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​Section 1 — Pages 1–4 (Revised)

​Chapter 1 — The Noise of Living

The solar skimmer drifted through the gray veil of the upper atmosphere, its hull groaning like an exhausted animal. Commander Alistar Hale sat alone in the cockpit, chin resting on a closed fist, eyes half-focused on the fractured horizon. The planet below—Varrus IX—was a world no one visited willingly. Rust storms, abandoned refineries, dead cities preserved in chemical frost. A perfect mirror for how he felt inside.

He rubbed at the stubble along his jaw, trying to push away the thought that he had once been a better man. Someone who believed in saving people... before he failed to save the one who mattered most.

The console beeped. He didn’t move.

Another beep, louder. Then a sharp, synthetic voice:

“Commander Hale, proximity alert. Unregistered vessel approaching vector C-14.”

Alistar sighed. “Of course it is.”

He straightened, tapping a few keys. A small blip pulsed on the holographic display—fast-moving, erratic. Pirate skiffs usually flew in predictable arcs, like wolves circling prey. This one flew like something wounded. Or desperate.

He considered ignoring it. Interdictions were optional on a freelance patrol. But the universe had a way of dragging him back into purpose, whether he asked for it or not. He flexed his hands on the controls.

“Fine,” he muttered. “Let’s see what you want.”

He angled the skimmer into descent, cutting through the smog layer. The engines coughed in protest. The blip grew larger—now no longer a blip, but a dark, arrowhead-shaped craft streaking toward a mountain pass.

Then he heard it—static over the emergency channel, weak but unmistakably human:

“—anyone... help... attacked... cargo critical... cannot—”

The transmission collapsed into static.

Alistar’s chest tightened. Not because someone was in danger—he had heard hundreds of distress calls. What struck him was the voice. Young, strained, afraid. It sounded too much like the last voice he ever wanted to remember.

“No,” he whispered. “Not again.”

His hands trembled before he forced them still.

The arrowhead craft dipped suddenly, trailing smoke. It slammed into the mountainside in a bloom of orange light.

Alistar swore under his breath and hit the throttle.



​Chapter 2 — The Survivor

The crash site sat in a basin of broken stone, illuminated by small fires that burned stubbornly in the toxic wind. Alistar’s boots sank into the dust as he approached the wreck, visor shielding his eyes from the grit.

The vessel’s hull had split open like a cracked egg. Shards of metal jutted outward, and coolant hissed from ruptured lines. He swept his scanner across the wreckage.

One life sign. Faint. Human.

He followed the signal to the torn cockpit. A figure slumped inside—slim, wrapped in the uniform of a courier guild, chest rising shallowly. A girl, maybe nineteen. Her hair—silver with streaks of indigo—was matted with dust. A fracture in her visor exposed part of her face, blood tracing a thin line down her cheek.

Alistar cursed quietly. He reached in, pulling debris away. She stirred at his touch.

“Stay still,” he said. “I’m getting you out.”

Her eyes fluttered open—one blue, one violet. Unusual. She focused on him weakly.

“You’re... Hale,” she whispered. “Alistar Hale.”

He froze. “Do I know you?”

She managed a small, pained smile.

“No. But I know what you did.”

His gut tightened, as if she had reached inside and squeezed.

Before he could respond, her eyelids drooped. She clutched a metal case strapped to her chest, fingers whitening around the handle.

“Don’t... let them take it,” she breathed. “Promise.”

Then she lost consciousness.

Alistar hesitated only a moment before lifting her into his arms. The metal case clinked softly with her movement—heavy, secure, important. Too important.

And then, from the ridge above, came the sound he least wanted to hear: thrusters.

Multiple.

He looked up.

Pirate dropships—three of them—descending like vultures.

Alistar tightened his hold on the girl.

And for the first time in months, he felt something other than emptiness.

He felt anger.

“Fine,” he growled at the sky. “Come and take her.”

He ran.
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​Section 2 — Pages 5–8
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​Chapter 3 — The Pursuit

Alistar sprinted across the basin, boots hammering against loose stone as the toxic wind clawed at his coat. The girl in his arms hung limp but breathing, each breath shallow and rattling. Behind him, thrusters roared as the pirate dropships descended in a tight formation, their hull lights slicing through the haze.

“Hold together,” he muttered—not sure if he meant the girl, himself, or the situation.

He reached the skimmer just as the first dropship fired a warning burst. A line of plasma stitched across the ground, exploding into a fountain of molten debris. The shockwave nearly knocked him off his feet.

Alistar gritted his teeth, slammed a hand on the hatch sensor, and shoved the girl inside. Her metal case clattered against the cockpit floor. He dove in after her, sealing the hatch as another plasma burst scorched the terrain where he’d been standing.

“Strap in,” he said to the unconscious girl, even though she couldn’t hear him. Maybe saying it made him feel less alone.
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