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Last Beacon: A Letter to the Unknown​
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Aria Marlowe, alluring in her youthfulness, feels demoralized, hungry, and desperate. The echo of despair rings louder with each passing moment. Despite her circumstances, there's a veil of beauty that drapes over her - a hint of her captivating appeal lost under the weight of her worn-out clothes. Her long, black hair, usually glossy under the right care, is a mess of tangles, while her striking brown eyes appear dull, mirroring her desolate state.

Aria, barely more than a girl, has just received her silver bracelet. On Azeremos, a planet in the Andromeda Galaxy, earning the silver bracelet is a rite of passage, signifying readiness to embark on adult life. Yet, for Aria, this milestone seems to be a hollow achievement. Eight months ago, she lost her father, Aaron Marlowe. Just knowing what happened to him would provide some solace. His disappearance set off a number of tragedies in their family.

Two months after his disappearance, her grandmother passed away, heartbroken over the loss of her son. Aria's mother fell victim to prolonged bouts of depression, and they lost their family home.

Aria had to muster all her strength to complete her education. She finished it wearing rags, physically and mentally drained. The significance of the silver bracelet faded in a town overrun by drug dealers and gangsters.

Engulfed in misery, Aria's thoughts wandered to the legend of the Space Wanderer, a mythical figure reputed to come to your aid in times of desperation. Rumors of his existence echoed in the cities and bars around the sparse spaceports on Azeremos. Azeremos itself was a lesser-known planet, a harsh landscape where water and food were scarce.

Between the weight of her tragedies and the harsh reality of Azeremos, Aria often found herself lost in contemplation. In the silent moments, between the ceaseless grind of survival and the endless night, she would wonder about love. Would she ever know the gentle touch of a loving hand or the comfort of a soul that truly understood her pain? Would there ever be a person who could look past her tangled hair and worn-out clothes, and see the universe in her eyes?

The idea of love, of genuine connection, seemed like a distant star, beautiful but unreachable. She imagined holding hands under the two moons of Azeremos, sharing whispered secrets with someone who genuinely cared for her, and not just for the value of her silver bracelet. But given her situation, could true love ever be more than a fleeting fantasy? Would the Space Wanderer, if he truly existed, guide her to a heart that matched her own?

Seraphine, Aria's younger sister, interrupts her internal turmoil. The girl is slightly chubby, a testament to the better times before their world turned upside down. She's clad in a tattered t-shirt that poorly fits her developing figure, and a skirt that has seen better days, now too short for her age. "Aria! Why are you sitting all alone?" Seraphine asks, her pretty face marred by a frown. "What are we going to eat? I'm so hungry," she adds, a tear rolling down her cheek.

"We still have a piece of bread, Seraphine. Let's go inside, and I'll give it to you." The two walked back to their makeshift home, a shack constructed from old containers and scraps of wood.

Seraphine eagerly accepted the bread, oblivious to the fact there was nothing left for Aria or their mother. As she chewed on the dry bread, she asked a question Aria dreaded. "When is Daddy coming back? And when will our lives get better?"

Aria, knowing she didn't have an answer, didn't want to let her sister down. Seraphine, a sweet ten-year-old girl with blonde curly hair and blue eyes, was her father's joy. She had been a bit spoiled and was finding it difficult to adjust since their father's disappearance.

Aria lifted her spirit. "Seraphine, there is only one thing left for us to do..." Seraphine, now interested, swallowed the last piece of bread. "What, Aria? Are we writing a letter to Daddy?" she asked, seeing Aria take a piece of paper and a pen.

"No, Seraphine, we are calling on the Space Wanderer! He will help us and find Daddy. Everything will be okay." A smile spread over Seraphine's face. "You should have done that long ago, Aria. I hate this house and I want Daddy back!"

Together, they wrote the simple letter: "Dear Mr. Space Wanderer, Our father is missing, and we are really struggling. Please come and help us. We live in the town of Barakon." Aria signed the letter. "Put my name too, Aria!" Seraphine showed Aria with her finger where to write her name.

Aria folded the letter closed. On the outside, she wrote "Mr. Space Wanderer". Hand in hand, they walked to the trading post and placed it in the letterbox.

"Everything will be alright, Seraphine. Now we just have to wait," Aria reassured her as they returned to their humble abode.

***
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LIAM HAWKE, WIDELY known as the Space Wanderer, was a man entering his later years, with the silver streaks in his otherwise black hair becoming more prominent. The signs of age were beginning to grace his face, each wrinkle narrating a different tale. Despite his advancing years, Liam remained incredibly fit, and though maybe a tad slower than he used to be, he wasn't hesitant to enhance his physical prowess. His closest friend, Prince Monorg from the planet Omoro, often jovially referred to him as a cyborg.

Integrated into his physique was an energy shield capable of providing robust protection against severe harm for up to fifteen minutes. In addition to this, his sight was significantly improved, and he possessed an augmented reality system installed within his left eye. Monorg often joked that if Liam's built-in battery were to explode, it could obliterate the planet he was inhabiting.

Liam's office, though a bit untidy, was situated on the planet Zamario, which hosted the headquarters of his lucrative trading company, Cosmic Concord Traders (CCT).

He had amassed a considerable fortune by sourcing scarce items, including unique food delicacies from planets where they were often overlooked, and selling them for substantial profits on other planets where they were in short supply or revered as sacred.

A smile spread across his face as he remembered procuring a plant called spinach on Earth, a place where it was cheap and considered rather mundane. He had then sold the same cargo on Vrakon to the Reptilians who dried and smoked it, making an impressive 800% profit.

He shifted his attention to a stack of requests in his inbox. Old school as he was, he didn't like to peruse these requests from a screen. His assistant, Aliana Monroux, would print out the requests and bundle them with other written inquiries. The requests ranged from financial support for orphanages to relief operations, mixed with apparent schemes from intergalactic swindlers.

As he sifted through the pile, he passed some requests onto Aliana for further investigation and action, while others found their way straight to the trash. Almost halfway through the stack, he picked up a simple, rather battered piece of paper. The request read, "Dear Mr. Space Wanderer, Our father is missing, and we are really struggling. Please come and help us. We live in the town of Barakon." It was signed by two names, one unmistakably a child's.

Clutching the letter, he called out to his assistant, "Aliana, where's Barakon? And how did this message even reach us?" For some reason, he couldn't tear his gaze away, analyzing the letter while he waited for Aliana's response.

Aliana, a sexy woman in her mid-twenties with long blond hair and piercing blue eyes, walked into the room. Her provocative dress was certainly eye-catching, but Liam didn't even seem to notice as he was engrossed in the letter.

Somewhat disappointed that Liam failed to acknowledge her appearance, Aliana let out a faint sigh, "Oh, that one. It comes with quite a backstory," she said.

At this, Liam looked up, finally taking note of her presence. She flashed a subtle smile and continued. "It was hand-delivered by a captain of one of our transport carriers. Apparently, it was posted on a planet named Azeremos. The postmaster had it in the bar, making a mockery of it by reading it aloud to the patrons, showing off the ignorance of those using his services. Our captain took it from the postmaster, and to everyone's amusement, pledged to deliver it." She paused for a beat before adding, "I guess that made him the laughing stock of the bar."

Liam carefully folded the letter, tucking it into his pocket. "I'm going to Azeremos to find these girls. Amidst all these requests, this one feels genuine. No request for money, just a simple plea for help, with the kind of faith only children possess."

He gave instructions to Aliana and made a short call to Barenda, his second in command. She would handle the company's routine matters and standard requests. Liam was excited to do what he loved most - he was going undercover to help someone in need, a hobby that had earned him the moniker 'The Space Wanderer'.

Within an hour, Liam was ready. His advanced spaceship, the Ruby, named for its gleaming red color, was an engineering marvel, designed for quick and stealthy missions. It boasted a streamlined design, a beautiful interplay of smooth curves and sharp angles, covered in a silver-red metal that glistened in the light. Outfitted with potent engines, it could perform intricate manoeuvres with grace and speed, despite its size. Its armament, while lightweight, was ruthlessly efficient, comprised of laser guns and photon torpedoes that favored speed and precision over sheer power.

The CCT maintained the most advanced private army in the known universe. Built to secure its trade routes, it rapidly outpaced the military capabilities of most planetary nations before they could react. However, it was seldom used, except against pirates and interstellar criminal gangs.

Together with a reaction team of one hundred elite soldiers, trained in every discipline from martial arts to laser rifle combat, Liam set off for Azeremos.

***
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AFTER ARIA PENNED THE letter to the Space Wanderer, a rejuvenated energy coursed through her. The action gave her a glimmer of hope. She wasn't truly expecting him to arrive, but it offered her a lifeline to cling to. The first thing she did was set out to find work. It was a formidable task, and she had little success. Time and again, she was met with either insults or blatant dismissal from the wealthier individuals.

The only folks who appeared approachable and amicable were the drug peddlers. Yet, their demeanor flipped in an instant when she rejected their propositions. To them, her denial was a ticket that instantly recategorized her as a prostitute, and they hurled insults accordingly. Merely three days post penning that letter, she walked towards the bakery where the baker had previously dismissed her with unmasked rudeness. Undaunted, she took to cleaning the precincts of the bakery without so much as seeking his approval.

The place was filthy. The nauseating stench and the sight of various insects feasting on discarded bread nearly made her vomit. The baker noticed her efforts and hurried over to her, shouting, "I'm not paying you! Leave, you're driving my customers away!" Aria met his gaze, responding with sharp sarcasm, "If cleaning this filthy mess scares away your customers, then you don't have any, Sir!"

The baker was taken aback, his lips moving but producing no sound. Aria spoke again, this time with more respect in her tone, "Sir, I don't want money, I don't want a job. Just let me clean and allow me to take whatever discarded bread ends up out here."

With that, the baker retreated into his shop, and Aria resumed her work. She labored for hours, but her hard work produced noticeable results. When she was finally finished, the baker came out, clearly impressed. He didn't say a word but handed her a bag containing half a dozen buns that were otherwise destined for the trash. Aria accepted it, a look of gratitude in her eyes. "Thank you, Sir, I will come and work every day, and I will never ask for anything else."

Exhausted, Aria returned to her humble dwelling, content in the knowledge that she had food to put on the table for that day.

***
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AZEREMOS WAS NOT A favored destination among space travelers. It had grown from a small trading post to a bustling hub of activity when Cosmite-245 was discovered. However, the excitement was short-lived. As it turned out, the deposit was much smaller than initially estimated. One by one, mines closed their operations, leaving impoverished communities in their wake. Stripped of its Cosmite, Azeremos had little to offer. Only those who had managed to amass a fortune in the early days of the mining boom remained well off.

The government of Azeremos was a loosely connected assortment of regional municipalities, each with its own set of rules and regulations. Liam decided against landing at a spaceport. Instead, the Ruby settled onto an open piece of rocky land about five miles from Barakon. He gave orders to the captain of his reaction team, "We will set up camp here. Have some of the team blend in with the locals and see if we can find the two girls, Aria and Seraphine. I'll be going undercover but will stay in contact. Keep me updated on any developments."

After donning a disguise of old clothes and smearing a bit of dirt on his face, Liam set out towards the small town of Barakon. He used a walking stick, which doubled as a powerful taser, tapping it on the ground as he observed the town.

The first building that caught his attention was the educational instruction center. It was dilapidated, devoid of any energy that might encourage learning. Children loitered about with empty expressions, while instructors looked demoralized. It was clear everyone was just waiting for the final bell to go home, although home likely offered no better conditions.

He continued to survey the town. One side of the town's small river was visibly impoverished, while the other side hosted a middle-class and wealthier community. All the commerce and activity occurred on the latter side, where a better-maintained education center, security center, shops, an electronics store, a bakery, and a trade center were located. The town was starkly divided by class.

Deciding to take a break, he sat down on a small bench in the park located in the affluent area. He was promptly approached by a guard, "We don't allow tramps in this park," the guard said rudely. Acknowledging the command, Liam got up and joined a group of beggars and desperate individuals sitting in the shade of a large tree outside the park. Despite the smell of urine, he blended in with the crowd; just another desperate being in their eyes.

To gauge the people's character, Liam pulled out a CC200 note from his pocket. Cosmic Credits, or CC, were the only currency accepted on the planet, and CC200 was a substantial amount for the destitute. He held up the note, "Hi, I found this on the road near the Trade Centre. Does it belong to any of you?" he asked.

People looked at him in disbelief, but no one claimed it. Satisfied, he continued, "If it doesn't belong to anyone, is there anyone willing to take it and buy us some food?" This time, at least five people responded. He handed the note to the youngest among them, "Here, we'll wait for you. I'm just too tired to go back into town."

Over an hour later, the young man returned with bread and careshi, a vegetable sauce typically eaten by the poor with their bread. He handed CC147 back to Liam. Taken aback, Liam asked, "Why didn't you buy more or better food?" The young man responded, "If we use everything today, what will we eat tomorrow?" His words solidified Liam's belief that these were not just societal outcasts; they were good people in unfortunate circumstances.

As Liam sat with the group, sharing the humble meal, he was more convinced than ever that he had made the right choice in responding to the letter. It wasn't just a plea from two girls; it was a desperate call from an entire community.
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Unexpected Encounter: The Promise​
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Life was gradually improving for Aria and her family; at least they no longer starved. Even the time when the baker made an off-flavor cake turned into a celebration for her and Seraphine. However, one figure threatened to cloud her happiness: a drug dealer named Jestor, who tried to persuade her that peddling narcotics would dramatically improve her life.

Jestor, with his meticulously groomed black hair, new clothes, and gleaming shoes, could buy anything he desired. The only feature that disturbed Aria was the menace lurking in his dark eyes. That morning, as Aria toiled under the heat to clean the yard around the bakery, Jestor approached. "Morning, pretty thing," he drawled, a cunning smile dancing on his lips.

She chose to ignore him and continued with her work. Unwrapping a package nonchalantly, Jestor tried to keep the conversation going. "Look at this! It's a digital Brainlet Tablet, and it's all yours!" Aria glanced at the tablet, a fascinating gadget. By slipping a special ring onto your finger, you could control the tablet's navigation system with just your thoughts.

Aria had always dreamt of owning a tablet to connect to the Meganet. She envisioned a world of boundless opportunities, of becoming a trade advisor, and voyaging to distant planets.

Jestor extended the tablet towards her, and she ached to grab it, but she reined in her yearning. "What's the catch?" she asked. Jestor flashed his infuriating smile again. "No catch, it's standard issue when you come to work for me."

Aria cast her eyes down, "No, thank you," she said, resuming her work. Jestor's response was swift and furious. "You fucking little slut!" he shouted, roughly grabbing her long hair to force her to face him. "I'm done playing games! From now on, you follow my orders or I will ruin you and your family."

Aria felt a surge of rage building within her, and Jestor's next words tipped her over the brink. "I'll start with your plump little sister. I'll bend her over and make her a woman!"

In one swift movement, Aria spun around and drove her knee into his groin. As he doubled over in pain, she rammed the end of the broom into his ribs. With him down on his knees, she delivered a solid kick to his jaw, sending a spray of blood onto the ground.

Temporarily outside of herself, she snatched the Brainlit, an exceedingly expensive device, and hurled it to the ground, sending shards flying. Seizing his hair, she pulled his head up to meet her gaze. "If you lay a hand on my family, you'll rue the day you were born!" She let him go and walked away, leaving him sprawled on the ground. Faintly, she heard him curse in the background, "You're dead, bitch! You're dead!"

***
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LIAM HAWKE RECEIVED a tip-off from his ground operatives that they had located Aria. She was employed at a local bakery. Disguised as an elderly beggar, Liam sauntered towards the bakery, choosing a vantage point where he could monitor the coming and goings.

Shortly after the bakery's opening, he observed a young girl initiating her morning chores around the shop. A young man approached her, gesturing towards an object in his hands. The girl's response made Liam jolt in surprise - she slapped the man, sending the item tumbling to the ground.

A surge of recognition washed over Liam - this fiery young woman had to be Aria. The man's advances must have offended her. Swiftly, he crossed over to the man as Aria made her exit, arms laden with a bag of bread. "Are you okay? What happened?" he inquired.

Jestor was struggling back to his feet, blood smeared at the corner of his mouth. His hand cradled his ribs. "Get out of my way, that damned girl is dead, she's fucking dead!" he spat venomously. Liam instantly realized Aria was in peril.

He communicated with his agents via his wristwatch. "Anyone within visual range of Aria?" he queried. Two operatives confirmed her location. "Send me her coordinates and keep her under surveillance. Shield her from any danger. I'm en route." he relayed to his team.

Guided by the coordinates relayed to his augmented reality interface, Liam began tracking Aria. He didn't have to walk far before spotting her. She was stationed by the town's narrow river, dabbling her feet in the water and shedding tears.

Approaching her in his beggar guise, Liam greeted, "Hiya missy, could you share a slice of bread?" He leaned on his walking stick, extending a hand towards her. Aria, who was stunning even through her sorrow, hastily wiped her tears before glancing at him.

Without uttering a word, she extracted a piece of bread from her bag and offered it to him, fully aware that she would be going to bed hungry that night. Liam refrained from accepting it. Instead, in a voice devoid of pretense, he queried, "Why are you crying, Aria?"

Hearing her name, Aria recoiled in shock. "How do you know my name?" she asked, her confusion evident. Maintaining his anonymity for the moment, Liam settled a few feet away from her. "Someone told me. Now, why are you upset?"

Aria stayed silent for a while before she divulged, "Life just doesn't improve in this town." As she spoke, she scooped river water in her hand, attempting to rinse her face.

Witnessing this young girl trying to eke out a life for herself and her family, it was clear she was strong. "What seems to be the problem?" he probed. Aria hesitated before replying. "Nothing you can help with. Just as I think life is taking a turn for the better, something happens." Liam stood, asking, "Does it have to do with the young man you struck earlier?"

Aria also rose to her feet. "That man is a drug dealer, and now he and his gang will come for me and my family. We have to run. I need to go." she stated, bending to retrieve her bag of bread. Liam gently halted her. "Nobody is going to harm you, Aria. I have associates who will ensure your and your family's safety."

Aria, unsure how to react, simply said, "Thank you, sir. I suppose I could use all the help I can get." Liam revealed, "I'm not a beggar, Aria, I'm a businessman. I'm in disguise to get a real sense of what's happening in this town."

The morning's events had overwhelmed Aria, her head was spinning. "A businessman? What could you possibly want in this town?" she responded, her tone bordering on sarcasm.

Liam smiled, "There are many opportunities here. I would like you to work for me. Would you consider my offer?" Aria, in her confusion, worried if this man was just another drug dealer or worse. "Sir, I don't mean to be rude, but how do I know you're telling the truth?" she asked.

Liam, grappling for a way to assure her, replied, "I understand it's difficult to believe me given what you've been through. Here are 200 Cosmic Credits (CC200). Take your time to consider my offer. I genuinely need someone with your spirit and local knowledge to help establish my business." Aria accepted the CC200. "What's the catch?" she inquired.

"There's no catch, Aria. If you decide to join me, meet me at the bakery tomorrow at opening time. But be forewarned, when I say work, I mean it. This isn't a game. I need someone reliable." With that, Liam pivoted and retreated the way he had come.

Aria watched in disbelief as Liam departed, the CC200 still clenched in her hand. She began her journey home, her mind in turmoil, struggling to process the morning's startling events.

As she walked, two well-trained special ops agents followed at a discreet distance, with six more operatives closing in. They were there to ensure no harm would befall Aria and her family. Unbeknownst to her, her life and her family's were on the brink of dramatic change.
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Revolution Rising: The Seeds of Change​
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Seraphine gazed at the CC200 note as though it was a rare gemstone. "I have never touched a CC200 note! Not even when daddy was here!" she exclaimed, scrutinizing every inch of the note. Aria shot her a wistful smile. "Well, perhaps soon I'll be able to give you one," she teased, then added, "That's if I accept the job, and if it's not another fraudulent scheme."

Aria's mother, Leah, who spent most of her time either sleeping or nursing a severe headache, emerged from her room upon hearing the lively exchange. Leah was in her late thirties but appeared closer to late forties. Her long brown hair lay unkempt, and her weary brown eyes were deeply set in their sockets. "What's going on?" she inquired, though her question was devoid of any real interest.

Seraphine thrust the note towards her. "Look, Mommy, we are rich!" she declared with a broad smile. Leah peered at the note, her concern palpable. "Where did you get it? Please don't say from Jestor!" she implored, her hands trembling slightly.

Aria smirked at her mother's distress. "You know I despise that scum. I think I might have broken his rib, but that's a story for another time," she retorted, retrieving the note from Seraphine and tucking it securely in her pocket. "I've been offered a job by a new businessman in town," she announced, her voice betraying a hint of uncertainty.

Leah sank down into a chair, clasping her hands together. "Aria, I know I'm not a great mother at the moment. My advice is, take the job. If you're sure he's not involved in drugs and isn't just interested in your body, accept it. Just be vigilant and ensure he's not engaging in any illicit activities." She glanced at the bag of bread, her voice softening. "Could I please have a small piece of bread? I'm feeling somewhat better today; perhaps eating something might aid my recovery."

For the first time in weeks, the family enjoyed a simple meal together, with Seraphine chattering excitedly about new shoes and Leah pondering the idea of starting a small herb garden. Aria, however, felt a knot of anxiety. She prayed silently, hoping she wouldn't disappoint them and that the job offer was genuine.
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