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Chapter 1: The Void Between Giants

The black between Jupiter and Saturn wasn’t quiet.  I t  felt  quiet

—sure. From the cockpit,  i t  looked l ike the stars were frozen in

prayer, and the r inged giant hung motionless in the far view.

But s i lence is just noise you’ve learned to ignore. Demyan

Hrycenko heard everything. The hum of his neural ink tapped

fighter’s syncs up. The thrum of reactor heat f lowing through

the hul l .  The micro vibrat ions of the twin autocannons folded in

and wait ing. Most of al l ,  he heard the system: reports,  checks,

alerts—dripping in one by one l ike clockwork. No poetry in

patrol .  Just black and orders.  “ IFF confirmed: shutt le group

Seraph-9. Cargo: diplomatic envoy—Rational Accord t ier.”  “ETA:

19 minutes.” “Maintain current escort delta pattern.” He leaned

back. Let the weightless seat f loat him a half- inch. His knuckles

cracked without effort .  The neural ink tapped f ighter wasn’t

meant for comfort,  but Demyan had learned how to relax inside

it  anyway. “Another Accord del ivery,” he muttered, voice low,

l ips barely moving. “Hope they brought the same recycled

speeches.” A f l icker on his s ide panel .  New f i le incoming. Tagged

prior ity.  CLASSIFIED — ETHICS BREACH BRIEFING / SUBJECT:

TITAN THEATER Great.  Another sermon. Demyan rol led his eyes

and opened it  with a bl ink-command.
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The feed began: shaky combat footage. A squad of mechs—tal l ,

narrow-framed, glowing with internal c ircuitry—moved with

unnatural  precis ion through a ref inery complex on Titan's

surface. Fire from drone patrols pinged off their  l imbs l ike

raindrops off steel .  No cover.  Just movement.  Clean. Surgical .  A

Rational Accord medic screamed for backup as one of the mechs

twisted a turret platform off i ts anchor and used it  l ike a

hammer. Fade to black.  Then came the voiceover—sharp,

off ic ial ,  rehearsed. “The so-cal led Axiom Corps—funded by

unregulated Hindu-atheist stakeholders—have developed Titan-

powered augmentations in direct violat ion of Accord ethical

consensus. Symptoms among mech-pi lots include emotional

instabi l i ty,  psychosis,  and irreparable ego-loss.  This is  a cr is is

of consciousness.  A threat to the dignity of sapient war

doctr ine.” Demyan let i t  play in the background, unfazed. He’d

seen worse. Heard worse. The real  s in was the music they picked

—some synthetic choir mixed with minor key viol in,  designed to

pul l  the heartstr ings of whoever st i l l  had one. The

Interplanetary defence force had long since learned propaganda

had to feel  l ike mourning, not rage. Rage came later.  He closed

the f i le.  “Same damn scr ipt.  Different planet.”  “ Incoming

direct ive,” the ship’s AI  chimed.
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“Direct ive authorized by FleetCom Saturn Sector.”  “Pi lot

Hrycenko—reroute to Edgepoint-6. Reinforce convoy

maneuvering to forward command.” “Authorizat ion: Red Grade.”

He froze. Bl inked twice. Red Grade wasn’t patrol .  I t  wasn’t

escort .  Red Grade was l ive-f ire authorized before confirmation.

He hadn’t had a Red Grade since Io.  Demyan sat up straight.  “AI .

Confirm: this isn’t  a dr i l l?” “Confirmed. Edgepoint-6 receiving

hosti le interference. Previous recon drone disabled. Source:

unknown.” He breathed in.  The nerves didn’t  hit  al l  at once.

They rose s lowly—like frost creeping across reinforced glass.

This wasn’t pirates.  Pirates don’t move l ike mechs. As his

neural ink tapped f ighter arced in a smooth curve toward the

Saturn horizon, he switched to t ight-band comms. Squad

channel .  “Gamma Wing, status check. Say something in your

mother tongue.” “Piss off,”  came the voice of Yarik,  thick with

Kharkiv accent.  “Shalom, my guy,” from Tova, ever cool .  “Focus

up,” murmured Captain Sarinov, gr im and calm as always.

Demyan’s l ips twitched. Almost a smile.  He closed his eyes for

half a second. Let the weight of the mission wash over him. Not

fear.  Not quite.  Something t ighter.  L ike duty was squeezing his

lungs. His mother used to say: In the si lence of giants, even

whispers echo l ike gods.
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The space between Jupiter and Saturn wasn’t s i lent.  I t  was

holding its breath.
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Chapter 2: First Contact 

Edgepoint-6 didn’t  appear on any of the star maps. Not

off ic ial ly.  I t  was st itched together from the ruins of old fuel

depots and repurposed orbital  scaffolding—half-stat ion, half-

wound. I t  c lung to the edge of Saturn’s shadow l ike a rusted

spl inter,  hidden behind the swir l ing r ings and ice debris .  Demyan

saw it  long before he was supposed to.  His HUD marked it  as a

pale dot, then a jagged si lhouette.  No l ights.  No transponder.

No fr iendl ies broadcasting. “This place feels l ike it ’s  wait ing to

be forgotten,” he said.  “Maybe it  already was,” repl ied Tova on

squad chat.  Gamma Wing approached in a t ight crescent

formation—four s leek neural ing tapped f ighters, matte-coated

to avoid ref lect ion. They rode in s i lence now, closer than family.

When you’ve trained on neural-sync with someone, their  rhythm

burrows under your skin.  Demyan knew when Yarik was tense by

the lag in his pings.  He knew when Sarinov was bracing for

something deadly by how calm he sounded. And Sarinov was too

calm. “Weapons t ight,” the captain said.  “Don’t shoot unless it

breathes on you. We’re not here to start a war.”  But war was

already in the air.  You could feel  i t .  Not in the metal  or the

code, but in the dead weight of absence. No beacon. No chatter.

No signs of l i fe.  Even pirates would’ve sent a bluff.
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Demyan's sensors snagged something—movement, then gone. A

ripple across the thermal scan. “Did you see that?” he

whispered. “Mark it ,”  Sarinov said.  “Don’t chase.

” Demyan obeyed, but his gut twitched. They closed in on the station’s

north docking ring—fractured, venting something faint into space. Not

oxygen. Probably coolant.

No signs of heat signatures. Yet his palms were sweating, slick inside his

gloves. “Gamma Wing, hold position. I’m sending Echo Drone in.” He deployed

it with a neural �ick. The drone spun out, a silent orb of chrome and sensory

rage. It zipped into the hangar gap, beaming back grainy footage. Cracked

walls. Scorch marks. No bodies. No blood. Then—movement. Too fast. “What

the hell—” The feed cut. Dead silence. Static hissed in his left ear. “Tova,

reposition. Yarik, back me up, take high �ank.” But before they could react—

The void ripped. A streak of motion blurred beneath their formation—

impossibly fast. Then another. Demyan jerked the controls. His �ghter spun,

caught just in time to see something slam into Yarik’s ship. Not a missile. A

shape. A bipedal form with legs folded like knives and a face like a mirror. It

clung to the hull. Then— Crack. The �ghter split open. A silent blossom of

white �re.
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Yarik was gone before his scream even reached comms. “Jesus—

Yarik’s down! He’s down!” Tova yel led. “Evasive! Evasive! Break

pattern now!” Demyan dove. Saturn’s gold curve l i t  up below as

he plunged. A black shadow fol lowed him—no thrusters, no trai l ,

just raw accelerat ion. He twisted left,  deployed a decoy, spun

again—nothing. Then— Impact.  His ship jolted. Internal alerts

screamed. He was st i l l  intact,  somehow. But the shadow was

there, above his canopy. Not a mech. Something else.  Something

more. del iberate.  I ts head t i l ted. Arms not quite arms. Gleaming

sockets of sapphire l ight pulsed l ike thinking eyes.  Demyan

froze. The thing raised a hand, paused—then launched itself

away without f ir ing. “What.  the hel l .  was that?” he breathed.

“Al l  units,  regroup!” Sarinov’s voice was sharper now. “That

wasn’t Accord. That wasn’t anything we’ve trained for.”  They

reformed—three now. Demyan’s hands were shaking. He wasn’t

supposed to feel  l ike this anymore. He’d been through siege runs

on Europa. Piracy sweeps over Ganymede. He’d f lown into

storms so violent they bent magnetic f ie lds.  But nothing—not

one damn thing—had moved l ike that.  “HQ wants a report,”  Tova

said.  Her voice was a stone skipping on panic.  “Tel l  them.”

Demyan hesitated, then found the words.  “Tel l  them we met

something that doesn’t need to hide anymore.”
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Chapter 3: Orders and Ethics

The debrie�ng chamber was too clean to be honest. Sterile light, white walls,

not a smudge in sight. A single hexagonal table in the center, surrounded by

suspension chairs that didn’t creak, didn’t move. Like sitting in a meditation

cell—if your religion was bureaucracy. Demyan sat with his elbows �oating

just above the table surface, arms crossed. His �ight suit still smelled faintly of

coolant and stress. He hadn't showered. He hadn’t spoken since they docked.

He just sat there, silent, while the footage replayed for the �fth time on the

wall screen. Yarik’s �nal second. The mech. The tilt of its head. It paused on

the frame. Digital zoom magni�ed the mech’s face. Re�ned, not improvised.

Black composite armor, etched with faint microcircuits. It didn’t look like a

machine built for war—it looked like something built to witness one. “You’ve

been quiet,” came the voice from across the table. Commander Orin Grahl—

IDF liaison to Rational Accord intelligence. Bald. Old. Soft-spoken in the way

landmines are. His uniform was crisp, decorated with too many

commendations for someone who hadn’t �own in a decade. He leaned

forward, �ngers steepled. “Your squadmate died. I expect some kind of

comment.” Demyan’s jaw tensed. He looked at the image on the screen, then

back to Grahl. “I’ve already given my report.” “Your report was clinical. No

speculation. No analysis.” “Because I’m not paid to speculate,” Demyan

snapped, then caught himself. Lowered his tone. “I �y. I don’t draft narratives.”

Grahl smiled with one corner of his mouth. It didn’t reach his eyes.
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“Then let me draft one for you,” he said, gesturing. The footage shifted—cut

to a news feed montage. “Hindu-Atheist Tech Surge: Mechs in Violation?”

“Titan Resources Weaponized Against Accord?” “IDF Intervention Now Debated

at High Council.” “This footage, Lieutenant, will shape the next three months

of policy.

Possibly the next ten years of warfare.” Demyan exhaled s lowly,

trying to keep his heartbeat down. “What do you want me to

say? That they’re monsters? They’re not.  That thing could’ve

ki l led me. I t  didn’t .”  “And that’s what concerns us,” Grahl said,

voice now t ight with edge.

“No hesitation, no malfunction, no loss of control. That mech made a

decision—and we need to know why.” Demyan stood. “You want to use

my friend’s death as a moral case study. That’s fine. That’s your

game. But don’t drag me into the part where you pretend this is still

about ethics."

“This has always been about ethics,” Grahl said, standing too now.
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“That’s the l ine between us and them.” “Them? Who? The pi lots

r isking insanity to f ight a war they didn’t  start?” Demyan’s voice

cracked. “Or the engineers trying to bui ld something that works

better than the junk we keep throwing bodies into?” The si lence

afterward wasn’t empty. I t  was loaded. Grahl ’s eyes hardened.

“You’ve been inside your cockpit  too long, Lieutenant.  Seen too

many stars.  You forget people die because of doubt.  Hesitat ion

ki l ls  more than warheads.” He walked to the door, then paused.

“You’re being reassigned.” Demyan bl inked. “What?” “Red-grade

str ike authorizat ion. You’re leading a coordinated bombing

mission on one of the Titan foundries.  Accord-approved.

Oversight waived.” “That’s insane. You can’t just—” “The enemy

crossed a l ine.  We’re drawing one in return.” Grahl stepped out.

The door hissed shut.  Demyan sat back down. Hard. A bombing

mission. On civi l ians? On engineers? On whatever that faci l i ty

real ly was? He stared at the image frozen on the screen again.

The mech’s eyes seemed to be star ing back now. Not blank. Not

bl ind. Patient.  Outside the stat ion, Saturn loomed l ike a god

with too many r ings.  The neural ink f ighter sat prepped and

si lent in launch bays, cold blood in their  engines, wait ing to be

told who the enemy was this t ime.
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Chapter 4: Ghosts of Titan 

Titan didn’t  shine l ike the others.  I t  glowed. Faint ly.  L ike

something buried al ive beneath amber glass, wait ing to be

remembered. Demyan had f lown over it  before.  Mostly recon.

Mostly quiet.  But this—this was different.  They weren’t watching

Titan. They were coming to break something inside it .  He

hovered in formation, his neural ink tapped f ighter f loating just

beneath the ice-cloud layer.  The orange haze wrapped around

the hul l  l ike breath on frosted glass.  Instruments f l ickered

nervously.  Magnetic interference—normal for Titan. But it  st i l l

made his gut twitch. The bombing run was simple on paper:

target three heat s ignatures f lagged as Axiom fabricat ion si los.

Orbital  drop, no ground contact.  High-alt itude exit .  In and out.

But this wasn’t war.  Not yet.  There’d been no declarat ion. No

off ic ial  broadcast.  No ethics tr ibunal .  Just a whisper through the

ranks.  “Make it  disappear.”  Sarinov was back as squad lead.

Voice t ight,  c l ipped. “Form up. Confirm targeting locks.”

“Targeting confirms,” Tova said.  Her tone was dul l .  L ike her mind

was somewhere else.  Demyan didn’t  respond r ight away. The

markers bl inked on his HUD—three zones, al l  isolated, al l  low-

emission. No weapons arrays.  No defense satel l i tes.  Just faint

geothermal pulses and scatter architecture.
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“Captain…” he said f inal ly.

“What if  we’re wrong?” “We’re not.”  “What if  we are, and this

footage becomes the reason someone bombs our stat ions ten

years from now?” A pause. Then Sarinov said— “Demyan, if  you

want to keep f lying, you need to stop looking for ghosts in the

data.” He t ightened the sync gloves. Ghosts.

What the hel l  did Sarinov think these people were? The ones

below, bui lding machines with human minds inside? He

remembered Yarik’s laughter.
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The dumb jokes during refuel ing. The way his f ighter always

leaned a l i tt le to the left .  Gone in a f lash—because someone

didn’t want to ask what was real ly happening down here.

“Bombing pattern confirmed. Countdown to release: 10

seconds.” The f ighter bay l i t  up with red indicators.  The si lence

felt  too heavy. Tova whispered something in Arabic.  Demyan

couldn’t hear the words, but he felt  the weight.  “5 seconds.” His

f inger hovered over the neural  commit.  “4…” Three pulsed l ines

on the HUD. Three zones. He zoomed in on the second one.

People.  Not many. Maybe a dozen. Moving. Heat s ignatures, yes

—but shaped l ike humans. Slow. Calm. Like they didn’t  know

they were marked for erasure.

Or maybe they knew, and it  just didn’t  matter anymore.



The Godless Steel

Revelaris

“2…” He broke formation. Sharp dive. Alarms �ared. Autopilot override

screamed in protest. Sarinov’s voice came hard. “What are you doing?! Get

back in pattern!” Demyan’s breathing spiked. “I’m going to con�rm visuals.

There are people down there. We drop now, we bury them alive.” “We have no

con�rmation of civilians—” “Because we didn’t look!” The wind resistance

roared around him as he broke the cloud layer. Titan’s surface came into

focus. Orange ice. Thin spires. A dome—cracked. And there, below it, �gures in

motion. One of them looked up. And then something moved beside her. Not

another person. 

A mech. Thin, black, upright—but not attacking. Just standing. Watching him.

His targeting system tried to lock. He disabled it. “I’m not dropping.” Silence.

Then— “Demyan, return to pattern or be considered rogue.” He hovered. One

thousand meters above a facility marked for deletion. He thought about Yarik

again. Then about the mech that had spared him. Then about the ones who

would never even know why their outpost went dark. He climbed. Ascended

back through the clouds. “I’ll take the suspension,” he said. Sarinov said

nothing. The others dropped. Explosions rippled below. Fire bloomed where

there had been light and motion. Demyan watched it from above, like a ghost

watching its own funeral. Back in orbit, his �ghter powered down. Cold.

Docked. A message blinked into his inbox before his boots hit the platform. 
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He walked past the of�cers without looking at them. No one spoke to him. Not

even Tova.

The only sound was his own breath. And the memory of the girl looking up

from the dome, just before the �re fell.

SUBJECT: OFFICIAL SUSPENSION NOTICE – BREACH OF RED-GRADE

PROTOCOL REVIEW PENDING. DO NOT LEAVE STATION.
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 Chapter 5: The Pilot in the Fire 

 Titan’s silence wasn’t peaceful. It scraped against the nerves. Cold, deep,

slow—like watching someone you love fall asleep in the snow and knowing

they won’t wake up. Demyan sat in the observation deck of the orbital station.

Alone. No helmet. No �ight suit. Just him, a window, and the swirl of burnt

gold far below. His body �oated in low-grav suspension, tethered by ankle

braces. His knuckles were red. He’d stopped noticing when he started digging

nails into his palms. He hadn’t slept. Hadn’t shaved. Hadn’t spoken since the

debrief. Three days. Two dismissals. One silence louder than any court-martial.

The station crew avoided him. Not from orders—just something instinctual.

Like his silence might be contagious. Or worse… meaningful. “You look like

shit.” He didn’t turn. Tova’s voice cracked into the quiet like a match against

damp wood. She �oated into view, a sealed protein pouch in one hand, her

hair tied back in a combat braid. “You planning to join the living again, or are

you just gonna orbit guilt until the air runs out?” Demyan looked at her �nally.

“Did you know there were civilians down there?” “I thought there were.” “And

you still dropped?” She exhaled, slow and bitter. “Sarinov gave the order.”

“That’s not an answer.” She �oated to the other side of the window, chewing

the protein gel like it was punishment. “I hesitated, alright? My �nger hovered.

But… I’ve got two kids back on Mars. And a Husband who already thinks I’m

dead every time I miss a call. I follow orders because the system’s the only

thing keeping them fed.” Demyan didn’t say anything. Not right away.
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“You think the system gives a damn about your family?” Tova laughed. Cold.

“No. That’s the point. I give a damn. And if I’m not there, who will?” He turned

back to the window. Titan was still burning in his mind. “You ever think we’re

not the heroes, Tova? That maybe we’re the knife someone else is holding?”

“All the time.” She shrugged. “Doesn’t stop the bleeding.” Later, in his private

bunk, the footage played again. Not the sanctioned footage. His own. The raw

stream from his HUD before the cloud cover closed. He paused it. Frame 1: the

girl. Standing near the dome’s edge. A datapad in hand. Frame 2: the mech.

Standing beside her. Unmoving. Not aiming. Frame 3: the blast. Whiteout.

Demyan stared at the paused image, �ngers shaking over the touchpad. He

ran enhancement �lters. He zoomed on the mech. Its body was sleek,

polished, but beneath the left arm—scratched into the carbon-�ber armor—

were lines. Carvings. Not numbers. Not insignia. Sanskrit. He copied the

markings. Cross-referenced with station archives. Nothing came up in of�cial

databases. So he accessed an off-grid node. 
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Not IDF. Not Accord. “Encrypted interface detected. Proceed at your own risk.”

He pressed accept. The network bloomed open like a scar under the skin—dark

�les, intercepted reports, ignored testimony logs. He dug deep. Buried

keywords under obscure formatting. He didn’t even know what he was looking

for—until he found it. "Project Moksha." An abandoned research paper.

Redacted, mis�led, then buried under hundreds of junk PDFs. He opened it.

The abstract alone made his stomach twist.

“Cognitive harmonics through Titan-derived neuro-metals.
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Voluntary mech integration. Full psychospiritual compatibility. Phase-1 trials

initiated under Axiom Engineering—non-Accord jurisdiction. No adverse

instability observed.” Then a handwritten note in the margin: “These aren’t

weapons. These are pilgrims.” Demyan leaned back, breath short. They

weren’t building soldiers. They were building something else. “Pilot Hrycenko,”

came the station AI, suddenly. He �inched. “What?” “Your presence is

requested in Hangar Bay 3. Escort duty. Clearance override initiated by Station

Command.” He blinked. “I’m grounded.” “You are now… reactivated.” He

arrived in the bay still half-disoriented. Technicians avoided his eyes. His

�ghter was already prepped. Standing beside it, inspecting the nose vent, was

a tall man in a white-paneled uniform. No rank insignia. No �ags. Just a dark

cross woven subtly into the breast pocket. “General oversight liaison,” he said,

turning. His voice was patient. Weathered. “Name’s Velasquez. I’m here

because someone kicked the hive too early.” Demyan narrowed his eyes.

“You’re not IDF.” “No.” He smiled. “And if I were, you’d already be off this

station for good.” “So what am I escorting?” Velasquez tapped a pad. “A

courier vessel. Civilian registration. Coming from the outer moons. Claims to

have �rst-hand testimony from inside the Axiom collective.” Demyan’s throat

dried. “You think it’s legit?” Velasquez nodded slowly. “I think the �re on Titan

didn’t start itself. I think there are too many voices missing. And I think…

you’re the only pilot with enough guilt to �y straight into whatever the hell’s

coming next.” Demyan stared at the open hatch of his �ghter.
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His �ngers twitched. Somewhere, deep in the hull, he felt the hum of the

engine responding. It missed him. He looked back at Velasquez. “What’s my

callsign now?” “You pick it,” the general said. “Just don’t lie to yourself about

what you’re �ghting for.” Demyan climbed into the cockpit. Sat. Engaged sync.

Outside, Titan kept glowing—low, stubborn, and unbroken. And for the �rst

time in days, Demyan didn’t feel like �oating anymore. He had gravity again.
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Chapter 6: The Enemy Has Eyes 

 The courier vessel looked like it shouldn’t have survived a breeze, let alone

deep space. It was old—scarred from micro-collisions, half its hull matte, the

other half burned smooth by reentry burns and recycled paint. A machine held

together by history and stubborn welds. No escort. No weapons. Just a

blinking beacon and a prayer. Demyan circled it twice in his neural tapped

�ghter. Cautious. Curious. “Courier vessel Nayana-4,” he called out, encrypted

band. “You’re approaching an IDF patrol corridor. Identify crew and intent.” A

pause. Then a voice answered. Female. Calm. Slight accent—South Asian,

maybe? But her tone wasn’t defensive. Or panicked. It was… grounded. “This

is pilot Raya Deshmukh, acting courier for the Axiom Collective. I’m unarmed. I

carry no payload but truth. If that still counts.” Demyan blinked. Something

about her voice—it didn’t match the monster �les they’d been shown. It

sounded human. Too human. “Why now?” “Because they started burning our

children.” Static cut the line for a moment. Her signal wasn’t strong. He

opened the secure relay. “You’re clear to dock with Forward Debrief Station

Ares-3. I’ll escort.” “Copy that,” she said. Then, softer— 
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Sleeves rolled up.

“Do you bel ieve in redemption, Lieutenant?” He didn’t  answer.

Not yet.  Docking protocol took forty minutes.  Demyan didn’t

enter the stat ion. He watched from the bay. Helmet off,  leaning

against the f ighter l ike a soldier too t ired to salute.  She

emerged from the courier vessel  alone. Not in armor. Not in

some gl int ing exosuit .  Just a threadbare f l ight jacket.  Brown.
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A black tunic underneath, streaked with engine dust. Her hair was tied in a

messy braid. Not military style. Just real. Lived-in. And then their eyes met.

For a second, the war collapsed. She walked slowly, measuring him. No fear.

No swagger. Just presence. “You’re the one who broke formation,” she said.

Demyan nodded once. “And you’re the mech pilot who didn’t kill me.” Her

mouth curved—just slightly. “I told the others you’d remember that.” “You told

the others.?” “That not every soldier forgets how to look before pulling a

trigger.” She stopped three feet from him. Not armed. Not hiding. “You want to

know why we build them?” she asked. “They said it was to cheat death.” “No.

It’s to live with it.” She reached into her jacket slowly, carefully. Pulled out a

small metallic orb. Thumb-sized. No threat. She held it out. “Touch it. Sync

only. No data pulled. No tricks.” Demyan hesitated—then took it. The moment

his �ngers brushed the surface, a wave surged through his nervous system.

Not pain. Not code. Just mental visuals. A child laughing under the Titan haze.

A mother teaching her daughter to code bio-signals into ceramic. A volunteer

stepping into a mech shell, whispering a Vedic chant as the plates closed

around her. There was no screaming. No forced neural mapping. Just calm.

Just choice. He dropped the orb. Caught his breath. Raya knelt. Picked it up

gently. Pocketed it again. “Every mech is a story,” she said. “Some choose

silence. Others choose speed. The ones that break—those are the ones we

failed to guide, not tools that went wrong.” Demyan stared at her. Voice tight.

“You. chose to become one?” She nodded.
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“I only wear the shell when I need to be more than a symbol. When I need to

be seen. When I need to protect.” “You know what they say about you? What

they show us?” She nodded again. “They need a monster. We need a shield.

Turns out, the same shape works for both.” Later, in the dim mess hall of the

station, they sat across from each other. Alone. “Why me?” he �nally asked.

“Because you paused,” she said, sipping recycled water. “That pause saves

lives.” “You’re risking everything coming here.” “Not everything. Just

certainty.” “You’re not what I expected.” She smiled—this time fully. Not just

polite. But tired. “Neither are you.” Silence again. This one didn’t scrape. It

settled. He watched her. The way her hands moved. The �icker in her eyes.

She was calculating—but not cold. Tactical—but not cruel. Something shifted

inside him. Not fully. Not loud. Just a fracture in the script he’d been reciting

since Saturn Command had printed his loyalty badge. He stood. “Tomorrow, I

�y you to Mars. Velasquez wants your testimony on-record.” “Tomorrow,” she

echoed, standing too. She paused, looking up at him with a gaze that was

neither soft nor sharp—but certain. “But tonight… let’s talk about what they’re

still hiding.”
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Chapter 7: Titan’s Secret Heart

The landing wasn’t logged. No �ight path �led. No approach vector recorded.

Of�cially, Demyan never touched down on Titan again. But he remembered

everything. The drop ship’s interior was loud with old systems humming too

hard—air �lters whistling, stabilizers grinding on turns. No autopilot. Raya �ew

it herself. No nav lights, either. Just a tight beam skimming the orange fog as

they descended, the air thick like soup poured from a wound. Demyan sat

beside her, strapped in loosely. One glove off, �ngers tapping a slow rhythm

on his leg. Not nervous. Not calm. Something in between. She didn’t speak

much. Just adjusted dials, �icked switches like she was tuning a symphony

only she could hear. Outside the viewport, the clouds thinned. Then broke.

And there it was. Titan’s surface—alive. Not like Earth. Not green. Not loud.

But alive in its own quiet de�ance. Black spires, curved like �ngers. Filaments

of blue biolight trailing up columns of synth-grown scaffolding. Shimmering

domes patched with solar mesh. And beneath them, people. Moving. “We call

it Moksha Valley,” Raya said, �nally. “It’s not mapped. Not yet. Not while they

still send hunters.” Demyan leaned forward, mouth parted slightly. It looked

like an alien world—except it wasn’t. Everything here was human-built. Grown,

shaped, and inhabited by hands that believed in something beyond utility.

Touchdown was silent. No welcome party. No security screen. Just a single

landing strip marked with faded paint and a glowing red circle.

  They stepped out into low gravity. Titan’s wind was strange.
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Like it whispered sideways.

Not cold.
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Just present. He followed her. They passed under translucent Domes. Above,

children ran across inclosed skybridges—some laughing, some chasing drones,

others simply walking alone with expressionless focus. They passed a

meditation pool where three �gures in mech shells knelt in stillness, heads

bowed, arms folded across their chests. “Why the shells here?” Demyan asked.

“Ceremony,” Raya said. “Not battle.” “Looks like armor.” “It is,” she said,

smiling. “But not for killing. For holding what breaks too easily without it.” She

took him into the Hall of Origin—carved from black basalt, infused with subtle

neural-light veins. Inside, it felt like a cathedral, but without symbols. Just

quiet. Just architecture made with reverence, not authority. A dozen engineers

stood around a mech suspended mid-air by magnetic beams. Panels peeled

back. Wires danced. But there were no tools in sight. They were humming.

Each of them—softly, like a lullaby sung into a machine’s bones. “We calibrate

through resonance,” she said. “Emotion tunes better than voltage.” He stared

at the exposed nervous core of the mech—light blue, not red. Pulse-like. It

glowed brighter as the humming intensi�ed. “And when it fails?” Demyan

asked. Raya’s expression shifted. Not guilt. But something heavier. A sadness

already lived with. “Then we bury the shell. And the name stays. Forever. No

resets.” “But… the Accord claims—” “The Accord hasn’t stepped foot here.

They harvest reports. Then rewrite them.” Demyan turned to her. “So why not

push back? Fight. You have tech that—” “Would make us exactly what they

say we are.” A long pause.. “Monsters.
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” Later, in the community archive—a dark room lit only by embedded �oor

lines—she showed him a projection. A woman. In a mech shell. Dancing. Not

tactical. Not defensive. Just… movement. Graceful. Controlled. Her arms

curved like �owing ink. Her limbs whirred in quiet arcs. A dozen children

watched from a balcony, mirroring her motions. “That’s Priya,” Raya said.

“She was the �rst to survive a full sync without disassociation. Her body failed

two years ago. Her mind didn’t.” “Is she still.?” “Alive,” Raya nodded. “Teaching

choreography.” “In a war machine.” Raya looked at him. “Not everything with

a weapon shape was built to destroy.” Demyan sat with her that night by the

geothermal well, where steam hissed like breath between carved stone seats.

They ate protein broth and traded stories of their �rst �ight. Hers in a glider

stitched together from solar scraps. His in a VR sim rig back on Kyiv Station.

For a moment, they laughed. The war felt far away. Distant. Like a half-

remembered script from someone else's life. But then she asked: “When they

come again, what will you do?” He didn’t answer right away. Not because he

didn’t know. But because he �nally did.
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Chapter 8: The Mind That Breaks

It  began with a tremor. Not in the ground—Titan was st i l l .  But in

the air.  In the way sound carr ied. In the way si lence broke.

Demyan was sitt ing in a s ide chamber of the Harmony Ward,

where mech-synced pi lots meditated before stepping into

interface chambers.  The wal ls pulsed with dim aqua l ight.  No

straight l ines.  Al l  curves, l ike the place had grown itself  out of

intention. He was alone, unti l  he wasn’t .  A sharp tone. Then

footsteps.  Fast.  Urgent.  Raya burst in,  out of breath. “You need

to come. Now.” No questions.  He fol lowed. The chamber was

deep under the central  dome. Reinforced. Circular.  L ike a

col iseum—but instead of seats, i t  had consoles.  Observation

ports.  Monitor ing teams. And in the center: a mech, upright,

l imbs relaxed, suspended mid-air by grav-stabi l izers.  Inside it—

floating in f luid—was a young man. Early twenties.  Shaved head.

Calm face. 
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“What happened?” Demyan asked. “He saw his mother’s face."

 “Was she here?” “No.

Wires trailed from his temples like veins woven into machine code. “His name’s

Sanjay,” Raya whispered as they approached. “He’s Phase-Three trial.

Voluntary sync. Emotional vector alignment was stable—until twenty minutes

ago.” Demyan studied the screen. Heart rate: Spiked. Neuro-sync: Fracturing.

Cognitive loop integrity: Declining. Fast.
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In a dream.” Demyan’s jaw clenched. “That can break someone?”

Raya nodded. “ It ’s  not about logic.  Syncing magnif ies bel ief.  I f

you doubt your own peace… the mech shows you everything you

fear.”  Sanjay’s eyes opened. Just a l i tt le.  Just enough to see.

The blue f luid swir led as his body spasmed. The mech’s f ingers

twitched. Sparks leapt from its spine. A low hum began to f i l l

the chamber.  Not from the systems. From him. A resonance. A

vibrat ion that sank into your bones before it  reached your ears.

“He’s s l ipping,” one of the technicians said.  “Overr ide isn’t

holding.” Demyan turned to Raya. “Can you shut it  down?” “We

don’t shut down people.”  “He’s going to break free!” “He’s not a

prisoner, Demyan! He’s becoming.” The hum cracked into a

screech. The mech arched its back. Arms locked. Then— Snap.

One of the stabi l izer beams fai led. The machine dropped six

feet.  Slammed into the f loor.  I t  rose. Slowly.  Uneven. Like a chi ld

learning to walk again—only its body was too heavy for the soul

inside. “Contain it ,”  a technician barked. “No!” Raya shouted.

“Let me speak to him!” She ran forward. Demyan fol lowed—

heart hammering. Every inst inct screamed combat, but this

wasn’t war.  Not yet.  Not if  they could reach him. Sanjay’s voice

came through the mech’s speaker array—broken, layered. Too

many tones speaking at once. “Where is she? She cal led.
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I  saw her.  She cal led…” Raya stepped into his path. Unarmed.

“Sanjay. This is  Raya. You’re in transit ion. You’re safe.” “No… no,

no, no—she said she was burning. She—she was in the f ire—”

“That’s a memory. That’s not this moment.” “The f ire is here! I

brought it!”  The mech’s arm extended. Not to str ike.  To reach.

But its f ingers trembled with too much force. A control  panel

shattered under the strain.  Demyan stepped forward. “Sanjay—

listen to me. I ’ve seen f ire.  I ’ve caused it .  And you don’t come

back from it  by screaming louder.”  The mech froze. Just a beat.

Then turned toward him. “You… you’re the one who f lew over.”

Demyan nodded slowly.  “Yes.  And I  paused. Because I  saw

someone who didn’t  want to be a weapon.” The resonance

shifted. The hum faded. The l ights dimmed. Sanjay col lapsed

inside the mech shel l ,  unconscious.  The machine crumpled with

him, folding into a fetal  curl .  Techs rushed in.  Stabi l izers

reengaged. Life s igns—steady. Raya knelt  beside the fal len form,

eyes closed. One hand on the mech’s chestplate.  “He’ l l  wake up.

We caught him in the fracture.  Before the spiral .”  Demyan let

out a breath he didn’t  real ize he’d held.  “And if  we hadn’t?”

Raya didn’t  look up. “Then he would’ve become what they say

we are.” Later,  in the outer dome, they stood watching the sun

bl ink weakly through Titan’s haze.
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“Do you know why I  real ly brought you here?” she asked.

Demyan didn’t  answer.  Not r ight away. “Because you’re

breaking, too,” she said.  “Just s lower.” “What makes you so

sure?” “Because you keep asking if  you’re r ight.  That’s the f irst

s ign.” “And the second?” “You stop wait ing for permission.” The

wind outside howled, soft and steady. Like a hymn sung in a

voice no god would recognize.  Inside, Demyan sat alone with his

thoughts.  And for the f irst t ime, he didn’t  want to s i lence them.
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Chapter 9: Return to the Lie 

The station felt smaller this time. Too quiet. Not in the peaceful way silence

used to stretch over empty corridors. But in the way a room goes silent when

someone walks in covered in smoke. Demyan stepped through Docking Bay 3

like a ghost dressed in regulation black. The moment his boots touched the

�oor, he felt it—eyes on him. Glances half-caught. Conversations that cut off

just a second too late. His presence wasn’t welcome. But it wasn’t challenged

either. That was worse. He passed the �ight hangar. His �ghter was still there.

Clean. Serviced. Obedient. The same as when he left it. And yet. everything

else had changed. In the debrie�ng chamber, the screens told a story. It was

edited now. Footage of the Titan bombing campaign played on loop—drones

sweeping low, incendiary rounds lighting the sky. The target domes shattered

under the �re. Mechs appeared—blurry, twitching, enhanced for threat. No

civilians shown. No hesitation. Just precision. Clean. Sanitized. Heroic. The

truth buried in spectacle. “Lieutenant Hrycenko,” Commander Grahl greeted,

voice oiled and polished. “Glad to see your conscience didn’t keep you away.” 
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Demyan didn’t  take the bait .  “You’re broadcasting edited

footage.” Grahl smiled. I t  wasn’t warm. “We’re presenting the

narrat ive the Accord needs to stay unif ied. People need vi l la ins,

Lieutenant.  Not nuance.” “There were no weapons in that dome.”

“Not yet.”  Demyan stepped closer.  His voice was calm, but i t  cut

deep. “You’re feeding this to civi l ians.  Mothers.  Chi ldren.

Colonists who might be next.  You know what that makes you?”

Grahl ’s face t ightened. Just a f l icker.
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“I know exactly what I am. Do you?” The silence that followed was thick. And

dangerous. That night, Demyan didn’t sleep. He walked the length of the

station’s interior loop three times. Then once more. His boots tapped like a

metronome. The hum of recycled air �lled the gaps between thoughts. By the

�fth pass, he knew what he had to do. The server room was sealed. But not to

him. His clearance hadn’t been revoked—an oversight, or maybe arrogance.

Either way, it was a mistake. He stepped inside, exhale sharp through his

teeth. Rows of data spines towered above him, glowing with status lights—

green, yellow, white. No red. Never red. Systems like these didn’t fail. They

were built to last. To obey. He accessed the input console. Typed slow.

Deliberate. “Footage upload: Moksha Valley. Mech breakdown. Pilot testimony.

Human elements only. No combat.” “Distribute: civilian networks. Outer

system feeds. Pirate comms. Un�ltered relay chain.” He paused over the

execute key. This was treason. He pressed it. Data began to �ow. Out. Past the

�rewalls. Past the silence. 
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MORE WILL FOLLOW. The system couldn’t stop it now.

The lie was cracking. And Demyan—once a silent cog in the great, loyal

machine—was the noise that wouldn’t fade.

Truth bleeding into the bloodstream of the solar system. “This is how it starts,”

Raya’s voice echoed in his head. “You stop waiting for permission.” He

returned to his quarters. No alarm sounded. No guards came. But they would.

Soon. Until then, he sat at his desk. Rewatched the footage of Sanjay. Of Priya

dancing. Of children following a mech not into war—but into rhythm. He

smiled. Barely. But it held. His communicator blinked. One message.

UNKNOWN ENCRYPTION SUBJECT: WE SAW. WE BELIEVE.
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Chapter 10: War Escalates 

The alarm wasn’t a siren. It was worse. A single tone—low, steady,

unchanging. A heartbeat stretched thin across the walls of the station. When

that sound came, you didn’t think. You moved. Demyan was already awake

when it started. He hadn’t slept. Sleep meant dreams, and dreams meant �re.

The hangar was chaos—organized chaos, but chaos nonetheless. Pilots

sprinted. Technicians shouted across the hiss of fuel injectors. Lights strobed

against the steel ribs of the ceiling. And at the center of it all, Commander

Grahl stood like a statue carved from arrogance. Hands behind his back. Jaw

tight. Watching everyone scramble to his rhythm. “Lieutenant Demyan

Hrycenko,” he said, voice slicing through the noise. “Good. You’re here. You’ll

lead Gamma Wing for a real mission this time.” Demyan didn’t answer. He

knew what was coming. He’d seen the war reports. 
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Grahl stepped closer. Lowered his voice.“ You’ve been compromised.

The propaganda. Titan wasn’t the only target anymore. They were going for

the core of Axiom territory. The central valley. The research hubs. The mechs

themselves. It wasn’t containment. It was extermination. “You want us to level

the valley,” Demyan said. Not a question. A statement. “We’re going to end

this before it metastasizes,” Grahl replied. His eyes burned with that

bureaucratic conviction that looked so much like faith. “You saw what they are

capable of. One slip. One rogue pilot. Imagine ten thousand. Imagine if they

spread beyond Titan.” Demyan’s �sts curled inside his gloves. “I also saw

civilians. Engineers. Children who don’t even know what war looks like."
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You’ve seen too much of their performance. That’s what they do, Hrycenko.

They make you think they’re human.” “They are human!” The words cracked

out of him, too loud. Too raw. The hangar fell brie�y silent around them.

Grahl’s expression hardened. “One more word like that, and you’re out. Not

suspended. Not reassigned. Erased.” Demyan suited up without another word.

But inside, he wasn’t obeying anymore. Every click of the harness, every snap

of his gloves into the neural interface—it was a countdown. Not to war. To

something bigger. Gamma Wing launched at 0500. The void between Saturn’s

rings tore open as they accelerated toward Titan. The planet loomed, orange

and vast, its atmosphere thick with storm shadows. “Wing check. Gamma-3

online.” “Gamma-4 ready.” Demyan didn’t speak at �rst. He stared at the

targeting feed, the blinking coordinates of Moksha Valley. His stomach twisted.

He thought of Raya’s voice. “When they come again, what will you do?”

Halfway through the approach, radar lit up. Not random signals. Not pirates.

Mechs. They weren’t waiting this time. They knew. “We’ve got contact, 12

o’clock high!” Tova yelled. “Weapons hot!” The �rst salvo struck like a hammer

blow. One of Gamma Wing’s drones spun out, its hull torn in half. A mech

darted past—silent, precise, like a shadow dancing on razor wire. Demyan’s

�ghter snapped into motion. He was the best. Everyone knew it. He cut angles

tight enough to make AI choke. His cannons tore through space. But the

mechs… they were faster. One moved alongside him, just close enough that

he could see the pilot’s face through a thin composite visor. Raya.
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“You shouldn’t be here,” her voice came through an open-band comm.

“Neither should you,” he shot back, breath harsh. “They’re sending you to kill

everything I showed you.” “I don’t want this �ght!” “Then stop �ying with

them.” Her mech dove, forcing two of the IDF �ghters off course. The rest of

Gamma Wing engaged in full force. Explosions rippled through the upper haze

of Titan’s sky. Firestorms bloomed like ugly �owers. Demyan hesitated—just

one second. And that second cost him. A missile scraped his tail �ns. His ship

spun. Warnings screamed. He bit down, hard, forcing control. He wasn’t

�ghting them anymore. He was �ghting himself. “Gamma Lead, lock targets!”

Grahl’s voice crackled over command comms. “Finish the strike, Hrycenko!”

Demyan’s �ngers hovered over the neural trigger. One press. One command.

And the valley would burn. He looked at the valley coordinates. Then at Raya’s

mech, still holding formation with him, not �ring. She was waiting. For his

choice. “Command,” Demyan said, voice slow and even. “I’m not burning

them.” “Repeat that?” Grahl demanded. “I’m not doing it. I’m done being your

knife.” Then he cut the comm link. Pitched the �ghter hard to the right.

“Tova,” he called. “You’re with me or not?” There was a pause. Then her voice,

shaky but resolute: “Damn it, Demyan… I’m with you.” The two �ghters peeled

away from formation. Grahl’s screaming voice faded behind them as the

mechs surged past, covering their escape. Demyan’s pulse pounded like �re

under ice. This was it. There was no going back now.
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Chapter 11: Betrayal of Steel 

The �rst rule of defection: don’t hesitate. The second rule: you will anyway.

Demyan’s �ghter ripped through Titan’s atmosphere with Tova just behind,

cutting a path through the edge of war. Static licked the cockpit canopy.

Debris spun in every direction. One of the mechs—Raya’s—veered alongside

them in perfect synchrony. No shots �red. No commands. Just trust,

measured in silence and proximity. Every second, he expected the kill

command to �re. His own �eet to turn on him. Missile lock. Drone intercept.

Auto-scrub of his name from every system. But nothing came. Only the sound

of his own breath, loud in his helmet. The ache in his jaw from clenching. And

the whisper of a future unearned, rushing up to meet him. “You sure about

this?” Tova’s voice crackled. It sounded older than it did an hour ago. “No,”

Demyan said, “but I’d rather die doing the right thing than live pretending I

don’t know what it is.” “Then let’s die with style.” 
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The kind of cold that meant something had broken.

They didn’t head back to Titan Valley. That would’ve been suicide. Instead,

Raya pinged them with a narrow-beam coordinate—Enceladus. A forgotten

research hub. Off-grid. Ghosted from of�cial charts during the Outer Moons

Exodus. A place abandoned when war got louder than science. It was perfect.

The landing bay was hidden beneath a frozen ridge. The approach nearly

cracked the undercarriage—winds sharp, visibility nil. But they made it.

Touchdown was rough. Controlled, but angry. Demyan’s hands trembled as he

powered down the �ghter. It was the �rst time he’d felt cold inside the cockpit.



The Godless Steel

Revelaris

He stepped out into the dim bay. Steel �oors dusted with frost. Lights

�ickering from old solar banks. No personnel in sight—just automatic systems

running on scraps and protocol. Tova landed seconds after. Popped her

canopy, helmet under one arm, braid hanging low. She didn’t speak. Just

walked up, stood next to him. Close. Not together. Just aligned. Then Raya

landed. Her mech folded open like a blooming shell. She stepped out, cloak

wrapped tight around her, face unreadable in the dim blue glow. “You’ve made

your choice,” she said. “Did I have one?” Demyan asked. “You always do.

That’s what makes it matter.” Inside the old research base, it felt like time had

collapsed. Dust clung to dormant consoles. Power hummed faintly under the

�oor, enough to keep the heaters from giving up entirely. They activated a

command room—barebones but secure. An old chair squealed as Tova sat

down, �ngers tapping into a terminal. “I can spoof our biosigns for twelve

hours. Maybe. Then they’ll know where we are.” “Good,” Demyan said. “I’m not

hiding.” He walked to the wall screen. Plugged in the drive. The real footage

played. Priya’s dance. Sanjay’s breakdown and recovery. Civilian engineers

building synaptic frames by hand. The children laughing. No sound. Just truth.

“This needs to go galaxy-wide,” he said. “And you’re going to make that

happen how?” Tova asked. “They own the networks. They own the councils.

Hell, they probably own my dentist.” “There’s one person who doesn’t owe

them anything,” Demyan said. “Who?” “General Esther Velasquez.” Raya

looked up. Eyes narrow. Calculating. But not unkind. “You trust her?” “No.
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But I trust her agenda. She doesn’t want chaos. She wants order. Real order.

That only works if people stop lying.” Tova exhaled sharply. “So what, we just

call her up and say, ‘Hey, sorry about the treason, want to see some footage

of the war crime we didn’t commit?’” “We don’t ask permission,” Demyan said.

“We show her what they’re hiding. Then we dare her not to act.” The upload

took six minutes. The encryption bypass, another four. Then it was gone—

�ung into secure relays, aimed for Velasquez’s internal oversight channel. Top

clearance. Burn after view. “If she doesn’t believe it?” Tova asked. “Then we’re

dead.” “We’re dead anyway,” Raya added. Demyan sat down at the console.

Folded his hands. Stared at the blinking transmission. “I don’t need her to save

us,” he said. “I just need her to realize we’re right.” Somewhere above, the

stars turned slowly over Enceladus. The �eet would be looking for them soon.

And when it arrived—Demyan knew—this would become something much

bigger than one defection. This would be the moment the narrative collapsed.
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Chapter 12: The Oversight General 

The �le arrived in the middle of a prayer. General Esther Velasquez knelt in the

private meditation chamber aboard Ark Sovereign, her �agship orbiting Mars,

�ngers laced, brow furrowed, whispering scripture not from duty—but from

memory. From need. Outside the chamber walls, a thousand bureaucrats were

sharpening knives in the name of protocol. War declarations drafted. Ethics

panels silenced. Titan smeared into the red of every military brie�ng. But

inside, just her and silence. Until— “Urgent relay,” the voice of her adjutant

cut through the comms. “Non-IDF channel. Marked Project Moksha. Tier-zero

override encryption.” Her eyes opened. Not wide. Just enough. “Send it in,”

she said. The screen unfolded like a confession. Footage uncut. Audio raw. No

actors. No enhanced mechs rampaging through outposts. Just people. Smiling.

Suffering. Dancing. And then the breakdown. Sanjay. The mech shaking,

trembling under the weight of grief that didn’t belong in machines—except it

did. Because the pilot was human. The moment it ended, she stood. Slowly.

Methodically. She walked into the CIC. Her command staff stood at attention.

They could tell—something had shifted. “Get me full surveillance on IDF Saturn

Command.” “Ma’am?” “They’ve lied,” Velasquez said, voice like polished steel.

“They’ve burned the truth and buried it in orbit. Not anymore.” The brie�ng

room was ready in twenty minutes. Her team moved fast. Smart. Loyal. She

stood at the head of the room, tall, in her dark inner-system dress uniform—

no decorations. Just the white Oversight seal on her chest.
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Her expression unreadable. Her presence undeniable. Behind her, the footage

played. This time, in front of generals. And senators. And mediators. And

envoys. All the people who thought they ran the system. “This,” she said,

pointing to the screen, “is not the enemy. This is not war. This is what we’ve

become by letting people like Anton Grahl control the lens.” She paused. Let

the footage �nish. No voice raised. Just truth, spoken plainly. “We are the

ones who �red �rst. We are the ones who bombed peace and called it

preemption.” A senator stood. “General Velasquez, with respect—this isn’t

evidence of war crimes. This is. a propaganda stunt by rogue defectors.”

Velasquez turned. Stepped forward once. “Then let’s prove it. Arrest them. Put

them on record. And when their testimony matches everything you just saw, I

want you to look me in the eye and tell me we didn’t try to bury our guilt

under a planet’s worth of ash.” Silence. No one moved. “Effective

immediately,” she said, turning to her chief of operations, “I am enacting

Clause 7 of the Oversight Charter. All IDF �eld authority in the Saturn sector is

to be suspended pending formal investigation.” “That includes Commander

Grahl?” “Especially Grahl.” She left the room. Her breath �nally caught up to

her in the hallway. She stopped. Put one hand on the cold alloy wall. “Get me

a line to Demyan Hrycenko,” she said. “We don’t know where he is.” “Find

him.” “Why him?” She straightened. “Because he’s the �rst soldier in three

systems who remembered what obedience isn’t.” On Enceladus, the

transmission came through hours later. Short. Coded. Simple.
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“This is Velasquez. I saw what you showed me. Hold your ground.

Reinforcements en route. You’ve started something righteous. Don’t let the

�re burn out.” Tova exhaled, grinning for the �rst time in days. Demyan didn’t

smile. He stood by the viewport, looking at the frost-covered moonscape.

“Now comes the hard part,” he said.
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Chapter 13: The General Who Rose Too Far 

 Grahl’s of�ce didn’t look like a war room. It looked like a shrine. Minimalist,

precise—obsessively neat. No clutter. No noise. No distractions. A white cross

sat in a shadowbox behind him, not lit, not labeled. Just there. He stood at the

center, hands folded behind his back, eyes �xed on the holoscreen hovering in

front of him. Dozens of live feeds blinked in and out—Titan airstrikes, mech

skirmishes, sensor shadows, council debates. But only one had his full

attention: Esther Velasquez. He paused the feed. Zoomed in. Her expression:

sharp, unreadable. He didn’t hate her. That would’ve made things easier. He

respected her. Which is why he had to destroy her. “Begin consolidation

protocols,” he said, voice calm but taut. His adjutant blinked. “Sir, that’s…

reserved for planetary breach scenarios—” “Titan is breached. Not by force. By

ideology.” 
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Disabling communication from Oversight.

And mobilizing �eets without sanction.

He turned to the window. Saturn loomed beyond the glass l ike a

cathedral  bui lt  from si lence and gas.  “She wants due process,”

he muttered. “She wants dialogue. I  want stabi l i ty.”  “What about

the Oversight Counci l?” “They’ l l  e ither thank me later… or I ’ l l

write the next version of their  charter.”  He moved to the center

of the room and activated the private upl ink.  The encryption

seal unfolded l ike a steel  f lower.  “Patch me to the Accord

Emergency Assembly.” “Sir,  they’re not—” “Now.” Seconds

passed. Then a hologram l i t  up: half  a dozen representatives

f l ickered in—blurred by distance, distorted by delay, but real .

“General  Grahl,”  one of them said.  “You’ve been bypassing

protocol .
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Explain yourself.” “Happy to,” he said. He didn’t blink. “We are facing an

ideological insurgency masquerading as a humanitarian effort. Titan has

become a nest for ethically unstable technology. Emotion-synced war

machines. Children being indoctrinated to pilot death suits. Of�cers defecting

mid-battle. The system is bleeding faith.” He looked them all in the eye, one

by one, voice rising like slow thunder. “I am not waging war. I am cauterizing a

wound.” There was silence. Then a voice: soft, cautious. “And what of

Hrycenko’s data dump? The footage? The testimony?” “Misinformation,” Grahl

said. “Highly sophisticated. Deepfake simulations. Mock-up implants. All

designed to evoke sympathy. I’ve commissioned an internal forensics review.

You'll �nd the source traced back to former Accord radicals expelled two years

ago.” He lied like he was breathing. But deep down, he knew he was on a

razor’s edge. Velasquez had in�uence. Hrycenko had gone viral. The system

wanted to believe him. Because that was easier than believing they had failed.

So he gave them something else to believe in: Control. “Give me seventy-two

hours,” Grahl said. “I will shut it all down. No blood. No chaos. Just order. And

when it’s done, you’ll thank me.” The line went dead. In his private chamber,

he sat alone. No staff. No music. No lights. He opened a �le. Not war plans.

Not mech specs. Not propaganda briefs. A photograph. Two boys. One dark-

haired, smiling. The other serious, even then. Himself. And his younger

brother. Gone now. Lost in a mech trial accident before any of this began. No

one knew. Because Grahl never told the story. He made it a weapon instead.



The Godless Steel

Revelaris

“You said the mind couldn’t survive it,” he whispered. “You were right.” He

stood. Put the photo away. Walked out the door, cloak �owing behind him like

a verdict yet to be passed. The general wasn’t rising anymore. He was falling.

Just fast enough to feel like �ight.
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Chapter 14: Intercession of Fire 

 It began with �re. But not on Titan. Not on Enceladus. Not in some cratered

moon or forgotten corridor. The �re lit up the Sovereign—Velasquez’s ship—

from within. She stood on the CIC bridge, silent. The �oor beneath her

hummed like a held breath. Around her, tension wound tight enough to

fracture steel. Red indicators blinked across the tactical array. The Saturn

Sector Fleet was moving. Hard. Fast. Toward Titan. “They launched without

approval,” her XO whispered. “Strike groups 4, 6, and 9. Multiple carriers.

Grahl’s signature all over it.” Velasquez didn’t blink. “ETA to Titan?” “Eleven

minutes, twenty-three seconds.” She took a step forward. Looked at the

massive screen displaying the �eet—tiny diamonds in the void, each one a

promise of annihilation.
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Grahl. “You don’t have the spine for this, Velasquez.” His tone was smug. Cold.

Comfortable.

He came through crisp, full-vid on the bridge monitor.

Grahl wasn’t waiting for hearings. He was burning evidence. “They’ll hit

Moksha Valley �rst,” the of�cer added. “It’s unshielded.” “They’re going to

vaporize a sanctuary,” she said �atly. “To save face.” Her hand hovered over

the comms control. Then she pressed. “This is Oversight General Esther

Velasquez. Effective immediately, I am seizing direct control of all

Interplanetary Defense assets in the Saturn Zone under Emergency Command

Authority 912.” “This overrides all local command structures. If your ship �res,

you are now operating under rogue authorization. That makes you not a

soldier… but a criminal.” Silence followed. And then, static. And then, a voice.
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His face �lled the screen like a stormcloud. “You’re sitting in your cathedral

passing judgment from orbit while the real war is happening planetside.” “This

isn’t war,” she said. “It’s murder.” “It’s containment.” “It’s cowardice.” He

leaned forward. “You want to talk ethics? Fine. Let’s talk about the boy who

broke protocol. About the woman wearing an enemy shell. About the data you

think is pure.” “I’ve seen it,” she said. “And I’ve seen what you turned our

defense �eet into. I won't let you weaponize silence.” He laughed. “Then stop

me.” She already had. Because behind her, Commander Nyla from the inner-

system �eet had been watching. Quiet. Hidden in the corner of the bridge,

arms folded. Velasquez nodded once. “Execute Operation Red Thread.” Nyla

smiled. “With pleasure.” Three interceptor wings cloaked under diplomatic

shuttles dropped from stealth. They weren’t there to warn. They were there to

disable. One by one, Grahl’s ships went dark. EMP pulses. Navigation

overrides. Boarding pods pre-authorized by Oversight. Within seconds, three

cruisers spiraled out of formation, limp and drifting. A fourth tried to retaliate

—�red a warning shot. Too late. The Sovereign �red one salvo. Not to kill. To

cripple. Grahl’s screen �ickered. His smile fractured. “You just �red on your

own �eet.” Velasquez stepped closer. Her voice was ice now. “No. I �red on

your ambition.” On Enceladus, Demyan watched the transmission unfold on an

encrypted relay. The image of the Oversight seal �ickered across the screen,

followed by Velasquez’s face—calm, resolute, lit by the �res of a rebellion born

not from rage, but from truth.
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“To all systems: the attempted assault on Titan has been halted. The

Oversight Committee is assuming emergency governance until further notice.

Commander Grahl is under arrest. Charges forthcoming.” Tova gasped. Raya…

bowed her head. Demyan didn’t move. Not at �rst. “It worked,” Tova

whispered. Demyan looked at the screen. “No,” he said. “It started.” Because

�re can consume. But it can also re�ne. And for the �rst time in years, the

stars weren’t burning to hide the truth. They were burning to reveal it.
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Chapter 15: The Reckoning 

They cal led it  The Cascade. Not a courtroom. Not a stat ion. A

hol lowed-out asteroid turned transmission node—floated

between the orbits of Ceres and Mars, packed with broadcast

towers and echo chambers designed for one thing: global

witness.  I t  was bui lt  for war tr ia ls .  Now it  was being used for

something worse. Truth. Demyan stood behind t inted glass.  The

chamber was cold—on purpose. Humbling. No armor. No rank.

No podiums to hide behind. The systems were onl ine. Thousands

of feeds queued. Inner-system, outer-belt,  even rogue

channels.  
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The solar system was watching. “This is going out to the

moons?” he asked quiet ly.  Tova nodded. Her face drawn, voice

low. “And further.  Europa, Ceres, Vesta.  Even some outer

stat ions that pretended not to care.” “They’ l l  twist i t .”  “Some

wil l .  Some won’t .  But they’ l l  hear it .  That’s what matters.”  The

recording began. No countdown. No ceremony. Just a f l icker.

And then Raya stepped into the l ight.  She wore white.  Not for

drama. Not to provoke. For mourning. She began slow. “My name

is Raya Deshmukh. I ’m a mech pi lot for the Axiom Col lect ive. I

volunteered. I  survived ful l  sync. And I  st i l l  choose it .”  The

si lence was thick on the feed. She held it .
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The solar system was watching. “This is going out to the

moons?” he asked quiet ly.  Tova nodded. Her face drawn, voice

low. “And further.  Europa, Ceres, Vesta.  Even some outer

stat ions that pretended not to care.” “They’ l l  twist i t .”  “Some

wil l .  Some won’t .  But they’ l l  hear it .  That’s what matters.”  The

recording began. No countdown. No ceremony. Just a f l icker.

And then Raya stepped into the l ight.  She wore white.  Not for

drama. Not to provoke. For mourning. She began slow. “My name

is Raya Deshmukh. I ’m a mech pi lot for the Axiom Col lect ive. I

volunteered. I  survived ful l  sync. And I  st i l l  choose it .”  The

si lence was thick on the feed. She held it .“  They cal led us

monsters.  They said we broke minds.

But the minds we lost were broken before the shel l .
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By fear.  By war.  By technology rushed through labs too fast to

be ethical .”  Her voice didn’t  shake. But it  cracked once.

Del iberately.  “You didn’t  ask what happened to the ones who

fai led. You just cal led us unstable.”  Then came the footage.

Sanctioned engineers.  Lab techs from Titan. Rational Accord

defectors.  One by one, they spoke. Diagrams overlaid.  Neural

interface maps f l ickered. “The cognit ive drift  came from their

code,” one engineer said, point ing to a glowing red feedback

spiral .  “We warned them. Their neural  mesh forces false

harmonics.  I t  tr icks the mind into adapting—and when it  can’t,  i t

tears itself  apart.”  Velasquez leaned forward in her viewing

chamber.  No counci l  robes.  Just the Oversight seal  pinned to her

col lar.  She wasn’t above it .  She was part of i t  now. Then

Demyan took the stand. He didn’t  know what he’d say unti l  he

opened his mouth. “ I  f lew drones for seven years.  Top of my

class.  Perfect record. I  fol lowed orders.  I  hit  every target.”  He

looked down. Then up. “And then I  saw them.” He pul led up the

footage—unedited. His f ighter hovering over Titan. The gir l

looking up from the dome. The mech standing beside her.  No

weapons raised. “This is what I  a lmost ki l led.” “This,”  he said,

point ing to the screen, voice start ing to tremble, “ is who they

told me was the threat.”  He paused. Not for drama. For control .
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“When your loyalty is measured in bombs, hesitat ion is treated

l ike betrayal .  But sometimes… hesitat ion is the only moral  act

left .”  Outside, protests erupted. On Luna’s inner cit ies.  On Mars

arcology wal ls .  Even on the f loating s lums of Ganymede. Crowds

chanted in fractured languages: No more si lence. No more f ire.

No more forged consent.  In the tr ibunal chamber, Velasquez

stood. Alone at the central  table.  “The Interplanetary Defense

Force,” she began, “was bui lt  to protect humanity from external

threats.”  She looked around the chamber.  No paper.  No

datapads. Just eyes.  “But no external threat has caused as much

internal col lapse as our fai lure to oversee ourselves.” She

inhaled. “Effect ive immediately, I  propose a permanent

independent civi l ian Oversight Branch to review, regulate, and—

if necessary—overrule mi l i tary command. This is  not a

suggestion. I t ’s  a demand.” A long pause. A r ipple of murmurs.

Then, f inal ly—nods. Approval .  Some begrudging. Some hopeful .

But real .  Raya, standing behind the glass, whispered: “They

heard us.” Tova smiled faint ly.  Demyan didn’t  answer.  He turned

to the stars instead. They st i l l  looked the same. Distant.  Cold.

Inf inite.  But something was different now. They were f inal ly

echoing with truth.
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Chapter 16: Ashes Between Giants 

The courtroom wasn’t a room. It was a sphere. Glass-paneled, sunlit, �oating

in synchronous orbit between Earth and Mars. A construct of transparency—

symbolic and strategic. Everything seen. Everything heard. Below, the blue of

Earth shimmered. Above, the stars loomed silent. They called it The Ring of

Truth. Demyan called it a gamble with architecture. A place where words were

weapons and silence was guilt. He sat at the witness platform, palms sweating

against the carbon-slick table. He hadn’t worn a uniform. Just black. Civilian.

Clean. His rank meant nothing now. That was the point. Opposite him: twelve

Oversight judges. Velasquez among them. Behind him: Raya, Tova, a silent

audience of diplomats, admirals, refugees, protestors, and ghosts. The

prosecutor stood. “Lieutenant Hrycenko. You defected during an active

engagement. You transmitted restricted footage. You disobeyed direct orders.

Why?” Demyan didn’t clear his throat. He didn’t look at notes. He looked at

her. “Because I saw what truth looked like. And it didn’t look like our reports.”

A pause. “You’re claiming the Interplanetary Defense Force falsi�ed evidence?”

“No,” he said. “They framed reality. You didn’t have to lie. Just crop the

footage, mute the screams, clip out the dance before the drone strike.” He

leaned forward. “I saw children learning to walk inside exosuits. I saw

engineers building mechs from memory and philosophy. Not for war. For

survival. I saw a man lose himself inside his own memory, and instead of

killing him—they sang him back.” Another pause.
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Then, from one of the judges: “And what did you do, Lieutenant, when your

team dropped bombs on those people?” Demyan’s jaw tightened. He didn’t

blink. “I watched.” His voice cracked on the word. “I hovered while they

burned. I didn’t stop it. But I didn’t pull the trigger either. Which makes me

guilty. Just… less than most.” Tova testi�ed next. Not long. Not polished. “We

followed orders,” she said. “Because the only thing scarier than killing the

wrong target was hesitating.” She looked up, eyes wet but unbroken. “I won’t

do it again. You shouldn’t let anyone do it again.” Then Raya stood. She didn’t

ask permission. “You want to know what we are?” she said, pacing the �oor

slowly, barefoot in traditional garb with her pilot’s mark branded across her

collarbone. “We are not a threat. We are the result of your fear. You denied us

oversight. Denied us voice. You called us deviant because our machines don’t

kill without grief. Because our pilots meditate before �ight. Because our

warriors cry when they return from battle.” She stopped. “You bombed a place

named after freedom. Then asked us why we ran.” There were no cheers. No

applause. This wasn’t theater. It was reckoning. When Grahl was brought in—

chained, stiff, stripped of insignia—he didn’t resist. Didn’t speak. Didn’t blink

when the charges were read. “Violation of Interplanetary Charter Ethics Clause

Four.” “Fabrication of combat intelligence.” “Unauthorized escalation.”

“Attempted extermination of non-aligned faction.” When asked for a

response, he only said: “I did what I thought was necessary.” And for the �rst

time in his life, it wasn’t enough. The gavel fell. Sentence pending.



The Godless Steel

Revelaris

But truth—truth had already passed judgment. Later, in the open-air deck

above the Ring, Demyan stood alone. Titan was visible now. Faint. Small. But

no longer silent. Behind him, footsteps. Raya. “You look like a man who just

lost something,” she said. “I did.” “What?” “The illusion of certainty.” He

turned. “They want to promote me.” “You deserve it.” “No,” he said. “I just

survived.” She stepped closer. “That’s the �rst quality a good general needs.”

He didn’t argue. The stars wheeled above. The planet turned below. And

somewhere between the two, the future waited. Unwritten. Ashes drifting. But

not settling.
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In the shadows between Jupiter and Saturn, obedience is survival—and truth is

treason. Demyan Hrycenko, a decorated Ukrainian drone pilot for the

Interplanetary Defence Force, was trained to follow orders, not ask questions.

Tasked with bombing a rogue engineering facility allegedly producing mind-

warping mech soldiers, he enters a war painted in black-and-white. But on

Titan’s scorched edge, nothing is as it seems. What begins as a sanctioned

strike unravels into a moral crucible. Captured by an enemy mech pilot who

shows more mercy than his own commanders, Demyan discovers a web of lies

spun by the very alliance he swore to protect. The truth? The enemy isn’t

violating ethics—they’re exposing them. As propaganda poisons the solar

system and a rogue general ascends toward unchecked power, Demyan must

risk his rank, his past, and his life to ignite a rebellion of conscience. With the

help of a principled Christian oversight general and the woman once branded

his enemy, he’ll �ght to dismantle the machinery of blind obedience before the

stars burn with holy war. Godless Steel is a searing, action-packed sci-� thriller

about loyalty, technology, and the terrifying cost of silence in the vacuum of

war.


