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One – Crash & Chaos

 

The Trine-7’s heat-shield groaned in protest as the upper atmosphere punched at its hull, every bolt and seam rattling in the storm’s teeth. Lyra Saren gripped the yoke and levered her elbows inward, minimizing her silhouette, tuning her body to the geometry of the pilot’s chair, trying to make herself the narrowest possible target for chaos. 

Behind her, the cargo bay shuddered with acceleration; a chorus of containment straps sang arrhythmically and thin, metal on metal. The shuttle, built for precision handling, flew now like a brick lacking flamboyance. Lyra’s wrists hummed from the violence of micro-corrections, her jaw set so tight she felt each tooth grinding in its root. She didn’t curse. Didn’t shout. 

“Attitude delta, five-point-three.” The shuttle’s AI navigation system beeped, brittle and off tempo. Lyra rolled the ship hard to port, hands feathering the trim, feeling the control stick’s subtle give beneath the surface panic covering her body.

Across the forward viewport, holographic warning glyphs stacked in an orderly column, black on gold. Temperature: redlining. External radiation count: peaking. The hull sizzled with static discharge as plasma built in the nosecone, then bled off in shuddering bursts. 

Lyra exhaled slowly through her nose, oxygenating on the old Eridonian four-count. It steadied her hands even as sweat slicked her palms inside the flight gloves. “Trine-7 actual, entering blackout zone. Estimate three minutes to comms reacquire.” Her voice, through the suit’s filter, sounded like it belonged to someone else, steady, neutral, softer than she intended.

“Copy, Seven,” came the response, voice unmodulated and so deep it rattled the audio pickup. Kaen Vainik. She could picture him in the auxiliary seat, probably bracing with a single hand while monitoring system stress on the backup screen. He never sounded afraid, even as this new world tried to kill them. “Recommend vector correction. Storm front doubled back.”

“Seen. Executing.”

A tremor passed through the hull, the kind that originated from outside the shuttle. It was something magnetic, something alive. Lyra’s gaze flicked to the EM meter, which jittered just long enough to make her tongue go dry. 

The navigation overlay painted the drop zone as a thinning blue target, but crosswinds sheered them to the east, vector bleeding off into the band of chromatic interference that ringed the planet’s equator. 

The planetary storm was relentless, swarming bands of radiation and particulate ice, alternating with blacked-out zones of unknown weather. The kind of place you only entered if the data mattered more than your hull. 

Lyra hunched into her harness, calling up the override panel with a thumb press. The system stuttered, then yielded: “Manual control engaged. All flight corrections locked to pilot.”

Her heart, stubborn thing, kept pace with the warning tones, each alarm a nudge, a challenge. She lived for these moments, not because she loved risk, but because the universe sharpened when it tried to kill you.

Through the viewport, the sky had changed into a rippling afterimage. Orange sheets of lightning folded into the clouds, then stitched apart with cracks of violet. Lyra’s thoughts narrowed to a single line; thread the storm, save the data. Everything else, even her own bones, could be a casualty.

She steadied the nose with a short pulse of retro-thrusters, counting off the deceleration in her head. When the next wall of wind hit, the shuttle slew left, almost beyond correction. 

A siren blared in the cockpit. A new alarm, one she’d never heard outside a simulator.

Then Kaen’s voice, measured, through the comm. “Brace. Nose-up, thirty-five degrees.”

Lyra’s hands obeyed before she could argue with instinct. She pulled back, throttle cut, letting momentum do the hard work. For an instant, the shuttle seemed to hang in the throat of the storm, every motion balanced between grace and annihilation. Then gravity reasserted itself, and the world dropped out from under her.

She bit her tongue, tasted copper.

The shuttle rolled, and with it, Lyra. Her harness kept her centered, but the acceleration pressed her spine flat against the seat. Warning glyphs strobed, then failed as the main battery overloaded. Only the secondary battery for the viewport display remained, flickering through a static haze.

Impact was inevitable now; the ground was coming up, a smear of green-black jungle and glassy ravines. Lyra tried one last time to stabilize; the stick bucked in her grip, but she managed to regain some control.

“Kaen?” she called, more on reflex than hope.

Static. 

She scanned the crash vector as the ship continued to spin, picked the least catastrophic angle, and locked the controls. 
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