant, seismic shudder. Venus reminding them what real power felt like. Lockwood’s suit flexed to compensate, servos straining.
Dalton’s hands were steady as he worked, sweat beading inside his helmet. “Almost there. Logic bomb’s adapting—someone didn’t want this data found. Military-grade, not research.”
Teller’s weapon tracked a flicker in the acid fog. “Movement, left. Large. Not closing.”
Lockwood’s eyes narrowed, tracking the blur. It was there—a shape, too fluid for a drone, too angular for a human. Watching.
Dalton’s voice was a whisper. “Got it. Black box secured. Pulling core data now.”
Monroe’s medscanner wailed, suit alarms spiking. “Pressure spike! We need to move—now!”
Rutherford didn’t hesitate. “All stations, exfil pattern. Lockwood, lead us out.”
Lockwood spun, plotting the fastest route back to the pods. “Follow my beacon. Teller, rear guard. Dalton, stay close.”
They moved, fast and low, the shadow pacing them at the edge of vision. Kepler’s jamming field pulsed, static roaring in their ears as the unknown signal pressed in. Dalton clutched the black box, data streaming to his suit’s secure storage.
The pods loomed ahead, battered but intact. Lockwood keyed her hatch, ushering the team inside one by one. Teller fired a warning burst into the fog, the sound muffled by Venus’s crushing air.
Kepler’s voice was tight. “Shadow’s holding position. It’s not following—but it’s not leaving, either.”
Rutherford sealed the hatch, suit alarms fading as the pod’s life support took over. “Status?”
Dalton exhaled, relief and adrenaline mingling. “Black box secure. Data’s intact. But whatever’s out there—it’s learning.”
Lockwood met Rutherford’s gaze through the visor. “We’re not alone down here. And it knows we’re here.”
Rutherford nodded, jaw set. “We hold. Analyze the data. Prep for phase two. No one goes out alone. No one gets left behind.”
Outside, the storm raged, acid rain eating at the pod’s shell. The shadow waited in the ruins, patient as the planet itself. The clock ticked down, and Valkyrie Wing braced for what came next.
Sierra Lockwood’s hands were steady on the pod’s controls, but her jaw clenched as the hull screamed with friction. The descent into Venus’s atmosphere was always a gamble—no matter how many times she ran the simulations, the real thing was a different animal: unpredictable, violent, and utterly unforgiving. She watched the aerobrake shields’ thermal readout spike into the red, alarms chirping in her helmet. “Valkyrie Wing, brace for turbulence,” she called out, voice clipped but calm. “We’re hitting the first shear in three—two—”
The pod lurched sideways, inertial dampers groaning as the external pressure doubled. Static crackled in her ear, then Grant Rutherford’s voice, iron even through distortion: “All units, status check. Sound off.”
“Viper Six, green,” Lockwood replied, fighting the urge to white-knuckle the controls.
“Echo Glass, nominal
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