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Disclaimer
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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Dedication
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For the lost souls who find their way home, and the brave hearts who build one from nothing.
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Epigraph
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"The stars brought us here, but it is the ground that will hold us, or swallow us whole."

— Proverb of the First Settlers, Kepler-186f
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Preface
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The idea for Starfall Kin first sparked from a single, compelling question: what truly happens when the safety nets disappear, when the adults are gone, and a group of young people are entirely on their own, facing not just an unknown future, but an actively hostile environment? It's a scenario that strips away all pretense, forcing characters to confront not only external dangers but also the raw, often uncomfortable truths about themselves and each other.

I was fascinated by the crucible of an alien world — one that doesn't just passively exist, but actively pushes back, determined to break those who dare to trespass. Starfall Kin explores the immense pressure this places on budding leaders, nascent friendships, and the very concept of humanity when the rules of civilization are forgotten. It's a testament to the resilience of the human spirit, even when that spirit is still finding its footing, amidst the dust and fire of a fallen sky.
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Chapter 1: The Descent
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The shriek began as a low thrum deep in the Astraeus's hull, a vibration that rattled Elara’s teeth and sent a cold tremor through the soles of her boots. It wasn't the steady hum of a working starship, but a discordant, rising keen, like metal being torn from its very bones. Fear, sharp and sudden, pierced through the comfortable haze of her dreams. She had been tracing the intricate star-maps projected onto her privacy screen just moments before, envisioning the verdant, terraformed paradise promised on Xylos-7 – a world of lush forests, clear rivers, and skies scrubbed clean by generations of human effort. Now, that hopeful image fractured and dissolved, replaced by a metallic scream tearing through the supposed safety of their cabin, eclipsing the drone of the life support and the hushed murmurs of her fellow teenage colonists.

"Brace! Brace for impact!" a synthesized voice blared, tinny and frantic, its urgent warning swallowed by a sudden, colossal jolt that slammed her deeper into the worn padding of her acceleration couch. The straps of her harness dug into her shoulders, burning against her skin, chafing as she was pressed backward. A sickening lurch, like a giant, unseen hand had seized the ship and was shaking it violently, sent a wave of raw nausea churning through her stomach. Lights flickered, died, then sputtered back to life in a chaotic strobe, casting grotesque, elongated shadows of scrambling figures across the cabin’s scarred bulkheads. Elara’s own breath hitched, trapped in her throat. Across the aisle, a girl, no older than Elara herself, let out a choked cry, her face pale green under the emergency lights, her eyes wide with a terror that mirrored Elara's own. Elara squeezed her eyes shut, pressing her hands to her ears with a futile desperation, trying to block out the unbearable cacophony – the tearing metal, the screams of the engines straining beyond their limits, the desperate shouts of adults echoing, muffled and distorted, from the forward command module. She could almost taste the fear, a bitter, coppery tang in the air.

Then came the impact. Not one clean thud that might signify a definitive end, but a series of rending, bone-jarring blows that shuddered through the entire structure. The Astraeus bucked like a maddened beast caught in an invisible snare, groaning as if its very structure was being flayed alive. Elara’s head snapped back against the headrest with an audible thwack, then whipped forward as the ship slammed against something immovable, something vast and unyielding. Air rushed out of her lungs in a painful gasp, leaving her momentarily winded. Darkness descended, absolute and suffocating, punctuated by a blinding shower of sparks that rained down from a ruptured conduit overhead, momentarily illuminating twisted metal and showering glass. The smell of ozone and burning insulation, acrid and terrifying, filled her nostrils, scratching at the back of her throat. She felt the ship tilt sharply, violently, the angle of her couch shifting drastically, pushing her sideways against her restraints. Another impact, even worse than the last, a gut-wrenching shudder, and her vision swam, black dots dancing at the edges of her sight. Something hit her head, a glancing blow, and pain exploded behind her eyes, a sharp, white-hot flash. Then, abruptly, silence. Not a true, peaceful silence, but the sudden, shocking absence of the ship’s death throes. Only the high-pitched whine of protesting, tortured metal, the rhythmic drip-drip-drip of water, and her own ragged, terrified breathing remained, loud and raw in the newfound stillness. The quiet was almost more terrifying than the noise.

* * *
[image: ]


Slowly, agonizingly, consciousness seeped back into Elara, thick and cloying like mud. Her head throbbed, a dull, insistent drumbeat behind her temples, each pulse a reminder of the violent blow. Every muscle in her body ached, a deep, pervasive soreness that spoke of violent impacts, of being thrown about like a ragdoll. She lay utterly still for a long moment, afraid to move, afraid to confirm whatever new reality awaited her. She listened. The ship was quiet now, a ghost of its former self, its power systems seemingly muted, its purpose broken. No more screams, no more tearing metal, no more frantic voices. Only a persistent, almost musical hiss, like air escaping from a leaky valve deep within the ship’s guts, and the distant, irregular drip-drip-drip of water, echoing in the vast, still cavern of the cabin. Each drip seemed to mark the passage of a terrifying, uncertain second.

She opened her eyes, blinking against the gloom. Her vision was blurry at first, then slowly sharpened, revealing a scene of utter devastation. The cabin was a wreck, unrecognizable from the orderly, sterile environment she had known. Her privacy screen lay shattered on the floor, its delicate circuitry exposed like mangled entrails. Rows of acceleration couches were torn from their moorings, flung haphazardly like discarded toys by a petulant giant. The overhead lighting panels hung precariously, some dangling by a single wire, spitting tiny, impotent sparks, others completely gone, revealing the twisted, skeletal framework of the ship’s superstructure beneath. Dust and debris – fragments of personal belongings, snapped cables, shattered console panels – hung heavy in the air, catching the faint, eerie glow of emergency lighting that still flickered intermittently from the ceiling, casting long, dancing shadows. The air was thick with the smell of burnt plastic, ozone, and something else, something metallic and strangely earthy.

"Hello?" she croaked, her voice raw, barely a whisper. The sound, small and reedy, was swallowed by the cavernous stillness, mockingly absorbed by the wrecked interior. She tried again, louder this time, pushing through the tightness in her throat. "Is anyone...?" Her voice trembled, cracking on the last word.

Her harness was still tight, digging into her chest, restricting her breathing. With trembling fingers, clumsy and uncooperative, Elara fumbled for the release latch. It was jammed, unresponsive. Panic, cold and sharp, began to prickle at her, a spider crawling up her spine. She tugged, pulled, her breath catching in her throat, a frantic desperation rising. What if she was trapped? What if the ship was collapsing? Until with a sudden, painful pop, the mechanism gave way, springing free with a violent jerk that jarred her aching shoulders. She practically tumbled from the couch, landing awkwardly on her knees amidst scattered data pads and personal belongings, a shower of fine dust rising around her. A sharp pain shot up her leg as her knee hit something hard and unforgiving, but she ignored it, barely registering the discomfort. Survival instincts, primal and urgent, had kicked in, overriding everything else. She needed to move, to assess, to understand.

Her first thought, drilled into them during countless safety briefings – scenarios that now seemed cruelly simplistic – was for the adults. The Captain, stern and unyielding. The Chief Engineer, gruff but brilliant. The Medical Officer, with her calm, reassuring smile. The Colony Lead, a beacon of measured authority. They were the pillars of their mission, the steady, experienced hands guiding them to a new home. They would know what to do. They always did.

"Captain Kael?" Elara called out, her voice a little stronger now, imbued with a desperate, fragile hope. "Doctor Aris? Are you there?"

She pushed herself up, her body protesting with every movement, each muscle a knot of soreness, and began to pick her way through the wreckage. The main corridor, usually bright and bustling with the quiet murmur of activity, was now a narrow, treacherous gauntlet of debris. Twisted bulkheads jutted out at dangerous angles, forcing her to duck and weave. Sparks still occasionally sputtered from exposed wiring, casting fleeting, spectral light that made the shadows dance and distort. The air grew noticeably colder as she moved further from the main cabin, hinting at a breach in the hull. Elara could see other figures, some stirring slowly, moaning softly, some still slumped lifelessly in their seats, some lying awkwardly in the aisle amidst the rubble. Her stomach tightened with a fresh wave of dread.

"Is anyone hurt?" she managed, her voice trembling, but imbued with a nascent authority she didn't know she possessed, a flicker of something new igniting within her. She spotted Maya first, crumpled in her acceleration couch, head lolling at an unnatural angle, a trickle of dark, dried blood staining her temple.

"Maya!" Elara rushed to her side, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. She knelt, her hands hovering, afraid to touch, afraid of what she might find. "Maya, can you hear me? Speak to me!"

Maya stirred, groaning softly, a pained sound. Her eyes fluttered open, unfocused at first, hazy with disorientation, then slowly clearing, wide with shock and a profound, dawning fear. Her gaze landed on Elara, recognition slowly seeping in. "Elara?" she whispered, her voice raspy, dry. "What...what happened? My head..."

"I don't know," Elara admitted, her own voice betraying her lack of answers. She helped Maya sit up carefully, supporting her head, trying to project a calm she was far from feeling. "The ship... it crashed. Are you okay? Any broken bones? Can you feel your arms, your legs?"

Maya tentatively felt her head, wincing as her fingers brushed against the dried blood. "Just a knock, I think. Feels like... like I ran into a wall at full speed." Her eyes darted around the ruined cabin, taking in the devastation, mirroring Elara's own growing dread. "Where are the adults? Commander Thorne? He was just... just talking to us, giving us the last-minute checks for atmospheric entry."

Elara helped Maya out of her harness, the mechanism now working, a small mercy. "That's what I'm trying to find out. I haven't seen anyone." The words felt heavy, even to her own ears.

Together, they began to move deeper into the wreckage, their footsteps crunching on shattered glass and twisted metal, calling out names, their voices growing hoarser with each unanswered plea. Other teenagers, groggy and disoriented, began to emerge from the debris, pale and shaken. There was Finn, a quiet boy from agricultural engineering, usually meticulous, his neat hair now wild and plastered with sweat, his eyes wide and vacant. There was Lena, a data analyst prodigy, her face streaked with tears and grime, clutching a tattered datapack to her chest as if it were a shield. And then there was Jax.

He was already up, moving with a controlled urgency that contrasted sharply with the general confusion and terror. He wasn't calling out names or looking for survivors in the same panicked way. Instead, he was systematically checking the integrity of bulkheads, his eyes sharp and assessing, scanning the damage with an almost practiced detachment. He moved with the easy, athletic confidence of someone who had spent their childhood tinkering with ship systems, dismantling and reassembling machinery – a skill he often boasted about with a touch of arrogance, and which now seemed terrifyingly relevant. He glanced at Elara and Maya, a flicker of something unreadable – perhaps frustration, perhaps a grim recognition – in his intense gaze before he went back to inspecting a ruptured console, running a hand over twisted wires.

"Did you see any adults, Jax?" Elara asked, her voice tight with a desperate hope she knew was fading. "Did you find anyone from the command crew?"

He didn't look at her, merely grunted, his attention fixed on a sparking conduit. "Not a trace. I checked the comms module. Totally fried. No power to the main bridge either. It's empty." He kicked a piece of debris, a sharp, angry sound that cut through the quiet. "Whatever happened, it happened fast. Too fast. They’re gone." His voice was flat, devoid of emotion, yet the finality of the word resonated with a chilling power.

Gone. The word hung in the air between them, heavy and absolute, settling into Elara’s bones. It wasn't just a crash. This was abandonment. They were children, still dependent on the adults for everything—direction, sustenance, safety, purpose. Now, they were utterly, terrifyingly alone. The thought was a cold, sharp blade twisting in her gut.

They moved towards what remained of the forward sections, the area designated for the adult crew and command, their steps hesitant, filled with a growing dread. The deeper they went, the more severe the damage became. The corridor twisted into an impassable knot of shredded metal and severed conduits, structural integrity clearly compromised. The air grew colder, and a strange, earthy smell, raw and alien, began to permeate the metallic tang of the wreckage, overriding the familiar scents of the ship. It was a smell Elara had never encountered before, a scent of wildness, of something truly other.

Finally, they reached the gaping maw where the main hatch to the command bridge should have been. It was gone, ripped away entirely, not just ajar or damaged, but utterly absent, replaced by a jagged, gaping hole that led directly into the swirling chaos outside. Through the raw, fractured opening, Elara could see a glimpse of something utterly, terrifyingly alien.

* * *
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The silence outside was profound. It wasn't merely the absence of sound, but an active, oppressive quiet that pressed in on her, stealing her breath, muffling the frantic beat of her own heart. It felt as if the air itself had absorbed every vibration, every whisper, leaving nothing but an echoing void. Through the fractured opening, the jagged edges of the hull like teeth, Elara saw a landscape that defied every holographic simulation they had ever been shown of Xylos-7. The planet was not the verdant, blue-green orb they had been promised, a nascent paradise ready for terraforming, a new home teeming with carefully cultivated life.

Instead, a vast, ochre-colored expanse stretched to a bruised, violet sky, the color of an ancient bruise. Not a single cloud marred the horizon, just that unsettling, unblinking expanse. The ground itself seemed to ripple, composed of endless dunes of what looked like crushed, iridescent metal, shimmering with an inner, almost phosphorescent light that was both hauntingly beautiful and deeply menacing. Strange, jagged rock formations, black as polished obsidian and sharp as newly forged knives, pierced the landscape like skeletal fingers reaching for the sky. They pulsed faintly with the same subtle, inner light as the ground, giving them an unsettling, almost alive quality. What she had thought, from a distance, was a glassy lake, reflecting the strange light, was in fact a vast, flat plain of what looked like solidified mercury, reflecting the alien sun with a blinding, painful glare. The air, thin and cold, tasted metallic, like copper and ozone, stinging her nostrils, making her chest ache with each shallow breath. There were no trees, no familiar flora, nothing green or welcoming. Only a barren, hostile, and utterly silent world, indifferent to their presence, their hopes, their very lives.

A world that hummed with a low, imperceptible vibration against her skin, a soundless thrum that seemed to come from the very ground beneath the ship, resonating through the fractured hull, into her bones. It was a place of stark, terrifying beauty, and an even more terrifying emptiness. Not a single bird cried out, no insect hummed, no wind whispered through nonexistent leaves. Just the vast, indifferent silence of an alien planet that hadn't expected them, and certainly didn't welcome them. It was the silence of a tomb, yawning open to receive them.

Elara felt the weight of it, the crushing realization of their absolute isolation, settle over her like a shroud woven from cold despair. They were not just crashed; they were marooned, adrift in a universe that felt suddenly too big, too cold, too utterly uncaring. The dream of Xylos-7, the carefully constructed future, had imploded, replaced by this stark, alien nightmare.

Maya gasped beside her, a choked sob escaping her lips, her hand flying to her mouth as if to stifle a scream. "It's... it's not like the projections," she whispered, her voice fragile, barely audible above the ringing in Elara's ears. "It's not Xylos-7. This isn't our home." Her voice broke, the terror evident.

Jax stepped forward, pushing past them, his face grim, eyes narrowed as he scanned the horizon, his jaw tight. "It's a desert. A metal desert. A dead world." His gaze was unnervingly steady, though Elara could see the tension in his shoulders, the white knuckles of his clenched fists. He looked back at them, his eyes holding a stark, brutal truth. "We're on the wrong planet. Far, far off course." His voice was devoid of overt emotion, a chilling pronouncement.

A cold dread coiled in Elara’s stomach, tightening into a hard knot. The wrong planet. A million questions screamed in her head, jostling for dominance, each one more terrifying than the last. How? Why? What happened to Xylos-7, to their mission, to the meticulously planned future? And more urgently, more brutally: What happened to them? To the adults? To all the promise that had filled their lives just hours ago?

This was it. The absolute, unvarnished truth. They were stranded, not just from their mission, not just from their destination, but from humanity itself. No rescue. No parents. No one but themselves. The weight of that realization threatened to buckle her knees.

* * *
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The realization, cold and hard as the metallic ground outside, ignited something fierce and desperate within Elara. A surge of adrenaline, sharpened by pure terror, coursed through her veins, chasing away the immediate despair. Someone had to do something. Someone had to take charge. Even if that someone was her, a sixteen-year-old colonist-in-training whose greatest skill was cultivating bioluminescent fungi, a girl who had never led anything more complex than a debate club. The thought was absurd, laughable, yet undeniably urgent. Her heart hammered, a frantic drumbeat demanding action.

Her voice, when it came, was too loud, too high-pitched, echoing awkwardly in the ruined cabin, a thin, reedy sound that betrayed her inner panic. "Okay! Okay, everyone, listen up!" she commanded, trying to project an authority she did not possess, trying to make her voice
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