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Chapter 1 – Broken Docking Clamp, Broken Dreams

	 

	There’s a certain poetry in watching your ship try to dock with all the grace of a drunk spider in a wind tunnel.

	Sparks flew as the Wayfarer’s Wreck, yes, that’s her real name, and yes, I’m aware it’s asking for trouble, clanged into Lysenko Station’s external docking ring. Not glided, not eased, not even bumped. Clanged. Like a cowbell at a punk concert.

	“I told you,” I muttered through gritted teeth, slamming the controls hard left, “manual docking is a relic. Like DVDs. Or democracy.”

	The ship groaned in response. She does that sometimes. Groans. Moans. Hisses at me when I ignore a coolant leak for too long. If ships had emotions, The Wreck would be the mechanical equivalent of a long-suffering spouse who stopped believing in me three years ago but hasn’t quite filed the paperwork.

	Docking clamp finally caught. Hissed. Sealed. Status light blinked amber. Amber’s not great, but we don’t do great. We do “alive.”

	I shut the engines off with the delicacy of a man turning off a toaster that’s also armed. Lights flickered. The main display buzzed, then cut to black.

	“Perfect,” I said. “Nothing says welcome home like emergency lighting.”

	This was Lysenko Station. If you’ve never been, congratulations. Picture rust with ambition. It’s one of those outer Drift outposts that exists solely because people are too stubborn to move somewhere that hasn’t been half-eaten by vacuum.

	I pulled on my jacket, faux leather, multiple burn marks, one suspiciously gummy stain, and made for the hatch. The ship let out a small hydraulic sigh, like it knew I was leaving and was somehow relieved.

	“Try not to fall apart while I’m gone,” I muttered.

	A screen next to the door flickered. The ship’s aging AI, GRIT, tried to boot.

	“G-Good lu-zzzt, luck, Captain R-Renn.”
“Docking Fee: 3,400 credits deducted.”

	“Of course it is,” I sighed. “You’re more functional when you’re insulting me.”

	The hatch creaked open. Lysenko’s air hit me in the face like someone had microwaved a sock. Metallic, recycled, faintly spicy. And not in a good way.

	As I stepped out into the corridor, the gravity plating underfoot wobbled like it was questioning its career choices. A tall, underpaid dockworker in an exo-rig glanced at me, nodded with the general weariness of someone who’s seen one too many busted-up freighters limp in with their life support held together by duct tape and spite.

	“Don’t suppose you’ve got room for a discount fuel top-up?” I asked.

	He barked out a laugh. “Discount fuel went extinct last cycle, buddy. What’s your credit rating?”

	“I like to think of it more as a creative interpretation of fiscal responsibility.”

	He shook his head and waved me through. “Good luck surviving your next takeoff.”

	I grinned. “Luck is just poor planning that worked out.”

	✦

	The station hadn’t improved since my last visit. Still flickering lights. Still warped metal panels that looked one bad sneeze away from depressurizing. Still that weird smell that somehow managed to be both synthetic and fishy.

	I headed straight for Docking Hub 9, a glorified broom closet with a merc board, a currency exchange booth that stole more than it swapped, and a bar that served a drink called Engine Degreaser. It was blue, foamed like soap, and once removed the enamel from my left molar.

	Behind the counter was the bartender, Kojo, a man so wide he might technically be considered a moon. His arms were the size of my legs, and his eyebrows had more personality than most people I’ve dated.

	“Renn,” he said without looking up. “You owe me forty credits.”

	“I owe you a lot of people,” I said. “Gotta be more specific.”

	“For the drink you didn’t pay for. Last time. When you said, quote, ‘Put it on the tab of that guy who insulted your mother.’”

	I winced. “Right. That was funny though.”

	Kojo didn’t smile. “His mother’s dead.”

	I paused. “But not because of the drink, right?”

	He raised an eyebrow. “You want a job or a punch?”

	“Whichever one pays better.”

	Kojo slid a datachip across the counter. “Cargo haul. In-system. High pay. Low questions.”

	I narrowed my eyes. “You’ve just described a trap.”

	He shrugged. “Or an opportunity. Same thing, really.”

	I slipped the chip into my reader. Coordinates blinked up, a derelict science vessel adrift near the Charkov Belt. No registry logs. No attached faction. Just a payday.

	“Salvage?” I asked.

	Kojo poured himself a glass of something amber and probably flammable. “No one else took it. Weird sensor readings. Dead comms. One of those ‘spooky ghost ship’ gigs.”

	“So definitely haunted.”

	He grunted. “You want it or not?”

	I stared at the data. Something cold slithered down my spine, but maybe that was just my jacket’s cooling system malfunctioning again.

	“Yeah,” I said. “Load it in. I’ve been bored.”

	Kojo nodded. “Don’t die. I got money riding on you making it to at least chapter three.”

	“Wait, what?”

	He smiled, slow and ominous. “Nothing.”

	✦

	Back aboard The Wreck, GRIT was having a small existential breakdown.

	“Eng-eng-engine coil integrity at 62%.
Pilot caffeine levels: critically low.
Suggest mission abort. Or nap.”

	“I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” I said.

	“Forecast: soon.”

	I booted up the nav. Stars flickered across the console like glitter on an oil spill. The Charkov Belt twinkled just ahead in the Drift, unclaimed space, full of rocks, shadows, and secrets. The kind of place you go to vanish, die, or dump something that shouldn’t ever be found again.

	I stared at the waypoint.

	Ghost ships. Big pay. Low questions.

	And me, the idiot with just enough hubris to sign up for the worst idea in the room.

	I flicked the launch switch. The Wreck shuddered.

	And then we jumped.

	Right into whatever story the universe had written for me next.

	 


Chapter 2 – The Job Nobody Wanted

	 

	Turns out space has a lot in common with my dating history, cold, silent, and filled with things best left undisturbed.

	The Wayfarer’s Wreck emerged from hyperspace with a hiccup and a wheeze. That’s not metaphor. The ship actually wheezed. One of the oxygen pumps coughed like it had bronchitis. GRIT, ever the comfort, chimed in with his usual motivational flair:

	“Welcome to the Charkov Belt. Estimated odds of survival: 38%. Estimated odds of payout: 2%.
Updated pilot designation: 'Reckless Meatbag'."

	“I liked it better when you glitched out mid-sentence,” I muttered, guiding the ship through the ice-dusted nothingness ahead. The stars here felt… off. Dim. Like they were watching with one eye closed. Or dead behind the eyes entirely.

	I tightened the straps on my seat, more out of habit than safety. The Wreck’s safety harness had failed during the Third Short-Circuit Rebellion, also known as That Time I Installed My Own Wiring and Gave the Medbay Sentience. Long story. Still haven’t apologized to the toilet.

	“Alright,” I said aloud, more for myself than anyone else. “Let’s meet the ship nobody wants to meet.”

	The derelict was ahead of us, just a smudge on the scanner, floating in silence against the vast ocean of stars. The moment it came into view, my stomach did a slow-motion cartwheel.

	It was sleek, matte-black, with no visible damage, like it had been designed by someone who hated aesthetics and feared curves. No name painted on the hull. No beacon ping. No welcoming message on open channels. Just… there. Waiting.

	“Uh-huh,” I said. “Definitely haunted.”

	“Confirming: Ghost ship classification meets 5 of 7 parameters. Proceeding without pants is advised for maximum narrative tension.”

	“Pants are staying on, thanks.”

	“Disappointing.”

	The docking hatch was sealed tight. Not scorched, not cut, just… sealed. I used the Wreck’s external manipulator arm to knock, because I was raised polite. The only reply was silence. And a low static whisper in the background of my comms that definitely wasn’t ambient.

	I frowned. “Did you hear that?”

	“Negative. Likely auditory hallucination caused by elevated stress, caffeine withdrawal, or spiritual interference.”

	“Right. That third one’s new.”

	“Updating ship glossary: 'Ghosts – hypothetical post-organic energy residues with poor etiquette.'”

	I should’ve turned around. Cashed in what credits I had left. Found a nice asteroid belt somewhere to hide from debt collectors and eat rehydrated lentils until I quietly disassembled from existence. But no. I was Jace Renn. A man who once took a delivery job for “fireworks” and ended up transporting three kilograms of uranium and a live otter in a tactical vest.

	So I suited up. Pulled on the helmet. Activated the mag boots. And stepped into the void.

	✦

	The airlock on the derelict hissed open after I ran a basic bypass, a trick I’d learned from a bored pirate once who had an eye for electronics and a heart full of explosives. Inside, the ship’s corridor was dark, too clean, and completely wrong.

	No scorch marks. No blood. No signs of struggle. But no lights, no systems humming, no subtle vibrations of life support. Just sterile metal stretching out in front of me like the inside of a coffin.

	My breath echoed inside the helmet.

	“I’m just here for the cargo,” I whispered. “Not here to steal your ghost wife or avenge your murdered toaster.”

	The corridor opened into a central operations room. The consoles were intact. Monitors blank. One chair was tipped over, but even that felt staged. Like someone wanted me to think something had happened, but not know what.

	Then I saw it.

	A cryopod.

	Standing upright at the far end of the room, blinking faint blue. Frost webbed across its surface like veins. Inside, barely visible, a figure. Human, I thought. Female. And still alive, if the vitals readout was to be believed.

	I approached slowly.

	“Okay,” I said to no one. “Kojo’s job didn’t mention frozen people. I feel like that’s the sort of thing you put in the job description. ‘Haul cargo. May include sentient popsicles.’”

	I wiped a gloved hand across the cryo-glass. The figure’s face emerged beneath the ice. Pale skin. Dark hair. Lips slightly parted like she’d been mid-sentence when frozen.

	Then I saw the writing.

	Scrawled across the top of the pod in something that wasn’t ink, looked more like rust, but ran like blood, was a message, shaky and desperate:

	“DO NOT WAKE HER. DO NOT TRUST HER.”

	I froze.

	“Nope,” I said aloud. “Nope, nope, hard pass. This is where reasonable people run away and tell someone else. Or drink until they forget this part ever happened.”

	“Requesting update. Do we have cargo?”

	GRIT’s voice echoed in my comm. I stared at the pod. It beeped softly, almost peacefully, like it wasn’t aware of its own murder warning label.

	“I found something,” I said.

	“Excellent. Proceed with retrieval.”

	“She comes with a review.”

	“4 stars or less?”

	“More like ‘contains the potential downfall of civilization,’ but I didn’t see a Yelp rating.”

	I sighed. My hand hovered over the pod’s control panel.

	I knew what I should do. Leave it. Mark the location. Report it to someone who had ethics, funding, and maybe a backup team with laser rifles. But I also knew I wouldn’t. Not because I was brave. Or noble. Or stupid.

	No. I was broke. And desperate. And that pod was worth more than I’d see in a decade of honest hauling.

	I pressed the unlock sequence.

	The pod hissed, clicked, and began to thaw.

	“Here we go,” I said, watching the ice melt with the resigned expression of a man who’s just lit a match next to a fuel line because it was dark and he didn’t bring a flashlight.

	“Let’s meet the reason this job was on the bottom of the merc board.”

	 


Chapter 3 – Don’t Trust a Man with Two Eye Patches

	 

	Let me make one thing perfectly clear: if something comes out of a cryopod labelled DO NOT WAKE HER, and the first thing it does is sit up, draw a weapon, and aim it at your face, you're officially having a bad day.

	The pod’s glass receded with a hiss that sounded far too satisfied, like the ship itself was finally getting the drama it’d been waiting for. Frost spilled out in waves. The woman inside, dark hair plastered to her face, wearing a skin-tight black bodysuit that looked half tactical, half sleepwear, jolted upright as if yanked by invisible strings.

	Her eyes snapped open. Steel-grey. Cold and assessing. She moved with trained precision, no hesitation. One breath later and a pistol was in her hand, aimed dead-centre at my visor.

	“Hey,” I said, raising both hands, which, I want noted for the record, were very much empty. “Let’s skip introductions and jump straight to the part where I don’t die.”

	Her voice was rough from cryo, but sharp enough to cut hull plating. “Who sent you?”

	I blinked. “That’s a fantastic question. I’d love to answer it. As soon as you lower the ‘kill me now’ setting on your sidearm.”

	She didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch.

	That was when I noticed the tremor in her fingers.

	Not fear. Fatigue. Cryo sickness. I’ve seen it before, people wake up confused, disoriented, and occasionally violent. It’s the sci-fi version of waking up after three margaritas and a karaoke session involving interpretive dance.

	“You’re on my ship,” I said slowly, keeping my hands raised. “I found you. Floating in an abandoned research vessel, alone. No other life signs. Nothing in the logs. Just… you. And this message.” I turned my helmet slightly toward the smeared warning on the pod.

	She followed my gaze.

	Something shifted behind her eyes. Guilt? Recognition? Maybe gas. Cryo messes with the stomach too.

	She slowly lowered the gun.

	Not all the way. Just enough to let me breathe again.

	“…Where are we?” she rasped.

	“En route back to Lysenko Station. Sort of. I diverted when I found your ship. You’re on the Wayfarer’s Wreck. Try not to hold the name against her, she’s self-conscious.”

	Her eyes scanned the cryochamber, then darted to the still-flickering console panel next to me. She hit a few commands before I could stop her.

	“No offense, but maybe you shouldn’t…”

	The screen flashed.

	ERROR. MEMORY CORE LOCKED. USER: NYRA. CLEARANCE REQUIRED.

	She stared. “…Nyra.”

	“Your name?”

	She nodded slowly, eyes still fixed on the panel. “I think so. It called me that. But I don’t remember.”

	Ah. Amnesia. Of course. This job just keeps delivering. At this point, I was expecting her to also be a long-lost princess or an ancient clone designed to reboot civilization.

	Then again, given my luck, probably all of the above.

	“Nyra,” I said cautiously, “do you remember how you got frozen? Or what that ship was doing? Or why it had enough security countermeasures to make a warlord blush?”

	“I remember… light. Pain. A voice. Then cold.” She frowned. “And something trying to get in.”

	“In where?”

	She didn’t answer. Just swayed slightly on her feet.

	I reached out on instinct. “You okay?”

	She looked at my hand like I’d offered her a raw snake. Then, reluctantly, she took it.

	Her skin was cold, even through the gloves.

	“…Thanks,” she said, soft enough that I almost missed it. “I didn’t mean to aim at you. Protocol. Instinct. Whatever I was before this, I wasn’t… friendly.”

	“Same,” I said. “Except I was a freelance hauler with poor judgment and worse taste in food.”

	✦

	Back on the Wreck, GRIT was positively giddy.

	“Cryogenic passenger recovered. Congratulations, Captain Renn. You have collected an extremely volatile human collectible.
Suggested next action: containment. Or fire.”

	“She has a name,” I said, helping Nyra into the jumpseat near the nav console. “And for once, could you not sound like a horror movie trailer?”

	“New name registered: Nyra. Category: Possibly Dangerous Female Protagonist.”

	Nyra raised an eyebrow. “Your AI has a sense of humour.”

	“He thinks it’s sarcasm. I think it’s glitching personality matrices. We agree to disagree.”

	She gave me a look. Not trust, exactly. But curiosity. That was something.

	“I ran a scan on your vitals,” I said. “You’ve been in cryo for a long time. Years, probably. There’s minor neural degradation, some retrograde amnesia indicators…”

	“How do you know all that?”

	I tapped my chest. “Former scout pilot. Back before I got tired of military food and people yelling ‘Sir’ while shooting at me.”

	That earned the ghost of a smirk.

	“Also,” I added, “I once dated a medical tech. It didn’t last, but I kept the knowledge. And a weird rash.”

	She blinked. “Was that a joke?”

	“I like to think so.”

	Nyra leaned back, eyes closed. “What happens now?”

	“Well, Plan A was to drop you off at the station and collect a payday. But then I saw the message. ‘Do not wake her, do not trust her.’ Kind of puts a damper on the whole transaction.”

	“…You still woke me.”

	“Yeah. I’ve got a bad habit of doing the exact opposite of what common sense recommends.”

	Nyra opened her eyes again. “That’s going to get you killed.”

	I smiled. “Oh, it’s already tried. Several times. One time by a goat. Don’t ask.”

	We sat in silence for a moment. The ship hummed softly. Outside, the stars drifted past, cold and uncaring as always.

	Finally, she said: “There were others. On that ship. I can almost feel them. Like shadows I forgot how to see.”

	I swallowed. “There weren’t any life signs. No bodies. Just you. And logs corrupted beyond recognition.”

	Nyra looked down at her hands.

	“…Then they’re gone.”

	And just like that, the weight hit me

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
