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The Itherian freighter loomed ahead, an angular silhouette bristling with defensive turrets and escorted by a pair of Phantom class Raptors, like wolves guarding their prey. Its bulk blotted out the stars, radiating industrial menace that made the Solar Destiny feel suddenly small.

The Destiny’s hull shuddered under incoming fire. Nira gripped the controls, her knuckles bone-white, sweat burning her eyes as the cockpit rattled around her. Amber lights strobed across the consoles, red warnings bleeding over the displays. The vibration wasn’t just sound; it thrummed through her arms, into her chest, and even her teeth.

"This was a terrible idea!" she snapped, throwing the ship into a barrel roll that slammed the crew into their restraints. The torque mesh whined as it tried—and failed—to smooth the jolt.

"No arguments here!" Elendril shot back, hands flying over the shield matrix. Sweat gleamed on his brow too as he rerouted power, coaxing life from dying emitters. An ion beam scraped past, rattling the hull like a drumbeat of doom.

"Keep it steady!" Bolen’s voice roared over the comm, barely audible over the static. Below deck at the jury-rigged turret, he wrestled the controls with raw muscle. "I can’t hit a thing if you keep tossing me around!"

"Hit faster," Nira growled, eyes never leaving the viewport. Emergency light cast her face in ghostly blue as she yanked the controls, skimming the Destiny just clear of another blast.

One Phantom peeled away, angling a disruptor beam at them—an Itherian weapon, outlawed everywhere else for good reason. The nav board flared red, and warning klaxons blared, adding to the chaos.

"They’re trying to blind us!" Nira barked. "Field integrity failing—dropping to tertiary!"

Just then, like a knife through the shadow, the Alacrity darted past, its sleek form cutting through the void with impossible grace, thrusters glowing against the darkness.

"Can’t shake a couple tin cans, Nira?" Tarly’s voice drawled through the comm, calm and cocky as ever. "Follow my lead. I’ll get you your shot."

The Alacrity spilled a cloud of reflective chaff, dazzling the void with metallic fireflies. It cut across the escorts in a lethal arc, blasters stitching blue fire. One escort spasmed and bloomed apart in silent explosions.

"See? Easy," Tarly chuckled, already banking for another run.

Nira bit back a retort, tucking the Solar Destiny into the Alacrity’s slipstream, hugging its shadow. Together, the ships knifed beneath the freighter's rear guns. The massive vessel's underbelly loomed above them, its maintenance hatches and access ports blurring past as they approached their target.

"Clamps deploying," Elendril said, leaning over the console. "Arren—you’re up."

"Stand by," Arren’s voice was clipped, precise. "Docking field’s still active. I need six seconds. It’s either in a safety loop... or whoever started the cycle never made it out. "

"Not getting six seconds!" Nira barked, wrestling with the controls as proximity alarms shrieked around them.

Arren’s hands blurred over his console. Code spilled like liquid light. With a final keystroke, the lock surrendered with a hiss of equalizing pressure.

The Destiny clanged into place. The breacher’s shroud unfurled, rippling across the gap like liquid glass.

Arren was the first through, boots ringing against the freighter’s hull. He moved with purpose, portable console already in hand, slicing through the ship’s defenses like he’d done it a hundred times.

"Almost there," he muttered, sweat at his temple. "Cover me."

"I've got you!" Bolen roared, his voice gruff with adrenaline. The turret screamed and a fresh volley of makeshift ammo tore into the second escort's flank, sending debris spinning into the void. The big engineer's face was set in fierce determination as he tracked the Phantom through his targeting display.

Arren’s console chimed success. "I’m in. Downloading patrol routes, rotations, convoy manifests. This is gold! If we had this intel during the Krillian Deadlock things might have ended differently.”

His grin was boyish, electric.

A low whine echoed down the hall, barely perceptible at first, then growing in intensity like an awakening predator.

Bolen pivoted, his hand instinctively dropping to his blaster. "Did you hear..."

Then the corridor lit up in red, bathing them all in crimson warning light.

An Itherian sentry drone unlatched from a wall cavity, spines twitching with activation static. Its metal carapace gleamed menacingly as multiple optical sensors focused on the intruders.

"Drone!" Arren shouted, diving for cover behind a stack of cargo containers.

Nira took a position near the Solar Destiny airlock to give him cover, her blaster already tracking the mechanical threat as it unfolded from its compact storage configuration.

Bolen dropped to one knee and fired. The bolt hit dead center with a shower of sparks, but the drone didn't fall. Not right away. It shuddered, recalibrated, and continued its advance with mechanical determination.

"One of the old MK-10s," Arren said, ducking behind a crate as return fire scorched the bulkhead above him. "They don't go down easily."

"That wasn't in the mission brief," Nira growled, laying down suppressive fire from her position near the airlock. Her shots ricocheted off the drone's armored plating, leaving only superficial damage.

The drone shuddered from the impact, staggered, then righted itself with a sharp hydraulic hiss. Its targeting eye lit crimson, scanning for the optimal kill shot as it adjusted its stance.

"Moving left!" Nira called, breaking for cover as a concussive pulse slammed into the deck behind her, leaving a smoking crater where she'd stood moments before.

Arren slid across the floor, sparks streaking around him like a meteor shower, and jammed his console into a maintenance port. "I'm overriding its targeting logic—buy me five seconds!" His fingers danced across the interface, bypassing security protocols with surgical precision.

"Three is all I've got!" Bolen barked, firing again. The drone sparked, faltered under the concentrated barrage, and Arren hit the sequence with a triumphant tap.

The drone's eye flickered like a dying star. It whined, convulsed violently, and collapsed, limbs locking as it powered down in a hiss of coolant that formed a misty cloud around its fallen form.

They all exhaled at once, the tension draining from their bodies in a collective wave of relief.

Arren sat up, wiped soot from his brow, and muttered, "Someone rigged this freighter for internal defense. This droid was repurposed." He studied the fallen machine with professional curiosity, noting the non-standard modifications to its chassis.

"Repurposed for what?" Nira asked, her blaster still trained on the inert mechanism.

Arren looked past her toward the sealed cargo bay, his expression shifting from relief to intrigue. “Something’s not right. Give me a sec.”

He moved to a flickering console embedded in the wall, wiped away a layer of soot, and began tapping through its subsystems. The ship’s internal registry flickered to life—barely holding together.

“Got partial inventory logs,” he muttered. “Power signatures in the aft hold are... dense. Whatever’s back there, it’s running hot.”

“That’s not a good thing, right?” Nira asked.

“That depends on what it is.” Arren’s eyes narrowed. “We should go see.”

Elendril and Bolen joined them and they breached the next bulkhead together, stepping through cautiously, weapons ready, boots echoing in the quiet.

The corridor beyond was warped and scorched. Panels hung loose like dead leaves.

“Place took a beating,” Bolen said grimly, eyes scanning the damage.

“Could be weapons fire. Could be overload backlash,” Elendril replied. “Let’s keep moving.”

A vent above them hissed shimmering vapor into the air, which danced under emergency lights like spirits caught mid-flight

"That's heliocor!" Bolen said suddenly.

Nira tensed, hand instinctively moving to her throat. "The hell is that?"

"Cover your faces—now! Coolant gas from a core manifold rupture. Breathe it, you forget your own name.” Bolen’s voice carried the weight of terrible experience. "We saw it on Tarsis Nine, it wiped out a squad in sixty seconds. Dropped like they were puppets with cut strings."

They snapped on filters with practiced efficiency, the protective devices hissing as they sealed against their faces. The mist thickened around them, swirling in ghostly eddies that reflected the emergency lights. Ahead, a lift door opened and shut with a soft, eerie rhythm, like the breathing of some mechanical beast.

Elendril took point, boots crunching over glass and debris. "Something tore through here before we did," he murmured, his voice slightly muffled by the filter.

"Local defenses suffered a complete burnout." Arren said, examining a shattered control panel with interest. "Overloaded from the inside, sabotage maybe, or..."

He didn't finish.

Elendril had stopped in his tracks, his posture suddenly rigid.

There, slumped by a sealed bulkhead, was a body.

A Resistance uniform. A braid frayed but unmistakable. A young face they all knew, too peaceful for this graveyard.

"...Ress."

The name hollowed the air.

Arren’s composure cracked, his usual precision fraying as he knelt. "He was supposed to be on Rydan Junction." His voice broke on the last word.

For a moment, they stood in stunned silence, the ship's distant creaking the only sound. The heliocor mist swirled around them, giving the scene an otherworldly, dreamlike quality that made the discovery even more surreal.

Arren drew a deep breath, steadying himself. He moved to the breached hatch, examining the jagged panel seam with his gloved hand. His scientific mind reasserted itself, seeking answers in the physical evidence.

"This wasn’t a clean override," Arren said quietly, crouching beside the scorched panel. "The docking interface didn’t fail on its own—something forced it open mid-cycle." He ran his gloved hand along the twisted metal. "See these stress fractures? The frame was torn, not sliced or cut. That’s decompression damage."

Elendril turned, his mind working through the implications. "You're saying it didn't finish sealing?"

"Or it started to," Arren replied, straightening. "And then got ripped open. Maybe pressure loss, sudden decompression, maybe from inside." He gestured to the scattered debris pattern. "The way everything's thrown outward from this point."

Nira stepped back, eyes scanning the dim corridor with new wariness. "You think the rest of the team got spaced?" Her voice was hushed, respectful of the tragedy they'd stumbled upon.

Arren didn't answer right away. He looked back toward Ress's body, his expression a mixture of grief and focus as he pieced together the final moments.

"If the breach happened just after they entered..." he said slowly, returning to Ress and kneeling beside him with reverence, "Ress might've been at the rear, trying to seal the door. Took the worst of the blast, but the door shielded him. Bought him a few minutes. Maybe long enough to finish the job." He pointed to the emergency override panel, which showed signs of recent use.

Bolen’s jaw clenched. "That’s why no one reported. His pad’s still on him."

Elendril's gaze dropped to the datapad, resting silently tucked into Ress's chest rig, potentially containing the last moments and discoveries of their fallen comrade.

"They came for the same intel we did," he said, his voice steady despite the weight of realization. "They almost made it. Wonder if they heard about this score through the same channels."

"Almost don't count," Bolen muttered, his large hands clenching into fists at his sides.

Elendril shook his head, quiet but resolute. "No. But carrying it forward does." The words were simple, but carried the weight of a promise.

For a beat, the corridor held its breath, the only sound the soft hiss of the heliocor gas and the distant groan of the damaged ship.

Silence pressed heavy. Ress’s academy song ghosted through Elendril’s memory, he thought of Ress on the Destiny's upper strut, pretending to be a scout-class turbolancer, all foolish grins and grease-stained hands: Don’t waste a tear on a hero’s parade. Just sell my gear for a half-decent blade.

Now, here, the song was too fitting, the melody in his head, too cruel.

Nira touched his arm gently, her usual brashness softened by understanding. "We can't stay here." Her eyes conveyed what her words didn't—they would honor Ress by completing the mission.

He nodded once, pulling himself back to the present. "Right. Let's finish what he started."

The cargo bay stretched out before them: dim, vast, and eerily still. A low, rhythmic hum filled the space, pulsing like a heartbeat. Racks of sealed crates lined the walls, each one pulsing with soft blue indicators.

Arren stepped forward and let out a breath. “Fuel cells,” he said. “A full hold of them.”

Nira’s eyes widened. “You’re serious?”

“Premium grade. Military spec,” he confirmed.

The silence lingered for a beat—then Elendril answered for all of them.

“They’re worth their weight in Aurelac to the Resistance.”

“I say we need to grab as many as we can,” Arren added, already running mental logistics.

“Fuel cells, you say?” Tarly cut in over the comm, voice crackling through gunfire. “Now that’s a score. I’ll keep the party going out here. You do your thing, and be careful! This whole day feels like a trap.”

Elendril turned to Bolen. “Prep the bay. We move now.”

As Bolen sprinted off to the Solar Destiny for the grav sled, the others started checking the fuel cells and preparing them for transport.

The cells shimmered like captured stars, rows of lightning bottled in glass. But the hiss of gas was louder now, curling along the floor in sinister tendrils that promised danger.

"Seven minutes before instability," Arren warned, checking readings on his portable console. "The heliocor is interacting with the cells’ containment fields."

"Load like you mean it," Bolen growled, as he returned with the grav sled and started moving to secure the precious cargo.

They moved. Loading crates onto sleds as alarms wailed, as heliocor hissed louder, as time bled away.

Elendril crouched once more by Ress. He didn't close the man's eyes. That wasn't Ress's people's way—Rengans believed in facing death with open eyes, just as they faced life.

But he took the datapad, carefully extracting it from the chest rig. And stood, tucking it securely into his own gear.

"No one else dies for this," he said, his voice carrying the weight of command and conviction.

"Those cells have magnetic tags." Arren called, examining one of the containers. "Get too close to the hull with them, and they'll trip the security systems." He pointed to the barely visible sensors embedded in the casing.

"Can you disarm them?" Elendril asked, already calculating alternative approaches.

"Not in time." Arren shook his head, frustration evident in his expression. "They're hardwired into the power matrix."

"Then grab fast," Elendril said, decision made. "We'll have to risk it."

Crates slammed onto sleds. Alarms blared, their shrill warnings adding to the urgency. They worked fast, securing as many fuel cells as possible before the inevitable response.

"Reinforcements inbound, two destroyers!" Nira's voice cut through the chaos, urgent but controlled.

Bolen and Nira jumped the gap between ships, and Nira ran for the cockpit while Bolen worked to secure their precious load in the cargo bay, his powerful frame straining against the weight.

Nira throttled up the engines, and the Destiny groaned under the load, straining against the docking clamps like a beast eager to be unleashed.

At the last possible moment, Arren and Elendril jumped aboard with the last fuel cell, clearing the gap just as the connection between ships began to fail. “Tarly, we're pulling out!" Elendril said over the comm, bracing himself against the acceleration as Nira pushed the engines to their limits.

"About time." Tarly's response came with the background noise of his own evasive maneuvers.

The freighter erupted behind them in a storm of fire as the Destiny tore free, engines howling. Debris and gunfire chasing them into open space.

Inside the cockpit, grief and adrenaline coiled together like twin shadows.

“No one will ever forget him,” Elendril said softly, “We’ll make sure of it.”

Elendril looked at his crew—alive, scarred, carrying more than fuel cells. His hand tightened on Ress’s datapad. The weight of his death hung in the air, another name to add to the too-long list of those lost in this fight against the Empire.

Nira exhaled hard. "Next time someone says ‘simple recon,’ I’m ejecting them first."

Bolen snorted. "You always say that."

"Yeah," she muttered. "And one day I’ll mean it."

"Ress didn't die for nothing," Arren added quietly, his eyes still on the datapad. "That data? It's actionable. Movement patterns, depot locations, cipher rotation logs. Marcan will be like a kid in a candy vault." His fingers continued their dance across the interface, salvaging and organizing the precious intelligence.

Bolen folded his arms, his brow dark. "If this was a setup, how do we know the intel isn’t poisoned? Could be all misdirection."

Arren snorted without looking up. "Would be, if they’d expected me. But they didn’t. The bait was the fuel cells, not the intel. Their lattice still runs baseline verification protocols—lazy, overconfident. I even checked for ghost loops, and padding. They never thought anyone would be able to read this cleanly. Which tells me it’s most likely real."

Elendril nodded, his voice low but resolute. "And the cells?"

"Most stable stock I've seen since Ezor's run," Bolen said, professional pride momentarily overriding his grief. "Should keep half the fleet flying. Even those holdouts still running Junari-class engines. If we don't get boarded by jealous pirates first." He patted one of the secured containers with something approaching affection.

That coaxed a faint smile from Nira. "Let 'em try," she said with a flash of her usual defiance, then turned to Elendril. “Wouldn’t your dad have our hides if he knew where we were?” she said with a half-smile, the memory of Mekel and the Dragonfly softening her tone.

"Yeah," Elendril said, a complex mixture of emotions crossing his features at the mention of his father. "He sure would." The statement hung in the air like a shroud, Bolen and Nira letting the moment of silence fill the small cockpit.

The comm chirped, cutting through the moment of introspection.

"Nice work, Solar Destiny!" Tarly's voice came through, brimming with his characteristic confidence and good humor. "Elendril; You owe me a drink. I earned it today!"

"You've got it," Elendril replied, a genuine smile finally breaking through his somber expression.
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The Solar Destiny groaned as it settled into the jungle clearing near Renga's resistance base. Hydraulics hissed, and metal joints quivered under the weight of the stolen cargo. The path through Itherian space had been long, hard, and full of close calls, and as they settled into the jungle berth it was with a sigh of relief that even the ship seemed to feel.

Steam curled from the landing struts, as the ramp descended through a swirling mist that clung to everything like a living veil, obscuring the boundary between ship and wilderness.

Thick vines brushed the ship's belly as she landed, curious and slow, leaving trails of viscous sap across the iridescent alloy hull. Above them, long fronds uncurled like idle serpents from the canopy, each one veined with bioluminescent threads that pulsed in shades of blue and violet, creating a natural light show against the darkening sky. The patterns seemed almost deliberate, as if the jungle itself was communicating in some ancient, forgotten language.

The air was full of life, dense with humidity and the sweet-sour scent of rotting vegetation and new leaves just sprouting. Sounds filled the surrounding air; chirps, clicks, and the high-pitched whine of song-wasps tracing tight spirals in the air, their translucent wings catching the last rays of Thelan's light.

A dozen tiny glider-monkeys, fur slick with rain and eyes gleaming with intelligence, scurried along a half-fallen tree near the clearing's edge, chattering at the new arrival with what sounded like indignation at the intrusion.

From somewhere deeper in the jungle, a howling lizard let out a piercing three-tone call, mimicking the engine's wind-down pitch almost perfectly, the eerie accuracy sending shivers down the crew's spines.

Elendril stepped off the ramp first, his skin glistening with sweat, boots sinking slightly into the damp soil. A crate of fuel cells balanced in his arms, their glass casings reflecting the bioluminescent glow from above. His eyes, ever alert, scanned the tree line with practiced caution, a habit born from years of outrunning Itherian patrols. Behind him came Nira and Bolen, each hauling another crate down the slope, their breaths short, muscles straining beneath the weight, eyes sharp, scanning the perimeter for any signs of danger.

The jungle watched them. Or at least that's how it felt—a thousand hidden eyes tracking their movements from the shadows between the trees.

At the edge of the clearing, Marcan emerged from the tree line flanked by two resistance fighters, their weathered faces half-hidden beneath camouflage paint. His armor was the same battered plating Elendril remembered from their last meeting, scored with new burn marks and dents, and his face was drawn, part fatigue, part disbelief at the sight before him. The deep lines etched around his eyes spoke of sleepless nights and hard decisions.

His eyes dropped to the first crate. Then the second. Then the third. Disbelief gave way to something like reverence.

He stepped forward and brushed his fingers over one of them, as if expecting it to vanish like a mirage, he traced the warm glass with his calloused fingertips.

Behind him, Nira and Bolen passed crates into the arms of waiting soldiers, but Marcan hardly seemed to notice. His focus stayed on the fuel cells before him.

"These are fuel cells," Marcan said slowly, his voice barely above a whisper.

Elendril gave a single nod, the corner of his mouth twitching with the hint of his characteristic mischievousness.

"You were going for patrol data," Marcan added, eyes narrowing with suspicion mingled with hope. "That was the mission brief."

"We were," Elendril replied, shifting the weight of the crate in his arms. "And we got it. But then we found something else, something too valuable to leave behind. The Itherians had an entire shipment bound for their garrison on Rydan Junction." He hesitated, then balanced the crate on his knee while pulling a datapad from his belt and handed it to Marcan. "Found this too," he said, his tone shifting subtly.

Marcan took the pad. Scanned the ID. The screen's blue glow illuminated his face, casting harsh shadows across his features.

His breath hitched. "This is Ress's signal." The words fell like stones between them.

Elendril's voice was even, but there was iron beneath it. “He was already down when we breached the hold. Took the hit before we ever got there. Looked like the rest of his team might’ve been spaced.”

He exhaled slowly. “Seems maybe the Itherians pulled a Vynn.”

"The ship was abandoned except for a drone, and there were signs of sabotage. We were almost trapped. Ress’s team didn’t survive.”

Marcan’s brow furrowed. “You think the intel’s still good?”

“I don’t know, but Arren believes it is, and he has the technical know-how to determine that,” Elendril said. “Still it depends on why they played dead. If it was planned op-deception, maybe not. If it was desperation... we tread careful either way.”

Marcan's jaw tightened, muscles working beneath his skin. He didn't speak right away, eyes fixed on the datapad as if hoping the information might change. Behind him, one fighter muttered something under their breath, maybe a name, maybe a curse, maybe both. Their hand drifted to a worn patch on their sleeve—the mark of Ress's runner squad.

"No..." Marcan said finally, his voice hollow. "He was just a kid. Barely old enough for the Kaskel Path trials."

"And a good one too," Bolen added, stepping down with the last crate, muscles in his tall frame bunching with the effort. His voice, quieter than usual, carried across the clearing. "He used to shout this stupid line at the engines when they jammed—'Come on, you beautiful disaster!' I still hear it every time something locks up on the Destiny."

Nira nodded, brushing a strand of dark hair from her face. "He made people laugh. Even when everything was falling apart. Even on that mission to Bari 4 when we nearly got caught in the asteroid belt. The kid never lost his smile."

Marcan looked back at the crates, his gaze lingering on the precious cargo. His voice had dropped a register, heavy with both grief and determination. "Then let's make these count. These'll run the comms for a month. The med bay stays hot. Maybe the villages won't need candles for a while either. Ress would've wanted that—keeping people connected, keeping them alive."

He turned, and signaled his crew with a sharp gesture. "Start offloading. Split the crates. Villages get first draw, then the medical facilities. Runners will coordinate distribution."

Figures stepped from the jungle as if materializing from the mist itself—runners with mud-caked boots, medics with bloodstained hands, locals with hollow cheeks and determined eyes. One woman, streaked in charcoal and sweat, her arms corded with muscle from months of resistance fighting, let out a shaky laugh. The kind that bursts out of you when you find out you might survive another week, that children might sleep with lights on, that wounds might be properly treated.

Tarly ambled down the ramp of the Alacrity parked nearby, with a whistle of appreciation. His confident stride and easy smile belied the tension in his shoulders as he surveyed the scene, arms folded across his chest. "Love a little freelance redistribution. The Empire's going to be missing these pretty badly."

Elendril nodded toward him, a genuine smile breaking through his weariness. "Couldn't have done it without you. The maneuver you pulled on that destroyer gave us just enough time to load up."

Tarly shrugged, though pride flickered in his eyes. "Don't sell yourselves short. You made it out in one piece, mostly." He winked at Bolen, whose arm bore a fresh bandage, then clapped Elendril's shoulder with practiced ease, the gesture speaking of years of shared danger and trust.

"Speaking of fighting chances," he said, lowering his voice conspiratorially, "let's toast the mad plan that got us here. Compass still serves halfway-decent whiskey, doesn't it? Or has Renga's finest establishment further lowered its standards in my absence?"

Elendril started to reply, his mouth forming around a retort, when the bushes across the clearing rustled violently, silencing all conversation.

All heads turned toward the sound, hands instinctively moving to weapons.

From the tall grass stepped a catlike form, the size of a speeder, moving with predatory deliberation. White fur rippled with black constellation markings that seemed to shift and realign with each powerful stride. Its orange-gold eyes locked on the crew, unblinking and ancient, filled with an intelligence that transcended mere animal awareness. The large cat came toward them slowly, paws silent against the damp earth, every graceful motion anchored in muscle, power held in perfect restraint.

All around them, the jungle noises faltered and died away. The silence was deafening, pressing against their ears like a physical force.

Weapons came up fast, the metallic click of safeties disengaging cutting through the stillness.

"Don't shoot!" Nira hissed, her hand shooting out to push down a nearby fighter's barrel. "Don't... it's not attacking!"

But it was too late. One young fighter panicked, his finger quick on the trigger, and his rifle discharged into the dirt near the cat's feet, sending up a spray of mud and vegetation.

The shot echoed through the trees like a war drum, bouncing back from distant mountains and multiplying until it seemed an entire army had fired.

The cat flinched, muscles tensing beneath its lustrous coat. Ears flicked back, then forward. It turned with a single elegant movement, so fluid it seemed almost choreographed, and vanished into the jungle like a mist in Thelan's light, leaving only swaying undergrowth and a lingering impression of otherworldly beauty.

They all stood frozen a second longer, weapons still raised, breath held.

"That's a nyessai," Marcan said finally, his voice hushed with superstitious awe. "Old stories say it only appears when the coming bloodshed cannot be stopped. When fate has already set its course. The elders in my village used to call it the death-watcher." He made a small, warding gesture with his left hand, a protection symbol rarely seen outside the deepest Rengan settlements.

"Well, that's encouraging," Tarly said, holstering his blaster with deliberate casualness, though his eyes remained fixed on the spot where the creature had disappeared. "Let's hope it was just enjoying the ambiance. Or maybe it smelled our dinner rations and then decided they weren't worth the trouble."

"Tell me you're not building the new base next to its nest. I'm not losing another ration stash to a jungle cat," Bolen muttered, shifting his weight uneasily. "Last time something took our supplies, we were eating roots for a week. My stomach still hasn't forgiven me."

Nira shot him a withering look, her fingers still gripping the barrel of the young fighter's weapon. "It's not just a 'jungle cat.' Show some respect. My mother used to say seeing one was a blessing and a warning—like the universe itself was paying attention."

Elendril watched the jungle a little longer than the others, his expression thoughtful. The trees had already swallowed the path where the nyessai had vanished, vines seeming to reweave themselves across the gap. A glider-monkey hissed at something unseen and darted back into the canopy, its fear palpable. Mist hung low across the clearing now, curling around boots and crates like breath that had nowhere else to go, obscuring the boundary between the solid ground and the treacherous bog beyond.

He finally turned back, with a faint smile on his lips, though his eyes remained serious.

"Wouldn't be Renga if the jungle didn't try to kill us between drinks. Or at least send us omens of doom to keep us on our toes."

Tarly grinned, the tension breaking. "Now that's the Captain I remember. Always finding the bright side of impending disaster."

He tilted his head toward the waiting starships, "Come on, captain. Let's get a table before the wildlife decides we're the appetizers. The Compass might not be fancy, but at least the walls keep the predators out. Most of them, anyway." He glanced meaningfully at a scarred resistance fighter whose reputation for card cheating was legendary.

Then he turned toward the ship with the others, footsteps steady through the rain-soaked leaves, shoulders squared against whatever fate the nyessai might have foretold.

"I'll drink to that," Elendril said, falling into step beside his friend. "And to Ress, and all the others we've lost along the way."

The mist swallowed them as they returned to their ships, while somewhere in the distance, the nyessai watched with ancient, knowing eyes.
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They boarded the Solar Destiny, and the engines stirred beneath them with a reluctant growl, vibrating through the deck plates like an ancient beast awakening from slumber. Nira settled into the pilot's seat and began pre-lift checks, her fingers moving by instinct across the worn console, dancing over switches and dials that had become extensions of her own body after countless flights. Outside, the jungle's mist curled around the hull like a lingering breath, tendrils of vapor caressing the iridescent alloy plating as if reluctant to let them depart.

"Hey, Nira," Captain Tarly's voice crackled over comms, casual, but recognizable as his official business voice. "Give the new blood a proper tour, would you? Rook's never been to the Broken Compass. Might as well learn the road so he doesn't end up offloading supply crates into a sinkhole or worse."

Nira tilted her head and tapped her mic, the corner of her mouth quirking upward. "Copy that, Alacrity. You're lucky I don't charge for guided relic runs. My rates for navigating magnetic dead zones have gone up since the last Imperial sweep."

Rook's voice followed, nervous but eager, crackling slightly through the static. "I'm listening. Ready to log every vector. Been studying flight patterns since I was a preteen, hiding in the blackout zones."

"You better," Nira muttered under her breath, banking the Solar Destiny into formation with practiced ease. Her hands glided across the controls, confident and unhurried, like a pianist at a well-worn instrument. "You screw up this approach, there's no second pass. The Compass only reveals itself to those who earn it."

The Solar Destiny rose through the dense Rengan cloud cover, burn streaks still etched into her hull from last month's skirmish—battle scars that told stories of narrow escapes and daring maneuvers. She trailed behind the Alacrity as both vessels arced wide around the dark curve of Renga's largest moon, Cavarn's Cradle. The moon hung against the void like a pockmarked sentinel, its surface scarred by centuries of impacts and conflict. Rook's fighter rose silently to join them, mirroring their path like a ghost, thrusters barely visible in the darkness.

The far side of the moon was desolate, with jagged stone ridgelines and splintered crater shelves that cast long shadows in the starlight.  There was barely any magnetic signature at all, just emptiness where data should be, a silence in the cosmic conversation.

Not natural erosion. Not age. It felt deliberately scrubbed, like someone had taken sandpaper to reality itself.

Some said a planetary engine once pulsed here, something old and buried deep beneath the regolith, silenced during the Initial Annex when the Empire first tightened its grip on the sector. Others claimed the Empire erased the field on purpose, turned the whole hemisphere into a dead zone to bury whatever the Compass sat on—ancient tech, resistance secrets, or something older than memory itself.

No proof. Just blank signals and whispered stories passed between pilots in the darkness between stars. In any case there was no signal, no sensor data, nothing to go by at all.

Which, of course, was precisely the point.

Elendril leaned against the cockpit rail, arms folded across his chest, watching Nira work with quiet appreciation. Her movements were precise, practiced, almost meditative in their fluidity. The ship seemed to know her touch, answering every nudge with fluid obedience.

From the comm, a youthful voice broke the contemplative quiet; crisp, nervous, but determined to hide it.

"Still no ping on scanners," the pilot said. "Not even ghost readings. Are we sure we're headed the right way? My nav system's completely dark."

Nira, flashed a crooked grin, and it was evident in her voice as she flicked a switch without looking, adjusting their approach vector by mere degrees.

"You won't get one, Rook. The Compass doesn't advertise. Never has, not since the early resistance days. That's how it's survived this long while other outposts got burned to ash."

"I studied nav patterns from the old relay dumps, whatever we could scrape from Imperial blackout zones. Spent nights memorizing approach vectors when I should've been sleeping. The Compass never showed on any of them. Feels like we're just flying blind into nothing?"

"No, we're flying local." She reclined slightly in her seat, tone easing into something almost warm, reminiscent of how Jex had once spoken to her. "This is how my parents used to come here, back when I was still crawling under ration crates on Bari 4, learning resistance songs disguised as lullabies. You don't read the charts out here. You read the craters, the shadows, the way the light breaks against certain ridges. It's in your bones or it isn't."

"That doesn't sound particularly comforting," Rook replied, audibly uneasy, the sound of him shifting in his seat coming through the comm. "What happens if your bones get it wrong?"

Tarly's voice broke in; warm, smug, and amused in that particular way that made him both infuriating and endearing. "Once Nira's been somewhere, she doesn't need a second guide in. Got the memory of a nav-computer with the instincts no machine could match. She is perfectly safe to learn from, kid. Better than old Jex ever was with us, eh, Elendril?"

"Well thank you, Tarly," Nira said, not hiding the pleased note in her voice. "Nice to know my talents are appreciated somewhere in this system."

"So how do we know we're not flying into a crater or straight into a mountain face?" Rook pressed, his fighter adjusting position slightly to better follow their trajectory.

"You watch for the glint," Nira and Tarly said in unison, then laughed at the coincidence.

Bolen snorted from where he was running diagnostics on a secondary console. "Reassuring. You two sound like you've been rehearsing that line for years."

"Every pirate in the sector comes here," Tarly added, his voice carrying the weight of experience. "Every runner who's survived more than one mission. Every mechanic who needs parts that can't be traced. It's a place you need to know how to find, and that knowledge is earned, not given. Just like your name on that rusted data wall behind the bar—if you're good enough to earn it."

Below, the moon's fractured surface unfurled in sharp ridges and collapsed caverns, their shadows long in the cold blue light of distant Thelan. The terrain was hostile, uninviting, a perfect shield against unwanted visitors.

And then they saw it.

Or rather, nothing.

A distortion. A static wash that ghosted across the sensors like a digital phantom. The instruments hiccupped, showed echoes, glitched again. Compasses spun wildly, their needles dancing an erratic waltz. Nav readouts reset, numbers flickering before disappearing altogether.

"What the blazes is that?" Rook asked, alarm evident in his voice. "My systems are going haywire. Is this some kind of defense mechanism?"

Elendril stood straighter, voice calm with the weight of memory. "That's the wreck. We're getting close. It's like an old wound in reality—never healed right."

The ruin sprawled like a war god's skeleton across a cratered ridge, half-buried in moon dust, slag-melted, jagged edges reaching toward the stars like accusing fingers. A long-dead dreadnought, hull blackened and gutted by weapons fire, its spine broken across the lunar landscape. Ancient Seshat markings were barely visible on what remained of its wings.

From orbit, it barely registered on sensors. Up close, it bled interference like a living wound, decades after whatever battle had brought it crashing down.

"It's why this place works," Elendril murmured, eyes distant with memories of his first approach as a young runner, Bolen at his side, both terrified and exhilarated by what lay ahead. "No one ever salvaged it. Some say it's haunted by the crew that died here. Empire tried once, lost a recovery team. But it scrambles every signal for kilometers, and that's perfect cover for a place like the Compass."

Beyond the wreck, the cliffs parted just enough to hint at a narrow pass, a wound in the stone that seemed to lead nowhere.

Then, a single blink of red light pierced the darkness.

Tiny. Faint. Then again. And again. A rhythm like a heartbeat.

"There she is," Nira whispered, something like reverence in her voice. "Follow that blink. It's the beacon home."

She dropped lower, ignoring the sensor feed entirely now. Instruments were useless here, worse than useless—they were liars. Time to rely on sight, memory, and the feel of the ship beneath her hands, and the way the Solar Destiny responded to the currents of space around the moon's surface.

They coasted under a rock formation shaped like a dragon's spine, jagged and threatening, dipped beneath a melted column of slagged stone that glittered with embedded metal fragments, and emerged into a clearing. The ground was scarred flat by thruster fire and years of hidden landings, black glass where sand had melted and reformed. It was not a natural clearing, but one designed and crafted over decades to give a place for small ships to land, to hide, to shelter from Imperial eyes.

Nira flew the hard lines, always had. If there was a difficult way in, a path that required precision and courage, Nira would find it, ride it, and never look back, but today she brought the Solar Destiny in slow and safe so Rook could follow each maneuver, each subtle adjustment. The only thing better than pushing her ship and piloting skills to their limits was showing another pilot how it is done—passing on the knowledge that might someday save their life or the lives of others fleeing Imperial pursuit.

Half a dozen ships already sat parked in the clearing; Pirate rigs with mismatched hull plates, old warbirds with their identification markers burned off, haulers gone off-grid with cargo holds that had seen more contraband than legitimate freight. No names. No signals. No questions asked, or answered. One had scoring along the hull that looked like Seshat battle engravings, if you squinted in the dim light—kill marks or prayers, depending on who you asked. Another had its rear thruster draped in woven heat shielding, the intricate patterns marking it as salvage from the asteroid priests' migration paths, when they fled Itherian persecution. A third bore the unmistakable silhouette of an Axi-class drift frame, banned after the Garadin Wreck but still whispered about in wreck-crawler channels where mechanics traded secrets and parts under the Empire's radar.

The Solar Destiny touched down softly on stone still warm from the light of nearby Thelan, her landing struts settling with a gentle hiss of hydraulics.

And for a moment, no one spoke, the silence filled with the cooling tick of engines and the weight of history.

Beyond the landing field, a cave entrance yawned in the rock face, lit from within by flickering orange light that spilled out like liquid gold. Soft music drifted out into the night, something twanged on a stringed instrument, off-key but hauntingly familiar—notes from an old Rengan resistance song disguised as a drinking tune. Painted above the entrance, barely visible under years of dust and storm damage, was a symbol that had become legend throughout the sector:

A shattered compass, its needle broken but pointing still.

And beneath it, in old Renga script, words carved deep enough to survive the elements and time itself:

"Where nothing points true, follow the bond that can’t be bought."

Elendril's mind went back to his youth, to the fire of rebellion that had burned in his blood then and still smoldered now. Back then, as a young and recklessly eager recruit standing with Bolen, these same words had filled him with a mixture of dread and anticipation before Jex detailed their first Kaskel Path mission. The memory was vivid—Jex's weathered face in the tavern's dim light, the weight of responsibility settling on their shoulders like a physical thing.

"Been a while," he said softly, his skin catching the orange glow from the cave entrance, making his features seem carved from warm stone.

Tarly's voice carried a grin as he approached from where the Alacrity had landed. "Still smells like old engine oil and burnt stew. That's how you know it's real. No fancy Imperial station ever smelled this honest."

They walked toward the entrance in silence. Slowly. Almost reverently. Boots crunching on the mix of moon dust and metal shavings that covered the ground like a carpet of stars.
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The Broken Compass swallowed them in heat and haze. The scent of the place soaked into them as they entered, the scent of scorched fuel, sour liquor, and stale rootsticks. The dense atmosphere wrapped around them like a living thing, heavy with stories and secrets that had accumulated over years of desperate meetings and whispered deals.

Lanterns dangled from rusted chains above, painting every curve of the room in amber. The flickering, uneven light cast long shadows that danced across the faces of the patrons, highlighting scars and concealing intentions. Relics cluttered the walls; half-melted commendations, fragments of hulls painted with lost callsigns, and a slagged Itherian helmet perched over the bar like a war trophy left to rust. Each item bore witness to a desperate battle, a moment of defiance against an Empire that had devoured countless worlds.

A jukebox coughed static in the corner, dragging out a half-dead folk tune. The melody wavered and crackled, like a voice from the past struggling to be heard through the veil of time. The room pulsed with pirates, freelancers, and rebels, too burned to trust uniforms anymore. Their conversations formed a low, constant rumble punctuated by occasional bursts of laughter or the sharp crack of a glass hitting the floor.

Tarly walked in as if he had never left, his confident stride unbroken despite the chaotic energy of the place. He traded a nod with Rovak Jann; the stone-skinned, no-nonsense, barkeep who was cleaning a glass with the solemnity of a funeral priest, then he ducked a boot someone lobbed for sport with practiced ease, not even breaking stride. The Compass was that kind of place, where danger and camaraderie existed in equal measure.

The crew peeled off their gear in layers; damp jackets heavy with the lingering moisture of Renga's atmosphere, gloves smeared with fuel cell dust that sparkled faintly in the dim light, heat still marking their faces with a flush that spoke of recent exertion. They claimed a table in the corner, curved against the battered bulkhead that made up the wall behind the bar.  It was painted with symbols no one had bothered to translate, ancient glyphs that might have been warnings or blessings from long-forgotten travelers.

As Elendril settled into the seat, the worn cushion welcoming him back like an old friend, his eyes drifted across the wall behind the bar—a cluttered mess of old medals, singed navigational charts, and cargo manifest plates melted into plaques. The collection told the story of a hundred desperate flights, a thousand narrow escapes. Among the wreckage, a battered photo hung off center, its frame cracked, its paper worn and tattered.

A starship, parked in the small clearing outside the Compass recognizable because of the way the rocks behind it jutted out into the space. Its lines were elegant despite the photo's deterioration, suggesting speed and grace that defied the harshness of space. Its name was barely legible now, scrawled in old Renga script near the hatch:

Whisperwind.

Elendril blinked, memories cascading through his mind like a sudden avalanche. His hand froze on his drink, fingers tightening around the glass until his knuckles paled.

Bolen followed his gaze—and let out a low whistle that cut through the ambient noise. "No way." His voice held wonder and disbelief in equal measure.

"That can't be real," Elendril murmured, his voice barely audible above the din of the tavern. "We used to pretend we were her crew, remember? In my dad's cargo hold. You made me let you cook every time." The memory was vivid, almost tangible—two boys playing at adventure, unaware of the real dangers that awaited them in adulthood.

Bolen grinned, the expression transforming his weathered face into something younger, unburdened. "You burned every ration pack we ever fake-cooked. It was self-preservation." His laughter rumbled, warm and familiar.

A voice behind the bar spoke up—low, and gravel-touched, cutting through their moment of nostalgia with the weight of authority.

"She was real."

Rovak Jann, the Compass barkeep, didn't look up from the glass he was cleaning, his massive hands moving with surprising delicacy over the worn surface.

"Captain Drayen Ors. Flew solo routes the Empire never dared chart. Ran whisper-silk for the Byni Sovereign before the purge. Smuggled an entire rebel cell off Harrow V during the Sundering of Istrel." He set the glass down gently, the soft clink punctuating his story. "Used to run this place. Called it a 'pause between storms.'" The phrase hung in the air, heavy with meaning.

Elendril stared at the picture again, the past crashing into the present with more weight than he'd expected. The childish games he'd played seemed both trivial and profound in the shadow of such reality. "I thought he was just a story." His voice held a note of wonder, almost reverence.

“He was a story, but he was also one of the best pilots who ever flew, and ... a good story never dies," Rovak said, finally looking up to meet Elendril's gaze, his eyes ancient and knowing. "They live on in whispers, in dreams, in the courage they inspire."

"Did he..?" Elendril couldn't bring himself to finish the question, but the meaning was clear in his hesitation.

"No one knows," Rovak replied, voice quieter now, leaning slightly closer across the scarred surface of the bar. "He left one day and never came back. Some say he flew into a singularity, searching for something beyond our understanding. Others say he joined the Ghost Squad and erased his name, becoming just another ghost fighting the Empire. But the Whisperwind... she kept showing up for years after. Unmarked, always just when someone needed saving." His words carried the weight of legend, of hope that refused to die.

An unfamiliar voice cut in; dry, quiet, and far too close, slicing through the moment like a blade.

"Nice work."

Nira turned slightly, her hand instinctively moving toward the concealed weapon at her hip. A figure had appeared beside her, crouched low with one arm resting on his knee—wiry frame, soot-streaked jacket, goggles tangled in a mop of dark curls. The faint sheen of crimson skin beneath the grime and the ridged contour of his brows marked him unmistakably as Byni. He carried the tension of someone who never fully unbraced, muscles coiled and ready to spring into action at the slightest provocation. His boots hadn't made a sound on the metal floor, a skill that spoke of years evading detection.

"Are you the ones who nabbed the Itherian transport full of fuel cells?" he asked, his eyes scanning each of their faces in turn, assessing, calculating.

Nira's eyes narrowed, her fingers curling just slightly around her drink, ready to use it as a weapon if necessary. "Who's asking?" The challenge in her voice was unmistakable, a warning wrapped in a question.

"Someone who's offering something better than praise." His lips curved into a half-smile that never reached his eyes, which remained watchful, alert.

He pulled a slim datapad from his coat with practiced ease and passed it across to Elendril with two fingers, the movement casual yet precise. "Message came through a few hours ago. Coded, tight beam, for Byni eyes only." The emphasis on "Byni" was subtle but meaningful.

Elendril took it carefully, his movements deliberate. He laid it on the table in the center, and the others leaned in, forming a protective circle around whatever secret was about to be revealed.

The screen flickered to life, casting their faces in a pale blue glow.

The footage was grainy, with no timestamp, just a dim-lit facility that emerged from static like a ghost from the mist. It was massive and intact, its curved walls and elegant interfaces clearly not Itherian but older, cleaner, and carrying an air of the sacred. The architecture spoke of a time before the Empire's brutal efficiency, when beauty and function were considered inseparable.

Technicians in patched protective gear moved reverently between ancient consoles and sealed crates, their movements careful, almost ritualistic. One crate bore the faded spiral sigil of the Byni Sovereign Council, the intricate design still recognizable despite years of dust and darkness.

Arren inhaled sharply, his drink forgotten on the table before him. "That's... not just tech." His voice trembled with recognition and awe.

He leaned in closer, eyes wide, reflecting the blue light of the screen. "That's Zinai Station. The real one. The one they said collapsed during the Migration Wars, just before the Empire." His words were hushed, as if speaking too loudly might cause the image to vanish.

The runner nodded, a slight dip of his head that acknowledged the significance of what they were seeing. "Buried under a mountain. Literally, it looks like someone dropped the top half of the mountain range on it as part of the purge’s emergency containment operation." His fingers tapped the edge of the datapad, highlighting details in the footage. "The preservation is remarkable. Sealed against time itself."

Nira's brow furrowed, skepticism etched in the lines of her face. "All this time and the Empire never found it? With all their scanners and probes and informants?" Her question hung in the air, laden with suspicion and hope in equal measure.

"Not yet." He pointed to the file header, where a series of encrypted characters pulsed softly. "Carried only through secure Byni hands. No coordinates were broadcast. Just a confirmation. The team that found it is waiting for instructions. They're scared to even breathe too loud." His voice dropped to a whisper, mirroring the caution of those distant explorers.

Elendril hadn't spoken. He sat motionless, transfixed by the images before him. Every second stretched tight, like a wire about to snap. His burgundy skin seemed to pale, the subtle glow that was characteristic of the Byni dimming with the weight of what he had witnessed.

Zinai Station. Not lost. Not dust and rumor. Still breathing, in the dark, waiting like a patient guardian for the right moment to reveal its secrets.

For a long moment, no one moved.

Finally, Elendril’s voice broke the silence, low and uneven.

“My grandfather used to talk about his father... said he was one of the scientists who worked with Volti at Zinai Station.” His hand tightened around his glass, knuckles paling. “Most people said it was a story—misdirection to throw the Itherians off. But he swore the purge was deliberate. Said they buried something too dangerous for the Empire to ever touch.”

He swallowed, eyes still locked on the screen. “He used to tell me... that maybe even the secrets of the Caelaxis Gate were hidden in crates like those.”

Arren leaned in, breath sharp as the weight of the words settled on him. His scientific mind leapt ahead, tumbling faster than he could contain.

“So it’s not just a cache,” he said, voice trembling with awe. “It’s a capsule. A record of everything we were on the verge of before Volti hid everything.”

His fingers traced invisible patterns across the table, as though mapping out equations no one else could see. The pale blue light of the datapad reflected in his wide eyes.

“The knowledge there...” His voice dropped to a whisper. “It could change everything.”

Nira crossed her arms, voice low and cautious, ever the pragmatist. "So why tell us? Why not the Sovereign Council or someone with actual authority?" Her eyes never left the runner's face, searching for deception.

The runner tilted his head, the movement bird-like and precise. "Because you're Byni. You're out here. You've bled for this. And you're not sitting in some tower second-guessing. They trust you." Each word was carefully chosen, weighted with implication.

He paused for a moment for effect, letting the silence build tension before delivering the final piece. "And because they might need help to get it out quietly. Before the Empire catches wind. If they haven't already." The threat hung in the air, unspoken but understood by all—what the Empire would do with whatever was found in that station.  Volti thought it important enough to hide, likely because it could be used for war.  What if it was the resistance who claimed it instead, maybe the secret to ending the Empire was in those crates.

Tarly exhaled hard, rubbing his jaw with calloused fingers. "Another miracle wrapped in a headache." Despite his words, there was a gleam in his eye, the look of a man who lived for just such impossible challenges.

Elendril set the datapad down again with deliberate care.

His hands shook against the table, betraying the emotion he fought to control.

The implications cascaded through his mind—the knowledge that could be recovered, the connection to a time before the Purge, before the Laughless Season when his people had to hide their very nature from the universe.

And if the Empire got there first... the thought was too terrible to complete. They would twist everything, corrupt the knowledge, use it to tighten their grip on the galaxy.

"Tell your contact," Elendril said, voice steady despite the tremor in his hands, "we're coming." The decision was made in that moment, without hesitation, without debate.

He pushed the datapad back across the table, the gesture final and resolute.

No one moved for a breath. The weight of the moment settled around them, heavy with possibility and danger.
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