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Chapter 1
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The chrono-alarm chimed, a soft, synthesized bell that barely cut through the perpetual hum of Coronet City. Tarlos Valés was already awake, standing in the low light of their small apartment. The gray fabric of his Kuat-Corellia Drive Yards jumpsuit was stiff, smelling faintly of industrial solvent and recycled air. He methodically fastened the magnetic clasps, the familiar clicks a rhythm that started every day. On the collar, the silver cog of the Imperial crest was a small, cold weight against his skin. It wasn't a symbol of ideology for him; it was a symbol of a paycheck.

A rustle of synth-silk sheets came from the bed. “Fighting the good fight against shoddy Imperial engineering again?” Lyra’s voice was warm and husky with sleep. She rolled over, propping her head on her hand, her dark hair a chaotic spill against the pillow. A playful smirk touched her lips, even as her eyes remained half-closed.

Tarlos smiled, turning to face her. “Someone has to make sure those TIEs don’t fall apart mid-dogfight. Bad for the quarterly reports.” He walked to the bed and leaned down, kissing her forehead. “Morning, Ly.”

“Mm. Morning,” she mumbled, grabbing his hand and pulling it to her cheek. “Stay. Call in sick. Tell them you have a sudden, debilitating allergy to ion engines.”

He chuckled, squeezing her fingers. “And what would Foreman Borlan say to that?”

“He’d grumble, say something about the moons of Iego, and then find someone less competent to do your job. The galaxy would survive.” She opened her eyes fully now, their deep brown depths pulling him in. “And we could spend the day just... being.”

The offer was a tempting ache in his chest. A whole day with Lyra, exploring the market spires, maybe catching a grav-ball game at the local arena. But the reality of their life was as solid and unyielding as the durasteel girders that held their apartment block together. “And the bills?” he asked softly.

Lyra’s playful expression softened, a flicker of resignation in its place. She sighed and released his hand. “Right. The bills. Go on then, Inspector Valés. Go make the galaxy safe for tyranny and punctual rent payments.”

He grinned at her sass, a shield she used against the things that worried her. “I’ll be back before you know it. Try not to sell my TIE model collection while I’m gone.”

“No promises. That S-model interceptor is looking mighty valuable.”

With a final, lingering look, he left the bedroom. He grabbed a nutrient bar from the small kitchen alcove, washed it down with a glass of filtered water, and slipped on his worn synth-leather work boots. The apartment was small, but Lyra had made it a home. Her holos of Corellian landscapes hung on the walls, splashes of green and blue in their metallic world. On a shelf by the door, his prized possessions sat in a neat row: meticulously assembled scale models of various TIE fighters—the standard model, the Interceptor, the Bomber. He’d built each one from scrap parts and kits, studying their design until he knew every stress point and power conduit by heart. They were his passion, a tangible link to the machines he spent his days scrutinizing. He glanced at them, a familiar pang of longing in his gut, before heading out into the bustling sky-lanes of the city.
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The clang and hum of the assembly floor at KDY Sector 7 was a symphony of creation. Droids zipped along magnetic tracks, their manipulator arms welding durasteel plates, while workers in identical gray jumpsuits swarmed over the skeletons of starships. Tarlos’s workstation, however, was an oasis of relative quiet at the end of the TIE fighter production line. Here, the ships were complete, gleaming under the harsh industrial lights, their solar array wings folded for transport.

His station was a small, raised platform with a bank of diagnostic consoles. A brand-new TIE/LN starfighter, fresh off the line, was docked before him. It was a beautiful, lethal thing. Tarlos felt the same thrill every time he saw one up close. Most people saw a symbol of Imperial might. He saw a masterclass in engineering efficiency.

He ran a gloved hand along the spherical cockpit module. Cold, smooth metal. He plugged his datapad into the main systems port, and lines of code scrolled across the screen. This was his domain. He wasn't just checking boxes on a list; he understood the soul of the machine.

“Power cycle initiated,” he murmured to himself, his fingers flying across the console. He ran a diagnostic on the P-s4 ion stream projectors, watching the energy output readings. He checked the tolerances on the gyroscopic stabilizers, ensuring they could handle the high-G maneuvers the TIE was famous for. He tested the response time of the SFS L-s1 laser cannons, the targeting computer, the atmospheric processors.

He knew its weaknesses intimately. The lack of shields was a cost-saving measure, a calculated risk that traded pilot survivability for mass production. The absence of a hyperdrive limited it to a support role, tethered to a Star Destroyer or a planetary base. But its strengths... its speed and maneuverability were unparalleled. In the hands of a skilled pilot, it was a deadly predator. Tarlos had run countless simulations on his console, feeling the kick of the engines, the jolt of the laser fire, the exhilarating terror of a zero-G roll. He could fly one in his sleep. But he had never once sat in a real cockpit with the engines live.

He spent the morning meticulously cataloging every system, cross-referencing serial numbers, and flagging a minor power fluctuation in the port-side deflector array. It was a tiny flaw, one that ninety-nine out of a hundred inspectors would miss, but Tarlos knew it could cause a cascade failure during intense combat. He marked it for recalibration, signing off with his personal code. His work was the invisible line between a pilot coming home and becoming a drifting cloud of shrapnel.

The midday siren blared, and Tarlos made his way to the cacophony of the mess hall. The air was thick with the smell of processed food and the loud chatter of a thousand workers. He found a small table in the corner and began eating his packed lunch: a nutrient paste sandwich and a piece of fruit.

A heavy hand clapped him on the shoulder, nearly sending him face-first into his meal. “Valés! Knew I’d find you hiding back here.”

Tarlos looked up at the weathered face of Jeb Borlan. The foreman was a mountain of a man, his gray jumpsuit stained with grease and his face a roadmap of twenty-eight years of hard labor. A genuine, gap-toothed smile crinkled the corners of his eyes.

“Just trying to eat in peace, Jeb,” Tarlos said with a grin.

“Peace is for retirees and dead men,” Jeb boomed, pulling up a chair and setting his own tray down with a clatter. “Heard you flagged another power converter on Line 3. By the moons of Iego, son, you’ve got the eyes of a hawk droid. That’s the third micro-fracture you’ve caught this month that the primary scanners missed. Saved us a whole shipment recall.”

Tarlos shrugged, a flush of pride warming his neck. “Just doing my job.”

“You do more than your job,” Jeb said, pointing a thick finger at him. “You know these machines better than the pilots they assign to them. You feel the flaws, don’t just see them on a screen.” He took a massive bite of his food.

Tarlos watched a squadron of TIEs performing drills in the distant sky, visible through the mess hall's grimy transparisteel window. They moved with a deadly grace, black specks against the hazy orange of Corellia’s sky.

“Sometimes,” Tarlos said, his voice quiet, “I wish I was one of them. Up there. Seeing what these things can really do.”

Jeb stopped chewing and looked at him, a curious expression on his face. Then he let out a great belly laugh. “A pilot? By the moons, Valés, I can’t let you go! You’re the only dependable guy I’ve got. If you transferred to the Imperial Navy, this whole quality control sector would fall apart in a week. No, no. You’re far too valuable right where you are.”

Jeb meant it as the highest compliment, a testament to Tarlos’s skill and indispensable nature. But to Tarlos, the words felt like chains, each one locking him more securely to his console, to the factory floor, to a life spent watching others fly. He forced a smile. “Glad to be of service, Jeb.”
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The journey home was a blur of crowded transports and anonymous faces. When Tarlos stepped back into his apartment, the comforting aroma of a simple nerf steak stew filled the air. Lyra was at the small kitchen counter, humming softly to a tune from the HoloNet.

She turned as he entered, her face lighting up. “There he is. The hero of the means of production. How was your day?”

“Fine,” he said, shrugging off his jumpsuit and hanging it by the door. “Jeb was happy. I found another flaw.” He wrapped his arms around her from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder and inhaling the warm, familiar scent of her hair.

“My brilliant husband,” she murmured, leaning back against him. “But you smell like burned metal and sweat. Please go wash up.”

“Ugh, fine.” He huffed.

Later, they ate at their small table, the lights of Coronet City’s endless traffic creating shifting patterns on the walls. They talked about their days—his inspections, her search for a data-entry job she could do from the apartment. The conversation was easy, comfortable, the well-worn path of two people who knew each other’s rhythms perfectly.

After they cleared the plates, Lyra brought her datapad to the table. Tarlos felt a familiar knot tighten in his stomach. Bill night.

“Okay,” she said, her voice turning business-like. “Sector rent is up three percent this quarter. No surprise there. Power consumption is stable. But the coolant unit on the refresher is leaking again. The repair estimate is... steep.”

She swiped through the screens, the numbers glowing in the dim light. Each figure was a small weight, adding to a pile that felt increasingly impossible to climb. Tarlos ran a hand through his hair. “We can manage. I can take a few overtime shifts this weekend.”

“You’re already taking overtime shifts, Tarlos,” Lyra said, her voice soft and strained. She didn’t look at him, her gaze fixed on the datapad. “It’s just... it feels like we’re running as fast as we can just to stay in the same place.”

He reached across the table, covering her hand with his. “Hey. We’ll get there, Ly. We always do.”

She finally looked up, and he was startled to see the sheen of tears in her eyes. A single drop traced a path down her cheek.

“I know,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “But ‘there’ feels so far away. I was looking at the costs for a nursery today, Tarlos. Just... looking.” She let out a shaky breath. “Even the basic stuff. A crib. A hydro-diaper dispenser. Med-checks. By the time we save up enough, we’ll be too old to have the energy to chase a toddler around.”

The playfulness was gone. The sassy shield was down. All that was left was a raw, aching vulnerability that broke his heart. This was the real bill, the one that couldn’t be paid with credits. It was the cost of their dreams.

He stood up, walked around the table, and gently pulled her to her feet, wrapping her in his arms. She buried her face in his chest, her shoulders shaking with quiet sobs.

“We’ll find a way,” he murmured into her hair, though the words felt hollow even to him. “I promise.”

He held her, rocking her gently as the city hummed on outside their window. He looked over her shoulder, his gaze falling on the shelf with his TIE fighter models. They looked perfect, pristine, symbols of power and freedom. He was the master of these machines, yet he was trapped. Trapped by rent and leaking coolant units, trapped by his value to a foreman who couldn't let him go, trapped in a life where the dream of hearing a child’s laughter in their small apartment felt as distant and unattainable as the glittering stars he only ever saw through a factory window.

He held her until the last tremor of her sobs subsided, replaced by the steady, familiar rhythm of her breathing against his chest. Lyra eventually pulled back, her eyes red-rimmed and puffy, and wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. The business-like mask from bill night was gone, but so was the raw despair. In its place was a weary resignation that was almost worse.

“Sorry,” she mumbled, not meeting his gaze. “I didn’t mean to... fall apart.”

“Never be sorry for that,” Tarlos said, his voice a low rumble. He gently tilted her chin up. “We’re in this together. Always.”

She managed a weak, watery smile. “Together and broke.”

“For now,” he said, the words tasting like ash. He wanted them to be a promise, but they felt like a prayer whispered into a void.

They went to bed not long after, the silence between them thick with unspoken anxieties. Lyra fell into a fitful sleep, but Tarlos lay awake for hours, staring at the ceiling where the city lights danced. The numbers from the datapad scrolled behind his eyes: rent, power, coolant, nursery. They formed the bars of a cage, and for the first time, Tarlos wasn’t just looking for a way to make the cage more comfortable. He was looking for a sledgehammer. 
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The next morning, he lingered a moment longer in the doorway, his palm still resting on Lyra’s shoulder as if the heat of his body could somehow seal the fissure she’d just exposed. The city’s neon tremble filtered through the cracked blinds, painting the walls with a restless rhythm that seemed to echo the pulse in his chest. He swallowed a breath that tasted of stale coffee and recycled air, the kind that clung to the narrow corridors of the Kuat-Corellia Drive Yards.

“Come on,” he whispered, more to himself than to Lyra, because the apartment’s thin walls had already begun to swallow the sound. He turned and slipped out, the latch clicking behind him with a finality that seemed louder than the hum of the traffic outside.

The walk to the factory was a blur of metal and fog. The sky-rail train hissed past, its carriage lights flickering like fireflies caught in a storm. Tarlos stared at the passing advertisements—imperial insignias, polished TIE fighters cutting through the void, slogans promising “Glory for the Empire” and “A Better Tomorrow for Every Citizen.” Somewhere in the midst of those glossy promises, his own dreams fluttered like a moth against a glass pane: the whisper of a child’s laugh, the soft coil of a cradle, the quiet smile of Lyra from the future.

The massive steel doors of the shipyard yawned open, revealing a cavernous bay where half-finished TIE fighters hung from gantries like skeletal birds waiting for the wind. The scent of ozone and heated alloy greeted him as he stepped onto the grease-slick floor. Across the hallway, the cafeteria’s neon sign buzzed a tired “LUNCH” in green lettering, its fluorescent glow spilling out onto the assembly line.

He made his way to the mess hall, his thoughts still tangled in the knot of promises he’d made to his wife. The tables were already occupied by the familiar trio: Brax, his gaunt face illuminated by a thin scar of sweat on his forehead; Tirsan, who wore a grin that never quite reached his eyes; and Braenak, the newest addition to the crew, his uniform still crisp from the morning’s inspection.

Brax was already tangled in a comm link, his voice low but urgent, the faint hiss of static trailing every word. “Harlara, you’re doing what you said—don’t forget the shift change. If you’re late, we’ll be in trouble again!” His tone cracked, a mixture of frustration and weary protectiveness.

When the call finally ended, Brax slammed the communicator on the table with a dull thud, eyes flicking up to his colleagues. “She’s... she’s fine,” he muttered, as if the words could patch the invisible cracks in his own armor. “Just... needs a minute.”

The rest of the table shared a silent, sympathetic glance. Tirsan nudged a plate of nutrient paste toward Brax, his fingers brushing the rim in a half-hearted gesture of camaraderie. “You ever think about getting out of this place, Brax?” he asked, half-joking, half-serious.

Brax let out a short, humorless laugh. “Out? I’ve got a kid, a crappy apartment, and a mother who thinks I’m on the run from the Empire. Out is a myth.”

Braenak, who had been quietly scrolling through a holo-tablet, looked up. “I’m counting on that myth to keep me sane,” he said, wiping a smear of grease from his forearm. “If I can finish my counseling school in a few years, maybe I can get a position in the Imperial medical corps. They pay better than any shipyard.”

Tarlos slipped into his chair, the metal creak sounding louder than the chatter. He placed his tray down, the lid of his tin clattering against the dented surface. 

Tirsan’s gaze shifted to Tarlos, a flicker of something unreadable in his dark eyes. "And you, Tarlos? Still saving up for that little workshop on Chandrila?"

Tarlos gave a slow nod, pushing his tasteless paste around with a fork. "Something like that. Lyra has it all planned out. A place with a small garden, away from the smog and the sirens." The image was so clear in his mind it ached—sunlight, not fluorescent tubes; the smell of loam, not ozone. It felt more real than the durasteel table beneath his elbows.

"A garden," Brax scoffed, though without real malice. He stabbed his own portion of paste. "Dreams don't pay the dock fees, Tarlos. They don't fill a ration pack." He gestured vaguely at the shipyard beyond the cafeteria walls. "This place does. Barely."

"Dreams don't have to," Tirsan said, his voice dropping low enough that they all had to lean in. The usual cynical humor was gone, replaced by a conspiratorial intensity. "Not if you know where to look."

Braenak paused his scrolling, his brow furrowing with suspicion. "What are you talking about, Tirsan?"

Tirsan glanced over his shoulder, a habitual check for foremen or Imperial patrols. "I was talking to a loader from the cargo docks last night. A man who owes me a favor. He told me something." He paused, letting the silence stretch, savoring the attention. "A cargo hauler, the Stardust Drifter, is making an unscheduled run to the Outer Rim. Shoving off at the end of the next cycle."

"So?" Brax grunted. "Freighters come and go all day."

"Not like this one," Tirsan insisted, his eyes locking onto Tarlos. "They're short-handed. A couple of their engineering crew got... detained. They're looking for mechanics. Experienced ones. No questions asked, no Imperial registries checked. They pay in untraceable credits. Enough for one run to set a man up for life."

The air at the table grew thick and heavy. The buzzing neon sign, the distant clang of machinery—it all seemed to fade away. This was more than just talk of "getting out." This was a tangible, terrifying path.

"That's desertion," Braenak whispered, the words sounding like a curse. He pushed his tablet away as if it were contaminated by the idea. "If you're caught, it's a labor camp. Kessel, if you're lucky." His dream of the medical corps was built on compliance, on playing by the Empire's rules. This was shattering them.

"And what if you're not caught?" Brax countered, his voice a low growl of conflict. He ran a hand over his tired face. "What happens when you get to the Outer Rim? You think they just hand you a bag of credits and a Thank-You note? You become a ghost, Tirsan. Cut off. What about Harlara? My kid?" The hope that had flickered in his eyes was instantly extinguished by the weight of his reality.

"It's a chance," Tirsan pressed, his focus solely on Tarlos now, sensing the crack in his resolve. "A real one. Not a five-year plan hoping the Empire promotes you. One run. You take the credits, you disappear. You buy that workshop on Chandrila with cash, not with thirty years of your life spent welding wings onto TIEs that'll be scrap in a month."

Tarlos said nothing. His heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic drumbeat against the steady, monotonous rhythm of the factory. He saw Lyra’s face, her smile not in some distant future, but now. He saw a cradle carved from wood he bought himself, not a state-issued metallic cot. The risk was immense, a chasm of unknown depth. But the reward... the reward was everything. It was the moth breaking through the glass.
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Chapter 2
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A moment later, the lunch horn bellowed, a deep bronze tone that reverberated through the steel girders. The clatter of metallic trays and the hiss of the factory’s ventilation system intertwined, creating a chaotic symphony that was oddly comforting.

“Alright, folks,” Jeb Borlan’s gruff voice rolled over the intercom, the bark of a man who had seen more hull breaches than calm skies. “Break’s over. Tarlos, Tirsan, we've got a line of advanced TIEs waiting on the lower deck. Juno says the new hyper-drive module needs a full inspection before we run a test flight. You two on it.”

He stepped into the cafeteria, his gray armor scuffed from years of labor, his eyes scanning the room for any sign of trouble. “You’re all doing fine. Keep it tight; the higher-up brass is watching the numbers. Don’t let a leak become a scandal.”

Tarlos nodded, the weight of the foreman’s words settling like a pressure plate on his shoulders. He glanced at Tirsan, who offered a tight-lipped smile. “You heard the man,” Tirsan said, his voice laced with a humor that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “If we mess this up, we’ll be low-grade technicians forever.”

The four of them rose, the clatter of chair legs echoing off the concrete walls. Braenak, still clutching his holo-tablet, gave a half-wave. “Good luck, guys. I’ll be in the infirmary if you need a morale boost.”

Outside the cafeteria, the factory floor glowed with a cold, sterile light. Conveyor belts hummed, moving sleek hulls down a path that seemed endless, like the lines of code Lyra had wrestled with at home. Tarlos slipped his inspection gear on—a sleek, dark suit laced with the subtle insignia of the Imperial quality control division. The suit’s polymer fibers felt like a second skin, a reminder of the precision he was expected to deliver.

He and Tirsan made their way to the lower deck, each step echoing against the metal planks. The advanced TIE fighters they were to inspect stood in a row, their angular frames gleaming under the overhead floodlights. Unlike the standard models, these ships bore a new curvature on the wings, a faint blue glow pulsing along the hyper-drive conduit—a promise of faster travel, of greater reach.

Tarlos ran his gloved hand along the hull of the first fighter, feeling the subtle vibrations that spoke of the internal systems’ health. “The hyper-drive’s coolant junction looks solid,” he murmured, his voice low. “But we need to double-check the shield matrix. A single fissure could cascade at 0.3 c.”

Tirsan lifted his diagnostic scanner, the device projecting a holographic overlay of the fighter’s internal schematics. “Readings are within tolerance,” he reported, though his eyes darted to the panel displaying the fuel consumption data. “Only thing is the power draw spikes when the shields engage. Could be the coolant leak we heard about in the refresher—something similar happening here?”

A faint hiss rose from the fighter’s vent, a whisper of steam escaping into the chilled air. Tarlos’s fingers tightened around the scanner. “Let’s open the coolant valve and run a pressure test,” he said, his tone authoritative but tinged with a private urgency. He remembered his promise to Lyra—a promise that felt like a fragile membrane barely holding back the pressure of his own doubts.

As they worked, the sounds of the yard faded into a steady rhythm: the clank of metal, the hiss of compressed gas, the distant roar of engines powering up for the next flight. Tarlos’s mind flickered, half-caught between the present and the future he imagined—a future with a child’s laughter echoing against the corrugated walls of their small apartment, a future where the coolant leak was just a minor footnote in a longer story.

“Hey,” Tirsan said suddenly, breaking the silence. “You ever think about actually flying one of these?”

Tarlos glanced at him, the question hanging in the air like a contrail. “I’ve piloted a TIE in simulations, never in real combat,” he admitted. “The Empire pays a lot for pilots—credits, respect, the chance to see the galaxy from a different angle. But the training’s... intense. And you’re not exactly a trusted guy, you know?”

Tirsan’s smile widened, though his eyes stayed guarded. “I’m not looking for trust, just a ticket out of the yard. Maybe we could swap favors—me teach you the basics, you cover my shift when I need a day off.”

A low chuckle escaped Tarlos. “Deal. But you’re buying the first round of calibrations when you’re up there.”

Tirsan raised a mock salute. “You have my word, Valés.”

The conversation was interrupted by a sharp alarm—an urgent red flare that washed over the lower deck. Jeb’s voice crackled over the intercom, urgent and clipped. “All hands, we have a failure in bay three. One of the advanced TIEs on the prep line has suffered a coolant breach. I need an inspection team, now.”
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