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Chapter 1: Ink and Ashes

	 

	The stale air of The Rusty Airlock hung heavy, thick with the scent of cheap synth-whiskey, recycled sweat, and the faint, acrid tang of burnt power conduits. It clung to the ancient durasteel walls, seeped into the cracked upholstery of the booths, and seemed to congeal above the scarred bar top where I was currently propping up a substantial portion of Ceres-7’s overdue docking fees.

	My glass, a chipped ceramic mug, held something purporting to be ‘A-Grade Solarian Rye,’ though I suspected its primary ingredient was industrial cleaner and its sole purpose was to strip the lining from my oesophagus. It was certainly doing a bang-up job. I took another long pull, wincing as the chemical burn spread. Good. At least something was working as advertised.

	“Another?” The bartender, a hulking, silent type with more facial implants than expressions, grunted, polishing a non-existent stain from the counter.

	I slapped the mug down. “Only if you’re buying, Zard. My credit chip just started crying.”

	Zard just stared. His ocular implants glinted with the faint, unsettling hum of cheap aftermarket tech. He wasn’t buying. No one was buying. Not for Jax Rennick, not anymore.

	The Kestrel’s Run, my beloved, long-suffering GHT-440 light freighter, was currently sitting in Bay 7, a glorified scrap heap with a half-blown reactor coupling and a looming eviction notice. Borlug, the minor Belt warlord who ‘owned’ the bay, and a significant chunk of my future, had a standing order out for my hide if I didn’t settle up by cycles end. And by ‘settle up,’ he meant paying his exorbitant docking fees, the exorbitant interest on the exorbitant loan I took to fix the last exorbitant problem, and probably the exorbitant cost of the air I was currently breathing.

	It wasn't a pretty picture. My worn flight suit felt heavier than usual, each patch and scorch mark a testament to past scrapes, past triumphs, and present failures. My fingers, calloused from years on the stick, twitched, wanting to be wrapped around a control yoke, not this sorry excuse for a drink. I was late thirties, maybe early forties. The lines around my eyes weren't from laughter. The slight tremor in my left hand wasn't from cold. It was from stress, bad nutrition, and the gnawing certainty that the universe had a personal vendetta against my bank account.

	I scanned the bar, a purely habitual movement. Not looking for trouble, had enough of that, but for opportunity. Some poor, desperate soul looking for a pilot to run a cargo of questionable legality, a passenger with no questions asked, or just a bar fight worth betting on. The usual clientele were either slumped in a stupor, locked in hushed, shady dealings, or aggressively ignoring each other.

	Then I saw him. Slumped in the darkest corner booth, half-obscured by a flickering holo-advert for synthetic protein bars, was a man who radiated ‘trouble’ like a faulty reactor. He was gaunt, hollow-eyed, his skin stretched taut over sharp cheekbones. His hair, what little there was, was lank and greasy, clinging to a scalp that looked bruised in places. He wore a patched, ancient spacer’s jumpsuit that might once have been blue but was now the colour of old oil. He clutched a mug of something dark, his knuckles white.

	Silas Vorne. The name drifted into my mind, pulled from the dusty archives of spacer ghost stories and bad luck charms. He was one of those legendary, peripheral figures: a man who’d seen too much, been everywhere, and was now just waiting for the void to claim him. He looked like he was about to make his final jump. He looked like death.

	Every instinct I possessed screamed, “Walk away, Jax. Just… walk… away.” But desperation, as it often does, shouted louder. He was radiating ‘desperate’ almost as much as ‘trouble.’ And desperate people sometimes had desperate jobs. Or, at the very least, a story worth a credit or two.

	I slid off the stool, my boots scuffing on the grimy floor. “Zard, keep the faith.”

	He grunted. Some hope.

	I weaved through the sparse tables, past the clinking of cheap chips at a rigged card game, the low drone of hushed negotiations. As I got closer, I saw the tremor in Silas Vorne’s hands wasn’t just age or drink. It was a deep, bone-shaking shiver, like he was perpetually chilled to the core. His eyes, though sunken, held a frantic, almost manic glint. They darted constantly, scanning the entrance, the shadows, the ceiling vents. Paranoia, pure and uncut.

	I stopped at his booth. He didn’t look up. “Mind if I join you, friend?”

	His head snapped up, eyes wide, startled. He flinched, then quickly schooled his features into a mask of weary indifference, though the frantic light never quite left his gaze. “Got a name?” His voice was a rasp, like rust scraping on metal.

	“Jax Rennick. Pilot. Available for hire. Within reason.” I gestured vaguely at the empty seat opposite him.

	He eyed me, then the seat, then me again. A slow, grim smile touched his lips. It didn’t reach his eyes. “Reasonable, eh? You look like you just lost a game of grav-dice with Lady Luck herself, Rennick.”

	“She owes me a few rounds,” I retorted, easing myself into the booth. The synth-leather groaned under my weight. “You look like you just came off a deep-space run through a neutron star. You got business, or just drowning your sorrows?”

	He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a whisper that was barely audible over the bar’s low thrum. His eyes, though, were intensely focused on mine, boring into them. “They’re coming. For the map. For the Giants’ Cradle…”

	I frowned. “Who’s coming? And what in the void is a ‘Giants’ Cradle’?” My mind immediately went to illegal archaeological digs, ancient alien tech. That kind of thing usually ended with a lot of dead bodies and very little profit.

	He ignored my questions, his voice growing more urgent, the words tumbling out in a breathless rush. “You heard the old stories, haven’t you? The Giants. Ancient. Colossal. Shaped star systems. Or were they imprisoned by precursor races? They say they went dormant. They say they sleep. But they don’t. They’re stirring. And the map… the map shows where their final resting place is.”

	He leaned closer, his breath fetid with whatever he’d been drinking. “A fortune, Rennick. Beyond dreams. Enough to buy your own system, if you wanted. More than enough to fix that heap you call a ship.” He gestured with his chin towards the hangar bay. How did he know about the Kestrel? Had he been watching me? The thought sent a prickle of unease down my spine.

	I scoffed, leaning back. “Sounds like a ghost story, old man. And a bad one at that. If it’s so rich, why are you sitting here looking like a fresh corpse, whispering secrets to a stranger?”

	He smiled again, that same grim, unamused smile. “Because I won’t live to enjoy it. They’ll kill me. They’ll kill anyone who gets too close. But you… you’re unimportant. Unremarkable. You’re just another face in a thousand, Rennick. That’s your strength.”

	That stung, but I shrugged it off. He wasn’t wrong. “Unimportant or not, I don’t work for whispers and fairy tales. You got coordinates, you got payment. Upfront. Or you’re wasting my time, and I got plenty of that to waste on my own.”

	Silas’s eyes glinted. A flicker of something, amusement or madness, passed through them. “Upfront, you say? Alright, Rennick. A toast, then. To fortunes. And to your continued… unimportance.”

	He raised his mug. I raised mine. “To not dying broke,” I countered, clinking ceramic against ceramic. He watched me intently as I took a long swallow. The taste was familiar, that harsh synth-rye burn. But this time… there was something else. A faint sweetness, an odd metallic aftertaste.

	Before I could process it, a strange warmth spread through my veins, not from the alcohol, but from something deeper. My vision blurred around the edges. The sounds of the bar faded, muffled. My mug slipped from my fingers, hitting the table with a dull thud.

	Silas Vorne leaned back, a faint, almost pitying look on his face. “Fast acting. Good luck, Rennick. You’re going to need it.”

	The world spun. The flickering holo-advert morphed into a chaotic kaleidoscope of colours. The last thing I saw was Silas’s gaunt face, etched with a peculiar mix of resignation and grim satisfaction, before the void truly claimed me.

	My head felt like a pressure-cooked asteroid. Every beat of my heart sent a throbbing wave of agony through my skull, making my teeth ache. My tongue felt like a wad of space-grade dryer lint. I groaned, a pathetic, strangled sound, and tried to shift.

	My surroundings were… less than luxurious. The air was thick with the scent of ozone, lubricants, and something that smelled suspiciously like rodent droppings. My back was pressed against a cold, grimy durasteel wall. My left leg was cramped at an unnatural angle. It took me a full minute to realize I was slumped, half-folded, in a cramped maintenance closet. Pipes ran along the ceiling, dripping intermittently onto the dusty floor. A broken sanitation unit hummed forlornly in the corner.

	What the…

	Memory, fractured and hazy, slowly filtered back. The Rusty Airlock. Zard. Silas Vorne. The whispers. The Giants. The drink… the weird taste…

	The drink.

	I pushed myself up, wincing as my protesting muscles screamed. My vision swam, but slowly, agonizingly, focused. My left arm, resting awkwardly across my chest, was raw. It felt like it had been scraped across a thousand-grit grinder. And it was throbbing. A deep, persistent ache that resonated with the pulse in my temple.

	I peered down. It was tightly bandaged, crudely but effectively. Some kind of coarse medical gauze, stained faintly with what looked like dried blood.

	What in the void?

	My fingers, clumsy and trembling, fumbled with the edge of the bandage. It was stuck, almost adhered to my skin. I gritted my teeth against a fresh wave of nausea and ripped it away.

	What lay beneath made my stomach lurch, my headache forgotten in a sudden surge of pure, ice-cold dread.

	It wasn’t just a wound. It was an intricate, swirling pattern etched into my skin. From just below my elbow, stretching almost to my wrist, was a complex, layered 3D star map. It was done in an impossibly dark, almost metallic ink, the lines too precise, too fine, to be human. Parts of it seemed to shimmer, to shift subtly under the dim light filtering into the closet, as if constellations were slowly drifting, or stars were winking in and out of existence. Tiny, almost imperceptible dots, like distant suns, pulsed with a faint, internal light, appearing and disappearing as I moved my arm.

	It wasn’t just a tattoo. It was alive. Or at least, it felt alive.

	My mind reeled. Silas Vorne. “For the map… for the Giants’ Cradle…” He hadn’t been talking about a data chip, or a paper scroll. He’d been talking about this. He’d tattooed a star map onto my arm. While I was unconscious. The sheer audacity, the chilling violation of it, left me breathless.

	A wave of impotent rage, quickly followed by a cold, numbing fear, washed over me. What had that old man done to me? What was this? And why me? “Unimportant,” he’d said. Some unimportant. Now I had a goddamn galactic roadmap permanently etched onto my skin.

	I stumbled out of the closet, pushing the flimsy door open with a grunt. The hallway was dimly lit, reeking of stale air and cleaner. I swayed, bracing myself against the wall, my eyes wide, my mind racing. I needed to get out. I needed to find a clinic, a data-slicer, someone who could tell me what this nightmare was.

	As I rounded the corner leading back into the main bar area, a strange quiet descended. Too quiet. The usual cacophony of The Rusty Airlock, the murmurs, the clinking glasses, the bad music from the archaic juke box, was gone. Replaced by a tense, eerie silence.

	My heart began to pound, a frantic drum in my chest, echoing the throb in my arm. This wasn't right.

	I peered cautiously around the doorframe. The main bar was a disaster. Tables were overturned, chairs smashed. The faint hum of the holo-advert was gone. The air was thick with dust and the acrid smell of ozone and something burnt. Scorch marks scarred the wall where Silas Vorne’s booth had been.

	And there he was. Silas. Still in his booth, slumped exactly as I remembered him, mug still on the table. Only now, there was a single, precise energy burn between his eyes. A clean shot. He was dead. Beyond dead. There wasn’t even a twitch. His eyes were wide open, staring at nothing.

	My breath hitched. They had come for him. Just as he said.

	Two figures were methodically, efficiently tearing the place apart. They weren’t panicked thugs or barroom brawlers. They were professionals.

	One, a man, was lean and deceptively calm. He moved with a liquid grace, his dark clothes seeming to absorb the little light in the room. He had a short, neatly trimmed beard and eyes that were unsettlingly placid, even as he systematically overturned a heavy booth with one hand, his other sweeping a high-tech scanner over the upholstery. His name, I’d come to learn, was Kael. He moved like a shadow.

	The other, a woman, was a whirlwind of controlled energy. Taller than the man, with striking, almost predatory features, her hair was pulled back in a severe, functional braid. She scanned the room with unnerving focus, her eyes, the colour of cold steel, missing nothing. She held a sleek, silenced energy pistol, its muzzle still faintly smoking. This was Vera. And she moved like a hunter.

	They worked in silence, a terrifyingly efficient duo, searching for something. For the map.

	My stomach plummeted. I instinctively pulled my left arm closer, trying to hide the bandage that wasn’t there anymore, the ink that was. Too late.

	Vera’s head snapped up. Her cold eyes swept across the debris-strewn bar, over the dead body of Silas, then locked onto me, framed in the doorway of the maintenance corridor. Her gaze dropped to my left forearm.

	A slow smile, utterly devoid of warmth, spread across her face. It was the smile of a predator. A shark spotting a wounded fish.

	My mind didn’t even process the conscious thought. My body reacted. I bolted.

	“He’s clean! Heading for the cargo lift!” Vera’s voice, surprisingly calm despite the urgency, echoed behind me.

	I sprinted down the narrow, greasy maintenance corridor, my head still throbbing, my legs feeling like lead. Every step was a desperate gamble against the lingering effects of the sedative. The corridor emptied into a wider, more open service bay, used for transporting refuse and supplies. A large cargo lift, slow and ponderous, was just beginning its descent to the hangar levels.

	My heart hammered against my ribs. I had to make that lift.

	Behind me, I heard the light, quick footsteps of Kael and Vera. They weren’t running flat out; they were moving with precision, already assessing escape routes, potential ambushes. They were good. Too good.

	“Target confirmed. Unknown markings on left forearm. Consistent with Silas Vorne’s reports.” Kael’s voice, equally calm, sent a fresh jolt of fear through me. Silas hadn’t just drugged me. He’d reported me. To them. The old bastard.

	I risked a glance over my shoulder. Vera was raising her pistol. I didn’t wait. I ducked behind a stack of empty supply crates just as a blast of superheated air sizzled past, melting the durasteel behind me.

	“Covering fire!” Kael barked.

	I scrambled, launching myself across the open space towards the descending lift. My fingers scrabbled for the emergency stop button on the console next to the shaft. Click! The massive platform groaned to a halt, then slowly, agonizingly, began to rise again.

	“He’s attempting to escape via cargo lift! Cut him off at Level Gamma-2!” Vera shouted, already shifting tactics.

	They weren't just after me; they were organized. This wasn't some random hit. This was a hunt.

	I risked another glance. Kael was already sprinting for a nearby access ladder, clearly planning to cut me off. Vera was still focused on me, her pistol tracking my movements.

	I slammed my fist onto the ‘Up’ button, urging the lift to move faster. It felt like walking through treacle. The low hum of the station’s atmospheric processors was drowned out by the thumping of my pulse in my ears.

	“Forget the lift, Vera! He’s too slow! We’ll get him at the hangar!” Kael yelled, already half-way up the ladder.

	Vera nodded, a grim satisfaction on her face. She lowered her pistol, then pulled something else from a pouch on her belt. A small, flat disc. She flicked it. It whirred, then shot towards the cargo lift.

	I saw it coming. A magnetic limpet mine. Designed to disable vehicles, maybe even detonate.

	I threw myself sideways, hitting the lift’s safety rail with a jarring impact. The mine slapped against the durasteel wall of the shaft just past me, sticking with an ominous click. A red light began to blink rapidly.

	No time.

	I scrambled over the safety rail, ignoring the dizzying drop, and dropped onto the lift platform. The impact jarred my teeth. The red light on the mine was still blinking. Five seconds. Four. Three.

	I didn’t wait. I launched myself off the rising platform, grabbing a maintenance ladder that ran along the side of the shaft, inches from the blast zone. My hands burned as I gripped the cold metal. The lift continued its slow ascent, carrying the ticking bomb.

	“He’s on the ladder!” Vera yelled, sighting her pistol.

	Boom! The explosion wasn’t massive, but it was enough. The cargo lift shuddered, then seized, grinding to a halt. A shower of sparks rained down the shaft. The blast wave buffeted me, almost tearing my grip from the ladder. My ears rang. The hot air smelled of burnt metal and ozone.

	I scrambled down the ladder, moving as fast as my still-sluggish limbs would allow. Two levels below, I saw the shimmering heat haze of a plasma discharge as Kael fired, trying to hit me from the access ladder. Too far, too fast. For now.

	I reached the hangar level, dropping the last few feet with a jarring landing. My knees buckled, but I stayed upright. The hangar was vast, cavernous, filled with the hushed, expectant hum of docked ships. A few maintenance drones floated silently, their optical sensors tracking my frantic entrance.

	“Docking Bay 7! He’s heading for the Kestrel!” I heard Kael’s voice, surprisingly close. He must have used a faster route.

	My ship. My only way out.

	I broke into a flat-out sprint, weaving between cargo containers, past fuel lines and power conduits. The Kestrel’s Run sat there, a forlorn monument to my misfortunes, bathed in the sickly yellow glow of the hangar lights. She wasn’t pretty. Her hull was patched and scarred, her paint faded to a dull, indeterminate grey. But she was mine. And she was fast. When she worked.

	“Get the external bay doors locked down! Authorize lethal force!” Vera’s voice was closer now. Too close.

	I could hear their boots pounding behind me. They were closing in.

	Almost there. Almost there.

	I burst onto the Kestrel’s entry ramp, hitting the access panel with my palm. The ancient hydraulics groaned, the ramp slowly retracting. I scrambled inside the cramped cockpit, throwing myself into the pilot’s seat.

	My hands flew across the console, hitting switches, firing up systems. The internal lights flickered on, illuminating the familiar chaos of my cockpit: old ration wrappers, a discarded data slate, the worn controls.

	“Power cycling! Reactor at minimum!” I muttered, slamming a switch. The ship groaned, a deep, shuddering vibration through the deck.

	“He’s initiating launch sequence!” Kael shouted. “Hit the power conduits!”

	A muffled thump rocked the ship. They were firing at the external power lines, trying to cut my energy supply. The cockpit lights flickered violently. The console blinked red warnings.

	Damn it! Come on, you heap!

	“Main thrusters online! Aux power engaged!” I yelled, punching the sequence. The Kestrel vibrated harder, a low roar building from the aft.

	Through the viewport, I saw Vera raising her pistol, aiming for the main reactor access hatch. Kael was already aiming for the manoeuvring thrusters.

	“Spin up the plasma cannon!” I screamed, my voice raw. The dorsal plasma cannon, old and unreliable, was my last resort.

	The ship shuddered, groaning, straining against the mooring clamps. I hit the release. A series of metallic clangs echoed through the hull as the clamps disengaged.

	“Weapons lock!” Vera shouted, her voice edged with frustration.

	A brilliant blue bolt of plasma erupted from the Kestrel’s dorsal gun, tearing through the air. It wasn’t aimed at Kael or Vera, but at the enormous hangar door itself, directly above their heads. The superheated plasma sizzled, melting a jagged hole in the durasteel.

	“What are you doing?!” Kael roared, ducking instinctively as molten metal showered down.

	I wasn’t aiming to hit them. I was aiming to create chaos. And a distraction.

	“Full thrust! Emergency evasive! Now!” I jammed the stick forward, pulling back on the throttle.

	The Kestrel lurched, groaning like a dying animal, but she moved. She scraped her way out of the bay, the remaining mooring clamps screaming as they tore free. Sparks flew. Alarms blared throughout the hangar.

	“He’s getting away!” Vera shrieked, firing wildly, her shots splashing harmlessly against the Kestrel’s ablative hull.

	I slammed the external bay doors shut behind me, the last glimpse I had of Kael and Vera was them standing amidst the chaos, their faces grim, their intent clear. They wouldn’t stop.

	The Kestrel shuddered, the reactor warning lights glowing an angry red. “Come on, baby, just a little further,” I murmured, coaxing her, my voice hoarse. “Just one jump.”

	I pointed her nose towards the nearest jump gate beacon, a distant, shimmering point of light in the vastness of space beyond Ceres-7. The Kestrel was screaming in protest, a symphony of failing systems and protesting durasteel. The reactor coupling was definitely shot. We were bleeding atmosphere somewhere. The navigation array was flickering.

	But we were moving. We were out.

	I patched through to the nav-computer, feeding in the coordinates for the nearest blind jump point. Anywhere. Just away.

	As the FTL drive began to cycle, building its whine to a crescendo, a new sensation hit me. The tattoo on my left arm. It was throbbing. Not just aching from the raw skin, but actively, intensely vibrating. It pulsed with a strange, internal light, the tiny stars etched into my skin winking and shimmering with frantic energy. It was like the map itself was screaming, reacting to the imminent jump, to the warping of space-time.

	A wave of nausea hit me, worse than the lingering sedative. My head swam. Was it reacting to the jump? Was it some kind of poison, amplified by the stress? Or was Silas’s ghost just messing with me from beyond the grave?

	I gritted my teeth, ignoring the pain, focusing on the jump. The universe outside the viewport blurred, stretched, then snapped into the familiar, disorienting tunnel of hyperspace. Stars became streaks of light, the very fabric of reality twisting into a kaleidoscope of impossible colours.

	We were in jump space. And we were, for now, safe.

	I slumped back in the pilot’s seat, panting, adrenaline slowly draining away, leaving behind a profound exhaustion. The Kestrel groaned around me, a symphony of protest.

	“Well, that was fun,” I muttered, my voice hoarse. I ran a hand over my face, then down my left arm. The throbbing was still there, a dull ache now, a constant reminder.

	I peeled back what remained of the crude bandage, revealing the intricate patterns once more. In the dim, flickering light of the cockpit, the tattoo seemed to shift, the tiny stars on my skin subtly rearranging themselves, forming new constellations, new lines. It was impossibly detailed. A masterpiece of pain and purpose.

	This wasn’t just ink. This was information. Critical, dangerous information. Information that Silas Vorne had been willing to die for. Information that Kael and Vera were willing to kill for. And now, it was etched permanently onto my arm.

	“Giants’ Cradle,” I whispered, the words tasting like ash. “Ancient, colossal entities.”

	What had I gotten myself into? What secret had Silas Vorne literally branded onto my skin?

	I was deep in debt, my ship was a wreck, I had professional assassins on my tail, and a mysterious, throbbing star map tattoo that apparently led to the final resting place, or prison, of planet-sized beings. My life had always been a series of bad decisions, but this… this felt like I’d just won the cosmic lottery for worst-case scenarios.

	I leaned forward, propping my elbows on the console, my gaze fixed on the shimmering, impossible map on my arm. My fingers traced the delicate, swirling lines. It was a puzzle. A puzzle I had no idea how to solve. And apparently, the only way to try was to follow it.

	“Great,” I sighed, a bitter laugh escaping my lips. “Cosmic horrors. Professional killers. And my arm feels like it’s hosting a hornet’s nest. Just another Tuesday.”

	I was alone, adrift, and marked. My only choice was to run. To decode. To survive. And maybe, just maybe, to figure out what the hell Silas Vorne had gotten me into before it got me killed.

	The jump tunnel stretched before me, an endless, swirling void. And somewhere at its end, a universe of trouble waited.

	 


Chapter 2: The Art of the Near-Miss

	 

	The jump tunnel was supposed to be a sanctuary, a moment of distorted, non-Euclidean peace between the void and the next void. For me, it was just another stage for my current existential crisis. The Kestrel groaned around me, a symphony of distress calls. Every warning light on the auxiliary panel was either strobing red or flickering frantically, unsure if it was on or off. The main console blinked 'REACTOR CRITICAL: INSUFFICIENT COUPLING INTEGRITY' with the enthusiasm of a three-eyed space-dog spotting a discarded protein bar.

	My head still throbbed, a dull echo of the sedative. But it was nothing compared to the persistent, insistent ache radiating from my left arm. The tattoo, which had glowed like a miniature supernova during the jump, had now settled into a low, internal thrum. It was a constant reminder, like a hot-coal paperweight strapped to my forearm. I glanced at it, the intricate lines seeming to squirm under my gaze, the tiny stars shifting with an unnerving, almost sentient rhythm.

	“Well, aren’t you just a bundle of joy,” I muttered, poking at it with a wary finger. It didn't appreciate the gesture, sending a sharp jab of pain up to my elbow. “Right. Touchy. Noted.”

	I ran a diagnostic on the ship’s systems, a purely academic exercise. The results flashed up, a litany of impending doom. Reactor coupling was indeed shot, bleeding power at an alarming rate. Atmosphere recycling was nominal, but the pressure warning indicated a slowly widening hull breach from that last scrape with Ceres-7’s hangar wall. Navigation array was on the fritz, giving me jump calculations that bounced between 'destination confirmed' and 'probable collision with major stellar body.' My internal comms were dead. External comms were just static. And the plasma cannon, having saved my hide by turning a perfectly good hangar door into abstract art, was now offline, venting plasma gas somewhere deep in the dorsal mount.

	“Just peachy,” I sighed, slumping deeper into the pilot’s seat. “At least the coffee maker still works. Probably.” I didn’t even bother to check. Didn't have the energy for another disappointment.

	I tried to recall Silas Vorne’s ramblings. “They’re coming. For the map. For the Giants’ Cradle…” And the part about me being ‘unimportant.’ Funny how being unimportant could get you into so much world-ending trouble. And branded with a cosmic road-map.

	The jump tunnel snapped open with a familiar lurch, spitting the Kestrel out into the inky blackness of uncharted space. No major stellar bodies on immediate approach. No alarming radiation spikes. No immediate signs of The Shroud. Small mercies.

	I ran a quick scan. Nothing. Just empty space. A brief, fleeting moment of peace. Then the reactor alarm flared bright red, screaming its protest.

	“Right. Peace later. Survival now.”

	The repairs couldn’t wait. Not the major ones, anyway. The reactor coupling needed more than just a quick patch. It needed replacement. And I couldn’t afford to just sit here bleeding energy and atmosphere until Kael and Vera eventually caught up. Which they would. They were professionals. The kind that made you wish you’d just died in a bar fight.

	My options were limited. A blind jump to nowhere was tempting, but suicide. My nav-computer was too unreliable. I needed a port. A quiet port. A discreet port. And one that didn't have Borlug's bounty posters prominently displayed. Which, these days, narrowed down the known galaxy considerably.

	I pulled up the old astrogational charts, filtering for jump points to less-travelled systems, places that catered to… independent contractors. Scavengers. People who asked no questions and didn’t report unusual tattoos. My fingers, still aching from the run, danced over the console.

	As I scrolled through the data, a faint, almost imperceptible warmth spread from my forearm. The tattoo. The tiny stars on it seemed to subtly brighten, forming a faint, almost imperceptible arrow pointing towards one of the obscure jump points on the list. The Deluvian Reach. A system known for its treacherous asteroid fields and a single, barely habitable moon called Dust-Mote Station. A relic from an old mining boom, now just a forgotten waypoint.

	“You gotta be kidding me,” I muttered, narrowing my eyes at my arm. Was it… guiding me? Or was the sedative still messing with my head? I tried to ignore it, choosing a different, seemingly safer route.

	The tattoo throbbed harder, a sharp, insistent pain, like a splinter digging deeper. My hand spasmed, accidentally hitting the selection for The Deluvian Reach. The nav-computer, always eager to please when I accidentally hit a button, locked it in.

	“Hey!” I slapped the console. “Undo! Undo!” But the FTL drive was already beginning its pre-jump cycle, the whine building. I didn't have time to override it without aborting the jump entirely, which would leave me vulnerable and drifting.

	“Alright, fine! You win, glow-stick! Just don’t get me killed.” My cynicism flared. If this was Silas Vorne’s posthumous guidance system, it had a hell of a bedside manner.

	The jump was rough. The Kestrel rattled and shuddered, protesting every nanometre of compressed space. The reactor warning screamed louder, accompanied by a new, grating sound from somewhere deep in the engineering deck. I could swear I heard parts rattling loose. When we finally burst out of jump space, the view wasn't much better.

	The Deluvian Reach was aptly named. A sparse, dying star system, choked with thick, swirling asteroid fields. Dust and debris hung everywhere, obscuring distant stellar bodies. Ahead, a faint, unblinking light marked Dust-Mote Station.

	“Right. Welcome to paradise, Kestrel,” I grumbled, initiating long-range scans. The navigation array, against all odds, chose this moment to stabilize, giving me a clearer picture.

	Dust-Mote Station was a skeletal remains of a once-proud orbital refinery. Its main habitation ring, pockmarked and corroded, spun at a lethargic rate, barely generating enough artificial gravity to keep its few inhabitants from floating away. A single, operational docking arm extended like a withered limb, adorned with blinking, obsolete warning lights.

	“Looks inviting,” I muttered. “Like a tetanus shot for the eyes.”

	My scan picked up a few other vessels. Mostly derelict wrecks, but a few small, rusty freighters like mine, likely scavengers or low-level smugglers. No sleek, deadly frigates. No Shroud. Yet.

	As I began my approach, navigating the treacherous asteroid field, the tattoo on my arm pulsed again, this time with a faint, steady rhythm. It wasn’t painful now, more like a gentle hum, almost like a heartbeat. It felt… connected. To what, I had no idea. But it was definitely reacting to the system, to the destination.

	“Okay, so you’re the tour guide,” I said to my arm, still eyeing it suspiciously. “Hope you know the way out, too.”

	Bringing the Kestrel in for a landing was a masterclass in controlled chaos. The main thrusters sputtered, the manoeuvring jets coughed, and the ship shuddered violently as I tried to compensate for the failing reactor. I had to override the automated docking sequence, manually guiding her into the derelict Bay 3, a cavernous space choked with discarded plating and defunct machinery.

	The station’s automated voice, crackling with age, announced: "Welcome to Dust-Mote Station. Docking fees are fifty credits per cycle. Pay upon entry. Failure to comply will result in impoundment or immediate ejection into vacuum. Enjoy your stay. Or don't."

	“Fifty credits?” I scoffed. “Fifty credits for this rust bucket? I could buy a more reliable coffin for that price.” My credit chip was still weeping.

	I secured the Kestrel, then ran a quick, desperate damage assessment. The reactor coupling was worse than I thought. It wasn’t just bleeding power; it was about to give out entirely. The atmosphere leak was accelerating. I had, maybe, a cycle or two before the Kestrel became a very expensive, very dead piece of space junk.

	I needed a new reactor coupling. And that meant credits. Or a very persuasive argument with a very forgiving junk dealer. Neither of which I possessed in any meaningful quantity.

	I cycled the airlock and stepped out into the station’s main concourse, what little there was of it. The air was thin, smelling faintly of ozone and stale fried synthetics. The lighting was dim, powered by flickering emergency lamps that cast long, dancing shadows. The place was a warren of cramped stalls, grimy cantinas, and illicit workshops. A faint, grating music, all off-key synth-horns and distorted percussion, drifted from a doorway promising 'Nutri-Paste & Warm Drinkables'.

	This was my kind of place. Desperate. Dangerous. And, with any luck, discreet.

	I made my way towards a salvage dealer’s stall, a heap of rusted components spilling out onto the narrow walkway. A corpulent, multi-limbed alien named Grok, whose species seemed to be composed primarily of sagging skin and beady eyes, was haggling aggressively with a spindly-limbed prospector.

	“I tell you, this’s prime-grade hyper-resistor!” Grok’s voice was a gravelly wheeze. “No less than three hundred credits!”

	“It’s got more rust than conductive material, Grok!” the prospector whined. “I’ll give you fifty and a can of emergency rations!”

	I sighed. My kind of prices.

	As I approached, the tattoo on my arm gave another faint thrum. Not painful, but noticeable. It seemed to react to the general buzz of the station, the faint electromagnetic noise of all the failing systems. Or maybe it was just reacting to my rising anxiety levels.

	I spent the next few hours trying to find a reactor coupling, or at least someone who might trade an old one for a favour. The answer was universally the same: no. No one had a GHT-440 coupling. No one wanted a favour from a guy who looked like he’d been dragged through a space anomaly backwards. And everyone wanted credits. Lots of them.

	My frustration mounted. Borlug’s threat felt a million light-years away, but the cold reality of the Kestrel dying a slow, expensive death in Bay 3 was right here. I ended up in the aforementioned cantina, 'The Grimy Spoon,' nursing a glass of ‘Nutri-Synth,’ which tasted vaguely like recycled motor oil.

	The cantina was dark, populated by the usual collection of spacers, miners, and low-grade criminals. I tried to keep my back to the wall, my hand hovering near the hilt of my blaster, a standard issue sidearm that had seen better days.

	That’s when it happened. Not a direct attack, not Kael and Vera bursting through the door, but something far more insidious. A sharp jolt ran through the Kestrel, even docked as she was. My comms unit, still sitting on the empty seat beside me, suddenly crackled to life. Static, then a calm, familiar voice.

	“Rennick.”

	It was Kael. His voice, modulated and devoid of emotion, still sent a chill down my spine.

	“We know you’re there. The unique energy signature of Silas Vorne’s pigment is… quite distinctive. A rather archaic, yet effective, tracking method. Ingenious, really. But crude.”

	My blood ran cold. The tattoo. Of course. They weren’t just tracking my ship. They were tracking me. The ink on my arm was a beacon. Silas, you magnificent, suicidal bastard.

	“Consider this a courtesy call, Rennick. A warning.” Vera’s voice, colder and sharper, cut in. “We’ve disabled your ship’s auxiliary thrusters. A minor inconvenience, we realize. But intended as a demonstration. We can do more. Much more. We want the map intact. Which means we want you alive. For now.”

	The comms unit went dead, leaving behind a ringing silence in my ears, even over the background hum of the cantina. I gripped my mug, my knuckles white. My arm, the tattooed one, throbbed with a vengeance, the tiny stars flaring with an angry red light under my sleeve. It wasn't just pain anymore. It was terror.

	They hadn’t even arrived yet. They were out there, in space, capable of reaching into this station and disabling parts of my ship remotely. Their resources weren’t just ‘near-limitless’; they seemed to be truly limitless. And they were patient. They weren't going to storm the station; they were going to starve me out. Trap me. Until I had nowhere left to run.

	My 'unimportance' had officially expired.

	I needed to get out. Not just off Dust-Mote, but out of this system. But the Kestrel was hobbled, now without even auxiliary thrusters. And I was still broke.

	I drained the foul Nutri-Synth, the taste of which seemed to perfectly match my current mood: desperate and metallic. I needed to understand this tattoo. I needed to know what it was, what it meant, and how to get these professional killers off my tail. Silas Vorne had left me a dying man’s treasure map, and a dying man’s curse.

	The old spacer’s ramblings about "Giants" suddenly felt a lot less like ghost stories and a lot more like a very real, very terrifying problem. He’d mentioned precursor races, ancient wars, things imprisoned. My cynical brain, which usually scoffed at anything not immediately verifiable by a blast furnace or a credit chip, was now having to seriously consider the possibility of planet-sized entities.

	I pushed myself up from the booth, the low-grade music suddenly grating on my nerves. I couldn’t stay here. I couldn't run blind. I needed information. Real information. Not just drunken whispers and cryptic tattoos.

	Then a name resurfaced from the recesses of my memory, a contact from years ago. A contact who was just as likely to blow my head off as help me, but who had the kind of obscure, dangerous knowledge that might just be useful. Doc Rourke. Disgraced exo-biologist. Exo-archaeologist. Alcoholic. Operating a barely legal clinic on some forgotten moon in the outer rim. If anyone could tell me what was going on with this glowing, shifting skin-map, it would be Rourke. And if anyone was terrified enough of ancient secrets to be persuaded to help, it was him.

	I pulled out my data slate, its screen cracked, and began to access the outdated nav-archives. Finding Rourke wouldn’t be easy. He’d buried himself deep. But I had to try. My life, and apparently the fate of several colossal cosmic entities, might just depend on it.

	“Rourke,” I muttered, staring at the faint, pulsing map on my arm. “You better be sober enough to point me in the right direction, old man. Or I’m coming for your synth-whiskey.”

	The thought of Doc Rourke's usual state of disarray and his pathological fear of anything remotely mysterious actually brought a faint, grim smile to my lips. It was a hell of a plan. But then, my plans usually were. And they usually involved a lot of luck and even more profanity. Looks like I was going to need both in spades.

	I headed for the Kestrel, the phantom hum of Kael's voice still echoing in my head. They were coming. And I was going to need a miracle. Or Doc Rourke. Which, frankly, was probably less likely.

	 


Chapter 3: The Ghost in the Ink

	 

	Leaving Dust-Mote Station was less an orderly departure and more a controlled implosion. The Kestrel groaned, shrieked, and vibrated like a dying beast trying to shake off a swarm of metallic parasites. Every alarm light on the main console was lit up like a carnival ride gone wrong, flashing a dizzying array of yellows, oranges, and an angry, insistent red. The auxiliary thrusters, as Vera had so politely informed me, were indeed dead. The ship’s main systems, still running on emergency reserves and the sheer stubbornness of ancient durasteel, were barely responding to my commands.

	“Come on, you piece of junk!” I snarled, slamming my palm against the sluggish response panel. My left arm, the one with the cosmic roadmap, pulsed with a rhythm that felt suspiciously like a countdown to structural failure. The tattoo was humming, a low, unnerving frequency that seemed to bypass my ears and resonate directly in my teeth. It wasn’t painful in the same way the sedative aftermath had been, more like a constant, agitated vibration under my skin, as if the stars etched there were themselves screaming.

	The automatic bay doors of Dust-Mote’s derelict Bay 3 were glacially slow. I watched through the viewport as the station’s skeletal structure crawled open, revealing the star-dusted blackness of the Deluvian Reach. It felt less like a launch and more like being birthed from a giant, rusting metal womb.

	“Main thrusters to 15 percent!” I barked, wrestling the controls. The Kestrel bucked violently. A shower of sparks rained from the overhead console. “Not 1.5, not 50! Fifteen! Are you deaf and dying, you heap?”

	She responded with a reluctant, sputtering roar, slowly pushing free of the docking clamps. The station’s automated voice, crackling with interference, squawked: "Unscheduled departure detected. Unauthorized thruster activation. Prepare for impoundment."

	“Impound this, you obsolete toaster,” I muttered, kicking the foot pedals. The Kestrel shuddered, then lurched forward, bumping off the side of the bay with a sickening claaang that reverberated through the hull. I winced. That wasn’t going to help the atmosphere leak.

	My plan, if you could call it that, was rudimentary. Get out of the Deluvian Reach system. Find Doc Rourke. And pray to whatever gods still listened to desperate spacers that he wasn’t either dead, too drunk to remember his own name, or had finally gone full hermit in a cave somewhere. His ‘clinic’ was probably a glorified shack, but it was my only shot.

	The Deluvian Reach’s asteroid field was a navigational nightmare at the best of times. With half my thrusters dead and the primary manoeuvring systems stuttering, it was like trying to thread a needle with a busted grav-sled. I weaved through the debris, dodging chunks of rock that suddenly loomed out of the gloom, my hands a blur on the stick. Each near-collision sent a fresh jolt of adrenaline through me, momentarily eclipsing the phantom itch of the tattoo.

	“Reactor integrity… 35 percent and dropping!” a synthesized female voice, surprisingly chipper for a ship on its last legs, announced from the console. My own custom voice-mod, from a time when I had credits to waste. Now she just sounded sarcastic.

	“Yeah, I can see that, Brenda. Less commentary, more holding-together, please.”

	I could almost hear Kael and Vera chuckling. They didn’t need to be here to know I was struggling. They just had to wait. The very nature of the tattoo was their silent tracker, a beacon broadcasting my location with every pulse. It made my skin crawl. Silas Vorne hadn’t given me a gift; he’d painted a target on my back. And made it glow.

	After what felt like a lifetime of wrestling the Kestrel through the asteroid field, I finally reached the jump point. My fingers, slick with sweat, initiated the FTL sequence. The ship shuddered, the lights flickered, and for a terrifying moment, I thought the reactor was going to choose this exact second to give up the ghost. But then, with a familiar groan and a blinding flash, we were in jump space.

	The relative quiet of the jump tunnel was a welcome reprieve. I slumped back, taking a moment to wipe the sweat from my brow. The tattoo had flared again, a sharp, cold pain that quickly subsided into a dull thrum. It seemed to react more violently to entering jump space than to just being near a jump point, almost like a biological key turning in a cosmic lock.

	I had accessed the outdated nav-archives from Dust-Mote. Rourke’s last known coordinates were old, but they were a starting point: Xylos-7, in the Outer Fringe. A system barely on the charts, nestled amongst nameless nebula dust. It was a perfect hiding place for someone who didn’t want to be found. And Rourke definitely didn’t want to be found.

	Finding Rourke was going to be a puzzle unto itself. He wasn't exactly known for his digital footprint, given his… aversion to anything that could track or trace him. Most of his contacts were old-school, word-of-mouth, or long dead. I spent the next few cycles in jump, nursing the Kestrel and trying to dig deeper. My data slate was practically an antique, its processor sluggish, but it was what I had.

	I cross-referenced Rourke’s last known affiliation, a defunct exo-archaeology institute, with known black-market data brokers. I tried filtering for common aliases he might use, old code names, even specific phrases he was prone to muttering in a drunken stupor. Nothing. The deeper I dug, the more frustrated I became. It was like trying to find a single grain of sand on a thousand beaches.

	“This is easier than finding a decent cup of coffee in this quadrant,” I grumbled to myself, rubbing my eyes. “And that’s saying something.”

	The tattoo pulsed. Not violently this time, but with a persistent, almost hypnotic rhythm. It seemed to draw my gaze, not directly to coordinates, but to patterns. To anomalies in the data. Like a ghost in the machine, urging me to look closer, to see beyond the obvious.

	I followed its subtle prompts, frustrated but out of options. I started looking not for a direct address, but for ruptures in the data, for places where information was deliberately sparse or contradictory. Rourke was a paranoid old coot; he’d create digital noise, not silence.

	That led me down a rabbit hole of encrypted, peer-to-peer comms channels, frequented by data hoarders and conspiracy theorists. Most of it was garbage: warnings about shapeshifting corporate spies or pleas for credit donations to fund research into invisible space squids. But then, buried deep in a dead message board thread from five cycles ago, I found it. A passing mention, almost an aside, from a user with the handle 'Grav-Dust Guru': “Heard Rourke’s still got that little operation going out on the Xylos-7 fringe. Said he found some interesting micro-fauna in the old waste dumps. Poor bastard, probably drinking himself blind trying to make sense of it.”

	Xylos-7. The Outer Fringe. Old waste dumps. It was thin, but it was something. And the tattoo, which had been subtly thrumming during my search, now pulsed with a faint, almost triumphant beat. Bingo. Or, rather, bingo, you’re screwed, but at least you know where to go.

	“Alright, glow-map, you’re officially less useless than I thought,” I told my arm, a hint of grim satisfaction replacing the frustration. “Though your methods are still incredibly invasive.”

	The next jump was rough, pushing the Kestrel to her absolute limits. I had to divert power from life support to the FTL drive, hoping the atmosphere leak wouldn’t turn my cockpit into a vacuum chamber before we popped out. The ship shrieked in protest, the hull vibrating so violently I thought the rivets might start popping. The tattoo, instead of pulsing, seemed to go cold, a heavy, dead weight on my arm, as if its own internal energy was being drained by the effort. It was a chilling sensation.

	We emerged into the Xylos-7 system, battered but in one piece. The view was bleak. A dying yellow sun cast long, thin shadows across a cluster of barren, ice-dusted moons. Xylos-7 itself was a mottled grey-green sphere, pockmarked with craters and what looked like the decaying remnants of long-abandoned mining operations. No bustling spaceports, no glittering city-lights. Just desolation. Perfect.

	My long-range scans picked up a faint, barely detectable energy signature on the surface of Xylos-7. A small, non-standard power generator. Too small for a significant settlement. Just right for a recluse. It was located in a deep, shadowed canyon, near what looked like an ancient, collapsed waste reclamation facility. Classic Rourke.

	As I began my descent, guiding the Kestrel through the thin, methane-rich atmosphere, the atmosphere leak alarm went from intermittent to constant. The pressure warning on Brenda’s cheerful display glowed a furious red.

	“Pressure differential critical! Hull integrity at eight percent! Suggest immediate landing at nearest viable surface!” Brenda chirped, her voice still infuriatingly upbeat.

	“Thanks for the newsflash, Brenda,” I growled, wrestling the controls. The Kestrel was flying like a wounded grav-fish. The auxiliary thrusters, being entirely offline, meant precision manoeuvres were a joke. I was basically dropping her, hoping the main thrusters would kick in just enough to slow our descent before we became a new crater.

	The tattoo on my arm pulsed with a different kind of energy now, not just a guide, but a warning. It radiated a cold dread, a premonition of danger that wasn’t physical, but something… deeper. Something ancient.

	Suddenly, my long-range scanner flared. A faint, almost imperceptible contact. Far out, on the very edge of the system. Too faint to confirm, but the shape… sleek. Deadly. And moving with an unnerving purpose.

	The Shroud.

	My blood ran cold. They had found me. Again. They hadn't even given me a full cycle to breathe. Their tracking method, that damned tattoo, was terrifyingly effective. They had arrived with almost uncanny speed, clearly having followed the unique energy signature of the ink through jump space.

	“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I whispered, my voice raw. “How in the void did you get here so fast?”

	Vera’s voice, calm and precise, sliced through the Kestrel’s comms. Not through my internal comms, which were still dead, but a general frequency broadcast, loud and clear enough for any ship in the system to pick up.

	“Rennick. We detect your energy signature

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
