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Chapter One: Embers of the Solar Sea




The Solar Sea burned low over the asteroid belt, painting the wreckage in firelight. Broken hulls drifted in slow circles, leaking sparks and bodies. Raiders had clashed here hours ago, and the void still smelled of smoke and iron.

Captain Zara Brand strode the deck of the Marauder’s Grace with a swagger that made her crew believe she’d planned this mess. Her tricorne tilted low, braids tucked under a red bandanna, eyes sharp as cut glass. She pointed her pistol at the nearest wreck.

“Reel her in,” she ordered. “Every scrap’s ours before the vultures come.”

The crew leapt to ropes and winches. Grapples bit into a drifting frigate, dragging it close. Men swung across, cutting into its holds. Women hauled crates over the rails, their laughter ringing as coins spilled and liquor kegs rolled.

Zara watched, arms folded, mouth crooked into a grin. Loot was breath. Loot kept a crew loyal. But she knew better than to trust calm. Battles always left embers—and embers burned when stepped on.

Sailors told of a relic older than empires—a seed dropped from a sun that should not exist. Some called it the Tenth Ember. Others said it fell from the cluster where nine suns burned too close.

Sure enough, a warning shout rang from the rigging. “Ships!”

Zara’s grin snapped to a snarl. She swung her spyglass. Out of the belt slid three cutters, sleek and mean, sails painted black with the fang‑mark of Warlord Dravik. Mercenaries. Scavenger‑hounds who’d smelled the same fire.

“They come hungry,” Zara muttered. Then louder: “All hands! To arms!”

The crew scrambled, sails unfurling, cannons loading. The Marauder’s Grace spun on her keel, broadside flashing. Zara climbed the quarterdeck, pistol in one hand, cutlass in the other. The clash was coming fast.

The first cutter fired. Plasma bolts ripped across the void, smashing into a derelict hull that spun away in flame. The second charged close, hooks ready. The third circled wide, waiting to strike the flank.

Zara grinned wolf‑sharp. “They think we’re cornered. Show them otherwise. Fire!”

Cannons thundered. The Grace’s shot tore the lead cutter’s mast clean, sending it spinning. Men screamed as the ship broke on an asteroid. The crew cheered, voices raw with fire.

But the second cutter hit hard. Grapples bit, ropes snapping taut. Mercenaries swarmed across, blades flashing, pistols cracking.

Zara met them herself. She shot the first through the chest, kicked him off the rail, then spun her cutlass in a bright arc that took the hand of another. Her laughter cut through the din. “Welcome aboard, bastards!”

Her crew fought like wolves, boots slipping on blood‑slick planks. Shots cracked, steel rang, bodies fell. The Grace shook under impacts. The third cutter slammed the flank, more boarders pouring over.

Zara’s pistol clicked empty. She threw it into a man’s face, drew a dagger, and plunged it deep. Blood sprayed hot across her coat. She wrenched free, spinning, grinning, alive in the fight.

Then she saw it.

One mercenary carried not a blade but a crate, hauled from the wreck they’d meant to salvage. The crate glowed faint through its seams. When it cracked open, light spilled—a black shimmer like stars inverted, a shape that hurt to look at. Etched on its surface was a mark: a star split by shadow.

Zara’s breath caught. The Black Star.

Or a piece of it—enough to wear the name, not enough to be the thing itself.

Legends whispered of Port Royal’s curse—ships vanishing, captains gone mad, treasure that turned to ash. Every tale tied back to the Black Star. And now it lay in her enemy’s hands.

“Mine,” she hissed.

She leapt. Cutlass flashed, cutting the mercenary down. The crate toppled, slid across the deck, cracked wider. Darkness pulsed like a heartbeat. Zara dropped to one knee, hands on the box, eyes wide.

It hummed under her touch, alive, whispering in a voice just beyond hearing. The crew froze, staring. Even the mercenaries held back, fear in their eyes.

Zara rose slow, the crate in her arms, the Black Star’s mark burning against her coat. Her grin spread sharp and daring. “The curse is ours, mates.”

Behind her, the third cutter swung wide, guns ready to tear the Grace apart.

Zara lifted the crate high. “Fire with me, or burn under Dravik’s leash!”

Her crew roared. Cannons thundered again. The mercenaries faltered, fear turning to rout. The Grace spun, breaking free, slipping through the belt with smoke on her sails.

Hours later, the crew celebrated below, rum spilling, voices high. But Zara stood alone at the rail, crate at her side. The Black Star pulsed faint, cold and alive. Her fingers traced its edges.

Cursed or not, it was hers now.

She looked to the blaze of the Solar Sea and whispered, “Let’s see what fire you bring.”

The Star pulsed in answer.


Chapter Two: The Price of Survival




The bazaar hung in pieces over the shattered moon, a ring of welded decks and hulls stitched to the rock like barnacles. Fires burned in rusted braziers. Flags snapped in the thin wind. Traders called it Cat’s Eye because the moon had split into two crescents with a bright vein of ore glowing between. Everyone else called it what it was: a place to sell what you’d stolen and buy what would get you killed next.
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