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Chapter 1

	The first thing you notice in the slums of New Jakarta isn’t the smell—it’s the silence. Not the quiet kind, but the heavy, pressing silence that comes when every breath costs you money.

	Captain Arlen Vega adjusted his respirator mask and glanced up at the oxygen meter blinking faint blue against the smog. Thirty-seven percent purity. Barely enough to keep the lungs from aching.

	“Keep moving,” he muttered to himself, pushing through the narrow corridor of rusted air tanks and scavengers. The domed city above him was a skeleton of what Earth used to be—steel bones and glass lungs, all gasping for air.

	A child coughed somewhere behind him, a dry, hollow sound that echoed through the alley. Her mother was kneeling beside a vending unit, trying to trade a copper chip for a half canister of O2. The machine blinked red—INSUFFICIENT CREDITS. Arlen looked away.

	He had work to do.

	At the edge of the district, a sign flickered in the haze: “AeroCore—Breathing Life Into Tomorrow.” The irony wasn’t lost on anyone. They all knew AeroCore wasn’t breathing life into anything. They were choking the planet one credit at a time.

	Arlen slipped into a side tunnel, metal boots clanking on the grates, and scanned his wrist console. A green pulse blinked—incoming transmission.

	Mara: “You’re late, Vega.”
Arlen: “Traffic.”
Mara: “You mean checkpoints.”
Arlen: “Same thing.”

	Her voice was sharp as ever, though static chewed at the edges. She was broadcasting from Sector 9, deep inside the resistance zone.

	Mara: “Do you have it?”
Arlen: “Three tanks, unregistered. Top grade, from Core vaults.”
Mara: “You’re insane. You know they scan for heat signatures at the docks now?”
Arlen: “Then it’s a good thing I didn’t come by sea.”

	He ended the call and exhaled, fogging the inside of his mask. Insane or not, this was how he survived. Smuggling air to those who couldn’t pay for it had made him a ghost in AeroCore’s system — and a hero in the underground. Not that he believed in heroes anymore.

	He reached his ship — the Halcyon, an aging transport with the grace of a dead whale but enough stealth tech to vanish in the smog. The ramp hissed open, revealing the dull glow of the cargo bay.

	Inside were three canisters, each marked with AeroCore’s white insignia: an infinity loop made of two lungs.

	He stared at them for a long moment. Each one could buy him a year of freedom, or a lifetime of regret.

	“Let’s make this worth it,” he whispered.

	

	

	As the ship lifted through the smoke, the city below looked like a dying ember — lights flickering, towers cracking under their own weight. The sky wasn’t blue anymore, just layers of grey, like ash piled on glass.

	Then the proximity alarm screamed.

	“Damn it.”

	Arlen slammed the controls, but it was too late. Two AeroCore patrol drones burst from the smog, their lights slicing through the haze. The ship’s console crackled.

	AeroCore Enforcement Unit 17: “Unregistered vessel detected. Cut your engines and prepare for inspection.”

	Arlen’s fingers hovered over the ignition switch. He could surrender — lose the cargo, maybe his life. Or he could run.

	He ran.

	The Halcyon roared upward, engines spitting ion fire. The drones followed, lasers streaking through the clouds. Arlen dove between two derelict skyscrapers, their windows shattered like teeth. The drones locked on again, tracking his heat signature.

	AeroCore Drone: “Unauthorized flight detected. Use of lethal force authorized.”

	“Not today,” Arlen growled, flipping a switch. The ship dropped a cloud of counter-thermal chaff. The drones’ sensors scrambled, colliding into the side of a tower in a burst of fire and static.

	Arlen exhaled shakily, gripping the controls. His ship rattled, alarms blaring, but he was still breathing. Still free — for now.

	Then his console blinked again. Another transmission.

	Unknown Signal: “Captain Vega. We’ve been watching you.”
Arlen: “Who the hell is this?”
Unknown: “Someone who can end the Oxygen Wars. But not without you.”

	The voice was calm, mechanical — but underneath it, Arlen could hear something human. A woman’s voice, steady and deliberate.
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