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Disclaimer:

This is a work of science fiction. All names, characters, places and events described are fictional or used fictitiously. Any similarity to real people, living or dead, is mere coincidence.

Content Warning:

Free Citadels is a story of infiltration, sabotage, and divided loyalties set in a galactic universe on the brink of war. Throughout its pages you will find:

-  Political tension and covert diplomacy in hostile territories.

-  Contained violence in contexts of technological warfare, with synthetic creatures, biomechanical viruses and weapons of silent destruction.

-  Themes of identity, betrayal and moral dilemmas with emotional and existential overtones.

-  Complex personal dynamics between spies, mercenaries, androids and former allies.

This book contains no explicit sexual content.

It is suitable for young and adult readers who enjoy galactic adventures with a fast- paced narrative, relationships with emotional undertones, and a focus on internal

and external conflict without resorting to graphic eroticism.

As you continue, you confirm that you want to be drawn into an intense science fiction story, loaded with intrigue, interplanetary combat, and decisions that could change the fate of a galaxy.


FREEHOLD CITADELS: A JADE NOVA STORY

The Free Citadels, last bastions of independent worlds, seek to join the Galactic Union to escape the tyranny of warlords and interstellar cartels. As diplomats sign treaties amid toasts and smiles, a shadow looms over them: the Iron Conclave, a fanatical empire that worships the power of metal and the purity of the machine.

The Hierarch, leader of the Conclave, has sworn to turn these citadels into iron monuments as a warning to the Union. Their new weapon, the Nemesis Virus, is capable of corrupting organic life and transforming it into grotesque metallic sculptures.

The Intergalactic Agency, the ever-reliable scalpel of the Union, cannot act openly without unleashing an all-out war. So they send in their most troublesome but effective agents: Jade Nova, the mercenary; Zyloth “Zee” Vex, the shape-shifting alien; and Lyra Kane, the spy with a dark past.

Their mission: infiltrate the Free Citadels and uncover the Conclave’s plan before the entire galaxy becomes an iron mausoleum.


Chapter 1: "Diplomacy and Shadows of Iron"

Lyra’s Silver Phantom descended toward Neo-Kovak, its silver hull skimming the atmosphere like a knife on silk. The floating citadel shimmered under the glare of the stars, a distorted mirror of twisted towers and polished metal bridges, where even the air smelled of ozone and ambition. Inside the ship, the team prepared for their diplomatic façade.

Jade Nova adjusted the high collar of her ambassadorial outfit, a garment as elegant as a death trap: deep blue with silver filigree, an "understated" V-neckline (according to Lyra), and high, slender heels beneath the skirt. Looking at herself in the reflection of a console, she grimaced.

“I hate this. I’d rather face a space pirate hiccup than deal with these shoes.”

Lyra Kane, flawless in her black officer’s uniform,so tight it looked painted on, shot her a look.

“Stick to protocol, Nova. We must maintain the façade. And if you fire first, both the Galactic Union and the citadels will be exposed.”

Zyloth “Zee” Vex, transformed into a six-foot-two humanoid bodyguard of sarcasm, adjusted his belt full of “concealed” weapons.

“Don’t worry. If anyone asks, I’ll say you’re an ambassador... specializing in explosive negotiations.”

Jade shot him a look that promised pain, but Zee only laughed, his gravelly voice resonating like a poorly lubricated engine.

“Hey, what if I ‘bump’ into the Presiding Leader? Can I just say it was an attack and start the light show?”

Lyra closed her eyes, counting to three in a language she probably made up so she wouldn’t strangle them.

“That’s why the Agency report says, ‘Zee: only interact in case of apocalyptic emergency.’”

The Phantom landed in the main hangar, a space so neat that even the dust seemed arrested for violating the aesthetic code. A delegation awaited them—Neo-Kovak officials in silver robes and respirator masks (the local fashion, according to the archives).

At the front, Varis Koth, the tall, lean Presiding Leader, stepped forward with a smile reminiscent of a synthetic protocol programmed to simulate warmth.

“Ambassador Nova, Officer Kane. Welcome to Neo-Kovak.” Varis Koth’s eyes slid to Zee, whose height was something of an attention grabber. “We hope your stay will be… productive.”

Jade forced a smile, mentally calculating how long it would be before she could draw her blasters. She nodded politely, though her eyes scanned the hangar with the precision of a contraband scanner in an Imperial customs house.

“Thank you, Presiding Leader Koth. The Galactic Union values your… enthusiasm for cooperation.”

Beside her, Zee remained motionless in his role as bodyguard, though his lips twitched just enough to murmur:

“I hate these places. They smell of cheap politics and expensive lies.”

Jade stomped her foot with the elegance of an enraged feline, but Zee didn’t even blink—just added:

“And killer heels, apparently.”

No sooner had they stepped away from the delegation than a security officer approached, his voice barely audible over the hum of the citadel’s systems.

“Officer Kane, we have a problem.”

Lyra raised an eyebrow, as if the universe was personally testing her patience. “So soon? We might break a record.”

The man slid a holographic tablet toward them. The projection revealed a fleet of Iron Conclave ships, angular, windowless constructs, gathering near the planet.

“Not regular forces. Just synthetic units. Not a single organic soldier aboard. It’s… unusual.”

Jade frowned. “Recon drones?”

“Too big for that. And they don’t respond to hails. Like they don’t even care if we see them.”

Lyra exchanged a glance with Jade. “Something doesn’t add up.”

The agents were escorted into a private room—which was, in reality, a covert operations center disguised as a diplomatic lounge. Holographic screens flickered with real-time data, while a panoramic window displayed Neo-Kovak’s metallic sky, where the clouds churned with smelting vapors and paranoia.

Zee slumped into an armchair with the grace of a sack of tools.
“Well, this is a thousand times better than pretending to care about interstellar tariff speeches.”

Jade kicked off her heels with a sigh that promised future violence.
“If anyone else mentions ‘free trade agreements,’ I’m turning this table into a foxhole.”

Lyra, already immersed in the reports, didn’t look up.
“Let’s focus. The Conclave doesn’t send ships for no reason. What the hell are they looking for here?”


Chapter 2: Reinforcements and Reflections

Neo-Kovak’s private lounge was now his temporary base, lit only by the bluish glow of the holographic screens projecting maps and encrypted data. Outside, the citadel slept under an artificial sky, but the team knew that the Conclave threat breathed in the shadows, like a predator orbiting its prey.

Jade Nova was adjusting the controls of her compact blaster, sitting on the edge of a table with the grace of a cat about to pounce, but one detail betrayed her:

“Damn…” She blew hard to push aside the lock of hair falling over her face, as if the universe insisted on making her look “elegant” even now.

Zee, back in her natural form—blue-gray skin and bony ridges that glistened in the cold light—carried a pulse rifle with the same excitement as someone waiting for a late train.

“Officially, this is the most boring thing we’ve ever done. Not a single shot… yet.”

Lyra Kane, kneeling in front of a tactical backpack, pulled out a tracking device with the precision of a surgeon disarming a bomb.

“The Conclave has penetrated neutral space. The planet’s defenses will take over for now; it is not yet our time to act.”

Suddenly, the central screen flashed with an alert. A hologram of Director Jarek Thorne materialized, his face chiseled by the blue light of the projection, as if stress had sculpted additional wrinkles into it.

“Agent Kane, change of plans. We’re sending you reinforcements.”

Lyra tensed, fingers gripping the edge of the table as if she could strangle the bad news.

“More agents? That’ll compromise our diplomatic cover.”

Thorne sketched a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “It won’t be a problem. It’s T.O.R.D.”

Lyra nodded, shoulders relaxing a millimeter. “Ah. That… makes sense.”

Jade looked at her curiously and suspiciously, as if a dangerous ex-boyfriend had just been mentioned.

“Who the hell is Tord?”

Zee let out a laugh, amused like a child at a boring meeting. “I’m sure he’s another human, one more exciting than you.”

Lyra ignored the comment, but the little twist on her lips was more eloquent than any retort.

“Tactical Operative for Response and Domination. A combat synthetic. Alpha class. I met him on Calypso-5.” She paused, calculating how much truth they would bear. “He’s… efficient.”

Jade raised an eyebrow, the blaster swinging in her hand like a pendulum of menace.

“Efficient or excruciating?”

Lyra didn’t answer, but the gleam of resignation in her eyes said it all.

The team decided to rest until T.O.R.D.’s arrival at dawn. In the private dining room, a synthetic dinner awaited them: protein cubes of suspicious yellow, labeled with holograms that read “Flavor: Chicken Indeterminate.”

Jade nudged a cube with her fork, as if expecting it to come to life and confess to gastronomic crimes.

“I mean… is Tord a heavy guy? A ‘know-it-all’? A—?”

Lyra interrupted her, pouring herself a glass of water with the calm of one who has had this conversation a thousand times.

“He’s an agent. And yes, he’s as annoying as you sound right now.”

Zee laughed with a mouthful of food, spitting particles of “chicken” onto the table. “Finally, someone who irritates Jade more than I do!”

Jade looked at him with professional annoyance, but a rebellious smile escaped her.

In a rare moment of silence, Lyra reached across the table, brushing Jade’s fingers with a gentleness that contrasted with her battle scars.

"Are you okay?"

Jade froze, as if the contact was an emotional minefield. "Yeah. Just... this is still weird. I'm still weird."

Lyra squeezed her hand, ignoring how Jade's knuckles tightened under her touch.

"Not to me."

The moment was broken when Zee coughed exaggeratedly, choking on his own role as an awkward third party.

"Do you want me to leave? Because I can fake an emergency. 'Oh no, my protein cube burned!' type."

Jade threw a muffin at his head.

The next day, a giant shadow blocked the light of the rising sun.


Chapter 3: Diplomacy and Disruptions

Jade's private room in Neo-Kovak was submerged in chaos: combat clothing and "beauty products" (which were actually camouflage kits and laser-sensing lipstick) were strewn across the table. Dawn light filtered through the blinds, painting gray streaks on the clutter like a barcode of chaos.

Jade stared at herself in the mirror with the expression of one facing an unseen enemy, eyeliner trembling in her hand.

"Damn it." The stroke remained crooked, turning her eye into an expressionistic painting of morning rage. She rubbed the mistake with her thumb, leaving a dark smudge that looked like battle bruises.

Lyra Kane appeared in the door frame, flawless in her uniform as if it had been pressed by obsessive robots. She crossed her arms, that playful smile dancing on her lips.

"You need less force. It's like aiming a blaster: softness, not power."

Jade grunted, wrinkling her nose.

"It's easier to shoot."

Lyra reached over, snatching the eyeliner from her with the confidence of one who disarms bombs before breakfast. With precise movements, she redrew the wing of Jade's eye, her fingers brushing her cheek as if calibrating a delicate instrument.

"Clever. Beautiful, as always."

Jade blushed, averting her gaze to her blaster on the table (which, ironically, was less intimidating than Lyra at the moment).

"I don't know how you make yourself sound so confident."

Lyra adjusted the collar of her blouse, whispering close to her ear:

"Years of lying to dangerous people." A pause. "With you, though, I always tell the truth."

The air thickened. Jade caught her hand, fingers intertwining like accomplices in flight.

"Lyra, about our thing—"

BAM! The door shook under the pounding of Zee, whose voice boomed: "Wake up, lovebirds, we've got a charade to keep up!"

The group was greeted in the Central Plaza, an open space flanked by glass towers that reflected the paranoia of the citadel. Varis Koth, the presiding leader, introduced his chief advisor:

Daren Mos, a tall man with a smile so white it hurt the eyes and hands that looked like magnets for forbidden zones.

"Ambassador Nova, an honor. Your reputation... precedes that beauty."

Jade forced a smile, sharpening each word like a knife:

"Thank you. I didn't know the extent of my reputation."

During the tour, he stuck to her side like a shadow with personal space issues, "explaining" the architecture with excuse after excuse to touch her:

"This building is an engineering marvel... just like you." His hand "accidentally" brushed against her lower back.

Jade tensed her muscles, calculating how many seconds until her fist and Daren's nose met.

The official banquet in the Hall of Celestial Mirrors was in full swing. Crystal goblets, golden plates, and rehearsed smiles.

Daren Mos, the inebriated octopus-handed advisor, had sat next to Jade "by chance." Under the table, his hand slid over her thigh with the subtlety of a space tractor.

Jade froze like a planet in nuclear winter, the knuckles of her hand squeezing the fork until it deformed.

"I'm not... I'm not..." She swallowed saliva, internal debate written on her face: punch now? Or punch later with more viciousness?

Across the table, Lyra surveyed the scene with eyes that promised homicide. With the precision of a surgeon having a very bad day, she threw her fork into the back of Daren's hand.

"Sorry. It slipped."

Daren screamed like a banshee in a blender, withdrawing his sore hand. "This is an insult to Neo-Kovak!"

Jade, regaining her speech, smiled sweetly:

"I'm sorry, Citizen Mos. Sometimes diplomacy... pricks."

Zee, from three seats over, stifled a chuckle into his napkin.

The lights flickered. An urgent transmission burst over the hall's speakers, followed by an operator's shaky voice:

"Conclave ships in Sector 7! They're not responding to hails! They seem to...!" The communication cut off in a static shriek.

Varis Koth paled as if his blood had been drained.

Lyra jumped to her feet, the chair falling back with a thud. "Ambassador, we must return to our facility. Security protocol."

Jade nodded, mentally thanking the Conclave for their impeccable timing.

Back at their base, the team was arming themselves when a rumble shook the hangar. The ceiling trembled, and from a transport ship emerged T.O.R.D., his white armor stained with smoke and superiority, scarlet veins glowing like danger warnings.

"Individual Jade Nova." His voice was cold as the vacuum of space, but sarcasm peeked through like a knife. "I calculated you would be in trouble. Statistics don't fail... unlike you."

Jade looked at Lyra.

"Did you program him to be like that or was he manufactured insufferable?"

Lyra ignored the comment, though her lip quivered slightly.

"Focus. The Conclave is here. And they didn't come to negotiate."


Chapter 4: “Bombs with Wings”

The Neo-Kovak hangar was a chaos of alarms and red lights, with technicians scurrying like insects under a giant magnifying glass. Amidst the pandemonium, the team boarded a local fighter craft—a heavy planetary defense model with short wings and spinning cannons that looked like they were made to crush rather than fly.

Jade threw herself into the pilot’s seat, her fingers dancing over the controls as if possessed.
“Everyone inside! This is going to be a fun ride…or a collective obituary. Fifty-fifty!”

Zee slumped into the gunnery turret, rubbing his hands together like a kid at Christmas.
“Finally, some action! I bet I shoot down more ships than you, Nova.”

Lyra, meanwhile, was securing T.O.R.D. with reinforced restraining straps. The synthetic weighed more than a cruiser engine.
“Stay back and analyze patterns. We don’t need you going through the hull on a sharp turn.”

T.O.R.D., motionless as a sarcastic metal statue, replied:
“My density is 300% greater than that of a human. If I go through the hull, it will be because of your lousy piloting.”

Jade smiled, sensing that this trip would be especially irritating.
“Oh, this is going to be lovely.”

The ship took off just as the planetary defenses opened fire. On the viewscreen, dozens of Conclave ships were advancing in tight formation—not evading, not firing.

Lyra frowned, her spy instinct screaming in her head.
“They’re not defending themselves. It’s as if…they want to be hit.”

Jade dodged a flurry of allied missiles, turning the ship in a motion that crunched the fuselage like crumpled paper.
“Zee, shoot those things down before they hit the atmosphere!”

Zee fired, turning two enemy ships into makeshift fireworks.
“That’s two for me, zero for the bored team!”

T.O.R.D., processing data at inhumanly annoying speed, announced:
“Pattern confirmed. The ships have no pilots. They are guided projectiles.”

Jade cursed in three different languages and accelerated.
“They’re ship-shaped bombs! They’ve all got to be stopped!”

Jade executed a maneuver that defied the laws of physics (and common sense): she passed under an enemy ship, grazing its hull, so Zee could destroy it from below.

T.O.R.D. emitted a high-pitched alarm beep.
“Warning: that maneuver had an 89% probability of collision.”

Jade, cold sweat running down the back of her neck but not letting go of the controls, replied:
“And 100% effective—are you going to cry about that?”

The ship piloted by the group smashed through enemy ships as the planetary defenses covered them, though the numbers were overwhelming. Dozens of dark shadows rushed toward orbit, and more than three slipped past the defenders.

Two Conclave ships entered the atmosphere, with Jade following close behind. Zee managed to shoot down the first with accurate fire, but the second crashed into Neo-Kovak’s main hangar like a targeted meteorite, piercing the roof with a screech of torn metal. The team held its breath, waiting for the explosion…

But nothing happened.

T.O.R.D. scanned the wreckage, his scarlet eyes flashing.
“No sign of imminent detonation. Contradicts 97% of known attack protocols.”

Jade landed her ship with a graceful emergency landing—ostensibly almost breaking the landing gear—before throwing herself out, heels hitting the ground before the engines stopped whining.
“Come on, we don’t know what the hell that thing is carrying!”

The team advanced with weapons at the ready and hearts racing, expecting an army of fanatical synthetics…

But the ship was empty.

From the dented hull gushed a blackish substance, like sand mixed with oil, writhing over the metal. It formed angular spikes—crystals growing at abnormal speed.

Zee looked at Jade, the joke dying on his lips.
“Shy robots?”

T.O.R.D. activated its scanners, a beeping alert cutting through the silence.
“Alert: unknown substance. Composition: 52% organic, 48% metallic. Fluctuating.”

The mass crawled toward the vents, dispersing like living smoke.

Lyra paled, her voice a thread of controlled terror:
“It’s not bombs. It’s a delivery.”


Chapter 5: "Contagion."

Neo-Kovak's main hangar had become a war zone. The metallic substance seeped through the grates, the walls, the vents like a living plague, advancing with a rapidity that made even the most seasoned veterans' skin crawl. T.O.R.D. stood motionless in the midst of the chaos, his red eyes scanning the fluid that snaked across the floor with the coldness of a predator. His energetic veins pulsed with intensity, processing data at a speed that would make an organic brain boil.

"Conclusion: the pathogen is selective. It only affects organic matter. Probability of neutralization: sixty-eight point four percent," he announced, as if calculating the odds of success in a card game.

When the unknown substance touched one of the few trees that existed in Neo-Kovak, it was completely covered with that dark color. After a few seconds, the organic matter had been deformed into a gloomy metal statue with sharp spikes.

Jade looked toward the hangar doors, where civilians and security personnel were running in panic, their screams drowned out by the blaring alarms. "Lyra, alert the authorities. Have them evacuate this entire sector before this becomes an abstract art gallery," she growled, with that mix of sarcasm and urgency that defined her.

Lyra nodded, activating her communicator with a quick motion, but her face instantly tensed. "I already did. But if that virus spreads through the vents..."

"Then this will be a fucking mass funeral," Jade finished for her, gritting her teeth as she loaded her blaster. "And I don't plan on being part of the decor."

The team broke into a dance of pure controlled chaos.

Jade darted toward a group of civilians trapped behind a door sealed by system failures, cursing through her teeth. Without a second thought, she fired at the locking mechanism, melting it with a plasma sizzle. "Move, people! Don't look back unless you want to watch yourselves turn into statues!"

Lyra, meanwhile, tried to contact the presiding leader with fingers frantically moving over her interface, but the transmissions only returned static. "T.O.R.D.! This damn bug is smart! It's sabotaging communications like a pirate with too much time on its hands!"

On another front, Zee used his shapeshifting ability to seal his hands with metal plates, snarling as he ripped panels off the wall with the brute force of one who didn't have time for elegance. "This won't hold it forever! Hurry up, brainiacs, or we'll have to start selling tickets to 'The End of the World Show'!

The Neo-Kovak hangar was plunged into darkness, broken only by the bloody glow of emergency alerts and the sinister shimmer of the pathogen slithering through the shadows like a predator on the prowl. Jade, Lyra, Zee, and T.O.R.D. were scattered, each fighting their own battle against the spreading chaos.

In a corner awash with sparks and gasping breaths, Jade dragged two wounded technicians toward a backup generator, her once-impeccable diplomatic gown now reduced to an oil-stained rag. Suddenly, she froze mid-step: the virus, which had been advancing toward them hungrily, abruptly recoiled as it neared the damaged generator. A voltaic arc leapt from the equipment and struck the metallic liquid, making it contract instantly—as if kicked in a sensitive spot.

"Lyra!" Jade shouted through the comms, her voice cracking with effort. "This thing flees from sparks like a drunk from sobriety!"

Lyra's reply came through in bursts of static, as if the virus was already tampering with the frequencies. "Are you sure?"

Jade watched as the pathogen avoided the generator in a wide radius, as though it remembered what the machine could do. "I'm no scientist, but yes! Unless metal's developed a phobia of light shows, this means something!"

Meanwhile, T.O.R.D. received the transmission just as his mechanical arms strained to seal a buckling gate. His red eyes flickered, processing the information with supercomputer speed... and the skepticism of an android who'd heard too many far-fetched theories.

"Analysis: anecdotal evidence," he stated flatly. "Insufficient to—"

"OH GOOD, GUY, DISCLAIM US FOR NOT HAVING TIME FOR PEER REVIEW!" Zee cut in from across the hangar, his metamorphic body plugging a wall leak as the plates on his arms groaned under pressure.

Lyra didn’t waste time debating. "T.O.R.D., confirm. Now."

The synthetic emitted a mechanical grunt (translation: impulsive humans) but fired his plasma cannon near the virus. The liquid recoiled—yet didn’t disintegrate. Data raced across his internal display until one frequency stood out: 47.3 GHz.

"Jade was correct. Partially," T.O.R.D. conceded, his tone edging toward forced surprise. "The pathogen is vulnerable, but neutralizing it requires precision impossible for organic cognition. Essentially... you’re doomed without me."

Zee snorted from his position, sweat glistening on his brow. "Fantástico. Did anyone tell the walking trash compactor this isn’t an ego contest?"

The hangar remained shrouded in darkness, the virus still creeping forward—but for the first time since the nightmare began, there was a flicker of hope. Or at the very least, the familiar glow of shared sarcasm.

T.O.R.D.’s head snapped toward them with a mechanical whir, his scarlet eyes scanning the chaos before responding. "Affirmative. However, this will overload my systems. Estimated operational window: five-point-three minutes before irreversible damage." His tone was clinical, but the slight hesitation in his vocal cadence betrayed what they all knew: there was no alternative.

Jade, half-dragging a wounded technician toward safety, didn’t bother turning around. "Do it anyway!"

No argument. T.O.R.D.’s arms unfolded with a series of metallic clicks, hidden panels retracting to expose circuits blazing brighter by the second. The crimson veins beneath his plating shifted to a crackling electric blue—his core pushed to its limits. A piercing shriek of straining metal filled the air as his cannons reconfigured, frequency emitters locking onto 47.3 GHz with inhuman precision.

He advanced, each step ringing against the hangar floor. The first pulse struck the virus dead-center. The silvery mass boiled, twisting like a living thing before crystallizing into brittle shards that crumbled to dust.

But victory was fleeting.

With every shot, his frame shuddered harder. Smoke curled from his joints after the fourth pulse; by the sixth, his knees slammed into the ground with a hollow clang. "Critical systems compromised." His voice glitched, the usual arrogance fraying into something raw. "Jade. I… was not incorrect."

Jade—now sprinting back through the danger zone—barely dodged a tendril of surviving pathogen before skidding to his side. "Save the ‘I-told-you-so’ for when you’re not frying your circuits!" She hooked an arm under his shoulder, hauling him upright as his systems sputtered.

Lyra and Zee closed ranks, eyes darting between the failing android and the remaining pools of virus. "He’s proper fucked, isn’t he?" Zee asked, poking at the smoke rising from T.O.R.D.’s chest.

"No more than your average toaster after a bath," Jade shot back, though her grin didn’t reach her eyes. "Now—anyone got a Plan B, or are we auditioning for roles as avant-garde coat racks?"


Chapter 6: Emergency Frequency

The team races through Neo-Kovak’s evacuation tunnels, dragging T.O.R.D.’s metallic body between Jade and Zee as Lyra blasts her way through with determination and mumbled curses. The sound of the virus devouring metal behind them haunts them like a whisper of death.

Lyra stops in front of an armored emergency vehicle, marked with the dull colors of the Agency. Her fingers fly over the access panel, entering an encrypted code with the urgency of one who knows every second counts. “Inside!” she shouts, as the hatch opens with a pneumatic hiss. “This one will take us to the secondary hangars!”

Zee, with a grunt, carries T.O.R.D. as if it were a rebel’s spare parts sack. “You seriously don’t have a portable mode?” Jade climbs in last, firing backward with her blaster in short, accurate bursts. The hits don’t damage the virus, but the sparks knock it back, gaining them a few vital seconds.

Inside the vehicle, the atmosphere is a mixture of tense relief and residual adrenaline. Lyra displays a hologram of the citadel, where entire areas flash red: the advance of the substance. “Your observations saved lives,” she tells Jade, without taking her eyes off the map. “Now we must save the planet.”

With swift movements, Lyra connects T.O.R.D.’s processing core to the vehicle’s system. The synthetic reacts immediately, its voice distorted but still full of attitude. “Warning: unauthorized access to my… personal… files.”

Jade can’t help a mischievous grin. “So you have secret files?”

Lyra ignores the comment with the practicality of someone who has been working with genius misfits for years. She extracts the exact frequency parameters (47.3 GHz) and transmits them to Neo-Kovak’s emergency crews. On the vehicle’s screens, they watch as portable generators in other areas recalibrate to emit electromagnetic pulses.

Zee watches the reports coming in, his eyes glowing with a glimmer of hope. “It’s working—the virus is backing up in Sector 9!”

The vehicle flies over the city, and for a moment, the team thinks they’ll be able to contain the threat. Until they pass over Sector 12.

The sight is nightmarish.

Entire buildings, once full of life, are now twisted iron structures, as if a capricious god has turned them into abstract sculptures. But the worst are the humanoid statues that fill the streets: civilians, guards… their faces frozen in silent screams, hands outstretched toward a salvation that never came.

Jade squeezes the seat until she crushes the metal under her fingers. “Damn… How many more are there like this?”

T.O.R.D., still plugged into the system, responds with his usual analytical coolness… but there is something in his tone, an almost imperceptible vibration, that betrays that even he is affected. “Calculation: 1,387 lives lost in this sector.” A pause. “The Conclave is not conducting a weapons test… they are demonstrating power.”

The vehicle lands in the militia compound, a security bubble protected by shields glowing with a bluish aura. For now, they are safe. But outside those walls, the unknown matter continues its relentless advance.

And the Iron Conclave has just sent its clearest message: No one is safe.

The hum of shields and the whir of machines create a false sense of calm. The robotic doctors—slender beings of polished metal and blue lights—approach with precise movements to take T.O.R.D. away.

The synthetic, still with smoking parts and exposed circuitry, turns his head toward Jade just before he is loaded. His red eyes flash, and for a split second, he looks like he’s about to blurt out one of his usual acidic comments. Instead, he says, “Your performance was… acceptable.”

Jade crosses her arms but can’t help a crooked smile. “You almost look like you care about us, tin can.”

T.O.R.D. doesn’t respond. Or he can’t. The robotic medics are already dragging him toward the repair room, leaving a trail of intermittent sparks on the floor.

In another part of the complex, Lyra stands in front of President Leader Varis Koth, whose imposing figure now appears shrunken, haggard. His eyes, once filled with determination, now reflect only horror and a voiceless question: How could this happen?

“What was that?” Varis asks, voice cracking. “How do we stop it for good?”

Meanwhile, on the surveillance screens, the images keep coming: more infected sectors, more metal statues where once there was life.


Chapter 7: The Hierarch Watches

The planet The Forge was an open wound in the cosmos, a motionless monstrosity suspended in the void like a corpse on a dissection table. It did not spin; it did not breathe; it existed only as an altar to the fanaticism of the Iron Conclave, orbiting a dying sun that bathed everything in a sickly red glow. The central smelting tower stood like a metallic spine, spewing rivers of molten metal that snaked into industrial cloisters, feeding the war machine with its glowing poison.

Prison cities stretched across the surface like scars—perfect hexagonal structures where endless rows of prisoners toiled in silence. Their minds had been tamed by neural implants, glowing gray beneath the skin, turning suffering into mechanical routine. There were no screams, no protests, only the constant hum of machines and the sporadic click of an implant correcting a worker whose rhythm faltered. Artificial rivers of HI-13 alloy, a green-black liquid that replaced water, flowed everywhere, feeding the maw of foundries where the Conclave’s ships were forged.

And above it all, like an omniscient god, loomed the Dominus Ferrum, the flagship of the Hierarch. Its shadow cast a perpetual eclipse, smothering what little natural light remained, a constant reminder that in this world, there was only one master, one law, one destiny: purification through iron.

In the bowels of this hell lay the Sigma-13 laboratory, where Dr. Sylas worked with the precision of a watchmaker. Her white coat remained immaculate, a grotesque contrast against the lab’s walls, etched with forbidden equations that betrayed her past in the Agency. Her hands, gloved in polished iron, adjusted the controls of a tank where the Nemesis Virus danced in its final incubation. Around her, faceless synthetics moved silently, programmed neither to question nor to feel.

The only sound was the steady drip of the virus into test tubes—a melody so faint it seemed to vibrate in the bones. Sylas tilted her head toward the tank, her lips quirking into a smile that never reached her cold eyes. “Soon you’ll have an entire universe to sing for, little one,” she whispered, as if soothing a child rather than nurturing a weapon of extermination.

A metallic clang reverberated before the doors slid open untouched. The synthetics froze instantly, their systems overridden by the sheer presence now flooding the room.

The Hierarch entered with the solemnity of an executioner. His elongated helmet reflected the toxic green glow of the tanks, and the horizontal sensor line serving as his eyes pulsed as they locked onto Sylas. The air thickened, weighted with an authority that needed no words.

The Sigma-13 laboratory plunged into electric silence as the Hierarch made his presence known. Sylas offered a slight bow—a calculated gesture balancing respect and autonomy. "My Hierarch. I was not expecting your visit," she said, keeping her voice neutral while her fingers remained poised on the virus tank's controls.

The reply boomed through the metal walls like the planet's own voice: "Neo-Kovak resists. Explanation."

Sylas didn't flinch. With fluid precision, she activated a hologram between them. The projection showed the virus recoiling from electromagnetic pulses, its filamentary tendrils writhing like wounded beasts. Three figures stood highlighted in the data stream: Anomaly-01 (Jade Nova), Anomaly-02 (Lyra Kane), Anomaly-03 (T.O.R.D.).

"Synthetic Agent T.O.R.D. interfered," Sylas explained, gesturing to the displays. "Its parameters weren't in our models. It adapted standard weaponry to generate precise frequencies. An...unexpected variable."

The Hierarch stood motionless. Three exact seconds of silence ticked by—Sylas's internal chronometer measured the interval precisely. When he spoke again, his voice didn't rise, but each word carried the weight of a forge hammer: "Unacceptable failure."

Sylas maintained eye contact. "Understood. The virus will be upgraded," she said, as casually as discussing reactor temperatures.

The Hierarch turned toward the panoramic window framing the Dominus Ferrum's star-devouring silhouette. "Neo-Kovak shall be our demonstration," he pronounced, his voice now bearing the finality of steel being quenched. "Increase Nemesis Virus production by seventy percent. The organic prisoners will serve as raw material."

Sylas nodded, her eyes gleaming with clinical interest. "Their bodies contain valuable mineral traces. It will be done."

Then the Hierarch was gone. The machines hesitated for one imperceptible cycle before resuming their work. On The Forge, even horror was just another calibrated process in the assembly line.


Chapter 8: "Iron Call"

Neo-Kovak, 48 hours after the viral attack. In the heart of the Presidential Palace, the war room harbored a palpable tension, the air heavy with the weight of what was to come.

Jade, Lyra, Zee, and T.O.R.D., the latter still bearing visible marks of his overload, his systems operating at their limit, stood before a giant holographic projection showing the leaders of the Galactic Union and the Intergalactic Agency. Prominent among them was the figure of Director Jarek Thorne, his face chiseled by lines of concern and fierce determination.

The data screen to one side displayed critical information in blood red:

Enemy Location: Only three hyperspace jumps from the Free Citadels.
Conclave Fleet: One super-heavy battlecruiser. Two hundred Iron Cross-class warships already on the move, their silhouettes looming like horsemen of the apocalypse.
Estimate: “72 hours to full invasion.”

President Varis Koth, sweating under the weight of the news, clung to the edge of the table as if it were the only prop in a crumbling world. “We have no defenses against that!”

Thorne, arms folded and voice firm but uncompromising, replied, “That’s why we’re sending the Fleet stationed at Lina Secunda… but it’ll be here in 96 hours.”

Jade couldn’t contain the impulse. “Neo-Kovak will be dust by then!” She slammed a fist on the table, the sound echoing like a gunshot in the silence that followed.

And then, as if the universe decided they hadn’t had enough yet, all the screens distorted.

The hologram of the Union faded, replaced by the image of the Hierarch, his elongated helmet dominating the room like a cursed shadow. His voice echoed, metallic and cold, like thunder from the depths of an infernal forge:

“Free Citadels. You are worthy to be the First Sacrifice. Your iron will feed our ships. Your bodies, vengeance. You may have held back Nemesis, but that was only a first wave.”

And then, the transmission cut out, leaving behind a silence laden with the promise of death.

In the room, only the hum of overloaded systems and the labored breathing of the team filled the void. They had 72 hours.

And the Iron Conclave would take no prisoners.


Chapter 9: "Mining For Hope"

The air in the room weighed like lead, heavy with the smoke of heated discussions and the intermittent glow of holograms projecting critical data onto the central table. The Galactic Security Council was divided, its members at odds in a debate that could decide the fate of the Free Citadels.

Dr. Elira Vex rose from her seat at the war table, her glowing eyes reflecting the Thera-9 holograms hovering overhead. The tensions between the leaders of the Galactic Union, the Intergalactic Agency, and the Neo-Kovak Government were palpable, but her voice, calm and steady, cut through the murmur like a scalpel.

“On the mining world of Thera-9, there are considerable quantities of kristaxite. Its unique molecular structure can amplify and modulate electromagnetic frequencies. If we purify it and distribute it in defense towers, it will generate a shield capable of repelling the Nemesis Virus.”

Agency Director Thorne frowned. “What if it’s contaminated?”

Elira didn’t hesitate. “Then it will be a victory for the Conclave. But if we don’t try, Neo-Kovak will be just the first mausoleum of many.”

At one end, Admiral Moss, his uniform impeccable and his gaze hard as steel, tapped the arm of his chair. “We must evacuate Neo-Kovak now!” His voice boomed through the room. “Thera-9 is too exposed. The Conclave must already have troops there, and if we walk into a trap, all the kristaxite in the universe won’t save us.”

President Koth, his face marked by fatigue and pressure, slammed his fists on the table. “Enough!” The blow echoed like a gunshot, silencing the room. “Agent Kane’s team is already here.”

All eyes turned to the entrance, where Jade, Lyra, Zee, and T.O.R.D. stood, their uniforms still stained with ash and remnants of the last battle. Lyra, her posture erect and her gaze cool, advanced toward the center of the room, ignoring the murmurs that followed in her wake.

Director Thorne’s hologram materialized in front of the Council, his image projected with a sharpness that almost made him seem present. His voice, curt and with no room for retorts, made it clear that there was no room for negotiations. “My agents are not messengers.”

Lyra didn’t flinch, but the silence that followed was more eloquent than any protest. When she spoke, her voice was as cold as the vacuum of space. “With respect, Director, the military doesn’t have ships capable of dodging the Conclave’s sensors. The Phantom does.”

Jade, leaning on the table with a smile that bordered on insolent, added, “Besides, we already know Thera-9. We were the ones who saved their reactor two months ago.”

Murmurs grew among those present. President Koth exchanged a glance with Dr. Vex—a silent communication that lasted barely an instant—before he took the floor again. “The Neo-Kovak Council votes to send the entire team.” His voice left no room for doubt. “Thorne, I beg of you… adjust your orders.”

The Director’s hologram remained motionless, but the gleam in his eyes betrayed an internal battle. Finally, he nodded, though the gesture was more of a forced concession than an agreement. “You have 48 hours. If you fail, there will be no second chances.”

The transmission cut out, leaving the room plunged into a silence broken only by the hum of the systems.

The team had its mission.
And this time, there was no room for error.

In the hangar, the Silver Phantom waited like a hawk, its silver-marked hull freshly polished. The team moved around the ship with the quiet urgency of those who know that time is against them.

T.O.R.D., connected to the ship’s systems, was analyzing the latest reports with his usual coolness. “Warning: Thera-9 reports failures in its kristaxite mines.” His red eyes flickered. “Eighty-nine percent probability of Conclave sabotage.”

Zee, carrying toolboxes with a snort, couldn’t help the comment. “Wow, what a surprise.” His tone was as dry as stardust. “Do you think the Hierarch left us a little ‘present’ between the crystals?”

The Phantom’s engines roared, ready to jump into hyperspace.
Thera-9 was waiting for them.
And with her, whatever the Conclave had prepared.


Chapter 10: "Nebula of Silence"

The Silver Phantom twisted through filaments of violet energy, illuminating tense faces in the cockpit. Jade piloted through gritted teeth, while Lyra watched the holographic map with a hawk-like gaze.

“If anyone vomits on my console, I throw them into the void,” Jade said without taking her eyes off the controls.

“I hate nebulae. I hate hyperspace jumps. I hate—” Zee covered her mouth, swallowing hard.

T.O.R.D., from his terminal, blue lights flashing with robotic calm, interjected: “Conclusion: Your biology is 63% more pathetic than the average human. You should consider being downloaded into a new unit.”

The Phantom emerged from the nebula. On the screen, Thera-9 should have been a hotbed of miners, lights, and drunken curses. Instead, there was only silence—a silence that weighed like lead in the ears.

As they approached, an automated, overly cheerful voice greeted them:
“Welcome to Thera-9! Temperature: optimum. Life signatures: zero. Industrial activity: zero. Enjoy your stay in this lovely metallic wasteland!”

“This isn’t a blackout. This is a tomb,” Lyra said, clenching her fist over the map.

The extraction towers—as well as the facility in general—looked intact but completely shut down. Dead.

“Well, team… who wants to bet the Nemesis Virus got here first?” Jade said as she shut down the engines.

The wind whistled between the extraction towers, carrying metallic dust that screeched under the team’s boots. The mine door, sealed with deep scratches, stood like an open tomb. A greenish glow pulsed from within, beating like a sick heart.

“Thera-9, this is the Silver Phantom of the Intergalactic Agency. Does anyone copy?” Lyra called over the comms.

Only static responded, cut off by an agonized burst before dying.

“Something’s really screwed up. The mines are active, the lights are working… but not a single corpse. Not even remnants,” Jade muttered, scanning the wasteland.

A flash on the sensors—a ship half-buried among the craters. It bore no Conclave insignia, only the rusted emblem of the Galactic Union.

“Identification: Military freighter UC-717. Disappeared 72 hours ago with 18 tons of kristaxite in its hold. Curiosity: That amount could power an entire city,” T.O.R.D. analyzed, yellow lights flashing.


Chapter 11: "The Mine of the Silent Dead."

The Silver Phantom remains hidden among the rocks, its silver fuselage now covered in a crust of metallic dust gleaming in Thera-9's dying light. Inside, the team prepares in tense silence, broken only by the whirring of weapons as they load. Jade adjusts her blaster in one sharp motion, knuckles scarred under her gloves. Meanwhile, Zee stretches out his hands with a snap of bones pulling themselves together. Nearby, TORD stands motionless by the hatch.

The mining facilities are a scar in the bowels of the planet. Meandering tunnels, dug by machines centuries ago, now harbor only the echo of their footsteps. Emergency lights flicker, casting shadows that writhe like worms. There are no corpses. No blood. Only silence, thick as dust floating in the air.

“It smells like burnt metal... and something else. Rotting flesh, but... cold. Like it was never alive,” Zee says, walking with sharper alertness.

Lyra points ahead. An armored door, twisted on its hinges, reveals a blue-green glow pulsing rhythmically. Kristaxite, piled raw, seems to pulsate in the darkness.

“Alert: movement in sector 9,” TORD intones, his arm outstretched as he blocks the passage.

Everyone freezes. In the shadows, something shifts. Tall, skeletal figures emerge from the darkness. Their bodies are black metal, faceless, jointless. Only a glowing green line where the eyes should be. They advance without sound, without breathing, like machines designed for a single purpose.

“Shit! Conclave synthetics!” Jade snarls, her blaster already aimed as she watches the cold machines position themselves.

The Silents turn their heads in unison. The green line widens. And then—

“To cover!” Lyra shouts as she opens fire.

The tunnel erupts in chaos. Gunfire lights up the walls, revealing dozens of synthetics emerging from the cracks. Zee leaps toward one, his fists slamming into the metal with a teeth-grinding screech. TORD projects a holographic shield just as another enemy launches a sharp arm toward Lyra.

“TORD! What the hell are these things?” Jade yells, rolling to the side and firing at point-blank range.

“Analysis: synthetic combat units. Their system is... rudimentary,” T.O.R.D. pauses. “Silent in the service of the Iron Conclave—without emotion or judgment. Slaves to the will of others...”

Jade reloads her blaster with jerky movements, knuckles white under her combat gloves. The weapon still smokes from the heat of the missed shots against the Silents.

“This isn’t working,” she mumbles, spitting on the ground. Her saliva evaporates on contact with the corroded metal. “We need something that can get through that armor, not just bounce off it.”

Lyra examines the electromagnetic pulse grenade in her hand, its indicator flashing yellow. “We only have one shot at this,” she warns before tossing it in one clean motion toward the center of the group of Silents.

The bluish blast lights up the tunnel for a blinding second. The creatures stop dead in their tracks, their metallic bodies convulsing under the energetic pulse. But before the team can celebrate, the green eyes of the Silents reignite with a mechanical snap—brighter than before.

From the shadows, a taller figure emerges with fluid movements. Its spines extend like blades, revealing a design more advanced than the others. The Purge Silent raises its arms, now transformed into launchers, and a black jet of corrosive liquid shoots out toward them.

“Get down!” Lyra barely manages to shout.

The acid impacts against the wall where the team had been standing seconds before. The metal disintegrates with a sickening hiss, leaving a smoking crater. Residual droplets splatter near Jade’s boots, burning small holes that reveal the lower layers of the base.


Chapter 12: "Nemesis."

The air in the mine had become thick, heavy—as if the metallic dust floating in the atmosphere resisted being inhaled. The Silents formed a perfect circle around the team, their bodies black as pools of darkness, interrupted only by the sinister glow of their green eyes. Jade held her blaster up, fingers taut around the trigger, but she knew it was useless. The guns of the Purge Silents hummed, ready to dissolve flesh and metal alike.

Dr. Sylas advanced among her creations with measured steps, her immaculate white robe contrasting grotesquely with the symbols of the Conclave embroidered in black: interlocking gears, devouring each other. Her hands—which Lyra remembered as deft and precise in the Agency’s laboratories—were now claws of burnished iron, the joints emitting a soft mechanical whir with each movement.

"Lyra Kane."

Her voice was as cold as the void between stars, and hearing it, something in Lyra’s chest tightened.

"Long time."

Lyra didn’t lower her weapon, but her voice fractured as she answered: "Sylas..."

The name came out like a blow, like a wound reopening after years. Dr. Sylas tilted her head slightly, as if studying an interesting chemical reaction.

"It was you." Lyra swallowed. "You created the Virus."

Sylas’s smile was slow, calculated, and didn’t reach her eyes.

"Nemesis. Yes. A fitting name, don’t you think? The perfect revenge on the Galactic Union and their hypocrisy." She made an almost elegant gesture, and the Silents adjusted their formation, tightening the circle. "Though I must admit, I wasn’t expecting you to be the one to come and pick up the pieces."

"Revenge? For what—because you were fired? Or what nonsense are you using as justification?" Jade snapped.

Sylas turned to Jade, and for the first time, something resembling real emotion crossed her face. Her eyes, once cold and calculating, glowed with an almost fanatical intensity.

"Because I was used."

The words came out like a whiplash. Sylas extended her gloved hand, and a hologram materialized on her palm: endless rows of bodies turned into iron statues, their faces frozen in silent screams.

"The Agency, the Union... all of them. They experimented with an early version of Nemesis—not understanding its true scope—and when they saw what they’d done, they were horrified. They tried to bury it. And when we were no longer useful, they discarded us like trash." She clenched her fist, and the hologram dissolved. "The Conclave gave me purpose. An ordered universe. Pure. Without the weakness of flesh, we will save this galaxy."

Lyra’s throat tightened. She remembered the woman who had once worked beside her—the brilliant scientist who had saved lives with her research.

"We worked together, Sylas." Lyra’s voice was barely audible. "You saved lives. Is this what you wanted?"

Sylas studied her former partner in silence before answering: "This is what they deserve."

With a sharp gesture, the Purge Silents raised their cannons.

"I saved lives that they then slaughtered by the hundreds! They were blind to Nemesis’s beauty—to its power to purify this galaxy!" Sylas’s shout echoed through the chamber, vibrating the dust-thick air. For a heartbeat, her mask of control shattered, revealing the fury beneath. "The Agency doesn’t deserve to survive. And you... you know it."

A heavy silence fell. Jade shot a glance at Lyra, waiting for denial, defiance—anything. But her ally stood motionless, lips pressed into a bloodless line.

That's when TORD made his move.

His processors had calculated every possible variable in milliseconds, identifying the only viable opening. In a sudden motion no one anticipated, he swung his arm - now transformed into a cannon - and fired at the ceiling's weakest point.

The explosion of metallic debris enveloped them in a cloud of dust and sparks. The Silents, their programming prioritizing Sylas' protection, instantly clustered around their creator, forming a living shield.

"Move!"

TORD's metallic voice cut through the chaos. The team didn't need telling twice.

Jade slammed Lyra against a corroded metal wall, her eyes burning with fury. "What the hell was that, Lyra? You knew her?"

Lyra didn't resist. When she looked up, Jade saw something in her eyes she'd never seen before: raw, unfiltered guilt.

"Sylas was an Agency scientist," Lyra admitted, the words coming out in ragged bursts. "We worked together in bioweapons... until she disappeared five years ago. We all thought she was dead."

Zee, panting with hands on his knees, lifted his head. "Well, she clearly found new employers. And now she's got a killer robot army and a virus that turns people into lawn ornaments."


Chapter 13: "The Shadow Of What Might Have Been."

The tunnel rumbled under the impact of the gunfire, but the kristaxite container was still intact, its green glow pulsing in the gloom like a dying heart. Jade sped over, running her fingers over the security seal with the urgency of someone defusing a bomb.

“It’s clean!” she cried, relieved. “No trace of the damn virus!”

Zee, his arms transformed into jagged metal plates, blocked a blast from the Silents. The impacts resounded like hammering against a coffin.

“What a relief! Now all that’s left is the hard part: how do we get out of here without turning to mush?” he said, as his limbs returned to their usual shape with a slimy snap.

T.O.R.D. turned his robotic head with exasperated calm. “Through the east vent. Probability of success: 68.3%.”

Lyra didn’t respond. Her eyes were riveted on the figure emerging from the smoke: Dr. Sylas, impeccable even in her white coat stained with dust and rust.

“Lyra...” the scientist whispered, as if the chaos around her was just static. “You don’t have to run. You never have.”

Lyra’s blaster trembled in her hand, but not from exhaustion. “What more do you want from me, Sylas? To see me turned into another one of your iron works of art?”

Sylas stopped a few paces away, just enough for Lyra to see the scars that time—and perhaps something else—had etched on her face. “You always were lousy at lying,” she said, with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “You know this was never just about revenge.”

Five years ago, Acherion Laboratory of the Galactic Union.

The lab smelled of burnt coffee and hope. Outside, the war against the interstellar cartels devoured entire systems, but there, under the bluish light of the holograms, Lyra and Sylas were weaving more than theories.

“If this works...” Sylas adjusted the quantum microscope with fingers that didn’t tremble. “We’ll be able to save millions. Reverse the cartels’ damage in weeks.”

Lyra brushed her shoulder, letting their fingers intertwine for a second longer than was professionally acceptable. “We will. Together.”

The silence that followed was as thick as the space between two stars.

The present: A sigh, an ache.

Sylas held out a hand, not as a threat, but as an offering. Her palm was marked by the same scars Lyra remembered all too well.

“They used us, Lyra,” she said, in a voice that almost managed to sound human. “The Agency made us believe we were on the right side... but we were just tools. Tools they discarded when we were no longer useful.”

Lyra felt the weight of each word like a blow under her diaphragm. It was true. She’d seen the classified reports, the cold numbers justifying ‘collateral losses.’ But...

“That doesn’t justify turning entire worlds into iron monuments,” she retorted, tightening her grip on the blaster until her knuckles paled. “The civilians on Neo-Kovak do not deserve your wrath. Nor your... redemption.”

Sylas laughed, a broken sound that echoed through the tunnel like broken glass.

“Innocent?” Her eyes glittered with something Lyra didn’t want to acknowledge. “In this galaxy, everyone has dirty hands. But for you...” A pause. Too long. “I’ve always made exceptions.”

PAM!

Jade’s shot impacted Sylas’ shoulder before Lyra could react. Red blood, not the silvery liquid of the Silents, gushed between her fingers.

“Lyra, come on!” Jade roared, pushing her back as she reloaded. “Before that psycho hypnotizes you with her sad villain rhetoric!”

Sylas faltered, but her smile didn’t fade. It just morphed into something sharper.

“You will run away today,” she coughed, looking at the blood on her fingers as if it were a fascinating experiment. “But the Hierarch is coming. And when it does...” Her eyes met Lyra’s one last time. “Ask yourself: which side would you choose if you knew the whole truth?”

The team ran, dragging the kristaxite container as T.O.R.D. sealed the tunnel behind them with a sequence of explosive shots.

“Warning: this will give us exactly 3 minutes and 42 seconds before those metal toys catch up with us,” the synthetic announced, as if calculating the price of a pizza.

Jade shoved Lyra toward the Phantom, her eyes flashing with restrained fury.

“What was that?” she growled, wiping the barrel of her gun against her thigh. “Were you friends with that snake-eyed madwoman? Or did you just like her poetic megalomaniac speeches?”

Lyra didn’t answer. As she climbed into the ship, her fingers found an almost invisible scar on her left wrist: the gift of an “accident” on Acherion that Sylas had healed in secret, working 72 hours straight.

“It was more than that,” she whispered, only to herself, as the Phantom took off toward the stars that now seemed colder than ever.


Final Chapter: "The Iron and the Star"

Neo-Kovak’s sky was torn apart.

The Conclave battlecruiser emerged from the storm clouds like an enraged god, its twisted cross silhouette devouring the sunlight. Five thousand tons of black metal, polished to reflect the screams of the city it was about to doom. From its bowels, Nemesis Virus pods lined its launch ramps, glowing with a sickly light somewhere between violet and silver.

The Silver Phantom emerged from hyperspace with a dull rumble, its silver hull scarred by battle wounds. Before them, Neo-Kovak burned. The citadel towers, once proud, now writhed under clouds of metallic smoke.

“We’ll land in Hangar 7. It’s the only area with active shields,” Lyra announced, pointing to a spot on the map.

The Phantom descended like lightning, skimming a shower of metallic shrapnel. Touching down, the team jumped to the ground, where refugees and soldiers ran in chaos. The air smelled of burning flesh and fear.

The planetary defenses, decimated and retreating, greeted them with cries for help and static on the communicators. An officer in a singed uniform informed them between coughs, “The virus has infected 40% of the city. The shield towers are down, and those damn ships are bombarding us nonstop.”

Zee, while unloading the kristaxite containers, growled, “We’ll get a shield up with this, but it won’t do any good if that mothership is still up there turning everyone into statues.”

Jade, crossing her arms, looked up at the sky where the giant cruiser eclipsed the stars. “Give me a ship. I’ll make sure that thing stops breathing.”

Lyra turned to her, eyes alight. “Are you out of your mind? It’s suicide.” But Jade only sketched a crooked smile. “The only option, Kane.”

T.O.R.D., his voice metallic, added, “It requires tactical support. My pulse system can interfere with their defenses.”

Lyra gripped Jade’s hand with a force that left marks on both of them. It was not a gesture of farewell, but of possession.

“Come back to me,” she whispered, brushing her forehead against Jade’s until their breaths mingled. “Or I swear I’ll crawl to hell itself to kill you personally.”

Jade smiled, but this time there was no sarcasm in her eyes, only a promise as sharp as her knives.

“Honey, suicide missions are my specialty.” A rumble separated them.

The officer, his face covered in soot and his breath coming in gasps, gestured toward the back of the hangar, where a craft of angular design and aggressive lines rested under a protective tarp. “It’s the KX-9 fast-assault prototype—reinforced alloy armor. It can punch through distortion fields and has advanced pulse cannons,” he explained, ripping off the tarp with a tug. The ship’s hull gleamed under the emergency lights, its blue-black paint marked with Neo-Kovak emblems.

Jade whistled, running her fingers along the fuselage. “Nice toy. Why didn’t they use it before?”

The officer swallowed dryly. “We never tested it in actual combat. The propulsion system is… unstable. But if anyone can tame it, you can.”

Lyra frowned. “Unstable in what sense?”

“In the sense that it could explode if you push it too far,” the man admitted, avoiding her gaze.

Jade climbed onto the wing without hesitation, throwing a fierce grin. “Just as well. If it all goes wrong, at least the show will be memorable.”

T.O.R.D., scanning the ship, added in his usual tone, “Analysis: 68% chance of catastrophic failure. Acceptable.”

The officer handed them the encryption controls. “Good luck. Neo-Kovak is depending on you.”

And with that, Jade and T.O.R.D. prepared for the final trip.

“We have minutes, not hours!” Jade roared, her hands dancing over the KX-9’s controls like a crazed concert pianist. The experimental ship vibrated beneath her feet, its armor emitting green pulses that sped to the beat of her heart.

T.O.R.D. clung to the co-pilot seat, his circuits glowing with an intensity that betrayed calculations on the verge of overheating.

“Updated success rate: 33.6%,” he announced. “Good enough to bet on it… if your definition of ‘good enough’ includes dying charred to death.”

The first capsule exploded over the financial district, releasing the Nemesis Virus in a halo of silvery gas. Where it fell, life petrified: trees turned into grotesque metallic sculptures, birds suspended in mid-flight like macabre jewels.

Meanwhile, Jade piloted as if the ship were just another organ in her body. She dodged the fire of defense turrets spitting red-hot plasma, taking advantage of the monster’s only blind spot: the hatches opening to release more death.

“THERE!” she shouted, throwing the ship into an impossible spin that made the supports creak. The hull screeched in protest, but obeyed.

The KX-9 docked with the cruiser’s hull, its stealth system activated to avoid the Conclave’s scanners. Jade and T.O.R.D. advanced through the dark corridors of the flagship, avoiding Silent patrols with precise movements. In the shadows, T.O.R.D. displayed a hologram of the cruiser’s interior, marking strategic points with red light.

“Explosive charges placed here, here, and here,” the synthetic pointed out, his voice a mechanical whisper. “They will destroy the antimatter cores. The blast will reduce this ship to rubble.”

Jade adjusted her blaster, smiling. “Beautiful. And our ticket out?”

“The KX-9 is programmed to self-detach in 180 seconds. If we don’t make it in time, we die. Logically.”

“I love it when you talk like a romantic, Tord,” Jade teased as they set the last charge. “Now, let’s run like hell!”

And so, amidst blaring alarms and flashing red emergency lights, they sprinted back toward their ship, the cruiser turning into a ticking time bomb at their backs.

“Jade Nova Unit,” T.O.R.D. muttered, deploying the explosives on his torso with a mechanical click. “Timer activated: 180 seconds. Recommendation: make this spectacular.”

“Baby, when it comes to spectacle…”

The first shot lit up the darkness, revealing a squad of combat-ready Silents. “…I’m quite the entertainer.”

But on the ground, the situation was just as dire. The air reeked of ozone and fear.

Lyra and Zee zigzagged through the ruins of the city, dodging plumes of black smoke that writhed like dying snakes. Each step echoed over the metallic dust-covered pavement—the remains of those who had failed to run when the first virus capsule fell.

"Only one device left!" Zee shouted. His arms transformed for combat against the Conclave troops, crushing the skull of a Silent that leapt from the rubble. The enemy's liquid metal splashed his face, but Zee didn't even blink. "The gamma point, in the central square!"

It was then that the fog of war parted.

Dr. Sylas emerged like a specter, her immaculate lab coat contrasting with the inferno around her. She carried no weapons. She didn't need them.

"Lyra..." she said, and that single name sounded like a verdict.

Lyra's blaster rose on pure instinct, but her finger froze before pulling the trigger—not when she saw Sylas' eyes: that mixture of fanaticism and pain she knew all too well.

"Why?" Lyra's voice cracked like the glass of collapsing buildings. "Was all of this just... hate?"

Sylas looked up at the sky, where the Conclave's flagship burned, its outline illuminated in orange hues.

"Hate is what they did to us," she corrected. Her hands, always precise in the lab, trembled slightly. "This is balance."

Zee stepped forward, his arms wielding two blasters. "Damn, doesn't this broad ever get tired of speeches?"

Lyra didn't look away from Sylas. "It's not too late to stop this. The virus is out of control."

"It's exactly as it should be!" Sylas slashed the air with a sharp gesture. "A universe cleansed of organic weakness. And you... forever the human."

A charged silence. Then the Silents attacked.

Zee fired at will but took hits from the enemy squad, forcing him to fall back for cover. Lyra dodged with a spy's agility, targeting the Silents' joints with her ion pistol. Sylas watched from behind, adjusting a device on her wrist.

"The shield won't activate. I've contaminated it with a virus variant. In minutes, all this kristaxite will be useless."

Lyra felt panic prickling in her chest. Jade! she thought. If the shield failed, the explosion of the super-heavy cruiser would obliterate Neo-Kovak.

Then, she saw her chance. After Zee shot down two Silents and she eliminated another, she lunged for a nearby control panel. Her fingers flew across the interface, inputting the emergency code.

"Zee, now!" she shouted.

The alien, wounded but still grinning, shifted into his more imposing, muscular form and bulldozed the remaining Silents against a wall. Lyra activated the purge protocol—a searing electromagnetic pulse surged through the ducts, vaporizing Sylas' viral contamination.

The entire hangar trembled. Lights flickered wildly. Then...

The shield activated.

An emerald dome erupted over the city, intercepting virus pods mid-air. Sylas screamed in rage, but it was too late.

"Lyra..." Sylas muttered, fading into the shadows, "this isn't over."

Zee, swaying slightly, clapped a hand on Lyra's shoulder. "Hey, what's the Agency manual say when you almost die but win?"

Lyra, panting, managed a smirk. "That you buy the first round."

With a resonant whoompf, the final kristaxite device flared to life.

A tsunami of emerald energy radiated from the central plaza, sweeping through the city. Where it passed, Nemesis Virus particles glowed briefly before dissolving into harmless dust. Above, Conclave ships spasmed as their systems failed in cascading collapse.

Sylas seized the chaos. With practiced ease, she melted into the smoke—only the ignition of an escape craft's engines marked her departure.

"No!" Lyra made a show of pursuit, firing futile shots after the vanishing craft.

Inside the dying cruiser, T.O.R.D. monitored the detonation countdown on his HUD.

"Jade," he remarked, with the calm of someone discussing the weather, "we have exactly 9.8 seconds to exit before our atoms decorate a three-kilometer radius."

Jade didn’t need him to repeat himself. She sprinted toward the KX-9 as the ceiling collapsed in molten debris.

The vacuum of space greeted them with an explosion that lit up Neo-Kovak’s orbit. The shockwave catapulted the KX-9 like a leaf in a hurricane, sending them hurtling into the planet’s atmosphere wreathed in fire.

Inside the crippled ship, Jade laughed—the raw, giddy laugh of a woman who’d cheated death too many times to stop now.

“Tord!” she shouted over the roar of tearing metal. “What’s our survival percentage looking like now?”

The synthetic, his grip failing as heat warped his plating, replied:

“Zero point…” A sizzle. “…But what a fucking finale.”

The KX-9 slammed into an artificial lake, geysers of water and steam erupting around it. When the smoke cleared, two figures staggered onto the shore.

Lyra stood waiting, boots sinking in mud, rain and sweat matting her hair to her face.

“Knew you’d come back,” she said as Jade coughed up lake water and a string of creative profanities.

The mercenary—three ribs cracked, blood trickling from her temple, and wearing the most unhinged grin in the known universe—rasped: “Promises are my specialty, Kane. Even if hell itself tries to stop me.”

Lyra crossed the distance in three strides. Her hands, shaking with leftover adrenaline, framed Jade’s grime-streaked face. No words—just the collision of lips, a kiss that tasted of blood, charred metal, and stubborn survival. Jade hissed against the pain of her ribs but yanked Lyra closer anyway.

And there, amid the smoldering wreckage of an empire and the emerald glow of a newborn shield, what had begun as a mission became something sharper. Something battle-scarred. Something alive.


Epilogue: "Thirteen Candles for a Galaxy That Burns"

Lina Secunda—a world that died without screaming.

The planet of glass and data, where liquid processing towers glittered like diamonds under three suns, became a silent tomb. The Conclave landing ships descended in perfect formation, their black hulls absorbing light like holes in the fabric of space.

They were not ships. They were metal preachers, spewing waves of Judgment Servants whose dark armor turned the air thick and heavy, like breathing mercury.

Exarch Tharion, a colossus of black ceramic and exposed wires, crushed a scientist’s skull with his gauntlet. His voice, filtered through the speakers of his mask, echoed in every corner of the main facility:

“Lina Secunda has been found unworthy. Her sin: believing that the machine could serve the flesh.”

In the heart of the complex, where the glass floors revealed layers of laboratories buried like roots, the Hierarch walked among the corpses.

His armor was not metal. It was dogma given form: iron plates wrought with the screams of heretics, gears that turned without lubricant so that their creaking evoked pain. The Vox Ferra in his hands—a six-foot staff topped by a mechanical eye—pulsed with voracious energy. His every step made the floors vibrate, as if the planet itself recoiled from his presence.

A platoon of Union soldiers awaited him, sweating under their armor. “Fire!”

Blasters rained down on him. The Hierarch didn’t even raise an arm. The shots faded inches from his armor, absorbed by a distortion field that smelled like burnt ozone.

Then, the Vox Ferra sang.

A sonic pulse, so sharp it shattered glass throughout the building, ripped through the soldiers. Bones splintered inside sealed armor.

Only one scientist remained, trembling in front of a self-destruct panel.

“Don’t do it,” the Hierarch said. His voice was not human; it was the sound of a chain dragging over bones. “Your death will have no glory. Just… silence.”

The man hesitated.

The Vox Ferra touched his chest. After an instant, he fell limp.

The work of the troops on the ground was done. The Hierarch and his army returned to their ships in orbit, leaving a world in ruins behind them.

In the command chamber of the flagship, where the air smelled of molten copper and incense, the Word Bearers intoned the Codes of Domination. Their voices, amplified by mechanical throats, distorted the words until they sounded like a swarm of wasps inside the skull.

One of them approached the Hierarch, holding a black candle burning with green flame.

“Thirteen candles for thirteen purified worlds,” the priest chanted, thrusting the candle into a receptacle in the warlord’s armor. The flame turned white on contact with iron. “Soon, the entire galaxy will burn in the forge of His judgment.”

The Hierarch watched from the viewport as Lina Secunda became an iron mausoleum. The Nemesis Virus fell like silvery snow, and where it touched, life petrified.

When the planet stopped spinning, its nullified energy cores dark, the Hierarch raised the Vox Ferra.

In the silence that followed, only the creaking of his armor was heard as he bowed toward the next star system on the list.

“Let it burn.”


Afterword

Writing Free Citadels has been an absolute blast.

This is Jade Nova’s second outing, and I loved throwing her—alongside Lyra, Zee, and T.O.R.D.—into an even more chaotic, perilous, and snark-fueled mission. By now, this crew has cemented themselves as a gloriously dysfunctional space family, and every new adventure lets me dig deeper into their bonds, contradictions, and very unorthodox approach to saving the day.

With this book, I wanted to expand the universe I began in Jade’s debut—but crank everything up a notch: higher stakes, sharper galactic intrigue, and moments where adrenaline clashes with razor-edged sci-fi. It also gave me room to explore ethical gray zones, especially on worlds where technology and humanity are locked in a tug-of-war.

I truly hope you enjoyed the ride.

As for whether there’s more to come? The answer’s a resounding yes. My idea pile is towering, and Jade? Well, she’s never been one to sit still.

Thanks for reading—
See you in the next chaos storm. 🚀

– Sofia
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