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CHAPTER 1: 

CARGO AND GHOSTS
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The Trespass settled onto the landing pad with the gentlest of jolts, hydraulics hissing like a satisfied beast bedding down. Through the viewport, Proxima Drift spread before Captain Kira Navarros—a sprawling colony carved into the face of an asteroid, all sharp angles and unapologetic functionality. Hundreds of landing beacons winked in the perpetual twilight of the asteroid's slow rotation.

"Port Authority confirms clearance, Captain," came the ship's AI voice. "Docking fees transferred."

Kira didn't respond immediately. Her reflection stared back at her from the viewport glass—angular face, close-cropped black hair shot through with a white streak along the left temple. The scar that ran from her left eyebrow to her jaw caught the light, a souvenir from another life. She wasn't old—thirty-four standard years—but her eyes belonged to someone who had seen enough for several lifetimes.

"Begin post-flight shutdown," she said finally. "Run diagnostics on the starboard thruster. It stuttered during final approach."

"Acknowledged."

She unstrapped from the pilot's seat and stretched, feeling the familiar pop in her right shoulder from an old combat injury. Five years of hauling cargo hadn't softened the military precision of her movements or the permanent alertness in her posture.

The cargo hold was a different world from the sleek functionality of the cockpit. Stacks of sealed containers rose from floor to ceiling, secured by mag-locks and webbing. Nothing fancy—medical supplies, shelf-stable provisions, and construction materials. Border colonies like Proxima Drift paid well for mundane necessities.

"Captain on deck," a gravelly voice called out. Tomas Reeve, her loadmaster and only permanent crew, emerged from behind a stack of containers. The old man's weathered face crinkled into a smile beneath the brim of a cap that had seen better days. "Clean touchdown. I didn't even feel my bad knee this time."

Kira's lips twitched in what passed for her smile these days. "Don't tell the Port Authority. They'll think I'm getting soft and charge extra for the courtesy."

Reeve chuckled, checking off items on his manifest tablet. "Delivery agent's already waiting outside. Anxious little fellow. Keeps checking the time as if we're late."

"We're two hours early," Kira said, eyebrow raised.

"That's what I told him." Reeve gestured to the airlock. "Want me to handle the paperwork?"

"I'll take it. You finish securing for offload."

The difference in pressure hit Kira like a physical force when the airlock cycled open. Proxima Drift's atmosphere was thinner than standard, an unavoidable reality of living inside rock hurtling through space. It made every newcomer's chest tighten for the first few hours until their bodies adjusted.

The delivery agent—corporation logo emblazoned on his clean uniform—was indeed checking his timepiece when Kira emerged. He looked up, startled by her appearance. The scar usually had that effect. Kira had stopped noticing the reflexive flinch years ago.

"Captain Navarros?" He extended a tablet. "I need to verify the manifest before we begin offload."

"Of course you do," she said, accepting the device. Standard procedure, but it didn't stop her from sweeping her gaze across the landing area, marking the exit routes, the security cameras, the patrol patterns of the dock officers. Old habits.

Signatures exchanged and credentials verified, the offload began. Kira supervised as the colony's handling mechs removed container after container, marking each one against her own manifest. She'd learned early that mistakes in cargo handling came out of a captain's pay—or worse, reputation.

"Everything to your satisfaction, Captain?"

The voice came from behind her, smooth and cultured. Kira turned to find the Proxima Drift port administrator, a slender man with an artificial eye that glinted metallic blue.

"Administrator Ellis," she said with a nod. Not quite friendly, not quite cold. "Efficient as always."

"We try." He fell into step beside her, hands clasped behind his back. "This is your third delivery this quarter. Business must be good."

It wasn't quite a question, but Kira heard the inquiry nonetheless. Information was currency on the frontier. Who was hauling what, for whom, and how often—these details formed the backbone of station politics.

"Steady," she replied. Non-committal. Let him draw his own conclusions.

"Steady is rare these days." Ellis's artificial eye whirred as it adjusted focus. "Not with all the fleet movements near the Boundary."

Kira kept her expression neutral, though her pulse quickened. "I stick to the established routes."

"Wise." Ellis nodded. "Though I imagine with your background, you could command better than cargo runs."

The comment slid under her skin like a needle. She'd never discussed her military service with Ellis, which meant he'd been digging. Port administrators always collected information, but rarely shared it unless they wanted something.

"I like the quiet," she said, ending the conversation by turning toward the station's commerce sector. "If you'll excuse me, Administrator. I have supplies to purchase before departure."

Ellis inclined his head. "Safe travels, Captain."

Two hours later, Kira sat alone in a corner booth of The Void Point, the station's least disreputable drinking establishment. The place catered to ship crews and long-haul freighter pilots, which meant it was loud enough for private conversation and dark enough to hide expressions.

Her comm unit sat on the scratched table before her, the payment notification for the cargo delivery casting a soft blue glow on her face. Another job completed. Another safe passage. Another step further from the person she used to be.

She was halfway through her single allotted whiskey when the comm chimed with an incoming message. No sender identification—unusual enough to raise her hackles. Independent captains received plenty of communication, but rarely anonymous ones. Spam filters should have caught anything without proper encoding.

Kira hesitated, then tapped the receive icon.

The holographic display above the comm sputtered, distorted, as if the signal had traveled a great distance or through significant interference. Static cleared gradually to reveal a man's face, hollow-cheeked and unshaven, dark circles beneath eyes that mirrored her own.

Her breath caught. The drink forgotten.

Elias.

Her brother's image flickered, stabilized. He was speaking rapidly, glancing over his shoulder at something out of frame. The audio lagged, then synced.

"—don't have much time. Kira, if you're receiving this, I need your help." His voice was hoarse, tense. Different from the bitter words they'd exchanged five years ago. "I've found it. The Far Star. Everything they said about it is true, but also wrong in ways I can't—"

A crash from somewhere off-camera. Elias flinched.

"They're coming. Listen carefully. The coordinates are embedded in this transmission. Don't trust Vanguard. Don't trust anyone who says they're trying to help. The Far Star isn't what they think it is. It's alive, Kira. And it's waking up."

Another crash. Shouting. Elias looked directly into the camera, and despite the poor quality, Kira could see something in his eyes. Fear, yes, but something else. Something that didn't belong there.

"I never should have—" He stopped, seemingly listening to something. "They're here. Find me, Kira. Before they—"

The transmission cut out mid-sentence, replaced by a string of data that scrolled too quickly to read before vanishing entirely.

Kira stared at the blank display, aware of her heart hammering against her ribs. Five years of silence broken by—whatever this was. A plea? A warning? A trap? The brother she'd grown up with had been brilliant but reckless, always chasing the next discovery, the next ancient mystery. The brother she'd fought with had been stubborn, accusatory, raw with grief.

This man had been something else entirely. Desperate. Hunted.

She downed the rest of her whiskey in a single burning swallow and stood to leave. Whatever game Elias was playing, she wanted no part of it. She had built a life away from conspiracies and danger. A quiet life.

But his voice echoed in her mind as she strode through the crowded bar. Find me, Kira.

The ship access corridor was empty when she reached it, most crews still enjoying station amenities before departure. Kira punched in her access code, mind racing with unwelcome memories. She and Elias had once been inseparable, the children of xenoarchaeologists who'd raised them on remote digs and research outposts. Their parents' deaths in a shuttle accident had changed everything. Elias blamed the military transport that had been escorting them. Kira, then an officer in that same military, had defended the official explanation.

Their last conversation had ended with words she couldn't take back.

The airlock cycled open to reveal a man waiting beside her ship. Not Reeve. This man stood with military bearing, dark uniform unmarked but unmistakably official. His face was all angles and planes, like it had been carved rather than grown, and his eyes were the cold gray of deep space.

"Captain Navarros," he said, not a question. "Commander Victor Reyes, Military Intelligence Division."

Kira felt her spine straighten automatically, old training responding before conscious thought. "Commander. This is a private vessel on legitimate business. Your presence requires explanation."

A smile touched his lips but didn't reach his eyes. "Direct. Your service record mentioned that trait."

"My service record is sealed."

"To civilians, perhaps." He produced a small holoprojector from his pocket. "I'm here about your brother, Elias Navarros."

The image that appeared between them showed Elias in what appeared to be a research facility, surrounded by equipment Kira didn't recognize. The timestamp indicated it was from three months ago.

"What about him?" Her voice remained steady, betraying nothing of the message she'd just received.

"When did you last have contact with him?"

"Five years ago. We don't speak." Truth was always simpler than fiction. "Is he in trouble?"

Reyes studied her face with an intensity that made her skin crawl. "Dr. Navarros was part of a classified research team studying an artifact of significant interest to Galactic Security. He disappeared from the project six weeks ago, along with critical research data."

"And you think he contacted me?" Kira's laugh was short, humorless. "You've wasted a trip, Commander. Whatever Elias is involved in, I'm not part of it."

"I believe you." Reyes deactivated the holoprojector. "But I also believe that if he does reach out, you'll want to make the right decision. Elias may have accessed information that, in the wrong hands, could trigger interstellar conflict."

"Sounds dramatic."

"It's factual." No emotion colored Reyes's voice. "If he contacts you, I expect to be notified immediately. For his safety as well as yours."

He handed her a comm chip. "My direct channel. Available at any hour."

"I'm leaving orbit in eight hours," Kira said, pocketing the chip without looking at it. "If that's all, Commander?"

Reyes seemed to weigh something in his mind before stepping aside. "For now, Captain. Safe travels."

The airlock sealed behind her with a pneumatic hiss that matched her sigh of relief. She stood motionless for a moment, listening to her ship's familiar sounds—the low hum of environmental systems, the occasional ping of cooling metal. Home, such as it was.

"You look like you've seen a ghost," Reeve's voice came from the corridor. He emerged from the crew quarters, drying his hands on a rag. "That officer give you trouble?"

"Nothing I couldn't handle." Kira moved toward her private cabin. "Prep for departure in seven hours. I want to break orbit ahead of schedule."

"Something wrong with the station?"

"Just a feeling." She paused at her door. "Did anyone access the ship while I was gone?"

Reeve shook his head. "Sealed tight as vacuum. Why?"

"No reason. Get some rest. Long haul tomorrow."

Her cabin was barely large enough for a bunk and desk, but it was hers. Kira locked the door and pulled out her personal scanner—another relic of her military days, modified to detect surveillance. She swept the room methodically, then checked the comm chip Reyes had given her. Clean, as far as her equipment could tell.

She retrieved her secure tablet and transferred the data from Elias's transmission. Most was corrupted, but a fragment remained—coordinates and a string of numbers that made no sense on their own. Not enough to find him, but a start.

The Far Star. The name tickled something in her memory. A legend among deep space explorers, a massive derelict vessel supposedly discovered on the edge of the Andromeda Nebula decades ago, then lost again. She'd dismissed it as frontier folklore.

Kira ran her fingers over the scar on her face, thinking. She'd sworn never to go back to that life—secrets, danger, people who spoke in layers of meaning. She'd seen where that path led.

But Elias was her brother. Her only family.

She opened a secure channel to a contact she hadn't used in years, composing and deleting the message twice before settling on simplicity.

Dex, I need your expertise. Old times' sake. Coordinates attached. Discreet inquiry only. -K

Send.

Outside her viewport, Proxima Drift slowly rotated against the star-flecked darkness. Somewhere out there, Elias was in trouble. Somewhere out there, the Far Star waited. And whatever her brother had discovered, powerful people were willing to hunt him for it.

Kira checked her sidearm, another habit she'd never abandoned. Seven hours until departure. Less than that before Reyes realized she'd received Elias's message.

Time to remember who she used to be.
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CHAPTER 2: 

ASSEMBLY
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Kira slipped through the crowded underbelly of Proxima Drift, moving with the practiced invisibility of someone who had once made infiltration their trade. The service corridors that ran beneath the main thoroughfares smelled of recycled air and machinery lubricant. Few colonists used these passages; fewer still noticed the solitary captain who kept to the shadows.

Six hours until departure. Six hours to assemble what she needed without alerting Reyes.

The Rust Bucket occupied a liminal space on the station's lowest level—not quite black market, not quite legitimate. Drinking establishment, information exchange, and neutral ground for those who operated in the gray spaces between law and lawlessness. Kira paused outside its corroded metal door, scanning for surveillance. Satisfied, she tapped a code on the access panel that hadn't changed in five years.

Inside, the lighting was dim enough to hide faces but bright enough to see weapons. The clientele was a mix of spacers, station workers, and others less easily categorized. Smoke from prohibited substances hung in layers near the ceiling, caught in the spinning fans but never fully cleared. The background hum of hushed conversations paused briefly as she entered, then resumed at a higher pitch.

She spotted him immediately. Dexon Voren sat alone at a corner table, two glasses and a bottle before him. He was studying something on a tablet, stylus tapping against his lower lip in a gesture so familiar that Kira felt time compress. Six years since they'd served together. Three since they'd spoken. Yet he looked unchanged—same sharp features beneath dark skin, same close-cropped hair now touched with silver at the temples, same alertness in his posture that belied the casual slouch.

Intelligence officers never truly retired. They just found different shadows to inhabit.

Dex looked up as she approached, his quick eyes cataloging the changes in her as surely as she had noted his constants. He stood, a quick smile flashing across his face.

"The ghost of Strike Team Phantom, in the flesh." His voice was warm whiskey over gravel.

"Hello, Dex." Kira slid into the seat opposite him, keeping her back to the wall and eyes on the room.

He pushed one of the glasses toward her. "Still drinking Centaurian rye?"

"Still have an unsettling good memory."

"It's less creepy than saying I asked the bartender when I saw you come in." He raised his glass. "To old comrades."

Kira lifted hers but didn't drink. "You got my message fast."

"I was already here." Dex shrugged at her raised eyebrow. "Consulting for some mining outfits. Security assessments."

"Convenient."

"For you, perhaps." He took a sip, studied her over the rim of his glass. "You look good. The civilian life suits you."

"We both know that's not true."

A chuckle, genuine but brief. "Fair enough. You look like you're wearing someone else's life, same as the rest of us who made it out." He leaned forward. "But I'm guessing this isn't a social call. What's the job?"

Kira glanced around once more, then slid Elias's data chip across the table. "I need this decrypted. Discreetly."

Dex picked it up, turning it in long fingers that bore the calluses of someone who still maintained weapon proficiency. "Military-grade encryption. Recent, too." His eyes narrowed. "Where did you get this?"

"My brother."

Understanding dawned on his face. "The researcher. I remember you mentioning him. He's in trouble?"

"Missing." Kira kept her voice neutral. "Possibly involved with something called 'Far Star.' Mean anything to you?"

A nearly imperceptible hesitation. Anyone else would have missed it.

"Dex," she said softly. Warning in the single syllable.

He sighed, took another drink. "Rumors. Nothing concrete. About seven months ago, some chatter went through intelligence channels about a discovery out past the Boundary. Ancient tech, possibly functional. Director Tallen put a clamp on all communications about it." He tapped the chip. "If your brother was working on that project, and now he's missing..."

"Then whatever's on that chip is important enough to kill for," Kira finished. "Can you decrypt it?"

"Give me an hour." He pocketed the chip. "Meet me at Landing Bay 17, Maintenance Access C. More privacy there."

Kira nodded and stood. "One hour."

"And Kira?" Dex's expression sobered. "Watch your back. If this is what I think it is, you're poking a nest of razorwasps."

"Already stinging," she murmured, and slid back into the corridor.



Maintenance Access C proved to be a narrow observation room overlooking the smaller landing bays. Equipment for servicing the bay's life support systems lined one wall, creating convenient blind spots for the security cameras. Dex was already there when Kira arrived, his tablet connected to a portable decrypt unit.

"You're late," he said without looking up.

"I had to make sure I wasn't followed." Kira took up position by the door. "Any luck?"

Dex gestured to the display. "Your brother doesn't mess around with security. Triple encrypted with biometric layering. Took me fifty minutes to crack the first two layers."

"And the third?"

"Working on it." His fingers moved over the interface with practiced ease. "So, while we wait, want to tell me who's after him? And you?"

Kira hesitated, then decided Dex deserved the truth if she was asking for his help. "Military Intelligence. Commander named Reyes. Came to my ship asking questions."

"Victor Reyes?" Dex's head snapped up. "Tall, looks like he was chiseled from stone?"

"You know him."

"Of him." Dex's voice dropped lower. "Special projects division. The kind they don't put in databases. If he's involved, your brother stumbled onto something big."

The decrypt unit chimed softly. Dex turned back to the display.

"Got it. Coordinates to... something at the edge of the Andromeda Nebula. Research notes, fragmented. And—" He frowned. "Media file, heavily corrupted."

"Play it."

The holographic display above the tablet flickered to life, showing a different recording than the one Elias had sent her. This one showed him in what appeared to be a laboratory, surrounded by equipment. Unlike the desperate man in the message Kira had received, this Elias looked excited, animated.

"Day forty-seven of direct observation," he was saying. "The artifact continues to exhibit properties inconsistent with known physics. Energy readings fluctuate in patterns that suggest—wait, there it is again."

The camera shifted to show what appeared to be a small fragment of metal suspended in a containment field. It pulsed with an inner light that seemed to shift through colors not quite within the visible spectrum.

"The resonance frequency matches exactly what we detected from the Far Star itself," Elias continued. "This fragment is somehow connected to the main structure, despite being physically separated by several light-years. Dr. Chen's theory about quantum entanglement may be correct."

The recording flickered, jumped ahead. Elias again, looking more haggard. "Day sixty-two. The dreams have started affecting more of the research team. Chen thinks it's some kind of radiation we haven't been able to detect yet, but I'm not convinced. It feels... directed. Like it's reaching out to us specifically."

Another jump. "Day seventy-eight. I've confirmed it. The Far Star isn't just a derelict vessel. It's reactivating. And it's looking for something. Or someone."

The recording ended abruptly.

Kira stared at the empty space where her brother's image had been. "He thinks this ship is alive. Sentient."

"Or he's experiencing the effects of unknown technology." Dex leaned back, fingers steepled. "Either way, it explains the interest from Reyes and his people. If this Far Star has technology that can affect minds across vast distances..."

"It's a weapon," Kira finished.

"The ultimate weapon." Dex nodded grimly. "And right now, your brother is the only one who knows where it is and how it works."

Kira paced the small room, mind racing. She'd wanted to find Elias, warn him about Reyes. But this was larger than she'd anticipated. "I need a ship that can handle those coordinates. The Trespass isn't equipped for deep space beyond the Boundary."

"I might know someone," Dex said slowly. "But first, are you sure about this, Kira? Once you step back into this world..."

"He's my brother, Dex." Her voice was steel. "I don't need a lecture on risks."

He held up his hands in surrender. "Just making sure you know what you're signing up for. If you're going after him, you'll need more than just a ship. You'll need a crew."

"I work alone."

"Not for this." Dex stood, stretching cramped muscles. "You need someone who understands the tech you're dealing with. Someone who can interface with alien systems if necessary."

Kira's jaw tightened. "I'm not involving civilians."

"Who said anything about civilians?" Dex's smile held no humor. "I know a synthetic. Mira-7. Specialized in xenotech interfaces. Worked with your brother on a previous project."

"A synth?" Kira raised an eyebrow. "Can it be trusted?"

"She has her own programming imperatives, if that's what you're asking. But she helped Elias before. Might be willing to again."

Kira considered. Synthetics were rare and expensive, usually bound to corporate or military service. One operating independently would have resources and capabilities beyond most humans. "Where do we find her?"

"Upper levels. She runs a data recovery service for the station elite. Very exclusive clientele."

"And a pilot? My ship can't be used—Reyes will be watching it."

Dex's expression turned cautious. "There's someone. Expert pilot, knows the region near the Andromeda Nebula better than most. But he's... complicated."

"Complicated how?"

"He claims he's seen the Far Star before. Most people think he's delusional, but his flight skills are unmatched. Name's Liam Ortega."

Kira's eyes narrowed. "Why would he help us?"

"Because he's been trying to get back to the Far Star for years. No one will take him seriously or fund an expedition." Dex paused. "There's one more thing you should know. He was discharged from military service. Psychiatric reasons."

"Perfect," Kira muttered. "A mentally unstable pilot, a synthetic with unknown loyalties, and a former intelligence officer who should know better. That's my rescue team?"

"You forgot the stubborn captain with authority issues," Dex added with a ghost of a smile. "Just like old times."

Despite herself, Kira felt the corner of her mouth twitch upward. "We need to move fast. Reyes will check my ship again when I don't depart on schedule."

"I'll contact Mira-7," Dex said, disconnecting his equipment. "You find Ortega. He usually haunts the simulator arcade near Central Hub. Trying to prove to anyone who'll listen that he still has what it takes."

"And then?"

"Then we need a ship. I know a few people who might be persuaded to look the other way for the right price."

Kira checked the time. "Four hours until my scheduled departure. Meet at the north cargo transfer in two hours."

Dex nodded, but caught her arm as she turned to leave. "Kira. One more thing." His expression was serious. "If these coordinates lead where I think they do, we're heading into restricted space. Beyond Colonial Authority jurisdiction."

"I'm aware."

"Are you? Because the only reason to restrict that area would be if something there posed a significant threat. Or a significant opportunity."

Kira met his gaze steadily. "Elias is out there, Dex. Whatever this Far Star is, whatever he's found—he's in danger. I won't leave him to face it alone. Not again."

Dex studied her face, then nodded slowly. "Some of us never really leave the service, do we? Just change what we're fighting for." He released her arm. "Two hours. North cargo transfer."



The Central Hub simulator arcade catered to two types of clientele—wealthy tourists testing their skills against virtual space hazards, and veteran pilots reliving their glory days or keeping their edge. It wasn't hard to spot Liam Ortega among them.

He commanded the most advanced simulator in the center, his lean frame hunched forward in concentration as virtual displays wrapped around him, recreating the challenges of navigating an asteroid field at high speed. A small crowd had gathered to watch, their murmurs a mix of admiration and pity.
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