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Chapter 1

Dawnfall Descent
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The descent into Velmora felt like dropping into a furnace wrapped in static. The stormfront ahead was thick with ion haze, and the clouds below shimmered faintly. 

Captain Aris Solene stood at the helm of the Zephira Dawn, boots braced, one hand gripping the rail beside her. The ship trembled beneath her as it resisted gravity's pull. Ahead, the atmospheric sheath of the planet rippled in unstable layers, some electric, some dense with particulate ash. 

Aris was strikingly beautiful in ways that seemed unpretentious. Her dark hair was tied back in a short twist, a few strands loose from the static in the air. She wore her armor without flourish, and still it fit her like command. Aris looked every bit the captain, but there was something quieter beneath the surface, a tired warmth in her eyes, the kind that suggested she hadn't always lived on edge. Years ago, she'd worn a uniform in Olyssian colors, serving in the very fleet that now hunted her. Leaving hadn’t been survival. It had been defiance.

Once, she might have been someone who laughed easily. Now, she was someone who was holding herself together through sheer strength and determination. But at the helm, with the stars before her, she could still remember the joy.

In moments like these, flying the Zephira Dawn felt like holding the reins of the cosmos itself. The controls yielded to her touch as if they knew her mind, each adjustment sending the ship gliding with effortless grace. The low vibration of the drives thrummed through the deck into her bones and the faint scent of ozone and warm circuitry hung in the air. Beyond the viewport, the stars unfurled in endless silence, and the curve of the planet rose to meet her, bathed in shifting light. Here, she could enjoy the  unbroken freedom of the sky, and the quiet joy of knowing it was hers to command. 

Her mission intelligence of the planet’s inhabitants hinted at potential trouble. Her history with the Olyssians might only make things worse.

"We’re holding altitude," said Ralik from the nav station. "But we're hitting interference. Magnetic spikes every twelve seconds." 

Ralik Aeran was smaller in build, thoughtful and precise, with a soft voice that often got lost under engine noise. He wore a hybrid headset that wrapped from his jawline to his temple, constantly syncing with the ship's data feed. The interface lights reflected off his skin in shifting patterns as he adjusted the stabilizers. His posture was always tight, like he expected things to go wrong. He’d grown up on Talrin Station, where preparing for disaster wasn’t pessimism, it was survival. Mostly due to his home world staying neutral while the rest of the galaxy tore itself apart. 

From behind him a rougher voice cut in. "Why can't we ever have a smooth landing?" 

Thorne Kaid stood at the weapons console, not yet strapped in. His frame was broad, his shoulders too wide for the harness he half-ignored. Scars trailed along his forearms like old brushstrokes, uneven and unhidden, and somehow blended seamlessly with the full-sleeve tattoos that wrapped around them. It was hard to tell where ink ended, and history began. He had a fighter's build, a criminal's posture, and the kind of face that dared someone to ask what he'd done to get here. He rarely talked about his years before joining the crew, but they knew his past wasn’t perfect. He’d once served in the Olyssian military, drafted out of Carrion Reach, a hard-edged colony world known for breeding soldiers with more grit than mercy. Despite his gruffness, there was something protective in the way he lingered near the crew during turbulence, just close enough to react if something went wrong. 

"You could try not jinxing us," Ralik muttered without looking up. 

Thorne grunted and finally dropped into his seat. "If we crash, I want it on record that I called it." 

"If we crash, there won't be a record," Ralik replied.

"Both of you lock in," Aris said. 

The comms chimed with a sharp tone. Ralik's visor lit with movement. "We've got contact," Ralik said. "Multiple ships. They're repositioning into a tight blockade around the descent corridor." 

The forward display adjusted, lighting up with six vessels in a layered formation just above Velmora's upper atmosphere. The Olyssian ships were sleek, black-plated, and wedge-shaped with no external markings. They were military, no question. Each one was twice the size of the Zephira Dawn and positioned like a trap already sprung. 

"They're sending a docking request," Ralik reported. "Strict protocol format. No weapons, no orbital engagement." 

"Doesn't mean they won't bring both," Thorne muttered. 

"They're boarding soon," Aris said quietly. "Ralik, drop shields and prep the airlock. Keep the Dawn powered. If things go sideways, I want to be able to launch right away." 

Ralik gave a stiff nod. "Understood." 

***
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The Olyssian vessel latched to the Zephira Dawn with a low groan of magnetic clamps. Seconds later, the outer hatch cycled, and the airlock hissed open. 

Four soldiers entered through the airlock in matte black, visors down, rifles held vertically. They stepped in with the precision of people trained not to hesitate. Behind them came their commanding officer. 

She was tall, lean, and severe. Silver accents lined her high-collared uniform, and the black of her coat seemed darker than her escort's armor. Her hair was cropped close on the sides and swept back above sharp, unreadable eyes. Her features were familiar in a way Aris couldn’t quite place. Her face had sharp angles, similar bone structure, enough to catch her off guard for a moment.

Her aura was deliberate. Controlled. Like a storm, tightly sealed behind polished boots. 

"I am Commander Tavarin. Authority over Velmora's southern hemisphere under Executive Accord Order 7-19-Delta. Your presence in this region is a violation of Olyssian planetary restriction zones." 

Aris kept her arms at her sides. Not at attention, not relaxed. "We're operating under a civilian contract with an independent ecological council.”

Tavarin scanned the ship interior without moving her head. "Your ecological council doesn't exist in our records." 

"It does in mine," Aris replied. 

Tavarin took a step closer, the guards holding formation behind her. 

"There are extraction protocols in place for this planet," she said. "Mining surveys. Active containment zones. Your arrival complicates a closed operation." 

Aris didn't blink. "We're not here to interfere with Accord logistics. Our terms are limited to survey scans and environmental stability reports. Our time on the surface will be brief." 

Tavarin's gaze sharpened. "Convenient story...One you’ve used before, I suspect." 

"You've reviewed the clearance," Aris replied. "Yet you boarded anyway." 

"I prefer direct clarification," Tavarin said. 

"Then clarify something for me," Aris said. "Are you denying our landing outright, or just letting us wonder if you’ll shoot first next time?" 

Tavarin studied her. She didn't blink often, but a corner of her mouth ticked upward.

"You're here for more than flora," Tavarin said calmly. "I could lock this down with a single directive. And yet, here we are." 

Aris tilted her head slightly. "And you’re here for more than enforcement.” 

A pause stretched between them. Tavarin's expression didn't change, but her eyes narrowed the slightest fraction. Whether in suspicion or amusement, Aris couldn't tell. 

"I can authorize a limited corridor," Tavarin said at last. "Forty-eight hours. Five-kilometer radius. You don't scan outside your zone. You don't deploy anything airborne. And if you stray from that agreement, the Accord won't issue a second warning."

Aris gave a small nod. "That's acceptable." 

"Good," Tavarin said, turning back toward the airlock. Her guards moved with her, fluid and practiced. 

She paused at the threshold, back still to Aris. "One more thing," Tavarin said. "If I find out you're operating under false directives, I'll personally escort you off this planet. That version of our conversation will not be as civil." 

Aris didn't flinch. Her tone stayed level. "I wouldn't want to waste your time twice." 

Tavarin said nothing further. The hatch sealed behind her with a final hiss. 

Thorne let out a quiet breath. "That felt like a conversation between two knives." 

The contract had been for ecological scans. Nothing more. But Aris hadn’t taken this job for the money, and she hadn’t come to Velmora just to study the trees. Whatever the Olyssians were doing here, it was bleeding into places it didn’t belong.

"She gave us a corridor," Aris said, already turning back to the cockpit. 

"She also gave us a timer," Ralik added, tapping his display. "They've carved a narrow descent lane into the lower shelf. If we drift off it, their sentries will light us up." 

"Then we don't waste time," Aris said. "Ralik, prepare for landing." 

"Engines steady. We are ready to enter Velmora's atmosphere." Ralik replied. 

Aris tapped her comm. "Fen, you ready?" 

Down in the forward hold, Fen Orlan stood beside the cargo lockers, checking over his gear with quiet precision. He was broad-shouldered, clean-cut, with a steady presence that seemed to settle the air around him. His armor was minimal, reinforced only where it mattered, and scuffed from use. There were faint markings beneath the scuffs, symbols from his home colony on Lutharia, a place he rarely spoke of and never planned to see again. 

He didn't speak immediately. He always measured his words before spending them. He joined the crew to provide security, especially where Olyssians were concerned. 

"Everything's in check," Fen replied, tightening a chest strap. "We're good on our end." 

Across from him, perched casually on a sealed container, Pixo watched with slow blinks and rhythmic sways of his tail. Small and feline in posture, he was covered in smooth, silken fur. Though he bore the features of a cat with large ears, narrow frame, and sharp eyes, he stood upright, walking on two legs with an easy, almost mischievous balance that was uniquely his own. Pixo was from Monalaria, a temperate moon known for labyrinthine forests and cities built in the trees. His kind rarely left their home planet, believing that the outside worlds were cursed. 

Pixo tilted his head. "You always check everything twice." 

"Only when we land somewhere new," Fen said. 

Pixo gave a toothless smile. "I'd trust your gear more if the dirt wasn't staring back." 

Fen gave him a sidelong glance. "You're not helping." 

"I wasn't trying to," Pixo replied, tail flicking once before he hopped off the crate. 

Fen exhaled through his nose, then sealed his helmet without another word. 

***
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The Zephira Dawn sliced through Velmora's cloudline with a muffled groan, its hull sheathed in refracted violet light. Below, the planet revealed itself slowly, like light creeping over the horizon. Sprawling jungle blanketed the surface in deep, layered greens, but laced through it were strange, unnatural hues: bioluminescent purples traced the treetops like veins, while thick canopies glistened with wet, translucent petals in impossible shades of lavender and plum. Everything shimmered slightly, as if the air itself were steeped in unseen energy. 

"Visual confirmation of landing zone," Ralik reported from the co-pilot seat, his voice calm despite the anomaly in their descent scans. " Atmospheric energy fields are fluctuating with irregular magnetic patterns. Something is interfering with the sensors. It's not natural weather.”

Aris leaned forward, narrowing her eyes as the ship broke through a final wall of mist. The jungle below didn't just look alive...it felt aware. The planet's surface pulsed, not with machine signals or radiation, but with something more primal. She adjusted their course as the landing struts deployed with a metallic hiss. 

The Dawn settled on a moss-covered shelf tucked between towering foliage. Soft steam bled from the vents as the engines wound down. Outside, vines coiled lazily over stone and tree alike, and strange spores drifted through the humid air in slow, deliberate spirals. The area was entirely silent, with no wind or sounds; everything remained still throughout the jungle.

"Let's not assume quiet means safe," Aris said, already heading toward the ramp. "We’ll need clean readings before we move deeper. Pixo, Ralik, get the station gear prepped. Fen, Thorne, you're on security perimeter sweep." 

Thorne cracked his neck as he finished checking the power cells in his gauntlets. "Got it." 

Fen nodded silently, adjusting the straps of his chest plate. The ramp lowered, revealing a world swathed in color and mist. Every tree trunk looked older than it should've, growth rings too thick, bark patterns stretched in ways that spoke of centuries, not decades. The bark webbed with bioluminescent moss. Ferns the size of sailcloth swayed without wind. The ground was soft, layered in fibrous growth that resisted slightly under each step. 

Thorne and Fen moved first, their boots sinking quietly into the spongy terrain. Each movement stirred loose spores, which danced lazily before settling again. They advanced in practiced formation, eyes sweeping the foliage, weapons at low-ready but fingers tense. 

Then something shifted. Between two broad trees, just beyond a thick curtain of violet vines, something moved. Yellow eyes blinked once from the shadows. The creature crouched low...tiger-like in form, but too fluid, too silent. Its skin rippled between bark-like armor and fur, cloaking it in perfect camouflage. 

Then Fen's voice crackled into comms, cautious. "I'm picking up some kind of animal in the trees.” 

Aris straightened. "Clarify." 

"I can't get a clear visual, it's camouflaged. It's...large." 

There was a pause. 

Thorne's voice came low. "It's just watching us..." 

Then it turned and vanished into the forest, silent as breath. None of them moved. 

"Log it," Aris said quietly. "And pull back." 

She didn't ask questions. Not yet. Whatever was out there hadn't bolted in fear. It had withdrawn. Deliberate. A predator’s patience. And that was worse.
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Chapter 2 

Velmora’s Veil
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Captain Aris Solene waited at the base of the ramp, her twin pistols holstered, one hand resting on the rail. Beyond her, the jungle pressed close, thick with violet mist. Fen and Thorne emerged from the treeline in formation, boots leaving faint impressions in the spongy ground as they crossed back to the ship.

"Report," Aris said, her gaze tracking their movements. 

"Perimeter's clear," Fen said, unclipping his helmet. "Aside from the...thing." 

"It saw us," Thorne added. "But it chose not to engage."

Aris nodded once. "Copy. We weren’t expecting hostile alien lifeforms. Let's all stay sharp." 

Inside the Zephira Dawn, the soft hum of systems diagnostics filled the silence beneath the tension.

Thorne sat near the hatch, adjusting the emitters in his power gauntlets. The plates hissed faintly as he recalibrated the shield cores, three slim status lights along his wrist blinking green. The tech wasn't fancy, but in his hands, it became a shield when it mattered most. Thorne didn't talk much about what he did before the crew. He didn't have to. The way he stood between danger and the others said enough. 

Fen rechecked his rifle at the weapons bench, not because it needed it, but because it helped him think. He was quiet in a unique way. With calm hands, and a steady gaze that anchored the group during their recovery. They were supposed to be here for a scan and survey, not creeping through alien forests with their weapons half-raised. He thought about the potential dangers they could encounter on the planet. 

Ralik hovered beside the systems console, brow furrowed over a customized sensor relay. His device flickered with static, struggling to process readings from the canopy above. "I can't get a clean map. Still too much electromagnetic distortion from the upper atmosphere." 

"Can it be filtered?" Aris asked. 

"Not unless we stay still for three hours. And we're not doing that." He said.

"You’re right. This planet’s beginning to seem hostile. We must keep moving." She moved toward the rear of the ship where the outer ramp met the jungle's edge. A thin layer of pollen shimmered in the air like dust caught in sunlight. The trees didn't sway, but something about them felt...attuned. 

Aris paused, gaze lingering on the twisting vines that draped from branches like veins. 

Thorne came up beside her. "I don't like how quiet it is." 

"You never like how quiet it is," Ralik said, descending behind him, his sensor rig already humming with distorted readings. "Though for what it's worth, you're not wrong." 

Aris didn't respond right away. She adjusted her belt, checked her pistols, and started down the ramp without a word. 

Pixo followed, cradling a half-assembled device in one hand and a coil of wire in the other. "So, this is Velmora," he said, eyes not on the jungle but on the mess of parts in his grip. "Can't wait to see what I can make out of this place." 

The team moved in a loose wedge formation, boots sinking into moss that pulsed faintly with bioluminescent rootlight. It was soft, like veins under the skin. Above them, the canopy filtered daylight into bands of gold and green, but nothing chirped. Nothing called. It was as if the world had dimmed its sound in anticipation. 

Aris led with twin pistols holstered at her hips, her strides purposeful. She spoke only when necessary, but the way her head tilted with each shift in wind betrayed her alertness. Their route angled northeast, toward the center of the jungle flagged for elevated radiation, one of several key sites marked for ecological scans.

Thorne brought up the rear, gauntlets charged to ready status, each movement deliberate. His presence was a wall behind them. They passed a fallen branch as wide as a speeder. Its bark had been stripped away, green tendrils threading through the break like muscle beneath skin, still faintly pulsing.

Pixo slowed, glanced around. "Anyone else feel that?" 

Thorne didn't stop walking. "Feel what?" 

"I felt a small tremor," Pixo stated. 

"I felt it too," Fen said quietly. "Like pressure under the ground." 

Aris raised a hand to halt them. "Everyone keep your eyes peeled for movement." 

Ralik tapped the side of his visor, activating a translucent scan overlay. Data shimmered across his lens. "I'm picking up massive energy spikes across the foliage." 

A vine overhead twitched. 

"Hold," Aris said, pistols already sliding into her hands with practiced ease. 

Another vine slithered slowly along a tree limb above, its texture barklike but moving far too deliberately. Then it dropped quickly as it headed straight for Pixo. 

Thorne moved faster. He threw his arm forward, and the gauntlet on his wrist flashed to life, projecting a curved energy shield between Pixo and the vine. The impact rang out in a dull clang, the barrier glowing yellow from the force. 

"Hostiles incoming!" Thorne barked. 

More vines stirred, unfurling from branches and roots, moving like animals with muscle and intent. Several lashed forward from the underbrush, striking fast and coordinated. 

Aris opened fire, crisp energy bursts slicing through two vines mid-snap. They recoiled with a shriek, their ends writhing as if in pain.

"Ralik, find their host!" she ordered. 

"Too many spikes to triangulate," he said, sweeping his visor to manual targeting. "They're all around us." 

"Backtrack to the ridge hollow!" Aris commanded.

Fen flanked Thorne, rifle raised. "Go, I've got you covered!" 

As the vines lashed closer, Pixo crouched, tail flicking once before he sprang, landing neatly on Fen's back. "Hope you don't mind," he muttered, gripping a strap on Fen's shoulder harness. "Better view from up here and fewer things trying to eat me." 

Fen didn't flinch. "Long as you don't start narrating again." 

"No promises," Pixo grinned, fumbling through his satchel with quick, practiced paws. He pulled out a thin injector, its casing marked in bright yellow. 

Fen flinched as Pixo jabbed it into his shoulder. "Stim boost. Try not to bite your tongue." 

Fen's eyes widened as the effects kicked in. His grip tightened on his rifle, and he surged forward with renewed speed. 

"I could get used to that," Fen muttered. 

"Let's hope you don't need another," Pixo replied, already scanning their surroundings from his perch. 

All around them, the jungle had turned predatory. Vines struck like whips, some sprouting thorned tips mid-lash. The air was thick with spores and the bitter scent of decaying flora. 

Thorne barreled ahead, deflecting attacks with his energy gauntlet, which flashed from yellow to orange and back again. "This isn't just flora. It's coordinated." 

Ralik’s visor cleared with a flicker as the interference dropped, the readings finally stabilizing. He snapped his baton out, cracking it across an attacking tendril before ducking behind a root cluster. "Confirmed! All tendrils are linked to a sole source, up on that ridge!" 

Aris was already moving, twin pistols firing with surgical precision. Each blast severed a vine but more took its place. "Cover me!" 

She charged ahead, carving a path toward the rise. The team followed, shields flaring, sensors buzzing, branches and roots lashing from the undergrowth in a frenzy. 

And then they saw it. Towering over the clearing was a four-meter-tall monstrosity composed of fused vines, bark, and gnarled root plating. The core pulsed with violet light. From its 'shoulders' sprouted massive tendrils tipped with jagged hooks, and its mouth opened like a wide bloom that was thorn-lined, and breathing hot, noxious air. 

The ground shook with its steps. 

"We’re not retreating. We have a mission to finish.” Aris yelled. “Split and circle it!" 

Fen peeled left, Thorne right, drawing the monster's attention with wild swings of his shielded arm. One tendril crashed down. Thorne met it with his shield as sparks flared, and he was thrown back several feet, crashing into the mud. 

"Still alive!" he called, coughing. 

Aris rolled beneath another flailing limb and fired directly into the beast's side. It scorched the bark, but it was barely fazed. "The hide's too thick!"  

Ralik's visor flared. "Target the exposed node at the base of its back side!" 

"I'll get it!" Fen yelled, skidding behind a fallen branch. Pixo, still clutching his back, tapped his shoulder urgently. 

"Left knee vine, it's prepping to lash!" 

Fen ducked just as a tendril sliced the air inches above them. 

"I love you, little guy," Fen muttered, charging forward again. 

Thorne took another hit, and his shield gauntlets flashed red, then failed completely. He dropped to one knee, gasping. "I have no more shield charges!" he barked. 

"Fall back!" Aris called. 

"Negative. I won't leave you!" Thorne gritted his teeth, leaping up to land a punch with his gauntlets on the beast’s side. A hooked tendril snapped around his arm, dragging him toward the creature’s thorn-lined maw. Its jaws clamped down, scraping across his gauntlet as he wrenched free. It turned, snarling, and that gave Fen an opening. 

Fen dove beneath the beast's body, sliding in the muck, and jammed a plasma charge into the exposed root-knot on its spine. "Charge set!" he shouted, scrambling out. 
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