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Chapter 1: The Call to Adventure
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The year was 2145, and humanity’s reach stretched across the stars like cracks in old glass. Earth was no longer enough—its oceans bled dry, its skies thin and gray. Out here, among the colonies, survival demanded more than hope. It demanded the kind of people willing to gamble with their lives.

Eli Carter was one of them.

He sat alone in a spacer’s bar on Vega Station, the neon sign above his booth stuttering like a failing heart. A glass of synthetic whiskey sweated in his hand, the burn familiar, if not welcome. He had the look of a man who had seen too many planets and stayed too long on none of them. Some called him reckless. Others whispered cursed. He preferred practical. Practical meant you lived to drink another night.

The comm panel on the wall beside him flickered to life. Eli frowned, set the glass down, and leaned forward.

“Eli Carter,” a woman’s voice said, crisp and precise. “You don’t know me, but my employers know you.”

Eli gave a humorless laugh. “That supposed to impress me?”

“Not impress. Inform. My name is Cassandra Rehn, and I represent TerraGen Industries. We have a contract suited to your... unique skill set.”

Eli leaned back, suspicion tightening his chest. “If this is another terraforming bid on some dustball rock, save your breath.”

“It isn’t,” Rehn said. “It’s Pyrrus.”

The name landed heavy in the booth. Pyrrus. The graveyard world. A planet of storms and monsters that made every survival manual a joke. Men and women who walked its surface tended not to come back.

“Not interested,” Eli said, picking up his glass again.

“You’ll want to hear the rest,” Rehn pressed. “TerraGen requires mineral samples buried deep in Pyrrus’ canyons. Samples worth fortunes. Succeed, and you’ll never need to take another job. You’ll be free.”

That word. Free. It hooked him like a blade slipped between ribs. Freedom from debts. From the long trail of failures. From the ghosts that whispered in his sleep.

He took a slow sip, buying time. “And if I take this job, what aren’t you telling me?”

A pause. Then: “The risks are considerable. But we will provide a team, state-of-the-art gear, and—” her voice lowered, silk over steel, “—a chance to prove that your reputation is more than rumor.”

Eli smirked, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You make it sound like you’ve already written my obituary.”

“We’ll send coordinates. Shuttle departs in twelve hours. Be on it—or don’t. Opportunity doesn’t wait.”

The screen cut to black.

Eli sat there in the glow of failing neon, the hum of the station pressing in. He thought of all the graves left behind on nameless worlds. He thought of that one mission—the one that haunted him still, the one he never spoke of. And he thought of drifting, job to job, always one step from collapse.

Pyrrus was a death trap. Everyone knew it.

But it was also a chance.

He finished his drink, the glass hitting the table with a dull thud. The words slipped out before he could stop them, quiet as a vow.

“Looks like I’m going to Pyrrus.”
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Chapter 2: Arrival on Pyrrus
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The descent began with fire.

Eli watched the hull-cams strobe white as the shuttle knifed into atmosphere, plasma peeling away in ragged sheets. Lightning tangled the sky in frantic scribbles, hunting the ship and finding only the glare of its shields. The cabin shook hard enough to rattle his teeth. Ozone bit the air. Somewhere behind the bulkhead a coolant line screamed as pressure equalized.

“Atmospheric density rising,” the autopilot intoned, maddeningly calm. “Stabilizers compensating. Please remain seated.”

“Like I was planning to stand,” Eli muttered, tightening the harness.

Through the viewport, Pyrrus revealed itself in convulsing fragments: a boneyard of stone where canyons yawned like old wounds; forests of metallic fronds bending under gale-force winds; rivers that ran with a dim, unnatural luminescence as if the planet bled light. Beauty and threat braided together until they were indistinguishable.

The landing skids hit rockcrete with a brutal jolt that drove a grunt out of him. For a heartbeat the shuttle skated, shrieking metal-on-stone, then bit down and stopped. Silence uncoiled, thin and brittle.

He palmed the ramp.

Heat punched in first—wet, mineral, breathless—followed by a bowl-deep roar of wind and distant thunder. The colony crouched beyond the pad in layered rings: squat polycrete blocs; sensor masts blinking a nervous Morse; fences crowned with a shimmering corona of energy. Beyond the fences, wilderness pressed close, a tide held back by will and wattage.

A figure in a storm cloak strode across the pad, the fabric snapping like a flag. She pushed back her hood to reveal a strong-boned face, dark hair in tight braids, eyes ringed with the kind of sleeplessness that came from wrestling a hostile world into reluctant compliance.

“Eli Carter?” she called over the wind.

“That’s me.”

“I’m Dr. Mara Voss. TerraGen Research, xenobiology lead.” Her handshake was firm through the glove, efficient rather than warm. “Welcome to Pyrrus. Try not to die.”

He huffed a small laugh. “I’ll pencil that in.”

“Come on.” She turned, already moving. “Storm window’s short.”

They crossed the pad at a half-trot. Drones the size of mastiffs skimmed the fences, their bellies bristling with sensors and guns. Something big tested the barrier a hundred meters out—just a shadow at first—and the energy crown flared a cold, vengeful blue. The thing retreated with a frustrated shriek that set Eli’s skin crawling.

Inside the main hub the temperature dropped to functional, the air tinny with recirculation. The noise changed, too: wind-thunder giving way to the constant mechanical hymn of a colony keeping itself alive. People moved with purpose—lab coats ghosting past racks of sealed samples, mechanics in exo-sleeves jackstrawing the guts of a service crawler, security in matte armor tracking the world beyond the glass.

“You’ll find Pyrrus... competitive,” Mara said as they took a corridor lined in reinforced windows. Her tone sat somewhere between pride and warning. “Out there, everything eats. Plants with serrated mouths, insects that drink current, birds that can punch through composite with their beaks. The storm season is year-round. The only thing that isn’t trying to kill you is our coffee, and that depends on who made it.”

“You paint a tempting postcard.”

“Postcards are for planets that want visitors.”

They passed a lab where a glowing fungus pulsed in a vacuum cradle, its veins syncing to the heartbeat of the machine monitoring it. In another, a skeletal carapace hung from a rig—six-limbed, jointed wrong, teeth on the inside of the throat like a zipper. A tech adjusted a scanner with tender hands, as if comforting a sleeping dog.

Mara keyed them into a briefing room with a scabbed table and a holo-rig that had seen better days. Three people looked up.

“Your team,” she said. “Security Chief Rana. Engineer Kaito. Medic Silva.”

Rana rose first—broad-shouldered, crop-cut hair, a scar ridging one cheek like an old watermark. Her gaze cataloged Eli in a second: boots, stance, the way he kept his right hand free. She gave a single, professional nod.

Kaito, wiry and restless, offered two fingers in greeting without fully looking up from the disassembled drone on the table. His eyes were quick and a little haunted, pupils dilated like he lived on too much caffeine and not enough sleep.

Silva gave the kind of small, sincere smile that people rationed at the edge of the map. She couldn’t quite keep from glancing at his hands, his rifle, the dust baked into the
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