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Chapter One: Exiles Among the Stars




The stars were never silent. They whispered in the dark, a chorus of ancient voices calling to those desperate enough to listen. For two exiles pressed close within the trembling hull of a wounded starship, those whispers felt like both a curse and a promise.

Her name was Selandra. She carried her beauty like a flame burning against the cold infinity. Skin rich and deep as polished mahogany, eyes wide and searching, hair tumbling in dark waves that caught the glow of the failing consoles. The golden gown she wore clung like memory, shimmering even in shadow, as though spun from some forbidden radiance. Her hand gripped the shoulder of the man beside her with a force that betrayed both fear and devotion.

His name was Korrin. Shoulders broad beneath the deep blue cloak of a soldier long stripped of rank, skin the hue of midnight earth after rain, luminous with warm undertones, face cut sharp as though carved from obsidian. His gaze was steady, though shadows trembled in its depths. He had once sworn oaths to empires and crowns, but all of that had burned away when he chose her instead. The exile’s mark branded his arm, a scar of disobedience that gleamed faintly in the glow of alarms.

Their ship rattled, struck again by the distant thunder of imperial cannons. Outside the viewport, the void bled scarlet with tracer fire. Fractured starlight reflected in Selandra’s eyes as she whispered, breathless with both terror and defiance.

“They will not stop until they tear us apart.”

Korrin’s hand brushed her cheek; rough knuckles tender as prayer. “Then let them chase shadows. We will vanish where no empire dares to follow.”

The ship groaned as he forced it through a dying warp lane, engines screaming like wounded beasts. Warnings flared across the console: hull breach imminent, navigation corrupted, fuel cells draining. And then silence. The storm of pursuit fell away, swallowed by the gravity of an unseen world. The ship tumbled, caught in the cold embrace of a moon unmarked by any chart.

Through the viewport, it loomed. Crimson skies stretched over mountains like broken teeth. A vast red orb burned in the distance, casting its baleful light upon the moon’s scarred face. Shadows writhed across the terrain, stretching and curling as though alive.

Selandra pressed closer to Korrin, the warmth of her body clashing with the cold dread that seeped into the cabin. “This place…” Her voice quavered, but there was awe in it, too. “It feels older than time itself.”

Korrin’s jaw tightened. He did not speak of the legends he remembered, of cursed moons whispered of in soldiers’ mess halls. Places where expeditions vanished, where even empires dared not tread. Instead, he guided their dying vessel to a crash landing among jagged ridges. Metal screamed, sparks burst, and at last the ship came to rest, broken but alive.

The silence after was unbearable. Only their breath, ragged and entwined, filled the air. Korrin unfastened his restraints, rising with the heavy grace of one who had carried war upon his back for too long. He reached for her, and she took his hand as though it was the only thing anchoring her to the world.

“We are exiles,” he said, his voice low, almost reverent. “But perhaps here, beyond the reach of kings and tyrants, we may find a sanctuary.”

Selandra’s eyes swept the alien horizon beyond the cracked viewport. Pale structures jutted from the distance; ruins bathed in the ghostlight of the red sky. Something about them pulled at her, irresistible as a dream half remembered.

“Korrin…” Her whisper was softer now, filled with something that was not fear but something deeper, stranger. “We are not alone.”

The console flickered weakly, struggling to life for one final reading. Across its fractured screen, a pulse of green marked what the sensors refused to deny: life signs. Many of them. Gathered in the heart of those ruins that beckoned with ancient silence.

The ship’s lights failed, plunging them into shadow. And in that thick, unbreathing dark, Selandra swore she heard the voices of strangers calling her name.

***

The airlock door moaned as Korrin forced it open. Cold air rushed in, tasting of iron and dust, carrying with it the strange perfume of the alien moon. Selandra clung to his arm as they stepped into the night. Beneath their boots, the ground shimmered faintly, as if grains of crystal lay scattered among the ash-coloured soil.

Above them, the blood-red giant loomed like a swollen heart, flooding the sky with a light both beautiful and cruel. The shadows it cast were long and trembling, moving as though stirred by an unseen hand. Selandra could not look away. Something in the air touched her skin, brushed her spirit, coaxing her forward even as her heart thudded in alarm.

“Stay close to me,” Korrin murmured. His voice was iron, but she could feel the strain in it. Even his soldier’s resolve faltered before the immensity of this place.

They moved carefully over broken ridges, the wreck of their ship smoking behind them. The ruins rose higher as they drew near, pale and bone-like against the bruised sky. Great columns leaned at impossible angles; their surfaces etched with sigils no living scholar could name. Vines of dark crystal coiled through the cracks, pulsing faintly with inner light, as though the moon itself breathed through them.

Selandra reached out, brushing her fingertips along a column as they passed. The stone felt warm, alive, as though it had a heartbeat of its own. She drew her hand back sharply, breath catching.

Korrin noticed. “What is it?”

“It knows we are here,” she whispered.

He almost answered, but silence pressed on them both, heavy and expectant. From deeper within the ruins, there came a low sound — not wind, not stone shifting. A murmur. A rhythm. Voices, distant yet clear enough to be words if only the ear dared believe them.
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