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​Chapter One — Hard Landing
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Jax Luno had always preferred problems that fit in his palm — a bad card, a slick pocket, a revolver that made a little too much noise in the wrong room. Problems you could look at, grin, and walk around if luck happened to owe you that night.

This one didn’t fit his palm at all.

He was two days into a five-day stagger toward home when the Silver Ghost decided to be dramatic. He’d been keeping time with handstand push-ups in the cargo bay — the kind of macho nonsense that makes you feel like a man who hasn’t been robbed yet. Sweat beaded at his temple; his shirt clung to him like an unpaid debt. The mess table held the OMNISIGHT chip, neat and sinister, a single crystalline dot of light that had the decency to look like a trinket instead of the potential of a god. Permi’s gift. His reminder. He had not touched it.

Charlie — the ship’s AI, who sounded like three librarians and a pissed-off vending machine patched together — offered idle commentary. “Captain, posture is suboptimal. May I recommend a rehydration protocol?” Charlie’s voice had a way of making reprimand sound like afternoon tea.

“Shut up and count,” Jax muttered, panning his eyes toward the window. Space smeared into neat bands of nothing. The Ghost hummed around him, wires and duct-tape and improvised wiring. It was a ship built of stories and bad decisions — and, somehow, it had served him well.

The hum suddenly hiccupped.

At first it was a hiccup — a mechanical hiccup that knocked his elbow against the bulkhead and made him curse like a mechanic with a gambling problem. A panel popped loose over his head and coughed a shower of sparks. They fell across his face like an offended constellation.

The Ghost had opinions, but it never shouted. Charlie’s voice came back, cool as fog on a windshield. “Warning: inevitability detected.”

Jax spat a laugh that tasted like iron. “Inevitability? What are you, my funeral planner?”

“Primary stabilizer coil failure. Secondary coil failure. No tertiary installed. Estimated surface impact — three minutes.”

Three minutes. The number landed in his gut like a brick in a pond.

He sprinted for the cockpit, adrenaline replacing the smugness that had kept him from feeling drained for two days. Outside the viewport, a green-and-amber globe swelled where the charts should have displayed a smattering of empty space. This planet had no advertisement in the route logs. It shouldn’t exist, not on any regulation screen, not in any map with a corporate cleaner’s stamp. It pulsed in a way that looked almost... alive.

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Jax demanded.

“Statistically, panic reduces survival outcomes.”

“Statistically he says; you’re a bastard, Charlie.”

The Ghost pitched. The cockpit shuddered under his boots. He wrestled the controls, trying to coax response from a craft that groaned like a convalescent, vile, beast . Heat bled through the hull. Then something wet pressed at the viewport. Tendrils — pale, pale-green and transparent-veined — had found hairline fissures and were exploring the inside of his ship as if it were another meal. They sensed him, and tasted everything.

“Warning: organic infiltration.” Charlie said it like a weather report.

Jax swore “no kidding, asshole”, shoved a hand into the panel to wedge it closed and found the thing sticky. It twitched under his fingers, like a living thread. He slammed it away with the butt of his revolver and screamed into the controls. The chiming alarms answered him, the ship lurching as if it had remembered gravity only now.

He tried to run a systems reboot with one hand while he planted the other on the throttle. A readout flashed: torsion dampers degraded; atmospheric entry probable; hull integrity nominally compromised.

“Nominally?” he snapped. “Nominally my ass.”

Outside, the planet rushed up. Rivers of crystalline growth cut across mossy swamps; ridges of something like bone rose into ridgelines. Patches of light pulsed in patterns that felt like breath but weren’t. The thing was not a planet so much as a mouthful of living architecture. It almost looked at him.

Vines continued to find seams in the hull and crawled like curious children into the ship. They wove across consoles, over instruments, tasting electronics and, when they found a breath of warm human air, curling toward it with the delicacy of predators. Spore-mist dusted his face and smelled like old meat and rain.

Jax’s hands moved because panic taught good habits. He threw the emergency manual into the stabilizer housing and yanked with everything he had. A geyser of grease and hot copper spit out. For a second, he imagined the Ghost closing its eyes and blinking its last LED with a death knell beep. But the ship answered with a groan and a cough and the tiniest amount of cooperation. Autopilot, wounded, tried to negotiate with physics. It was a badly-drawn man trying to wrestle his own nightmares.

Charlie kept up a running commentary like a deadpan sportscaster: “Trajectories off by thirty-three percent. Recommend lowering angle of descent. Recommend deploying sacrificial hull panel five.”

“Deploy it!” Jax roared.

“Panel five is currently being digested by an organism.”

He shot the vine that wrapped around the panel with a flare that hissed like a burnt creature of the night. The vine recoiled, sticky sap spraying across the console. The flare-gun screamed and the muzzle flashed like a tiny sunflower. Sparks worked into the air like signal moths.
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