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      The cell walls were slick with what must have been some sort of fungus. The dark, moist room was a breeding ground for it. The air filtration system sucked water out of the air and piped it to a recycling station in the sub-basement, but it didn’t do much if the pipe was cracked and poured the stale air into Ayala’s cell, like a giant holding her in cupped hands and breathing on her.

      She’d been in this particular dump for at least a week now. She had been moved so often that it was getting hard to keep track. Though she could say with all certainty that this was among the worst of her prisons.

      The giant’s breath had started to clog her lungs and grow thick in her throat. Her chest rattled, and her breath came out as a wheeze. Green slime dripped from a crack in the ceiling and ran down the walls, which were solid concrete—no windows. Not that there was anything for her to look at. Her hood had slipped as the guards escorted her from the ship. From the corner of her eye, she glimpsed her new home. A derelict mining station. A creature of jagged metal, eaten through by salt, gnawed on by time and neglect.

      She felt a kinship with it.

      They were out in the Deep Black. They were moving her further from Central. A little further from home with each transfer.

      The small window on the bottom of her cell door slid open. A metal tray with slop that looked too similar to the slime running down the wall skidded across the floor, coming to an eventual stop when it hit her ankle.

      The skin bruised in seconds. She cursed herself, her fragile body, weakened by months of dark holes and slop for food—when she was fed at all—and torture. Hot blades raked across her skin. Hours of questioning and mind games. The solitude.

      “Eat,” a voice yelled from the other side of the door. The guards were compassionate in the beginning, when they still had some respect for her, when they knew who she was. They’d been rotated out so many times, the newcomers wouldn’t know her at a glance anymore.

      “Fast,” the voice added. “You’ve got a visitor.”

      Ayala’s heart thumped against her ribs, which were painfully obvious through her skin. She reached for her face, running the tips of her fingers over the scars that sealed her left eye shut. A reminder of the last time she had a visitor.

      She imagined a bed of fresh greens and charcoal-roasted chicken with a pineapple glaze. It was summer in her mind. She sat beside a lake, waves gently lapping against the shore. A dog chased ducks away from their blanket, which was covered in the remnants of their picnic. Her companion’s golden hair falling over her shoulders, the failing sunlight glistening in her eyes. She didn’t have a name. Ayala didn’t want to give her one. She didn’t want the woman to become too real. Real things could be taken away, broken, killed.

      Ayala’s stomach clenched. She shoveled the food down, hoping to swallow it before the taste hit her. She banged on the door as hard as her starved muscles allowed. The panel at the bottom of the door slid open, and the guard took her tray.

      “Step back,” the guard said.

      Her knees screamed. Her ankles, her toes, her hips. Every joint struggled against her own insignificant weight. She was no threat to the people keeping her here. Not physically. They knew that. The orders, the restraints—they weren’t intended to shackle her physically.

      The door creaked open when she pressed herself against the back wall. Two guards entered. One kept his rifle trained on her as the other bound her wrists behind her back. Fresh waves of fire shot up arms.

      Even the dim lights in the corridor outside her cell were enough to burn her eyes. She squeezed them shut and waited for the tears to wash away the pain. A rifle muzzle stabbed into her back, urging her forward.

      She shambled forward like the living dead. They traveled fifty meters at most. By the time the guards sat her down in a carbon copy of her cell, save for the metal table in the center of the room, she was struggling for breath.

      They shackled her to a ring mounted in the center of the table. The door sounded like the death knell of a large land mammal as it slowly closed.

      The lights flickered overhead, something Shay now understood to be deliberate rather than a defect. It put her off balance, though balance was not something she had anymore, and not just as a result of her myopic vision and weak limbs.

      Everything was tilted—being sucked toward a darkness so black that vision, whether with one eye or two, could not detect it. She had found it hard to stand long before her current imprisonment, back even before Parallax, but only now did her legs actually begin to give out.

      Boots. The rhythmic tapping of boot heels on the march. She was in the academy suddenly. Days of naïve idealism, if there was any other kind, when she thought she had the power and the right to actuate change, to fight for something so grand that only a war could birth it.

      Some still lived in those days.

      The door took an eternity to open. An endless death song sounded in the cell and forced its way into Ayala’s ears.

      Colonel Maria Tirseer sat across from Ayala. Even in this level of hell, she was buttoned up, dictated by regulation and adherence so strict it bordered on reverence. She worshipped at the feet of protocol and plausible deniability, the duality of her militaristic religion.

      “Shay,” she said, taking pleasure in the use of the familiar. “I hope you’re well.”

      Her expression gave nothing away, but Ayala knew her well enough to notice the subtle changes in her voice. A tremble in the otherwise steady timbre. A slight elevation in pitch. She enjoyed this.

      Ayala had witnessed Tirseer interrogate many people throughout her long career. It was a business interaction. She needed something that her prisoner had. She found a way to trade for it or extract it. Then the interaction was done. This, Tirseer was relishing.

      “Quite,” Ayala answered with a smile and nod. “The accommodations are even better than the previous. You really shouldn’t put yourself out.”

      The nearly imperceptible twitch at the corner of Tirseer’s mouth told Ayala that she had irritated the colonel. That would sustain her more than her daily tray of slop.

      “Anything for you,” Tirseer said. “An officer of your standing deserves nothing but the best. Well, former standing.”

      Like a needle under Ayala’s fingernail.

      Tirseer produced a tablet from the leather bag at her feet. She entered her authorization code, pressed her thumb to the screen, and the mini-computer came to life.

      An ache flared in Ayala’s gut. Those small things about her former life cut more flesh from her bones than anything else. Those little amenities she took for granted, that had meant nothing in the moment, meant everything to her now. Being able to access the net, connect to everything through the United System servers from anywhere in the galaxy. Information at her fingertips.

      She knew nothing now. Her location. The status of the war. Whether the war even waged still. Her place in any of it.

      Tirseer soaked in Ayala’s despair, seeping from the former admiral like waste from a cracked sewer pipe. She scrolled through the tab with feigned leisure…until even Tirseer’s stone expression showed the slightest sign of microfractures.

      She laid the tab flat and spun it around for Ayala to see. Ayala, for all her exhaustion and waning will, refused to look at it. She was mostly a creature of spite now. No honor, no lofty goal to fight for other than making Tirseer eat dirt.

      “Though I appreciate the time out of my cell,” Ayala said, “I think I’d rather watch the slime roll down my wall than look at anything you have to show me.”

      Tirseer nudged the tab closer.

      The muscles in Ayala’s neck burned. They tired of holding her head so high.

      “We’ve discussed much during my visits,” Tirseer said. “I’ve learned all I need to about the Navy’s internal politics and operations, ship deployments, the status of fringe groups. I’m not here to discuss those. There’s something else I want to talk about.” The weight in her voice pulled Ayala’s chin down.

      The image on the tab was a cold knife in Ayala’s gut.

      “I want to talk about the Void.”
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      Fair winds and following seas.

      The words were carved into the wall above his door, so they were the last thing he saw before stepping out of his cabin and into his ship. The last thing he read before putting on the mantle of captain.

      A reminder.

      The door slid open and the charged air of the corridor hit him in the face. His quarters, all the crew’s quarters, were on the bottom deck along with engineering. The charge made his head swim for a second. He marched through the daze, undeterred. It had been almost debilitating when he first acquired the ship. The first month was spent doubled over with nausea. He nearly sold the ship or gutted it and rearranged the layout, but his engineer assured him there would be no long-term health effects.

      Speaking of…

      “Mornin’, Captain.” Alenna Byrne clapped Hepzah on the back as she passed. She had to squeeze between him and the wall to fit through the narrow corridor.

      Hep would have pulled away if there was space. He didn’t welcome the touch, but that was no fault of Byrne’s. He shirked away from most physical contact. She had no such compulsion. Quite the opposite.

      “Engine’s running like a lubed-up dream,” she said. “Give ya the full report at morning brief.”

      Byrne was the first crewmember Hep had recruited after acquiring the Fair Wind. For months, he was the only member of the crew, pacing its empty halls by himself, quietly contemplating next steps, charting his course.

      He now thought fondly of those times.

      He shook his head, trying to knock those thoughts aside. He didn’t dislike the bustle of the Fair Wind. After so many long months of gathering his crew and setting his ship to be as close as possible to the vision he held in his mind, it felt like home. Like the home he never had. The home he wished all the dirty pirate ships he bounced to and from would have been. But he did sometimes miss the solitude afforded by being a deckhand.

      He didn’t want to feel ungrateful. He had it. Everything he wanted. He closed his eyes and saw the words in his mind.

      Fair winds and following seas.

      The rest of the crew would soon emerge from their bunks. Hep walked as briskly as he could without breaking into a run down the corridor to the lift.

      The Fair Wind was a small clipper. Fast and maneuverable, it was the perfect type of vessel for traders and transporters. Hep knew he wanted a ship that would sell itself. He wasn’t a people person, the kind of smooth talker that could convince a potential client to hire him if they had any reservation at all. That was…well, not him.

      When a client said, “There’s a hundred traders bidding for this job. Why would I hire you over any of them?” Hep wanted to point to his ship as answer.

      It would navigate safely and quickly though asteroid fields, mine fields, junk fields, and warzones without risking the cargo. And it would be delivered on time. Always on time.

      He didn’t want a warship.

      Still, he wasn’t naïve. He knew that with the breakout of the war, he’d need the ability to defend himself. The Fair Wind had defensive and offensive capabilities—enough to survive an engagement with the Navy or the Byers or pirates. Survival was the objective. Not destruction.

      The lift was cramped and empty, which he welcomed. It felt comforting. It jumped up to the only other level of the small ship, and then shifted to the slide. It clipped along fast enough that Hep felt his guts pressed against his back. In all, it was a short trip from his cabin to the command center of the ship.

      The lift door opened directly onto the bridge—a small command center with enough space for only those needed to run the ship, five people at most.

      Byrne was already at her post running diagnostics on the ship, as Hep knew she would be. As chief engineer, she was thorough and wholly dedicated. “Morning, Cap’. Veer off for a trip to the head on your way? I’m half done with my morning checks already.” As a person, she was brusque and sometimes offensive. But her engineering skills outweighed any character flaws.

      Hep wasn’t surprised to see Byrne at her station. She seemed to take pleasure in being the first to report for duty. She at least enjoyed reporting before Hep. It was the other officer on deck that surprised him: his first officer.

      “Sigurd. You’re here early.”

      Sig didn’t look up from the local scanners. “Something I wanted to check on.” It came out mostly as a grunt with a little voice underneath.

      When Sig did not elaborate, Hep prompted some explanation. “Care to expand a little?”

      Sig scratched his chin, head still down, looking like he hoped that if he stared at the map hard enough, he could transport himself to one of the little blips. “Faint radio signature. Akari picked it up last night. Said it was cutting in and out.”

      “Anything to worry over?”

      Using his thumb and forefinger like a pincer, Hep zoomed in on the location of the signature. “The signature cut out completely an hour ago. Last came from near this location. No SOS. No personal message. Probably just a satellite on the fritz, sending out the signal that it needs repair.”

      Hep raised the list of known operators in the sector. They were sailing through disputed territory, though the Byers Clan would likely take it soon enough. They had already tipped the scales in their favor, but independent operators like Hep still worked the area. They posted satellites to boost their comm signals. One of the most common contracts the Fair Wind picked up was collecting derelict satellites for scrap merchants.

      “The Cannery Crew, maybe?” Hep said, scanning the list.

      Sig shook his head. “They bugged out a couple days ago. After Byers split that Navy cruiser in two. They saw the winds change, and they’re not well-liked by the Byers.”

      Hep shrugged. “Do your best to identify it, but don’t waste too much time doing it.”

      Sig nodded but didn’t answer verbally.

      “I’ll help him with it,” Akari said as she entered the bridge. Akari Morris seemed both the most qualified to be on the ship and the most out of place. She came from a family of sailors. Her father was an officer in the United Navy, and her mother had been a captain in the fleet of a small planet along the edges of the Deep Black before they were co-opted. Akari was more at home on a ship than she was on any planet, but her Navy upbringing sometimes clashed with her current setting.

      “Rendezvous in the comm lab after the briefing,” Akari said to Sig.

      “Was hoping to eat breakfast first.”

      Akari didn’t respond, but Sig knew what she was thinking. Mission critical operations take priority over all personal matters, including eating. It wasn’t officially Navy protocol, just one of those sayings that got drilled into you during your first tour.

      “But I guess I could eat in the comm lab.” He looked away from Akari, not wanting to see her cringe at the thought of crumbs falling on her console.

      Hep browsed through the agenda that Alenna had prepared. “Anything else?”

      Items turned red and then faded away as Alenna addressed them. Billing completed for the previous cycle. New work orders issued. Threat assessment for the sector.

      “Byers will push the Navy out by the end of this billing cycle.” She raised her calendar on the monitor. The final day of the cycle was highlighted in yellow. Two weeks away. “Navy ship movements show that they’re well aware how screwed they are. They’re pulling out without much fuss. I don’t anticipate hostility on their way out.”

      Hep nodded. “Then we should follow suit. Wrap up any loose ends then plot our course for the next cycle. Work up an updated job roster.”

      “On it, Cap’,” Alenna said with an exaggerated salute.

      The crew split, each taking to their tasks.

      Hep sat in his captain’s chair in the center of the bridge. It still felt odd to him, the leather against the skin of his forearms, the controls at his fingertips. The authority.

      The rest of the morning passed routinely. They collected two satellites, worked up a work plan for their final days in the sector, and plotted their next steps after pulling out. Quiet. Easy. Two things Hep had also failed to grow used to. He hated admitting it to himself after everything, but he was growing tired of it—the quiet. He couldn’t remember wanting anything other than a normal life since he was left alone on the street. He finally had it. And it was boring.

      The routine was like a safety blanket at first. Now it was like a full set of clothes as he swam, pulling him down to the bottom of the lake.

      He was about to turn over control of the bridge to the computer as Sig approached, with that stoic look he’d been wearing these last few months. He said nothing, but it was a different silence than he’d recently taken to. It felt full of something other than despair.

      “You have something for me, Chief?” Hep said. “Or were you just looking to stand uncomfortably close?”

      Sigurd cleared his throat. “Akari analyzed the radio signal. She thinks she determined the source.”

      “You don’t sound so sure.”

      Sig cleared his throat again. It sounded like he was scraping a garden rake along a paved road. “I’ve never had reason to question Akari. Even now her analysis looks sound. I don’t see where it could have gone wrong.”

      “But you seem determined to conclude that it has.”

      “Her process is solid. It’s the conclusion that I’m having trouble with. I don’t see how it’s possible.” He scrolled through his tablet, double-checking the findings again as though they might have changed since checking them just seconds earlier. “It was an SOS. Not a satellite. A ship.”

      “But it went dead. Was it shut down manually?” Hep assumed it had to have been. The lifecycle of a ship’s SOS system was years unless it suffered catastrophic damage.

      Sig shrugged, confusing Hep. It wasn’t exactly an insignificant detail.

      Irritation crept into Hep’s voice. “Well, is it something we need to respond to or not? Are there sailors dying out there as I wait for you to finish your report?”

      Sig stared intently at his tablet, eyes unfocused, like he was looking at it only to keep from looking at Hep.

      “For the love of the void, Sig, what the hell is—”

      “It’s the Black Hole. The SOS is coming from the Black Hole.”
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      The glare of the triple star cluster reflecting off the expeditionary fleet was blinding. Mao squinted into it, trying to distinguish the shape of one ship from the next, but it all seemed like one blob of light. The sensors detected three ships where his eyes could not. The small force that Taliesin Mao was charged with leading into the Inferni Cluster. He was to chart the cluster and determine its potential value to the United Systems.

      So that it could be taken and used for the war effort.

      His stomach churned.

      “Incoming from the Forager, sir,” Graeme said.

      “On screen.”

      Captain Horne was a haggard portrait of the man he’d been just a month ago. His eyes were bloodshot and surrounded by purple, sagging skin. His words lacked the clarity and preciseness expected of a captain. But his state was not uncommon among the expeditionary fleet. Nor the Navy overall.

      “Nothing,” Horne said, his head tilting to the side like he might fall asleep. “The cluster is screwing with our sensors. Even from this far in, we can’t get clear readings.” The Forager was deeper into the cluster than any ship had ever ventured. It was a small ship, built for exploration and equipped with radiation shields. Even with its protections, however, no ship could stay inside a cluster of stars for long.

      “Then pull out,” Mao ordered. “We’ll regroup and determine our next steps.”

      Another face appeared onscreen. “I believe I’ll make that determination.” Calibor’s intense stare was an unwelcome—but not unexpected—sight. “As the ranking captain on this expedition.”

      He took every opportunity to remind the others, especially Mao, that he was the ranking captain. He was given command of the Illuminate after Jeska was promoted to a command position in Central. A position made available by the absence of Shay Ayala. Jeska then saw fit to promote her former XO to force commander for this mission. “He was a natural fit,” Jeska said.

      “Bullshit,” Delphyne had said when she heard the news. “He’s a grunt. You’ve had more experience in the Deep Black than three Calibors.”

      “But no more experience as a captain,” Mao answered.

      “Horne or Bigby, then,” Delphyne said. “Both Deep Black captains and both a better choice by leagues. This is a clear example of favoritism.”

      “I’ve never known Captain Jeska to be anything other than fair.” Mao had known her a long time. He liked her despite her jagged edges. He had experience serving under people with jagged edges.

      He believed Calibor’s appointment came from higher up than Jeska. And there were only a handful of people above her. What concerned Mao was the logic behind the appointment. Delphyne was right—Calibor was a grunt. A man much more suited to leading away missions than expeditionary forces. So, if those in charge chose him over a field of vastly more qualified candidates, there must be a reason.

      The suspicion led to a deep distrust of the man. Added to the general dislike.

      “Run your scans one more time,” Calibor ordered Horne. “Then rendezvous with the rest of us at the edge of the cluster.”

      Horne appeared to sigh, though it could have just been exhaustion. “Aye, sir.”

      Both Horne and Calibor disappeared.

      Delphyne scoffed. “Jackass.”

      “I’ll remind you to comport yourself like an officer of the United Navy while serving as such aboard my ship, XO Delphyne.” It was intended as a reprimand but lacked the fury. Mao fell into his captain’s chair. The chair he’d long dreamed of occupying. Now that he’d changed his position among the Royal Blue’s crew, he wished only to change the position of the universe around him.

      “I’m not so sure I know how an officer of the United Navy should conduct herself anymore,” Delphyne retorted.

      Mao would have ignored her insolence had it not drawn the attention of the bridge crew. “If you choose to continue conducting yourself as you have been, then I suggest you brush up on the comportment of officers undergoing court-martial.”

      Delphyne bristled. Several crew members stifled laughter.

      A jolt of anxiety shot through Mao’s body, a quick flash of lightning that lit a familiar fear. He shot out of his chair and marched off the bridge. “XO, with me.”

      Mao stormed off the bridge and took his first left, not stopping until he entered the briefing room. He turned on his heel so abruptly that Delphyne nearly crashed into him.

      He studied her. Her shoulders slouched forward. Her chin hung low. Her eyes were dulled of interest, lids heavy with the apathy of adolescence. Her attitude enraged him. To have a member of his crew act so inappropriately. But worse, she was the best of them. She could captain her own ship in three years. She could be admiral in a decade more. And she was throwing it away. For sentiment.

      “He’s gone.”

      Delphyne’s drowsy eyes shot open. “Who’s that?”

      “Whoever it is that’s making you act like a lovesick child.” He knew the comment was uncalled for as soon as it left his mouth.

      Delphyne tensed, her once-sleepy eyes now fiery with anger. “I don’t care if you are my captain, Mao, you say something like that to me again and I’ll—”

      “You’ll what, Anissa? Hit me? Challenge me to a duel? Commit some other act of treason? Like it or not, you are still an officer in the United Navy, and there are regulations that must be followed. Or you will face consequences.”

      Delphyne brushed the threat aside like it was a fly in her face. “Does any of that matter anymore? Does any of it mean anything?”

      “Why wouldn’t it?”

      She laughed. It was filled with pity, like laughing at a child desperately clinging to childhood myths. “Because of Ore Town.”

      The name was like a drill in Mao’s ear. A piercing sting punching into his brain. When pulled free, everything he’d kept inside came leaking out. Every ounce of composure. But he retained some self-control and kept from screaming in his XO’s face. Though he did not hide the fact that he wanted to.

      A self-satisfied smile crept across Delphyne’s face followed quickly by guilt at feeling pleasure in Mao’s uncharacteristic anger.

      “That place is a crater.” Mao swallowed the rage-flavored lump in his throat.

      “That crater changed everything.”

      “It started a war. It holds no relevance beyond that.” Even Mao wasn’t swayed by his own words. The same empty words distributed daily by Central for the first year of the war. Before all mention of Ore Town ceased completely. It was barely a footnote now. Merely the spark that ignited long-simmering tensions. Not the ideological implosion that all who were there knew it to be.

      Delphyne stared through Mao, like she was trying to burn a hole in the hull. “If I thought you truly believed that, I would resign right now.”

      Mao didn’t refute her.

      Her eyes focused on Mao’s. He was struck by how volatile they were. A star going nova one moment, a serene spacescape the next. No longer the steady moons on the horizon. “I’m not some naïve child. I don’t think of Bayne as some folk hero. I knew him better than most. I know how flawed he was, how broken, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t have a point.”

      Mao continued the ideological discussion with himself long after it became clear how unsafe it was to have aloud. Was the United Navy right in its siege of Ore Town? Was Parallax right in seizing it to begin with, in attempting to create his utopia free of Navy and Byers control? Was there any freedom left in the systems? And down he would plunge into the abyss of doubt and endless reflection.

      Mao pinched the bridge of his nose, hoping to dam the tide of thoughts. “Acknowledging such is akin to treason.”

      “And that’s okay with you?”

      “That’s irrelevant. This is no longer Drummond Bayne’s ship. But I fear his influence remains.” He met Delphyne’s nova eyes. “If needed, I will scrub the Blue of that influence. He will no longer affect how I or this crew carries out our duty.”

      With a look, he dismissed his XO, who left with heavy feet and a fiery gaze.

      Mao sank into the chair at the head of the briefing room table. Bayne’s shadow fell heavy on the ship. It fell even heavier on Mao. The man had been his friend once. Maybe not in the end. Though Mao liked to think that he and Bayne could have mended their tattered relationship given the chance. He scoffed at the thought. What possible chance could have arisen even if Bayne was still alive?

      Mao didn’t allow himself to think of Bayne as an enemy. Parallax was his enemy. Bayne committed treason. He betrayed the Navy. He went rogue. But Mao wouldn’t classify Bayne as his enemy. Maybe Tirseer was. A colonel in the United Protectorate. A military leader of the United Systems. Mao’s black and white world was suddenly blindingly flush with color.
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      Morale onboard fluctuated like a cosmic storm. Clouds of gas bursting and contracting, searing and freezing from one second to the next. It was at a low now. The crew had wanted to put the Inferni Cluster behind them and advance to the welcome promise of shore leave ahead. Mao told them they would all get a week’s leave after this mission. Stupid mistake. Never dangle something like that; it can always be taken away.

      Making the situation worse was that the crew had nothing to do but wait. Horne and the Forager were doing all the work.

      Delphyne’s run-in with Mao still stung. Despite all her frustration, she still respected Taliesin more than anyone. His stalwart adherence to protocol ruffled some—it had been the main source of conflict between him and Bayne—but she admired it. Bayne always dismissed it as the easy way out of a moral dilemma. Delphyne saw it differently. She knew Mao to be a moral man, a man of staunch belief. To be able to subjugate those beliefs in the name of duty was far from easy.

      Still, it was a pain at times.

      The eyes on the bridge seemed heavier than the mood. Three hours had passed since Calibor told them to stay put. Three hours of staring down at the tips of their own noses, hoping for something to happen, anything to break up the monotony.

      When something finally did happen, Delphyne cursed herself for wishing away the uneventful hours.

      Captain Horne appeared on screen, his face distorted by static and urgency. His voice came through in broken spurts. “…peat, this is Captain Horne…immediate assistance…”

      Delphyne jumped to her feet. She looked to the captain’s chair, forgetting that Mao was in his cabin getting some much-needed rest. “Alert the captain. Graeme, clean up this transmission.”

      “Aye,” Graeme answered.

      “Captain Horne, repeat your message,” Delphyne said. “What is your status?”

      The screen flickered. The image pulled together, holding the view of the Forager bridge like a bomb about to burst.

      Blood streamed from a cut above Horne’s left eye, coloring half his face red. Sparks rained down from the ceiling behind him. The Forager bridge was cast in the dull glow of emergency lighting.

      “We are dead in the water,” Horne said. “Engines are offline. Weapon systems are down. No idea what hit us, but it came hard and fast. No warning. Nothing. Just…” His voice trailed off.  His eyes glossed over.

      “Horne,” Delphyne said loudly. His eyes refocused. “Escape pods.”

      “They wouldn’t survive the cluster. The Forager’s shielding is the only thing keeping us alive. The pods would implode at the first gravity well they encountered. Or melt from radiation surges.”

      “Lock on to the Forager’s location.” Had she the time, Delphyne would have relished the authority in her voice, savored how it felt on her tongue. “And ready all rescue boats.”

      “Belay that,” came a more authoritative voice from behind her.

      “Captain on deck,” Delphyne said.

      Mao stepped onto the command platform and studied Horne’s face. A grim look passed between them. “You have no visual on the enemy?”

      “No,” Horne answered. “Our scanners are wonky. The rat bastards must be hiding somewhere in the cloud. They know what they’re doing.”

      A knot tied in Delphyne’s gut. She knew the protocol. She knew the orders playing in the back of Mao’s mind.

      “Alert the force commander,” Mao said. Acid surged in Delphyne’s belly. “Then get engineering on some workable solutions.” He looked to Horne. “We’ll pull you out. Hang tight.”

      Horne acknowledged with a nod then ended the transmission.

      Mao’s voice dropped to a whisper. “XO, hold off on alerting Calibor. Just for a few minutes.”

      She could see the unease in the lines forming around his eyes. “Aye, sir. The cluster has been wreaking havoc on our comms. It may take a while to recalibrate and ensure a secure transmission. Operational security is of the utmost importance.”

      The unease only flared. Delphyne called for Graeme to follow as she marched off the bridge.

      “Is something wrong, XO?” Graeme asked in his trembling voice. “I can patch a call through to the Illuminate on the bridge.”

      “We aren’t calling the Illuminate. I need your help with something else.”
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      There have been few ships in the Systems whose reputation exceeds that of its captain. The Screw Loose was known for navigating the Strait of Altoor, the only ship of its time deft enough to avoid the explosive and dense asteroid fields. The Grandeur, a truly desperate-looking hunk of metal, was fondly remembered as the most ironically-named ship. One could look at it sternly and expect it to fall apart, but it proved crucial in the Battle of Harper’s Bay in the later days of the Ranger Wars.

      You’d be hard-pressed to find any who could list either ship’s captain. It was the machine that loomed large. The captain was merely a passenger.

      The Black Hole didn’t exactly fit that category. Its captain was equally infamous, but the ship itself was wrapped in its own mythology. Its time with Parallax was just one era in its legendary saga. Aside from its size, being among the largest on record, it sported the most destructive battery of weapons known. Its arsenal alone violated arms treaties just by existing. Using it turned every crewmember into the most wanted criminals in the United Systems. Some believed the ship predated the formation of United Systems, dating even before the Ranger Wars and the reign of the warlords. Its time with Parallax, and its end, were only slivers of its history.

      But that was the power of mythology. Spinning a story from a grain of truth until it’s so expansive you don’t know what’s real and what isn’t.

      And that was why Hep didn’t order Sig to sickbay for observation. “Say that again, Chief?”

      Sig scratched at a scar on his chin. “The Black Hole. The transmission is coming from the Black Hole.”

      Hep waited for the punchline. It didn’t come. “You care to explain a little? Like maybe how in the hell that could be possible? I seem to remember that ship blowing up, destroying an entire moon and almost wiping out an armada. I remember because I was in that armada at the time. You were too, as I recall.”

      Sig put up a hand, halting Hep’s rambling. “Akari ran the signal through the database three times. It came back a match three times. That transmission is coming from the Black Hole. Can’t say how, just that it is.”

      Hep paced the bridge, weaving across the floor like a drunk. Sailors stepped out of his path as he showed no sign of taking their existence into consideration. “That’s not— I mean, it just isn’t…” He spun, throwing his arms out in a fit of exasperation. “How? I mean, just how? I saw it explode. I felt the heat from its core as it melted down.”

      “Maybe its comm system survived the blast,” Akari offered. “Or part of it, at least. Enough to maintain a signal.”

      “Even if that were the case,” Hep said. “Ore Town is leagues away, damn near the other side of the system. How did the ship get way out here?”

      No one offered an answer.

      Hep sunk into himself as he paced the command platform. Of his crew, only he and Sig had been at Ore Town. Only they had seen the behemoth that was the Black Hole. The devastation that it caused both in life and death. The others knew it by reputation only, and reputation had a way of clouding people’s judgment.

      “We need to investigate this,” Akari said.

      “No.” Hep’s command rang with finality. But his crew’s judgment was fully infected by lore.

      “We need to understand how this is possible,” Akari returned.

      “You need to understand how this is possible,” Hep answered. “I do not. I need to get out of this sector before the Byers Clan floods in.”

      Sigurd stepped in close, pressed his shoulder to the captain’s, and spoke so only he could hear. “Your chambers?”

      Hep nodded. “Byrne, you have the bridge.”
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        * * *

      

      He shouldn’t have agreed to meet in his cabin. His cabin was the one place aboard the Fair Wind where work did not enter. Hep had been adamant about that from the beginning. He needed a place to himself, a place that was meant for rest and rest alone. He was breaking his own rule.

      “We need to follow this.” Sig’s jaw was tight and voice grim.

      Hep stared down at his desk, at the bottle of black rum sitting on it. He’d bought it on a whim from a market in the Alloy Belt. Nostalgia. He wasn’t a drinker.

      Sig’s jaw didn’t slacken. The rest of his body only followed suit. “Track the signal. If it really is the Black Hole—”

      “It isn’t.” Hep felt more like he was reassuring himself rather than stating fact. “It can’t be.”

      “We’ve seen strange things out here.”

      “Strange. Not impossible.” Hep ran it over in his head. The explosion. The blinding light followed by sudden, all-encompassing darkness. Nothingness. Bayne gone. Wilco…

      “The engine cores.” Sig stroked his chin, reminding himself of the most important detail. “That many in the belly of the ship. You’re right. I don’t see how anything could have survived a blast like that.”

      Was Sig some sort of master manipulator or was it just human nature to be contradictory? “But you’re right,” Hep relented. “The signal. We can’t just ignore it. But we go in with our eyes open. This isn’t a rescue mission. That wasn’t an SOS. If I were to guess, somebody is running Parallax’s colors up the pole, seeing who responds.”

      “Trying to rally any surviving pirates?”

      Hep shrugged. “Either that or it’s a trap of some kind. They cloned the signal and are dangling it out there to see who bites. Maybe some remnants of Parallax’s fleet out for revenge. Either way, I want a full assault team ready by the time we track the source.”

      Finally, Sig relaxed. The thought of gearing up put him at ease.

      “Get Akari working on tracking it.”

      “Aye, sir.” Sig only ever called Hep ‘sir’ when he agreed with the order Hep gave at the time.

      Why was Sig so determined to track this signal? Sigurd probably wanted to find that it was a rallying call, Hep thought. He wanted to find a nest of pirates, the last few in the system, and eradicate them like they were rats in the wiring. He’d lost something in the battle of Ore Town, though he would hardly admit it. Sig didn’t talk about the fight, let alone the aftermath.

      And that was fine with Hep. He preferred the ordeal be forgotten. At least, left unspoken.

      He dreamed, that night, that he was floating in space. Half-dream and half-memory, dredged up from the pits of his mind, inhabited by a stew of things he tried to forget. He floated past his dead parents. Hep only knew them to be his parents because it was woven into the narrative of the dream, something he just knew to be fact. His parents’ actual faces had long since faded from memory. Even had he remembered them, these two people were little more than charred corpses.

      He pushed his way past the debris, charred and jagged scraps of hull, the ripped apart innards of a ship. The cables and circuits mingled with sinew and flesh, moist pieces that once held a large creature together. He felt the heat seep through his suit, like he was wading through a swamp, all moist air. Machine and animal had merged. Hulking behemoths of metal and bone swam through the cosmos of this dreamscape, in another unseen part of it. Here, they were all dead, and in pieces.

      He was searching for something. Not just a scrapper like he was in the waking world, picking through the wreckage for something useful. He was wading through this cemetery with something specific in mind. Something not dead.

      A chunk of bloody hull drifted out of his path to reveal the small, whole body of a man ten meters away. He looked like a shadow, silhouetted by the star shining behind him. Urgency coursed through Hep’s body. It urged him forward, but urgency in dreams was always counterproductive. The more he tried to rush forward, the less able he was to do so. He spun in place like a rodent on a wheel.

      The man came to him instead, sensing his desperation. As the figure neared the floundering captain, the shadow took form. Hep recognized the suit, the contrast of red and black, the colors of Parallax’s fleet. Color drained from them only to return as a cold blue, the color of ice. The helmet’s faceplate was frosted over, hiding the face of the man inside. The arm shot forward, hand tightening around Hep’s throat.

      Hep’s suit was gone. He was exposed to the void. No, he was inside now. Fleshy steel walls surrounded him. He had been swallowed. The shadow undid its helmet with its free hand. It dropped to the floor with a wet sound. The shadow’s face was both familiar and new, a patchwork, a combination of people Hep had known. Every person he had lost to the void. Every person lured away by the darkness.

      The shadow stabbed forward, piercing Hep’s chest with its hand, grabbing his heart and freezing it.

      Hep woke gasping, his shirt caked to his back.

      The comm chimed on his desk. “Go.”

      “Akari traced the signal,” Sig said. “The source is a few hours from our present location.”

      Hep looked at the bottle of black rum, stared at it like it was an idol, a god statue that held some answers. “Set a course. Then gather your team in the briefing room.”

      The bottle haunted him. So many ghosts he had to contend with. It was time to put at least one of them to rest.
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      Oliver Graeme was nothing if not predictable. In a time when it seemed like absolutely nothing ever was, it was a comfort to know exactly how he was going to react in any situation.

      “No. No, I won’t do that. I can’t. It is one hundred percent against protocol.”

      Delphyne smiled. So comforting. “So is disobeying a direct order from a superior.”

      Graeme’s eyes darted from side to side as he sorted out the logic. “Not if the direct order is unlawful. A subordinate has the right, the duty, to disobey and report breach of protocol up the chain of command.”

      Delphyne placed her hand on Graeme’s shoulder. He winced like the gesture burned. “Graeme. Oliver. Ollie. The next rung up the chain of command is Captain Mao. Do you think I’d act against his orders?” She continued before he had a chance to answer. “You’d have to jump up another level. Report this to force command. And you know as well as I do that Calibor is an ass and a puppet. He’s Tirseer’s man. They’re looking for a reason to ax Mao and replace him with another of Tirseer’s people. Do you want to serve under her thumb?”

      “Colonel Tirseer is Interim Director of the United Navy.”

      “Exactly. Interim. Tirseer is the Director of the Protectorate. A ground soldier. Black ops. A spy who speaks deception as a second language. You listen to the chatter. You’ve heard how things have changed since she took charge. The protocols are changing.”

      In the months since her appointment, Colonel Maria Tirseer had dragged the Navy from the black and white world of mission protocol into the gray area of espionage. Some among the admiralty thought her brand of leadership was exactly what was needed during wartime. Brutal, uncompromising. But there were others who longed for the leadership of Shay Ayala. Someone who clung to the ideals upon which the United Systems were founded, as lofty as they seemed, while your shipmates were getting sucked into the void through a hull breach.

      Oliver Graeme was one of those people. He was a stickler for protocol, but he was also an idealist. “I do not wish to serve under the likes of Calibor.” He spoke with complete confidence, but something still seemed to cause him discomfort, like a morsel caught in his throat.

      “As I assumed.” Delphyne pointed to the communications array, the central hub of all communications for the entire ship. “Then I need you to set up a black channel. I have the frequency.”

      She had committed the frequency to memory and immediately destroyed the message containing it. For nearly a year, she had kept it locked in her head, repeating it occasionally to ensure it was not lost. She had hoped never to use it, to never need it.

      “Done,” Graeme said. “I’ve rerouted the channel through a dozen satellites from three different networks and layered it with three levels of encryption. There is no one in the Systems aside from me who could crack it. Your black channel is ready.”
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        * * *

      

      The bridge was thick with tension. Every second that passed put the crew of the Forager closer to death. What remained of the crew, anyway. Horne was unable to provide a count of the casualties. But judging from the damage he described, Mao estimated that it had to have been at least half of those aboard.

      His face burned with the shame of running a cost/benefit analysis, weighing the lives of his crew against those of his fellow sailors. But that was the weight of the captaincy. The burden. He was already regretting his decision to offer aid. That first shovelful of dirt that would soon grow to be his own grave.

      “Anything on scans?”

      The officer manning sensors did her best to hide her displeasure at being asked the same question repeatedly. However, her best was not very good at all. “No, sir.”

      Mao squirmed in his chair. Before he could add anything, the woman said, “I will alert you to any changes, Captain.”

      Delphyne stepped back onto the bridge carrying an air of accomplishment. She winked at Mao as she took her place at her station, cementing her status as one who completely lacked in subtlety. Graeme looked like he would be ill. Mao nodded at his comms officer, trying to assure the man that he appreciated his discretion and his trust, but Graeme would not meet his eye.

      Mao became suddenly, oddly aware of the captain’s chair beneath him. It seemed to press against him, like it was alive and it wanted to oust him.

      Expectation mingled with the tension in the air. After an hour, that expectation bore fruit.

      “Incoming communication,” Graeme said. His shoulders slumped with a sigh. “From a salvage ship. Designate: The Bucket.”

      Graeme’s sigh carried through the bridge, washing the entire crew in irritation.

      Mao steeled himself before saying, “Put him through.”

      A face hidden mostly under beard appeared onscreen. He looked to have just crawled out from the guts of an engine—wires coiled around his forearm, hair matted in globs of oil, skin pocked with small red burns.

      “Horus,” Mao said. “You’re a long way from anything.”

      The glee on Elvin Horus’s face was that of a child in on a secret. He knew that Santa didn’t exist while the other kids in the room looked up at the sky on Christmas Eve night. “I was in the area. A little birdy came chirping through my comms that someone was in trouble. Had I known it was you, I wouldn’t have bothered.”

      “It isn’t me. It’s Horne.”

      Horus showed no sign that he was in on the joke. He did an admirable job of feigning surprise. “That’s a different story. Horne and me go back a little. A good man. What’s the situation?”

      Mao filled him in, though he was already aware of the details. Horus leaned back, more of his body becoming visible onscreen. His time running his own salvage ship had cut him into a hard-bodied hulk. The fat that hung on his bones the last time Mao had seen him was gone. As was the last remnant of the decorum of a Navy officer that was beaten into Horus when he joined after the Ranger wars.

      “That’s a right storm you’ve flown into.” He twirled a finger through the coarse, red hair of his beard. “Lucky for you I’ve outfitted my ship with some intense radiation shielding. The Bucket is the greatest Deep Black salvager there is.”

      “No, it isn’t,” Mao said.

      “Well, it’s the closest, anyway. You want my help or not?”

      Even knowing Horus would be arriving to help, Mao was hesitant to accept. He had no choice, and he knew it. Taking the matter to Calibor would only result in abandoning Horne and his crew to die in the cluster. Mao could swallow his pride to save a comrade. He didn’t need to like it, though.

      “Yes,” Mao said, jaw tight.

      Horus clapped his hands. “Splendid. Suppose we should hash out the details. Your ship or mine?”
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      One would be forgiven for assuming there was a bomb hidden somewhere on the bridge of the Fair Wind. The crew was frozen in the sort of tension birthed from an impending violent disturbance. From knowing that violence was coming and being unable to avoid it. Bracing for the impact.

      They stared out the viewport as though looking at a wall they were about to slam into.

      “Akari?” Hep’s voice was barely above a whisper.

      “Two klicks. The source should be visible.” All they could see in front of them was a field of rock and ice, giant chunks, any one of which was sizable enough to decimate the ship on impact. “It must be hidden from view.”

      “Can you pinpoint the source? Get us an exact location?”

      Akari shook her head. “The field is radiating a strong magnetic pulse. It’s interfering with our scanners. I can narrow it to a certain radius but can’t get an exact location.”

      Sig grunted. “Perfect setup for an ambush.”

      “Agreed,” Hep said. “How do we mitigate the risks?”

      Sig stroked his chin as he paced. “Send a scout? One of the puddle jumpers? It can maneuver through the field more nimbly. If the field is messing with our scanners, then it’s messing with the scanners of whoever might be hiding in there. A single pilot ship should stay hidden. If it does get spotted, it’d be more able to get out of there without taking a hit.”

      “I suppose you’re volunteering,” Hep said.

      His XO nodded.

      Hep considered the proposal. He was reluctant to put his people at risk. The life of a salvager was one of inherent danger, navigating dead ships that got dead sailing treacherous space, but he had a high threshold for what was a necessary risk and what was foolhardy. “Okay. Prep the puddle jumper. You do recon only, don’t engage. And you sail as far as communication allows. The second you lose contact with us, you turn back.”

      “Aye.”
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        * * *

      

      The puddle jumper rattled like a bucket full of nails as the techs rolled it into the shuttlebay. Sig tried not to let the sounds rattle him as well. He was typically a man of steel nerves, but something lingered in the air that put him ill at ease. Something about this mission, this place, the signal. Something wrong. Twisted.

      Byrne slapped him on the back, startling him from his worry. “Looking a little green there, XO. Never known you to puke before a flight. If you need to, I got plenty of buckets. No puking on my deck.”

      “I’m fine,” he lied. “Just get me out there.”

      The puddle jumper resembled a torpedo from an old Earth submarine—long and cylindrical, narrow and coming to a point. Small wings jutted out from the side and cut back at sharp angles. The thrusters were mounted on the underside of the wings, small canisters meant for short flights. It was maneuverable, but it had little shielding. A single hit could destroy it.

      The prospect of dying in flight never bother Sig. It was something every pilot needed to make peace with. It was the unknown that bothered him. The idea that he could be flying into a nest of pirates, a hunk of space junk or some other anomaly twisted his guts.

      The cockpit was simplistic and claustrophobic. With the bulk of his spacewalk suit, Sig could hardly move his arms, only enough to maneuver the joystick and reach the few controls on the panel. Otherwise, they were squeezed tight to his body. He couldn’t even turn his head; he needed to rely on side-mounted cameras and the connected monitors for any view of his periphery. He felt like he was sitting in his coffin. And then he smiled. When the day came that he was placed in a coffin, he hoped that it would be just like this.

      Red lights swirled on the roof of the bay. Techs waved their arms, rushing everyone back and out of the airlock.

      “Good to go, XO?” Byrne’s voice sounded over the puddle jumper’s radio.

      He checked his harness, oxygen, and fuel levels. “Good to go.”

      “Airlock secured. Opening hangar bay doors.”

      A sliver of oblivion appeared in front of him. The blank darkness quickly became littered with asteroids and chunks of ice, the perfect nothingness ruined by the chaos of the Deep Black.

      “Beginning launch sequence,” Byrne said, a hint of mischief in her voice. Sig gripped the yolk. The puddle jumper lurched forward and shot out like a missile. Byrne liked to jab at those on the crew who had served in the Navy or some official operation like one of the conglomerates or a planet-side exploration initiative. She came from one of the more informal operations that explored the Black. You could say she sailed aboard a pirate ship if you wanted to suffer the gut punch that came with it. The way she described it, “It was a crew that sailed under no flag with the sole intention of carving a living out of nothing and seeing what we could see along the way.”

      Hep had dug into her background before bringing her on board. No warrants. She didn’t appear on any blacklists. She had been credited with charting some of the more recent discoveries in the Deep Black. Rumors circulated of some of her captain’s more illicit activities, but there was no proof to corroborate.

      Her mischievous attitude irked some, but it didn’t bother Sig. Unless she was launching him straight into an asteroid. He plunged the puddle jumper, diving just below the rock and narrowly avoiding collision. “Was that intentional?”

      “Just keeping you on your toes.”

      The surge of adrenaline cleared Sig’s head of anxiety. All that mattered now was the flight. He maneuvered the ship like it was an extension of himself, moving through space like walking through a field of grass.

      The chunks of ice and rock remained steady. Gravitational readings were constant. No fluctuations. Sig weaved around them as he moved inward, further into the field, toward the general location of the beacon. He encountered no resistance.

      “Approaching the edge of the comm radius.” The red blip that was the puddle jumper on Sig’s nav screen reached the yellow field, the boundary that separated a world that made sense from one that did not. He held his breath as he crossed the boundary, not sure what to expect.

      Nothing. He crossed and found nothing but more rock and ice and nothing. “I’m in. I’ll poke around and see what I can see.”

      He continued along an open trail of space, almost like a road cut through the field, an intentional design.

      Sig’s heart tightened. As he moved down the open avenue and studied the peripheral cameras, he noticed several more open lanes, all spaced evenly, like a grid. “This isn’t right. Once I crossed the outer layer of the debris field, the layout changed. It’s too neat. Organized. Like it was built. I’m pulling out.” He pulled the yolk to the side, but the ship did not respond. “Fair Wind, my controls are dead. Fair Wind? Byrne? Do you copy?” The radio remained silent.

      Sig tested the limited controls of the puddle jumper. Nothing responded. All systems were down. He drifted along like a leaf in a stream. Less than a klick down the stream, he saw his way blocked by a wall of rock. He yanked on the yolk again, punched the controls, shouted in the vain attempt to make the ship listen. With only meters before collision, he reached for the eject button, hoping that it wasn’t dead too. Before he could press it, the ship turned. Like it was caught in the current of some unseen force, the puddle jumper turned to starboard, making a perfect ninety-degree turn down another open lane.

      Before he had time to react, he saw that this lane had a clear ending. Straight ahead lay a pulsing blue light, the beating heart at the center of the debris field. Sig froze. Until all the electronics on the puddle jumper reactivated, and a piercing shriek blasted through the comms.
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      The Bucket was not an ironic name. It was wholly accurate. The guts of the ship were solid, according to Horus, though one would need to look beneath layers of grit and grime, shove the piles of trash and scrap aside, and then rip away some rotting floor panels in order to confirm. But it was the outside of the ship that mattered. The Bucket was equipped with some of the strongest radiation shielding available. Horus beamed with pride.

      “This stuff isn’t available on the open market. It’s proprietary tech. Still in the R&D phase of development at Byers. I’ve got some friends over there who owed me a favor.” He put a hand to his mouth to feign a whisper. “Just kidding. I stole it.”

      Mao squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Don’t tell me that.”

      Horus let loose of bellowing laugh as he slapped Mao on the back. “Relax, Captain. Way I see it, this here must be so off the books, we’d all see the inside of a brig if any of it reached the ears of that brain-dead moron running things.”

      The secondhand insurrection sent a wave of heat flushing through Mao’s face. “You are a Deep Black salvager who happened into the area. Your ship is uniquely outfitted to function in the presence of the cluster. The interference prevented us from communicating with force command. Given our options and newly presented resources, I thought it best to attempt the rescue of Captain Horne and the Forager.”

      Horus’s belly would have shook with the force of his laugh a year ago, but he was solid now, forged by the harsh nature of his new line of work into the muscular man he must have been in his youth. “Keep rehearsing. You’re delivery’s a bit stiff.”

      Delphyne pressed past Mao and glared into Horus’s eyes. The big man sank back. “This is a time sensitive operation. People are dying, and red tape is tightening around our neck. That leaves little time for you to be cute.”

      “No more cuteness.” Horus produced a palm-sized tablet. “But we will need to settle up before we get underway.”

      “Despicable.” Delphyne snatched the tablet. Her eyes went wide at the sight of the figure. “Disgusting. Are you serious?”

      “Hauling an intact ship out of a dense star cluster? Yeah, I’m serious. I run a skeleton crew. Meaning there’s a few people doing a lot of dangerous work. Plus, the bonus for me keeping my mouth shut.”

      Mao caught Delphyne’s wrist as her hand reached for her sidearm. “Transfer the credits from my personal account.” She began to protest, but he cut her off. “Just do it so we can be done with this.”

      Delphyne tapped on the tablet, scowling at it like it personally offended her, and then handed it back to Horus.

      Horus inspected it and smiled. “Let’s get to work.”

      

      Mao returned to the Blue, leaving Delphyne in charge of a small away team consisting of Graeme, an engineer named Natalia Roker, and two security officers named Croft and Byron. The two were a unit, a pair since their days in the Naval Academy. Both men served tours as tactical specialists before transferring to the Blue last year. They were an efficient and deadly combination. More importantly, they were discreet. Neither operated with the bluster so common of grunts and security personnel. They got the job done and never felt inclined to brag. Graeme and Roker were by-the-book types. Playing fast and loose with regulations made them uncomfortable, but they wouldn’t skirt the chain of command.

      Horus’s crew was loyal to a paycheck. They were working stiffs. As long as they got paid, they would keep their mouths shut about the mission, and Horus, for all his abrasiveness, seemed to treat them well. They moved about the ship like pieces of a tuned, if rusty, machine. Each knew their task and required no oversight and prodding to complete it.

      Delphyne was reluctantly impressed by the cohesion. She knew only the Navy way—orders trickled down from on high, no autonomy, little trust that things would get done without micromanagement. Horus hardly spoke to his crew. They just did their job. And did it well. The ship was ready to move within the hour.

      “Impressive, right?” Horus leaned back in his captain’s chair, a gaudy piece of furniture that looked to have been pilfered from the throne room of an old Earth kingdom, sitting in stark contrast to the mess and metal that covered the rest of the bridge. Delphyne did not respond. “Come on. Just say it. You’re impressed.”

      “I’m surprised that this ship can sail at all, let alone do so efficiently. You have an able crew.”

      A satisfied breath seeped through Horus’s lips. “Impressed. I knew it. Yeah, I’ve done pretty good for myself after that whole debacle you all dragged me into. You remember how you kidnapped me from a high-paying gig with the biggest conglomerate in the galaxy? Then dropped me in the middle of life-threatening situation after life-threatening situation? Suppose I owe you all some gratitude. If you hadn’t, I’d be stuck in the middle of someone else’s war. Again.”

      “You’re welcome.” Delphyne hoped to punctuate his monologue.

      “Of course, here you come when you need something, dragging me back into the mud. I’ll reserve judgment as to whether this is positive for me or not.”

      “Perhaps we could discuss the plan?” Roker’s timid voice barely cracked the hum of the engines.

      Horus stared off, his mind seemingly on something else. Delphyne kicked his chair, drawing laughs from some of his crew. “Plan,” Horus said, snapping back to the present. “Right. Should probably have one of those. Kidding. Of course I have a plan.” He pointed to the ship’s main display, a monitor with a crack running from floor to ceiling through the center of it. It sputtered to life and showed a scan of the cluster. “Spetzna, you want to run through the thing?”

      A wiry man stepped out of nowhere, like a vampire emerging from the dark. His skin pulled tight over jagged cheekbones. Dark clouds circled his eyes. He stood in front of the display, the light casting him in silhouette, making him seem even more sinister. “Inferni is a rare triple star cluster. A radiological and gravitational anomaly. Deep-range sensors cannot penetrate it, and it scrambles normal scanners. I’m impressed that you were able to make contact with the ship inside.”

      Graeme blushed.

      “We launched a probe an hour ago,” Spetzna continued. “It exited the cluster ten minutes ago and transmitted as detailed a chart of the interior as it could.” A circle appeared around a small, dark section near the far edge. “This is the Forager. We can ascertain only as much as Captain Horne was able to convey through his communication—that the ship is disabled and deteriorating rapidly. Scanners were not able to gather more information on the ship’s functioning systems. We should assume that life support is nearing complete malfunction.”

      “Then we should presume to move our asses,” Delphyne said. Horus’s smile felt like slime running down her body.

      “You’ve gone and found some sass,” he said. “I dig it.” He swung his legs to the side, launching himself to his feet. “Spetzna, set a course for the far side of the cluster. We’ll enter from the closest point to the Forager’s location. Alert all aboard that radiation suits are mandatory from this point on.” He turned to Delphyne. “Get to medical. We’ve got extra rad-suits there. We’ll be crossing over into the most radiation-saturated environment you’ve ever seen in about an hour.”
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        * * *

      

      Croft and Byron paced the corridor outside the shuttlebay. They thrummed with anticipation. Waiting was a chore for them, as it was for most operatives. They were made for the kind of work that dropped them in the middle of the action. They were not built for pacing.

      Oliver Graeme was not built for high anxiety situations.

      Delphyne was seriously questioning Mao’s personnel decisions.

      “Would you two mind not doing that?” Graeme wiggled his index and middle finger, making his hand appear like it was walking up and down the hall. He stared at the floor as he did. “It’s disconcerting.”

      “You know what’s disconcerting?” Croft said. “Standing around while fellow soldiers are cooking alive in a radiation swamp. We should be doing something.”

      “You want to go for a swim through that swamp?” Delphyne said, stepping between Graeme and Croft. The operative stepped back from her, his hands up like he meant no offense. The jarhead hadn’t even realized that he stepped to Graeme, that the comms officer may have felt threatened. “Because that’s about all you could do right now. We need to sit tight until we’re in position.”

      Croft didn’t calm. He only took to muttering to himself. Byron twirled his knife in his hand as he walked. He noticed how Roker watched it, unsettled, but he didn’t seem to care.

      Spetzna appeared as if from nowhere, stepping in Croft’s way. The operative let out a stifled yelp of surprise.

      “We have arrived,” the ghostly Spetzna said. “Follow me.” He entered the bay. Horus joined them a minute later. The captain clapped his hands together, reminding Delphyne of a sumo wrestler participating in the ceremony before a match.

      “Well,” Horus said, eyeing each of them. “Let’s get this thing done. Here she is.” He pointed to a shuttle. “A right damn beauty, if I do say so.”

      Delphyne choked back the sudden dread that surged in her throat. “No, it isn’t. No, we are not sailing in that thing.” The shuttle looked like the smaller and more disheveled cousin of the Bucket. The shielding, though impressive, was welded onto the hull in a haphazard, patchwork manner. The portions of the hull that were visible looked like one solid punch away from a breach. The whole mess looked like it was dragged out of a junkyard that morning.

      Horus scoffed. “Don’t be rude now. You are a guest on my ship. A little respect couldn’t hurt.”

      “But getting in that thing will. Does it even fly?”

      Horus’s scoff ballooned into a full guffaw of disgust. “Does it fly? Of course, it damn well flies. I’ve personally flown Petunia into the debris fields left after some of the war’s most brutal battles. That mess near the Strait of Pontoors? That was me and little Petunia who fished the drive engines out of the three Byers juggernauts and sold them for a disgusting fortune on the black market.” His voice caught in his throat. His mouth broke into a smile. “Allegedly. Point is, that ship can handle this cluster. She’s proven herself.”

      Delphyne felt the eyes of her crew on her. She felt Graeme and Roker’s apprehension. She felt Croft and Byron’s exhilaration. “Fine,” she relented.

      “Seriously?” Roker looked like she wanted to stuff the words back in her mouth as soon as she said them. “Ma’am. Even with just a visual inspection, I can identify at least three code violations.”

      “Navy code doesn’t carry much weight in my world,” Horus said.

      “A man I once trusted implicitly trusted this man,” Delphyne said, pointing to Horus. “That will need to be good enough.”

      The sentiment didn’t ease Roker’s worries. She knew Bayne’s reputation, for both good and ill.

      Horus shrugged. “Trust is strong word, but whatever gets this moving along. Load up.”

      Delphyne, Roker, Graeme, Croft and Byron boarded the shuttle, followed by the shuttle pilot, a heavy-set woman named Delilah, and Horus. Delphyne shot Horus a look of surprise.

      “I like to personally guard my investment,” he said. “You all die, and Mao will be wanting his money back.” He didn’t smile as he pushed past them, barely squeezing by in the tight confines of the shuttle. “The Bucket is yours, Spetzna. Ready a tether and keep it locked on our position. We may need a lifeline.”

      “Aye, sir. Safe travels.”

      The Petunia elicited no more confidence once the engines fired up. They sputtered a moment too long before humming and falling into a rhythm. It rattled like a can full of pennies as it rolled forward and exited the Bucket.

      “Clear,” Delilah said. The shuttle fell into tense silence as they neared the edge of the cluster. Only once they had did Delilah break it. “Approaching the cluster. Activating radiation shielding.” With the flick of a switch, the air filled with energy, like they were dropped inside a battery.

      Each section of shielding welded to the hull was wired to each other. Once powered up, they formed an energy net that filtered radiation. The best shielding on the open market filtered at a seventy-five percent rate. This shielding, stolen Byers proprietary tech, filtered at closer to eighty-five. But the radiation from the cluster was powerful enough that individual rad-suits were still needed, and, even then, all the protection offered by both would only keep the crew alive for about two hours.

      “Shields up,” Delilah said. “Crossing into the radiation zone.” The temperature inside the shuttle began to rise steadily over the next several minutes. The rad-suits had individual climate controls, so the heat was tolerable for the moment. “Coming up on the Forager.”

      The words had yet to register in Delphyne’s ears when the ship came into view. The sight locked Delphyne’s chest in chains and squeezed until she couldn’t breathe. The ship was cut in half. The bow section was maybe a third of the ship. The stern portion was the remaining two-thirds, though pieces of that were drifting away as shreds of debris. The scene was so startling that Delphyne couldn’t interpret what she was seeing beyond the carnage. She could decipher the bits of information coming, but she couldn’t analyze it to truly understand the tragedy.

      In all her emotional detachment, Roker had no such impediment. “Rear section of the ship has lost all power. As evidenced by the lack of visible emergency lightning and…” Her voice broke off. Maybe she wasn’t as emotionally detached as she seemed. “And the clear absence of internal atmosphere.”

      “The bodies,” Horus said. “You mean them bodies floating out there in the Black.” The rear of the Forager was adrift in a sea of human bodies. When the ship split, energetic webbing would have sealed the hull breaches, securing the remaining atmosphere and allowing for life support. Unless there was catastrophic damage and the power died completely. Then there would have been no webbing, no atmosphere, no air to breathe, and the crew would have been sucked out into the void.

      Delphyne’s first reaction was to admonish Horus for his callousness, but she understood that wasn’t his intention. Like Bayne, Horus not only disliked sugarcoating situations, he found it to be dangerous. “What else?” She looked to Roker.

      The engineer cleared her throat and narrowed her eyes. “Signs of emergency lighting are visible on the front section of the ship. That section still has power. The radius of space around it seems relatively free of…debris, compared to the stern. That suggests that energy webbing deployed successfully and still holds.”

      Delphyne allowed a slight intake of relief. “Any clues as to what may have caused this?”

      Roker scanned silently. “The area of separation is too far toward the bow to have been an explosion in the engine room or malfunction with the drive engines. It seems to have clustered more around the ship’s weapon systems.”

      “Suggesting an attack,” Delphyne said.

      Roker shook her head. “On the surface, yes. But the details don’t add up. The small details.” She pointed toward the large aft section. “This portion is without power, but that is where the ship’s main power supply is. At the moment of impact, assuming energy webbing deployed successfully on both sections, the power on the bow would have run out first. And I can’t see a situation where power in the rear would have been cut but power in the front would have remained.”

      “So what does that mean?” Horus asked.

      “Something more deliberate than a blunt force attack. I think the power in the rear of the ship was disabled locally, allowing power to remain in the rest of the ship.”

      “You think the ship was being shut down?” Delphyne asked. “The only reason to do that would be to board it.”

      Roker nodded.

      Delphyne stared out at the scene, growing larger as they approached, with a new lens. “So they were being boarded. And then…what? Why blow the ship to hell if you’re trying to get on?”

      “Maybe they did get on,” Graeme said. “Maybe they got what they wanted and blew the ship as they escaped.”

      “Horne didn’t say anything about that.” Delphyne spoke into her hand, muffling her voice.

      “He said the attack came out of nowhere,” Graeme said. “Maybe it came from inside the ship.”

      Delphyne considered it, all while watching the desecrated ship grow larger. “Try to make contact with Horne. Tell him we’re about to dock.” She turned to Croft and Byron, the anticipation already shining in their eyes. “We may encounter hostiles.”

      They squeezed their pulse rifles proudly. “We’re ready,” they said in unison.

      The shuttle swung around the bow of the Forager, its lights illuminating the dying ship more than the emergency lighting. They spied someone moving through the Forager’s viewport, shielding his eyes with his arm. He waved the shuttle on with his other.

      “I can’t raise Horne on comms,” Graeme said.

      “I think we see him,” Delphyne said.

      Delilah was surprisingly graceful as she maneuvered Petunia into position. Docking with a disabled ship was no easy task. They needed to secure an airlock where no airlock was meant to be. She cut the thrust and let the shuttle drift into place, aligning perfectly parallel to the Forager. A tube just big enough for someone Horus’s size to crawl through extended from the shuttle and secured magnetically to the Forager.

      A hatch slid open. Horus’s upper body disappeared as he climbed in and banged on the hull of the ship with a torch. A moment later, a banging sounded from the other side. Horus lit the torch and began cutting. When Horus reemerged, his beard smoked from the sparks. He swatted them out and gestured for Delphyne to enter.

      “I thought you wanted to protect your investment,” she said.

      “I am a shrewd businessman, but also a gentleman. Ladies first.”

      Delphyne waved Croft and Byron ahead. “You guys are up.”

      “About time,” Byron grunted. With a running start, he dove into the tunnel headfirst, rifle at the ready. Croft followed. A moment later, they issued the all-clear.

      The rest of the team crawled through and emerged on the bridge of the Forager. Horne sat on his captain’s chair like the zombie king of a dead nation, the only man left to lord over a cemetery. “Welcome,” he said, his breathing shallow, “to the finest Deep Black ship in the United Navy.”

      “I might have to disagree with you there, Jacob.” Delphyne squatted in front of Horne and grabbed the sides of his helmet. She studied his face through his dingy faceplate.

      “Well, you’re welcome to make yourself look the fool if you want. I won’t stop you.”

      Delphyne laughed in the uncomfortable way people often do at funerals. Horne’s face had a bluish tint. He must have been running low on oxygen. She checked the levels on his suit, but they appeared sufficient.

      She waved Croft and Byron ahead. They secured the bridge, finding no hostiles and no signs of a fight. Graeme and Roker set about salvaging what information they could from the computer systems.

      “What happened here, Jacob?” Delphyne asked Horne. “Were you boarded?”

      “Don’t think so. Something tore through us before we even noticed we were under attack. No time to scan. No time to suss out the enemy. Don’t even know if there was an enemy. Could’ve been a damn meteor for all I know. Or a gravity fluctuation.”

      “No, you were definitely attacked.” The crew looked to each other, waiting for someone to expound on the theory, but they quickly realized it was none of them who spoke. “And you were definitely boarded.” The voice came from the far side of the bridge, the area closest to what would have been the rest of the ship. It was a lone figure, masked, the same kind of holo-projection Delphyne had seen before—a red and white design, like a kabuki mask. His voice, though filtered through the mask and tinged with a robotic hum, was that of a man. He had a sheathed sword strapped to his back, a pistol on one hip and a dagger on the other. “Now,” the man said, drawing his sword. “I think we have some things to sort out.”
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      Cramps seized the muscles in Ayala’s legs. She’d taken to counting through them, like some women did with childbirth. Down from ten. The pain came in waves and never fully subsided. She pushed the soles of her feet into the floor of her cell, which was bigger than a locker, just tall enough that she couldn’t quite stand fully upright, narrow enough that she couldn’t sit down, hoping that the tension would resolve some of the cramping. It didn’t.

      She’d been confined to her new quarters for at least two full days. She had lost track of time. She’d received no meals since being moved, and the water was infrequent. She expected to die soon, although she suspected her captors were cruel enough that they wouldn’t allow it. They didn’t want her dead. They wanted her punished. What other reason could they have for keeping her alive? She told them everything she knew about the Void, which was next to nothing aside from the name, and that was no information at all as it wasn’t self-applied. It was the codename decided upon by the select among Naval Command who knew of the Void’s existence.

      She had nothing left to give. She swung between hoping they would shoot her in the head next time they opened her door and wanting to fabricate intelligence, trick them into thinking she had value so she could eke out a few more days.

      Some days, like this one, she strongly considered bashing her head against the metal wall of her tiny cell until her brains turned to mush.

      The door opened violently. Light shot in and set her eyes on fire. The shock made her head swim, and she almost passed out. She would have, had the guard not grabbed her by the arm and pulled her out.

      Ayala had forgotten where she was. Two days or so in that box without any way to look out and she thought she could have been anywhere. She hallucinated for a while that she was in the middle of the desert, a lone cactus left to cook in the sun. Now free of the box, her senses came rushing back at once. She was suddenly aware of every pain her body and mind had dulled. She vomited on the guard’s uniform.

      The guard, a slight man with an angry face, raised his hand to strike her.

      “Stand down,” Tirseer said. Ayala hadn’t noticed her sitting in the folding chair in the far corner. “The admiral looks a bit peckish. What say we bring her some supper?”

      “Is it dinnertime already?” Ayala’s voice was a rat clawing out of her throat, diseased and ravenous.

      The guard set her down in a chair opposite Tirseer then left the two alone. The colonel watched Ayala with her icy eyes. She gave nothing away, no clue as to what predicated her visit. Ayala had nothing left to keep her up, nothing to fortify her. All pretense was splattered across the front of the guard. “What do you want, Maria? Why bother keeping me alive? Did I do something so grievous to you that you’d take joy in watching me suffer like this?” Tirseer’s expression was unchanging. “Just end it.”

      Colonel Tirseer folded her hands across her lap and sat forward slightly. “If I wanted you dead, Shay, I wouldn’t bother with all this. I would put my sidearm to your temple, pull the trigger, and move on with my day. You know me to be a ruthlessly efficient person. This, for the sake of watching you suffer, would be an unforgivable waste of time and resources. No, I want something from you.”

      “I told you everything I know about the Void.”

      “Which has amounted to nothing.”

      “Because that’s all I know about it. That’s all anyone knows about it. Reports were never substantiated. No significant investigations were ever conducted. Everything Naval Intelligence gathered was rumor and hearsay.”

      Tirseer leaned forward again, a micro-movement, barely perceptible. “You were the head of Naval Intelligence before it was absorbed by Centel. I know the bureaucratic nightmare that is merging two offices. Files disappeared. Information was shuffled away during the transition.”

      Ayala slumped in her chair as she laughed. “You’re paranoid. What reason would I have for burying this? Some obscure mission from a decade ago that never amounted to anything?” She froze. One would think she’d finally succumbed to the torture and died, her body now hardening. She sat upright. Her mind frenzied. She could not decipher between delusion and rational thought, the congealing of a theory and the madness of hunger and sleep deprivation. She had no ability to hide the process as he played across her face. No way to play her cards close to the vest. She was an open book, a book ripped apart and stapled back together. “Something has changed.”

      Tirseer sat back, upright, and said nothing.

      Ayala closed her eyes. She tried to recall the Void mission parameters. The details of the regular reports, the final findings. Tapping into a hidden wellspring of vigor, she opened her eyes and mirrored Tirseer’s confidence. “The cluster. It’s reappeared.”

      The intelligence professional’s steely glare faltered slightly. “The details on the cluster were minimal.” Tirseer’s voice carried some desperation.

      The dynamic shifted. Ayala measured her words before delivering them. “We sent probes. Our mandate was to focus on mapping the interior to see if there was anything worth mining inside. But once we got the scans back…” She let her words dangle, like a worm on a hook.

      “Those scans.” The desperation in Tirseer’s voice peaked. “They are not in the final report.”

      Weakened from malnutrition, Ayala’s racing heart set the room spinning around her. The scale on which they sat tilted wholly in Ayala’s favor. She needed only stay conscious to take advantage of that fact. “I suspect you already know who has them. Or, at least, you have some idea. Enough of an idea to war over it.”

      The characteristically controlled demeanor of the colonel cracked and showed what Ayala always believed lurked underneath: a rabid ferocity. Tirseer swallowed hard, shoving the surge of anger back down.

      Ayala jabbed her finger into one of those cracks before it had time to fully close. “You were the fiercest advocate for Central’s close relationship with the Byers Clan. You thought the partnership would allow you access to Byers enough to find out what they did with the intel. When diplomacy didn’t work, you engineered a war with them?”

      “Chaos is the perfect smokescreen.”

      Tirseer’s candor caught Ayala off guard. She stumbled, allowing the colonel to tip the scales back in her favor. “The reports showed that Central contracted the Byers Clan to launch the probes. They were the only ones with the tech to penetrate the cluster. When the scans didn’t appear in the final report, I concluded that Byers retained ownership through some sort of intellectual property agreement. An agreement that solidified your and Central’s place in history as absolute failures.”

      Calm washed over Tirseer as she stood, like slipping on a formal gown, forcing herself to transform. “I now have the opportunity to correct that mistake. And you have the opportunity to help me do that. To correct your mistake.”

      Ayala shifted in her chair but said nothing. She weighed one path against the other. Life and death.

      “Byers has been searching for the cluster since it disappeared,” Tirseer said. “Now that it has returned, surely you can see that war was inevitable. Cantor Byers will destroy everything in his path to get what he wants. I will do the same. The Void is the most pressing threat to the United Systems. If Byers gets control of it, he will wipe us out and place himself at the center of a new empire.”

      Ayala forced herself upright, to appear in control of her body. “What makes you think it can be controlled?”
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      “What the hell just happened?” Hep’s voice came out as a yell though he had not intended it. “Where is the puddle jumper? Why isn’t Sig answering? Someone answer my damn questions!”

      Akari cleared her throat, whether to muster the steel to speak or to alert Hep to his outburst, he wasn’t sure. “The comm channel is still open, Captain. He just isn’t responding.”

      “That in no way makes me feel better, Officer Akari, thank you very much.” He paced around his chair, staring at the floor through his fingers. “Any sign of hostile ships? Was he attacked? Did he hit an asteroid? I want some answers. Launch a probe immediately. Get me eyes on Sig’s ship. And all hands to battle stations.”

      The crew scurried about the bridge, prepping themselves and the ship for a fight. Hep was lost in his head. Running through scenarios, cursing himself for letting his XO and friend fly blind into the unknown. He stopped pacing as he stood behind his chair. He looked at it like a hiker crossing a feral dog in the wilderness.

      “We are battle ready, sir,” Akari said.

      Hep pressed the comm button on his collar with his thumb. “Where are we on the probe, Byrne?”

      “Ready to launch in two minutes, Cap’. Getting it into position now. Just—” Her voice died.

      “Byrne?” Panic pierced Hep’s chest, along with the sudden realization that everything was falling apart. “Byrne, what happened?”

      “Look out the window.”

      Hep leaped off the command platform and ran to the viewport at the front of the bridge. “What am I looking for? Anything on scans?”

      “A small ship,” Akari answered. “Looks to be the puddle jumper, sir.”

      “Looks to be? Is it or isn’t it?”

      Akari squinted at her monitor. Hep couldn’t understand why it was such a difficult question to answer.

      “It is.” Her answer lacked finality.

      “What?” Hep probed.

      “The energy signature is different. Same registration number. Same comm frequency. But it’s radiating something. Initial scans can’t determine the composition, but it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. Forwarding it to the lab. Perhaps the techs can break it down.”

      “Start decontamination protocols in the shuttlebay,” Hep ordered. “Lock onto the puddle jumper and fire a tether. Reel him in.”

      Hep broke into a full sprint as soon as he was off the bridge and didn’t stop until he reached the shuttlebay. He entered as the tether reeling in the puddle jumper neared its end. The yellow deck lights swirled, alerting all present to the opening of the bay doors. Once the small ship was inside, the doors closed again. The airlock stayed shut, sealing the little ship off from the rest of the Fair Wind as the decontamination protocols went into effect.

      Everything appeared normal. The puddle jumper looked the same. It was wholly intact. No visible damage. But the vein in Hep’s neck pulsed as violently as if he were about to watch a friend pulled from a burning building.

      “What’s the word?” he asked Byrne.

      “Everything seems normal. Ship is running fine. All systems are operational. We just have to wait until decon is done before we can get the skinny from Sig.”

      Hep pressed his face to the airlock window, hoping and fearing to get a glimpse of Sig. He couldn’t see the pilot, who was instructed to wait inside the puddle jumper until the exterior of the ship was scrubbed and scans for known contaminants were completed. The process would take another thirty minutes.

      Hep spoke into his comm. “Anything from the lab?”

      “No,” Akari answered. “It’ll be another couple hours at least until they have anything to share. The energy signature isn’t in the database. Breaking it down won’t be easy.”

      Hep turned from the window and pressed his back to the airlock door. The back of his neck grew hot, like someone was watching him.

      Byrne stood in front of him, alternating between flashing him an empathetic smile and looking over his shoulder at the decontamination efforts in progress. “He’s fine. You ever known of anything that could knock Sig out? That time we took that salvo job in the Norse sector of the Rim, I watched him outdrink a Vike, and, when the Vike got his man-baby feelings hurt, they took turns punching each other in the face. Not sure why, seems like a barbaric way of handling strong emotions, but men are weird. I don’t know. Anyway, Sig spent the night in the medbay getting his face patched back together. He was laid up a day or two, but he didn’t die.” She flashed a reassuring smile. Or what she thought was a reassuring smile.

      Hep was about to excuse himself when he noticed her face contort. Her misguided smile turned down, pulled into a look of disgust. She barely stifled a scream. Hep followed her eyes as they looked past him. The exterior decontamination procedure was complete. A team clad in full decon suits opened the cockpit of the puddle jumper to begin the decontamination of its pilot. They stepped back as Sig climbed from the small ship, their faces likely mirroring the look on Byrne’s beneath their helmets.

      The scene before him didn’t register at first, didn’t solidify in Hep’s mind as real. He felt like he was witnessing a dream come to life, something close enough to reality but morphed by some nightmare logic. Sig stumbled as he walked. His eyes were wide with surprise, like he didn’t know where he was. Slowly, they narrowed with recognition. “Where’s the captain? I need to speak with the captain.”

      Hep stared, unmoving. Sig’s skin had turned the color of ice covering a lake in winter—a beautiful, light blue. As Sig spun, desperately searching for him, Hep reached for the panel next to the airlock window. He pressed the comm button. “I’m here, Sig.”
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      Internal gravity was at maybe sixty percent. Fifty, more likely. That made combat trickier. Regular gravity and zero gravity battle were trained for. They were known quantities. Battling in anything in between meant adjusting on the fly. Adjusting on the fly meant a far greater likelihood of dying.

      And the man in the mask seemed wholly capable of fighting in any gravity. It could have been the mask, the intimidating visage, a complete mirage. The memory it elicited could have been painting pictures in Delphyne’s mind.

      “Who are you?” she commanded of the stranger.

      He tilted his head playfully. “You don’t recognize me, Lieutenant?”

      She shook her head, trying to convince herself. “You aren’t him. Parallax is dead.”

      “How could he be dead and stand before you? Maybe I’m a ghost.” He pulled the sword free from the sheathe on his back. Delphyne felt the tip of the black blade in her heart. “Maybe I am the master of death.”

      The man’s mere presence marked him as a clear threat. No one would be here who didn’t fully intend to be. No one would intend to be in a situation like this without some confidence he could exit with his life. Which left Delphyne with a terrifying thought…

      Could this one man have been responsible for the destruction of this entire ship?

      Croft and Byron didn’t seem to share her fear of the masked man. They inched toward him, each moving further into his periphery, Croft up the left, Byron the right. As it stood, Horne sat between Delphyne’s team and the masked man.  Croft and Byron were trying to get a clear shot.

      The masked man wasn’t impressed. He pulled his pistol, hand moving faster than Delphyne could follow. He pointed it at Byron and leveled his sword at Croft. “Not so sneaky, boys. Don’t be so foolish to think I wandered in here all by my lonesome. There’re guns on you right now.”

      “Bullshit,” Croft said. The words barely left his mouth before a laser blast struck the floor.

      “Each successive shot will work their way up your body, starting with your knees. Then come the sensitive bits. Trust me, the owner of that rifle is quite the shot.” The masked man rested his sword on his shoulder, like a farmer resting as he tilled a field.

      Delphyne eyed the sword, certain that what she was seeing was quite impossible. The knot in her gut was very real, regardless of the delusion standing before her. It grew from her belly to her mind, twisting that in knots as well. She couldn’t plan her way out of this until she was able to think clearly. She couldn’t think clearly unless she talked her way through the problem.

      “You aren’t him. He’s dead. But you share his flair for the dramatic.”

      The masked man paced the bridge, the mag-locks on his boots sounding out a robotic rhythm. Croft and Byron followed him, trigger-fingers twitching.

      “Even some of his cadence and body language. You knew him.”

      The masked man stopped. The image projected on his mask changed from red and black, the smiling face of a lion, to blue and white, the angry snarl of a dragon. “Tread carefully, Lieutenant.”

      “Lieutenant. You know me as well. As a lieutenant. Not as executive officer of the Royal Blue.”

      His mask flashed back to the happy lion as he resumed pacing. “A promotion? Congratulations.” He pointed the black blade at Horus. “And what about you, Horus? Admiral, perhaps? Do I stand in the presence of the new chancellor of the universe? Apologies to the rest of you. I’m not familiar. And I don’t think we’ll have the time to get properly acquainted.” He pointed his sword at Captain Horne. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      Delphyne stepped toward Horne, looking past the captain at the façade, the copy of the dead pirate lord. “But we are acquainted.”

      “Like ghosts and those they haunt.”

      A sudden jerking motion in Delphyne’s periphery. She jumped away from it, deactivating her mag-boots and floating to the other side of the bridge before setting back down. Only once she landed did she realize what the motion was. Horne had reached for her, like a Venus flytrap for a mosquito that had set down on its leaf.

      His head rolled to the side, his dead eyes set on Delphyne. “Captain Horne?” She hoped for a response, and hoped against one, afraid of what would come out of his mouth.

      “Horne is dead,” the masked man said. “That thing ain’t him.”

      Horne squirmed in his chair. He wretched about like he was in the throes of a seizure, a choking sound reverberating in his throat. His knuckles snapped. His fingers dislocated his muscles spasmed so hard. He lurched to his feet and stood like a tree swaying in a stiff wind. He fell into a rhythm, stopped seizing, and stared at nothing. His skin, tinted blue just seconds ago, now glowed as it became darker.

      “What in all the hells?” Horus pulled a foot-long metal rod from his belt. With the press of a button, the end sparked, and a solid construct of energy formed that resembled the head of a massive war hammer.

      The bridge distorted through Delphyne’s tear-hazed vision. She tried to blink them away, unable to wipe them. Everyone backed away until their backs pressed against a wall or console. Except the masked man. He did not move. “You’ve seen this before.”

      “Aye.” He twirled his sword as he stepped toward Horne.

      “What is it?” Delphyne pressed. “What happened to him?”

      Her questions did nothing to slow the masked man’s approach. “Don’t know. Doesn’t much matter to me. Only thing that matters is what happens if I don’t put this here—” He pointed to the tip of his sword. “—through that there.” He pointed at Horne’s heart.

      Delphyne tried to retake her position between the masked man and Horne, but a pair of hands appeared from the shadows and pinned her arms behind her. The soft buzz of a respirator filled her ear as her captor pressed his facemask to the side of her head. “Hold up there, love.” The man’s voice was delicate even through the mechanical hum. His grip wasn’t strong, relying more on finesse than brute force.

      “Stop!” Delphyne yelled. “He is a captain of the United Navy. You cannot just kill him.”

      “I can kill him just as easily as I can kill anyone. And, captain or not, he can die just the same.”

      “Wilco!” The masked man froze in place, confirming Delphyne’s theory. “You can’t do this. Whatever grudge you have against the Navy, this is a death sentence for you. There’s no keeping your head on your shoulders if you kill him.”

      “Ain’t about a grudge.” He raised his sword. “Not killing him will be a death sentence for all of us.”

      Delphyne yelled at the gathered party, sailors and pirates who seemed content to stand by and watch a Navy captain be murdered. “Do something! Letting this happen will get you all court-martialed.”

      Graeme fidgeted with his sidearm. The tech probably hadn’t fired it since basic training. Roker stared at Horne, studied him, tried to understand what she was looking at. She was frozen until she could force the information to make sense. Croft and Byron took Horne to be more of a threat than Wilco. Their weapons never strayed from the thing that Horne was becoming. Horus, for all his bluster and selfishness, was the only one to move.

      “The threat of court-martial don’t mean a damn to me, nor do your orders, Lieutenant. But I don’t reckon your dear old captain will take kindly to the murder of the man we’re tasked with saving. If he still is a man.” Horus hoisted his hammer. Another of Wilco’s pirates emerged from the shadows along the periphery of the bridge. Horus saw him coming. He swung his hammer and smashed the pirate’s left shoulder, a move that left his back to Wilco.

      Sensing an opportunity, Wilco rushed forward. Desperate, Delphyne slammed her head backward, hitting her captor’s faceplate—not enough to hurt him, but enough to disorient him long enough for Delphyne to slip free. Croft and Byron used the sudden burst of activity to duck behind cover, hopefully breaking the hidden gunmen’s line of sight.

      All the adrenaline in four bodies wasn’t enough to push Delphyne’s fast enough through a half-gravity environment. She clawed from the devastated console just inches out of her reach, hoping to avoid snagging a jagged piece of metal and puncturing her suit. She watched, helpless, as Wilco closed in on Horne, thrusters on the bottom of his boots propelling him. He readied his black blade, took aim, and stabbed.

      But the blade did not find its target. The target found his blade. Horne spun around and grabbed the blade with his hand. The blade sliced through Horne’s containment suit, breaching it, exposing him to the oxygen-deprived environment, but it seemed to have no effect on him. Horne shoved the blade into the floor as easily as if he were slicing bread. Then he grabbed Wilco by the throat. He pulled the pirate close and screamed into the façade of Wilco’s mask. A heartbreaking shriek, as it left little doubt in Delphyne’s mind that, whatever had happened to Horne, he was no longer human.

      His perspective changed the instant his back was turned. Horus now moved for Horne, his hammer raised above his head. When the hammer came crashing down, Horne caught Horus’s meaty wrist, unflinching against the brute force behind it. Horne’s hand glowed, like it surged with energy. The deep blue became darker still until it was almost black. The lack of color crawled into Horus, through his suit. Through his facemask, Delphyne could see veins of black snaking across the big man’s face.

      She watched as the mysterious blackness swallowed both Horne and Horus. It had already swallowed Horne. He wasn’t Horne anymore; he was something else. A thing. The blackness crept out from the inside, and he was the blackness. But Horus wasn’t. Not yet.

      “Open fire,” she yelled. “Target Horne and open fire!”

      Croft and Byron did not hesitate. They leaned from their cover and fired at Horne. Roker nodded, an affirmation to herself that she had assessed the situation and come to the same conclusion. Even Graeme took aim, but he did not fire. Whether he realized that he would have done more harm than good, his hands shaking uncontrollably, or he just couldn’t bring himself to squeeze the trigger, it didn’t matter.

      None of it mattered, because Horne did not fall. He didn’t even loosen his grip.

      Wilco pulled his blade free from the deck. Shoving off and then igniting his boot thrusters, he swooped around front and slashed across Horne’s arm. The blade sliced through the containment suit and carved a gash through the blue-black skin.

      “Energy weapons have no effect,” Roker yelled over the blaster fire.

      Horus fell to the deck, free of Horne’s grip but too weakened to move. Croft and Byron dropped their blasters. They moved like wading through waist-deep water, drawing their knives. Wilco slashed again, hitting the same mark, and separated Horne’s arm just past the elbow. Finally reaching the melee, Croft and Byron sunk their blades into Horne’s midsection. The creature that was Horne stumbled back a half-step. He grabbed Croft by the elbow and wrenched his grip free, tossing him away like so much trash. Byron’s grip was tighter, which only earned him a solid fist to the temple. He went limp.

      Delphyne pushed off a destroyed control panel, launching herself at Horne like a missile. She slammed into his chest and managed to grab one of the knives still stuck in him. She twisted.

      Horne grabbed her as easily as he did the others, lifting her so she was eye to eye with him, staring into his dead face. His skin pulsed, color growing darker by the second, blue turning to black. He closed his fingers around her throat.

      Overcome with desperation, she threw her head forward and slammed her facemask into his. They both cracked. She did it again, and the cracks snaked across her vision. She lifted her right foot and drove it through Horne’s facemask, fully exposing him to the oxygen-deprived environment. His breathing didn’t even hasten, if he breathed at all.

      “What are you?” she cried. “What do you want?”

      “I am the Void. And I want everything.”

      The black glow radiated from him. She felt the heat pour from his body and into hers, the energy clogging her throat as black veins climbed up her face.

      Horne’s dead face showed the first sign of emotion—surprise. He looked down to see a sword sticking out of his chest. Horne’s grip slackened, and the fire receded from Delphyne’s face. She floated back down to the deck and touched gently, like a feather fallen from a bird in flight. She only just noticed the alert displayed on the inside of her facemask. The artificial gravity and life support in this section of the Forager was declining rapidly.

      The sword disappeared from Horne’s chest as Wilco withdrew it. Horne tilted forward. His feet rose from the deck, and he floated in place, suspended forever as this grotesque thing.
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      Memories plagued Hep that night. He woke unrested, a fluttering in his chest that made him fear he was having a heart attack. He checked his vitals as he sat at his desk. Blood pressure normal, the computer said. Heart rate normal. Oxygen levels normal.

      A picture of health.

      He pressed his palms into his eyes hoping to scrub the sight of the last day from his vision. The sight of his friend and officer, so distraught, so changed. He needed to understand what had happened to Sig. What was happening. Maintaining his quarantine, they moved him to the sickbay for continued observation. Hep monitored the feeds from his cabin after the docs kicked him out and threatened to drug him in order to force sleep.

      But it was the memories that haunted him. One memory in particular. A dog he and Wilco took in after a few months on the street. Hep had been insistent on keeping the mutt, childishly so. He still wasn’t attuned to the harshness of their new reality, the day-to-day brutality it took to survive. Wilco, it seemed, was born with that instinct. Hep wasn’t sure he’d ever developed it.

      A week into caring for the dog, who they’d never bothered to name, it got sick. Alternating between eating nothing and eating trash didn’t agree with the creature. Hep had begun dividing what little fresh food and water they were able to scrape together and giving a portion to the dog. Wilco was furious when he found out. He kicked Hep’s wrist, knocking the hunk of bread out of his hand as he tried to feed the dog.

      “Not damn likely.” Wilco picked up the bread and shoved it in his mouth. “The mutt ain’t keeping us alive. I am. If you’re stupid enough to give away your food, then it’s going in my mouth.”

      “He’s starving.”

      “So are we.” The fire in Wilco’s eyes had always been terrifying but never more so than those days when survival was a daily uncertainty.

      “Okay, I won’t feed him no more. He can scrounge for himself same as us.”

      “No.” The finality in Wilco’s voice confused Hep. “If he’s scrounging around us, that’s still food he’s taking out of our mouths. Mutt’s gotta go.”

      “Go where? He’s got nowhere to go. Like us.”

      Without a word, and before Hep could object, Wilco was on top of the dog. His arm wrapped around the dog’s neck. The creature barely resisted.
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      His legs felt alien. Lumps of meat sewn onto his body that he could not control, just extra weight for him to lug around. Hep swung them over the side of his bed and let them fall to the floor. He turned on the monitor feed for sickbay. Sig was still pacing his quarantine unit. After scanning the recording, Hep saw that Sig had been pacing all night long, six hours of pacing the same three meters without ever slowing or stopping.

      He minimized the feed. Several icons on his monitor blinked, demanding his attention. He checked the daily job log. A few outstanding. Just paperwork that needed finalizing and submitting to wrap up the backlog. Then hammering out the details for the upcoming slate of jobs. They had enough lined up to keep the ship fueled and crew fed for another couple months. And it was work that kept them on the outskirts of the war. Vulture jobs, Byrne called them. Picking at the bones. He never wanted to be in the position where he had to take jobs that brought him into the thick of fighting, scouring active battlefields for drive engines that he could repurpose and sell, collecting weapons that he could sell back to the Navy or Byers. He never wanted to have that active a role in the war. Cleaning up after it was fine with him.

      He closed the job log without committing to completing any of the tasks contained within. Only one thing mattered now.

      The air in sickbay burned with sterilization agents. It was both the cleanest and most toxic area aboard the ship. But that wasn’t why Hep held his breath as he entered. Lauren Hauser wasn’t a doctor in the technical sense. She had finished medical school, passed all her exams, and collected the required accreditations. But she had trouble operating within the bloated medical establishments of the United Systems’ more developed planets. Also insurance fraud. She stole quite a bit of money. But, in practice, she was as much a doctor as any of the licensed, overpaid, non-disgraced doctors in the Systems.

      Hep had found her working out of a back-alley clinic after a run-in with a rival group of salvagers during a planet-side job. One of them had pulled a knife and saw fit to insert it in Sigurd’s shoulder. She patched him up and, in exchange for a fee, negotiated a permanent position aboard the Fair Wind for as long as she deemed fit. No contract. She could leave whenever she wanted. She’d been the crew doc for going on two years now. She was in her early fifties and her skin sagged slightly around her eyes, making her appear tired most of the time, but her demeanor quickly dispelled that assumption. Despite her often gruff nature, she had a nurturing side that came out when it was needed.

      “Any news?” Hep asked as he approached Hauser, his eyes fixed forward.

      She threw her arms up. “I have no idea. I couldn’t tell you what I’m even looking at. He’s free of biological contaminants. Nothing fungal or viral.”

      “So he’s not contagious?”

      Hauser shrugged. “Not in those ways, at least. But there’s something going on inside him that I don’t understand. Until I do, I don’t feel comfortable releasing him from quarantine.” She raised her tablet for Hep to see, though he had no clue what he was looking at—graphs and real-time monitoring of what looked like vital signs. “Look here.” She pointed to a set of wavy lines, overlaid, fluctuating and crisscrossing at random intervals. “These two lines should be the same. They’re the XO’s energy signature, his unique biosignature. The blue one I took when I did initial physical exams. The red line is his current biosignature.”

      Hep nodded like he knew what any of that meant.

      “No person’s biosignature should change to that degree. They should remain largely the same throughout the entirety of their lives, accounting only for the degradation of the body as it ages, and even then, it only changes by degrees. This here, this looks like an entirely new signature. Like from an entirely different person.”

      “You’re saying Sig is a different person now?”

      Hauser threw her hands up yet again. “I’m saying I have absolutely no clue what in all the hells of the cosmos is happening to that man. I’ve never seen anything like it. No one has ever seen anything like it.”

      A lab tech called Philips approached hesitantly, his knuckles white, squeezing the edges of his tablet. “Sir? He’s asking to speak with you.”

      Hep looked to Hauser for guidance, but she offered none. He relented, sensing no excuse for avoidance was forthcoming. Turning to face the quarantine chamber, it was as though Sig already knew his response. He stood, no longer pacing, and faced Hep, his feet shoulder width apart, hands behind his back, like a soldier at ease.

      Sig hadn’t considered himself a soldier in years, not since leaving the Royal Blue, maybe even before that, during the final days of sailing under the Navy flag. His tenure as Chief Security Officer under Captain Drummond Bayne did not end well, and it had left him bitter, disillusioned. He’d committed his life to a purpose that he no longer believed in because the man to whom he pledged loyalty twisted it. To see Sig adopt the posture of a soldier now cast a looming shadow.

      “Sig,” Hep said as he approached. “How are you?”

      “I need to go to Central,” Sig answered. His voice was flat and straightforward.

      Hep caught a chuckle in his throat before it became of full-blown laugh. It died as he noticed Sig’s humorless face staring back at him. “You’re serious? We aren’t exactly welcome in Central.”

      “Yes,” Sig said. “Colonel Tirseer would likely have us arrested, or, more likely, if this one’s memories are accurate, she would have us assassinated to eliminate us without possibility of public spectacle.”

      Hep went cold. “This one?”

      “What?” Sig’s face changed, a subtle, yet monumental change. The muscles in his jaw relaxed. He looked tired, not like a statue. “When am I getting out of here, Cap’?”

      The return of the man he knew did nothing to ease the frigid feeling growing in Hep’s chest. “We’re still running tests.”

      Sig pressed his palms against his temples. “Don’t know how much longer I can take it in here. I feel like a rat in a cage. Doctors poking at me. I just want to get back to work, you know? We’ve got a full slate of jobs lined up.”

      “You mean, after you go to Central?”

      Sig looked at Hep like he was crazy. “Central? The hell would we go there for? I’d just be trading one cell for another. If Tirseer didn’t slap a noose around my neck first.” He stumbled over his words for a moment, like he thought about saying something and chose not to. “No, I’ve got no reason to go back to Central.”

      Hep looked back at Hauser, who was looking on in equal astonishment. She took the look as more an order than invitation and moved to Hep’s side. “But you just asked to go there,” Hep said.

      Sig scoffed. Then he tensed, like he felt threatened. He squeezed his temples again. “No, that’s not right. I wouldn’t.”

      Hauser showed Sig the recording on her tablet.

      Sig fell back a few paces, like he’d been punched. “I don’t—don’t remember that. I didn’t…” He stared off, like he was looking at a fixed point far away.

      “I need to know what happened in there, Sig.” Hep’s voice brought Sig back. “I need to understand how you went in, and then came out like this. Maybe if we know that, maybe we can help.”

      Sig ran his fingers through his hair like he was trying to pull it all out. “I don’t know what happened. I was flying. I remember getting into the thick of the field, a dense cluster of rock. There was some light.” His eyes went wide. “I lost control of the ship.”

      “You crashed?”

      “No. I didn’t just lose control. Something took control.”

      Hep cast a curious glance at Hauser. “There weren’t any other ships in the area. No satellites or tech signatures. Nothing that could’ve hacked the puddle jumper. Unless there’s something we’re not seeing. The Black Hole signal. Something copied it. Transmitted it.”

      Sig’s eyes went wide with a manic terror.

      “Did you find the source?”

      Sig grew agitated. He started to pace. “I’m just telling you what happened,” Sig said, his voice getting tight. “The ship went dead, and the—”

      “I thought you said it was taken over,” Hep interrupted. “No one could have hacked the ship if it was dead.”

      “I never said anyone hacked it. The controls went dead. Electronics were totally fried. I was dead in the water. And then something…grabbed the ship.”

      Hep exchanged another glance with Hauser, this one heavy with darker implications.

      Sig slammed on the glass wall of the quarantine chamber. “I’m not crazy.”

      Hep started and jumped back. “Easy. I didn’t say you were.”

      “You don’t think I see how you look at me? You don’t think I know I sound crazy? Something grabs hold of my dead ship, steers me through a perfectly constructed maze of rock, and then…nothing. It’s blank. I don’t remember anything else until I came to back here. In this cage.” He hit the wall again.

      Techs swarmed the chamber. They readied the sedation gas. Hep waved them off. “What do you mean, a maze?”

      “The rock, it was arranged. Too neat to be random. Like a pattern. Like it was arranged.”

      Hep fell away from the sickbay and sank into his own world consisting of just himself and his thoughts. A swarming maelstrom of data that slowly formed into a coherent thought.

      A pattern. Arranged. Intention. Intelligence.

      He snapped back to the moment. “Sig, you need to remember more. I need to know what happened after it took your ship.”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “You need to try.”

      Sig punched the glass. “I don’t remember!” His eyes went dead. He became a statue again, a carving of the man he once was. “Take me to Central, Captain Montaine. I must reach Central.” His voice was cold but forceful. It sent the ice in Hep’s heart through the rest of his body.

      He stepped away the quarantine chamber, unable to look away from Sig. He startled when he felt a hand on his elbow.

      “Captain,” Hauser whispered in his ear. She guided him toward the door and out of sickbay. She still whispered even when they were alone in the hall. “I am now prepared to throw in the towel on this. This is way beyond me.”

      “You’re just giving up on him?”

      “I’m saying I can run all the medical tests you want, but I am not going to find a solution to this problem. Hell, I doubt I could even identify what the problem is. That… Whatever it is in there, that’s not some contaminant or a Deep Black flu we’ve never identified, that was—well, that was some next level weird. The way he changed. Like he became a wholly different person. That’s not something I know anything about.”

      “So, what, we just space him? We kick the XO out the airlock and keep on going?”

      She slapped him across the shoulder. “Stop acting like such a damn child.”

      Hep’s face burned hot. “Okay, so we need to find someone who knows more about…what?”

      Before Hauser could attempt an answer, Akari pinged Hep’s comm. “Captain to the bridge.”

      “I’m a bit busy, Akari. Can it wait?”

      “A sizable fleet of Byers ships is moving rapidly to intercept us, sir.”

      Hep wanted to melt through the floor.

      “I don’t know anything about any of that either,” Hauser said. “But I know someone who does. And so do you.”

      He knew immediately what she meant, though that didn’t make him feel any better. He wanted to resist, but he knew that he had no options. Sig. The Byers fleet. He was in over his head. He needed someone to pull his head above water. “On my way,” Hep said to Akari.

      

      The entirety of the bridge tensed when Hep entered. They all tried to speak at once, but Hep silence them with a yell. “Akari, what’s our status?”

      “The Byers fleet will intercept us in ten minutes, sir. They are mid-jump right now, so I can’t clock exactly how many and what type of ships, but it’s at least four. And one of them is a destroyer. If we do not want to engage them, which I must advise would be absolutely foolish and suicidal, then we must leave now.”

      The expectant eyes of the crew burned holes through Hep. He wanted to swat them away like a swarm of bees. Answers may have been buried in that asteroid field. Sig saw something in there. Something in there did something to him. He didn’t want to leave, to abandon it to Byers when he’d barely begun to formulate the questions to which he needed answers.

      “Sir?” Akari pressed.

      Was the Black Hole really in there somewhere? Was Parallax’s ghost coming back to haunt him? Maybe Sig found Hell in there.

      “Chart a jump course out of here,” Hep ordered. “Scramble our signature. Buy us as much time as you can before Byers track us down. And get me the location of a ship. I want it by the time we exit jump.”

      “Which ship?”

      Hep looked at the monitor, the flashing red dots representing the coming fleet. He looked at the feed from sickbay. “The UNS Royal Blue.”
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      It is my most solemn duty to inform you of the passing of the most honorable United Systems Navy Captain Jacob Horne.

      It is my most solemn duty.

      Solemn.

      Duty.

      Mao wrote the words over and over, crossing them out, scribbling over them, stabbing his stylus into the tablet’s screen so fiercely it threatened to crack. He had lost sailors under his command. It was wartime. It was understood that members of his crew would die. It was the expectation. But this…

      This.

      He dared a glance at the monitor mounted above his desk. The body of the most honorable United Systems Navy Captain Jacob Horne lay on a table in the lab, medical staff and techs standing at a distance in full decon suits, afraid to get too near.

      This was not expected. This, he did not understand.

      He’d written many of these letters over the past two years. On one occasion, after the Battle of the Dual Moons, the bloodiest he’d encountered, he had the misfortune of penning thirteen. He wrote them all in a day, back to back, and had become numb by the end. Signing them became like signing a stack of commission papers, barely glancing at the name as his drew his pen across the bottom. Mao had been working on this particular letter for half a day now and had no more to show for it than It is my solemn duty…

      The Royal Blue and the Bucket were saddled together three klicks from the Inferni Cluster. Mao didn’t want to let the mysterious formation out of his sight, but he also couldn’t stand to be too close to it.

      Not after the debrief. Delphyne laid it all out in meticulous detail. He knew her to be an objective observer and cataloguer of detail, which made the story all the more terrifying because he had no reason to doubt her recollection. He ordered the ship to pair with the Bucket, for Horne’s body to be taken to the lab for observation, and then he retreated to his cabin.

      He scoured his mind for protocols dictating his course of action. Something to determine his next move for him so he could absolve himself of that task. He found plenty of the such protocols that dictated accident reports, the death of an officer, the destruction of a ship, reporting mass casualties, securing the sight of a potential biological contaminant, securing the sight of an unknown encounter and further exploration of said event.

      He ran through them all as an exercise in distraction rather than as a means of decision making. They all required running up the chain of command. He would need to inform Calibor of what had happened, which meant informing the force commander that he went against orders and sent an expeditionary team into the cluster. Calibor would then inform Colonel Tirseer. And then everything would crumble. Mao would be stripped of his captaincy. Court-martialed, likely.

      And none of that would provide answers. None of that would do justice to Captain Horne.

      The display on the monitor changed, set to switch at designated intervals. It now showed the brig and its inhabitants. How would Mao explain them to Calibor? He had trouble reconciling their presence himself, let alone justifying it to his superiors. Mao knew Tirseer already suspected him of harboring a shadow loyalty to “rebel forces,” as she called them. Pirates. This conflagration of circumstances would solidify her theory, no matter how far off base it actually was.

      Tired of the mounting unknowns, Mao left his desk, his notes, his letters. He found Horus standing outside the brig with one of his men, the one called Spetzna. He acknowledged Mao with a probing look. Mao responded with one of his own. The two locked into a stare-down heavy with uncertainty.

      Horus finally relented, his stoic stare cracking into a smile. “Just waiting for you to take out the cuffs and toss me in there.”

      “I’m glad to see you’re making it easy for me to do so.” Suspicion clouded Horus’s smile. “I’m not here to arrest you,” Mao said.

      Relief brightened Horus’s face. “Good. Not that you’d have cause to. I’m squeaky clean. An honest businessman if ever you seen one. Now that’s out of the way, we do have one other thing to discuss.”

      “You’ll get the rest of your money, Horus.”

      The big man slapped Mao on the back. “Of course. Never for a second did I think you’d consider stiffing me. The job might not have gone to plan. I mean, who could’ve predicted we’d run up against whatever that freaky…thing…was? But I did get your people in and out as was promised.” Leaned against the wall, his shoulders relaxed. Spetzna, standing next to him, did not appear to know how to relax. “If you ain’t here to see me…” Horus began.

      “I’m here to see him,” Mao finished, pointing at Wilco’s cell. A low grumble rumbled up from Horus’s chest. Mao eyed him with renewed suspicion. “Maybe I should speak with you. You were close with Bayne and Wilco. Perhaps he reached out to you after Ore Town. Maybe you have some insight.”

      “None,” Horus said. “Ain’t spoken to the boy since Ore Town fell apart. Hell, I thought he was dead.”

      Mao had thought the same. The Navy had declared Wilco dead along with Bayne after weeks of searching with no evidence to the contrary. The blast radius of the Black Hole explosion was so large and so hot that it was assumed any organic material caught within it would have incinerated. Mao didn’t bemoan the twinge of frustration at hearing the Navy was wrong in that assumption.

      He input his code, and the door to the brig slid open, allowing access to the long hallway that ran the length of the brig in front of each of the dozen cells. Wilco was housed in the last. That allowed Mao the opportunity to study each of Wilco’s apprehended crew members as he passed. Delphyne had taken three others aside from Wilco into custody upon leaving the Forager. None gave their names or spoke a word, on order from Wilco. They were either terrified of him or fiercely loyal.

      As Mao passed, he judged that it was the latter. None of them showed any sign of fear.

      Upon reaching the final cell, Mao stopped and stared at the tips of his boots. He had hoped this chapter of his life was closed permanently after Ore Town. It was finding the boys Wilco and Hepzah that began a descent that brought Mao low, nearly to a depth from which he would never have climbed. It was finding those boys that sparked the end of Drummond Bayne.

      When they were gone, Mao thought his life would return to the way it was before, a life of duty and service, a life of orders followed and given, in line with a strict code and set of protocol. A life dictated. Even when he was given command of his own ship, a position that should have required his strict adherence to that code, life was never quite the same. A seed had been planted. Little at a time, it blossomed and bore rebellious fruit. Disregarding Calibor’s directive and venturing into the cluster was only the most drastic example.

      “You lock me up just so I can watch you stare at the floor?”

      Mao smiled despite himself. Under the guise of a pirate lord, a kid playing dress-up, he was still the same irreverent child. “Why are you alive?”

      Wilco laughed. “Well, isn’t that a hell of question? Just ask me what the meaning of life is.”

      Mao’s temper flared. For a moment, it took control of him. Whether a moment or lifetime, it didn’t matter. He lost his composure. He lost himself. He grabbed the bars of Wilco’s cell and screamed. “Why are you alive? Why couldn’t you stay dead?”

      Wilco shrank back from the bars. He studied the captain. “Can’t say I much enjoy this new version of you, Mao. The pressures of captaincy seem to be wearing you down.”

      Releasing the bars was an act of great effort. Mao stepped back and focused on his breathing until his heart steadied and the only reason his face burned was the shame. “How did you survive the explosion of the Black Hole?”

      Wilco twitched at the mention of the ship. He walked from Mao, stepped up onto the cot, bounced on it like a child testing the springs before jumping, and then sat cross-legged. “Who is it you think you’re speaking to?”

      The question felt self-indulgent. A childish attempt at obfuscation.

      “Take off the mask,” Mao said.

      Wilco shook his head.

      “You used to be the sort of man who’d at least look me in the eye.”

      “I can see your eyes just fine.”

      “But I can’t see yours.”

      “You haven’t earned the right.”

      Mao scratched the back of his head, quickly growing exasperated. He paced away from the cell then turned back, hoping to have gained a new perspective. “Are you responsible for the destruction of the Forager?”

      “I think highly of myself, but not so highly as to believe I could destroy such a legendary Deep Black ship with just a handful at my side.”

      “Was it your intention to try?”

      “I do have aspirations.”

      “Are you trying to sound like him, like Parallax? This new persona you’ve adopted, what’s the endgame? You have a small crew who appear somewhat loyal. No ship, from what we can tell. Do you have aims to be a pirate?”

      Wilco jumped off the bed. He hit the ground hard, sounding a thud that seemed deeper than his frame should have allowed. “I am a pirate. I am the home of the spirit of every pirate lord who turned to dust in these spaceways. They are reborn in me. And they are angry. I will see their vengeance done on all who are deserving.”

      Mao had exposed something. He would have dug in quicker, ripped that wound open more, if the outburst hadn’t caught him so off guard. He gathered himself, pushed that bud of fear down deeper. “How did you come to be on the Forager?”

      “I stepped foot on it same as everyone else.”

      “Why are you so intent on walking around my questions? Why not answer them directly?”

      Wilco spread his arms, gesturing to his surroundings. “My current accommodations do not lend to a sense of cooperation.”

      “You killed a Navy captain. I can’t let you out.”

      “Horne was already dead when I shoved my sword through his chest. If your people debriefed you fully, then you would know I wasn’t the only one who stuck him. There were two other blades in your captain, and a hail of blaster fire. So, unless you plan on hanging your own XO, I’d wager on you letting me out of here sooner rather than later.”

      “You overestimate your chances.”

      “You underestimate the situation.” Wilco stepped to the bars, his hands folded behind his back, moving in a graceful yet menacing fashion. For the first time, Mao doubted the identity of the man beneath the mask. He had been a brash, headstrong, and volatile kid when Mao knew him only three years ago. In subtle yet important ways, this masked man was very different. “I didn’t happen upon a devastated Navy ship in the middle of an extremely rare star cluster. I wasn’t caught off guard at seeing Captain Horne in such a state. As I’m sure Delphyne testified to. I went in knowing exactly what I was going to find.”

      Mao’s comm sounded, followed by Delphyne’s voice, tight with urgency. “You’re needed on the bridge immediately, sir.” Mao couldn’t take his eyes off the twisted image displayed on Wilco’s mask, the clashing colors, black and red, twisting around each other like they were locked in battle. “On my way.”

      Wilco waved as Mao left.
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        * * *

      

      Delphyne was waiting outside the lift door as Mao exited. She handed him a tablet that displayed a battle map of the area. “We’ve run across a Byers frigate, sir.”

      “Run across? They haven’t spotted us?”

      “Doesn’t appear so. Diagnostics show that it’s low on weapons. Mostly scanning equipment. We believe it’s a recon ship.”

      “Then we can’t let it leave. If it makes it back to the Byers fleet with our location, this sector will be flooded in a matter of hours. And if this cluster has any importance at all, we can’t allow Byers to control it. Alert the force commander. Then block all long-range transmissions. Acquire a target lock and open fire.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      They entered the bridge to find the crew fallen into battle mode, taken to their stations and fulfilling their duties. Nothing made Mao prouder than to see his crew excel when they were most needed.

      “Byers frigate off our bow, Captain,” Officer Graeme yelled. “One minute and twenty-two seconds until they are within target range. Scans say their weapons systems are active.”

      “Open a ship-wide channel,” the captain said. “This is Captain Mao. We are about to engage a hostile vessel. All hands to battle stations. Lock this ship down.”

      “Sir, we have target lock,” Graeme said. “Should we open fire?”

      Captain Mao was about to give the order when the XO interrupted.

      “Captain!” Her voice was elevated by surprise.

      “What is it, Delphyne?”

      Something on the battlefield display caught her attention. An energy signature. A familiar one. One she hadn’t seen in nearly two years. “A ship on our tail, sir. Just came out of nowhere.”

      “Byers?”

      “No, sir,” she answered. “A Ranger ship. The Fair Wind.”

      Mao’s face twisted in confusion.

      “Sir, the Byers frigate just initiated a hard burn,” Graeme said. “They’re gone.”

      Mao cursed. “Open a channel. This is Captain Taliesin Mao of the UNS Royal Blue. You better have a damn good reason for entering this battlefield and an even better reason as to why I should not open fire on you immediately.”

      “Easy, Mao,” a voice responded over the comm channel.

      Delphyne couldn’t keep the smile off her face.

      “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “Identify yourself,” Mao snapped.

      “Such a stickler for protocol,” the voice responded. “This is Captain Hepzah Montaine of the Fair Wind. It’s good to see you again. And I could use your help.”

      The leak in the dam to the past now cracked wide open. The flood let loose and swallowed Mao whole. “You’ve picked a very bad time, Captain Montaine.”

      “Yeah, you don’t know the half of it,” Hep responded.
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      The serums still burned in her blood, her muscles, her bones. She had spent three days hooked up to tubes being pumped full of the drugs that officially existed on paper only. Centel had presented them to the Joint Science Council, but they were denied approval to begin human testing. Apparently, Centel did not abide by the council’s ruling, though considering her current circumstances, Ayala wasn’t displeased by that. Objectively, she would have agreed with Tirseer’s decision anyway, even had she not been a direct beneficiary.

      The cocktail of drugs was proposed as a food substitute. During animal testing, it was discovered that, administered correctly, the drugs could reverse the ravages of extreme malnutrition at an accelerated rate.

      By all accounts, Tirseer had laid the first stone in the road to eradicating starvation. Whether that would counteract all the terrible things she’d done would be left to history to decide. Miracle aside, the cocktail was a real pain in the ass. Fire poured straight into the veins. Muscles pumped full of acid as they stretched, ripped, and stitched back together. Heart punching the inside of the chest, beating so fast, trying to exist outside of the body. She felt like she was melted down into a cellular sludge and then regrown.

      Still, the pain was preferable to the closet-sized cell she’d been locked inside, body slowly shutting down and turning against her. Waiting to die. Now, she at least had something to look forward to: life. What kind, she did not know.

      The doctors removed the last of the tubes and left her alone in the sterile room, strapped to the bed. Every few minutes, a wave of pain shot through her body that made her convulse. The white room went red as blood pulsed so strongly through her that she thought her head might explode. After a few hours, the pain subsided. Slowly, her strength returned. She felt better than she’d felt in recent memory, better than she could remember ever feeling. The torture of recent months—had it been years?—was the only memory she had anymore.

      The locks on the metal door clicked. The hinges screamed as the door opened. “I must admit, I wasn’t sure you’d survive the process. We’ve only tested on seven others. Four of them are dead.” Tirseer pulled a stool to Ayala’s bedside.

      “Glad I could boost your numbers.” Ayala’s throat was hoarse. A powerful thirst burned in her.

      “Yes, well, you can celebrate later. After you’ve learned the conditions of your resurrection.” She produced a tablet. She scrolled through a seemingly endless file, eyes flicking like snakes’ tongues. “You will receive a full briefing before embarking on your mission, but I thought you might benefit from a quick rundown of the parameters of your new position.”

      “And what position is that?”

      “An asset.”

      Ayala went cold. There were fewer things in life more terrifying than the thought of being Maria Tirseer’s asset. She’d read enough intelligence reports to know that.

      Tirseer turned the tablet so Ayala could read it. It displayed schematics for what looked like a small electronic device, something like a transmitter.

      “What is that?” Ayala asked.

      Tirseer smiled. “That is a low yield, localized explosive device. A teeny tiny bomb. Surgically implanted next to your heart.”

      Like a bee in her chest, Ayala could feel the thing buzzing next to her heart. She could feel it ticking, hear the hum of the signal transmitting to the detonator in Tirseer’s pocket. She tried to consciously will her heart to slow, afraid the frantic rhythm would set the device off.

      “Relax,” Tirseer said. “Think about this from an intelligence perspective, Shay. You’re an admiral, for deep’s sake. You have a gift for strategy. Would I go through the trouble of returning you from the brink of death just to kill you in such a fashion? Do you have any idea how much those tiny bombs cost?” She chuckled “No, I’m not going to kill you. Think it through. Why would I do such a thing?”

      Ayala swallowed the bile bubbling up her throat. “Because you’re letting me go.”

      Tirseer nodded. “I knew these long months hadn’t damaged your faculties. That’s right, I am letting you go. You’re going to infiltrate the Byers Clan for me.”

      Now Ayala laughed. She felt the bomb rattle against her ribs. “Of course. Let me just ring Cantor and ask him for a job. We have a wonderful relationship.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find a way.” Tirseer scrolled through her tablet again. She handed it to Ayala. “And though I have all the faith in the world that you will, I’ve also taken the liberty of spelling out exactly how.” She handed the tablet to Ayala. “Give it a thorough read. Commit it to memory. Your mission begins tomorrow.”
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      The war room of the Royal Blue looked like a snapshot of years past, with a few notable exceptions. Familiar faces sat around the table, familiar power dynamics, familiar displeased expressions.

      “Well, this is uncomfortable,” Horus said, breaking the minute-long silence. “Let me just be the first to say, Captain Montaine, big congratulations on the promotion. Did you get the fruit basket I sent? No?” He slapped Spetzna on the shoulder. “You forgot to send the fruit basket, didn’t you? Can’t find good help these days, am I right?”

      Hep was abuzz, barely able to keep to his seat. His competitor’s rambling didn’t register.

      “Let’s all just agree to stow any personal baggage we might have for the sake of expediency,” Delphyne said. “The Byers fleet could arrive at any minute.”

      “Is he here?” Hep said, unintentionally shouting. “Is Wilco really here?”

      “How about everyone just ignores what I said? That should keep Byers from destroying us.”

      “Horus told me he’s here, in the brig.”

      Delphyne scowled at Horus. “After I ordered him not to.”

      “To be fair, I don’t take orders from you.” He sank under Delphyne’s unending stare. “But I could. I will. From now on.”

      Hep stood, the act feeling both defiant and desperate. “I want to see him.”

      “No,” Mao answered, surprising the gathering.

      “I’m not part of your crew anymore, Mao,” Hep began.

      “But you are on my ship, so mind the way you speak to me.” Mao rose and began pacing behind his chair at the head of the table.

      “Maybe if you brought Sigurd aboard?” Delphyne said.

      “He requested to remain on the Fair Wind,” Hep said. “Or, at least part of him did. It’s hard to explain.”

      “Try,” Delphyne said sharply.

      “He’s a member of my crew,” Hep said. “I’ll honor his wishes. If he wants to see you, then I’ll bring him aboard.”

      Delphyne’s anger pushed outward, like a bubble of force, very real and tangible. “This isn’t about me. If he’s infected the way Horne was, then we need to see him, study his condition. Our doctors are far more equipped to help him than whatever gutter doctor you picked up while hauling trash.”

      “Enough!” Mao commanded. “We have all been brought back together. Not by any act of will on our part. This is no friendly reunion. There is something at work here that I fear none of us are seeing. None of us other than Wilco, which is the most terrifying thought of all.”

      “What are you talking about?” Hep asked. “How could Wilco engineer this? He’s no mastermind. And what would be the purpose?”

      “I’m not saying he masterminded anything. I’m saying he knows something. He has information about what this is, regardless of how tangential it may be. Considering that, I will be detaining him as an enemy combatant until he shares what he knows.”

      Hep punched the table. “Bull!”

      Everyone at the table rose. “Watch how you speak to the captain,” Delphyne said.

      Byrne, who had so far managed to keep from interjecting, no longer felt so compelled. “Watch how you speak to mine.”

      Horus bellowed, seemingly enjoying the chaos. “Feels like home.”

      Mao yelled above them, trying to calm the flaring tempers. “While aboard my ship, you will all maintain some sense of decorum. I assure you, I have every legal right to detain Wilco and his people. Wartime grants me that privilege. Not to mention that he was involved in the killing of a Navy captain.”

      “From what I hear, he saved your life,” Hep said.

      “According to him,” Mao answered. “But he has yet to recount what he was doing in the cluster, how he got there, and what business he had on the Forager. A lot of good people are dead, and he is the only one who can tell me why. He will stay put until I get those answers.”

      Hep steeled himself to fight, but Officer Graeme entered the war room. “Sir, there is an incoming communication for you. It’s Commander Calibor, sir.”

      Mao seemed to sink in his chair. “I’ll take it in my cabin.” He met Hep’s eye. “The sooner Wilco tells me what he knows, the sooner we can sort this out.”

      Awkward, tense silence took the room upon Mao’s exit. Slowly, the occupants seemed to decide there was nothing left to discuss and filed out until only Hep and Delphyne remained. She held her chin up, forcing herself to look him in the eye, though it clearly strained her to do so. The muscles in her jaw flexed and relaxed, a pattern of tension. Her eyes were so focused that she did not blink, and tears formed and rolled down her cheek

      Hep felt the aching desire to look away, but he could not force himself to. Delphyne had her own personal gravity that she could dampen and amp up when it pleased her. She was a black hole now.

      “You bring him back here,” she demanded.

      He waited for the words to form on his tongue rather than spitting out half-formed thoughts. “I can’t.”

      She closed the distance between them with just a few steps, now standing inches from him. He felt the heat of her breath, of her anger on his face. “You can. You’re just being cruel.”

      “I’m not trying to be.”

      “That’s usually when people are at their most cruel.” She stopped at the door and spoke over her shoulder. “If he dies because you kept him from our doctors, I’ll kill you.”

      Hep believed her. He believed that she believed it, rather. He knew that she was the best of them all and would never hurt him. Even if she wanted to.

      Even though he was now alone, Hep did not feel so. He felt crowded, pressed on, a dozen pairs of eyes staring at the back of his neck. Stepping back on the Royal Blue was a nostalgia trip that he hadn’t wished to take. Every step he’d taken since leaving was with the goal of leaving this ship and everything that happened on board behind.

      But there was one person here that he did want to see. Like everyone else, Hep assumed Wilco was dead, incinerated by the blast of the Black Hole. He was suddenly consumed with a sinkhole of guilt. He would have searched for Wilco if he even thought there was hope that he’d survived. Even though their last encounter was less than pleasant. What had Wilco been doing for three years? Who had he become?

      As self-centered as it was, Hep worried who Wilco was now, absent of Hep’s influence.

      Hep looked up to see that he’d arrived at the brig, somewhat absentmindedly. He encountered no resistance on his way there, no guards to turn him around. The path was left open.

      Now conscious of where he was, he wasn’t so sure he wanted to be there. He had left his old life behind, built a new one. He wasn’t the puppy cowering behind Wilco’s legs anymore. The weakling in need of a shield. He was captain of his own ship. He didn’t need Wilco anymore.

      He opened the door.

      Three sets of eyes followed him as he walked the long corridor. He got the sense that they knew who he was. Maybe that was just more self-centered attitude, assuming he was important enough to Wilco that his old friend would regale his new crew with details of his past family. They seemed as intrigued by Hep as he did with them. Hep studied each one as he passed.

      The first was a woman, about as tall as Horus though not as broad. Her hair was divided into two braids as thick as Hep’s forearms. It was platinum scattered through with strands of purple. Matching purple circles were painted around her eyes. The tattoos on the backs of her hands evoked an ancient, mystical alphabet, but were likely just geometric designs.

      The man in the next cell was thin but fit, the body type of a featherweight boxer. His head was shaved to reveal a scalp crisscrossed with scars. His chest and midriff were bare, but his arms and hands were covered completely by leather sleeves and gloves. An indentation ran from his left shoulder to his right hip suggesting a strap typically crossed there securing something to his back. He smiled at Hep, showing a broken row of teeth.

      The next cell housed a person hidden under a flowing coat and mask that reminded Hep of a cat, a large feline grin spread across the center, punctuated by two yellow eyes. He couldn’t tell if the person was a man or woman, but the feeling that emanated from the person was tangible. Cold, empty, like maybe there wasn’t a person underneath the mask at all.

      Hep held his breath as he walked past the next several empty cells until he reached the very last. The figure inside didn’t seem like anybody he knew. A stranger hidden behind a mask. He sat on his bed, his back pressed against the metal wall, whistling an upbeat tune. He watched the figure the way a visitor at the zoo watches a lion. Intrigued by its potential for power, its ability to kill, but saddened by its laziness, its feral nature stomped out of it by captivity.

      “If you people want someone to stare at, it’d be easier to get a mirror then come all the way down here with us criminal folk.”

      His voice. Unmistakable. Even distorted by the mask, Hep knew it. “What happened?”

      Wilco laughed. “You people have a remarkable talent for asking impossibly vague questions.”

      “To you. What happened to you after Ore Town? How are you alive?”

      Wilco dropped his feet to the floor and pulled his body to the edge of the bed. He leaned on his knees. Hep couldn’t tell where Wilco was looking. Just under the hum of the ship and the whine of the overhead lights, Hep heard something coming from inside Wilco’s cell. A wheezing sound. A robotic inhale.

      And then a laugh.

      Wilco stood suddenly, like a knife pulled from a scabbard, and removed his mask. It seemed a game to Hep until then. The mask, the façade, emulating Parallax, playing at pirate lord. Upon seeing his face, Hep knew how serious it was.

      The companion Hep had known since his rebirth as an orphan—the boy that had kept him alive—was unrecognizable. The skin stretching from the base of his neck over the top of his head and down the right of half his face was scarred. Burned to a shine. Bubbled and malformed. Like a desert landscape if looked at too closely, dunes and divots. Hair grew in a single tuft over his left eye and hung in a braid, a sad attempt to adorn what little normalcy was left to him. The burned half of his face was patched back together with a mix of cybernetics and skin grafts. A thin robotic element replaced a missing portion of his jaw. His right eye was gone entirely, now a cybernetic implant that glowed red where the iris would be.

      Hep wished he could take the horror of his face and squelch the urge to vomit that came bubbling up.

      “You keep asking me how I survived like I pulled off some magic trick. Like I cheated death. I didn’t cheat anything. I did die. And I came back like this.” He touched the bubbled and shiny skin of his face. “You think I’m playing a game. Does it look like I’m playing?”

      Hep stepped back from the bars. He opened his mouth to speak but his tongue refused to work. He tasted ash. He tasted the positively charged air of an engine room, the drive engines, the explosion of the Black Hole.

      Wilco replaced his mask. “Still just a quaking little rabbit.”
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      “What the hell are you playing at, Mao?” The holographic projection of Force Commander Calibor over Mao’s desk moved almost comically, like an angry little doll. “I gave you very specific orders. Stand down. Don’t approach the cluster.”

      “I know, sir. But Captain Horne—”

      “Is dead now! At the hands of a pirate.”

      “Not exactly, sir. Wilco—”

      “Don’t even say his damn name.” The little Calibor clenched his fists. Even at that scale, Mao could see the veins in his neck pulse. “That little urchin served on your ship. A pirate with a past connection to the Navy just killed a Navy captain. Under my watch! Tirseer is going to strip me of my rank. Rest assured, Mao, I’m taking you down with me. My head won’t be the only one to roll because of this.”

      “Sir, respectfully, you are missing the most important details of my report. Captain Horne was infected with something. It changed him. Made him more dangerous. I fear that whatever the cause, it could have biological weapon implications. And we’ve recently learned of another case. Furthermore, I believe the Byers Clan is en route. If they get their hands on this biological agent—”

      “You don’t need to spell it out for me like I’m a child.”

      Mao resented the implication that he would talk down to a fellow officer, even if he did think of Calibor as a bit of a simpleton who lucked into his position as force commander. “Apologies, sir. I’m simply trying to reinforce the gravity of the situation.”

      “And I’m trying to state the gravity of your situation. Once I inform Colonel Tirseer of your actions, expect to be summoned to Central for an official hearing on your fitness for duty.”

      Mao silently cursed the man. But he would not be silent on other matters. “Can I expect reinforcements, sir?”

      “Of course you can expect some damn reinforcements,” Calibor said. “I’ve already ordered the expeditionary force to rendezvous on your location. ETA ten minutes.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Calibor grumbled as the transmission ended. Despite Mao’s contempt for the man, Calibor wasn’t unfair in his gruff assessment of the situation. Had Mao followed protocol and stayed out of the cluster, then perhaps the situation would be contained. Horne would still be dead, but maybe whatever it was that infected him would not be in play and about to fall into the hands of the Byers Clan.

      Even after taking in the facts, Mao couldn’t see a situation where he acted differently. His only other course would have been to let a fellow sailor die, abandoned. Regardless of the fallout, he didn’t see that ever being alright.

      

      The atmosphere on the bridge was as it had been for days—tense to the point of breaking. The presence of the newcomers did nothing to ease tensions. Horus was a brute who cared nothing for protocol or respecting the established culture of the ship. He stood too near Officer Graeme, which put the young and already jumpy man on edge. Croft and Byron were relentless in their observation of the large salvager captain. They stood on either side of the bridge, hands never leaving their sidearms, always keeping a clear line of sight. Horus’s man Spetzna behaved like Delphyne’s shadow, moving as she did in contorting movements, casting a darkness over her every action.

      Hep was in a dour mood. Like a pouting child. Mao wished he could be happy to see Hep. He did not dislike the boy. In fact, he had grown to respect him over time, especially after he had left the Royal Blue, but his presence on board fostered no small amount of animosity. Those in the crew who served under Bayne remembered Hep as the wayward whelp the former captain took under his wing only to be brought to ruin because of him. Now, the boy had returned and brought with him more calamity and a sense of authority. They did not like that Hep had sway in the decisions about moving forward.

      Hep rose to meet Mao as the captain entered. Maybe it was an old habit returning, maybe he was choosing to act accordingly and show the captain his due respect. Maybe he just wanted to be the first to get in Mao’s face. “That’s not Wilco. Not the one I remember anyway.”

      “Unless he gave you something I can use, right now isn’t the time to discuss this.” Mao walked past Hep and sat in the captain’s chair. To Delphyne, he said, “Anything from the Byers fleet?”

      “Long-range scans have them rapidly approaching. Five minutes at most.”

      “Calibor and the rest of the expeditionary force are ten minutes out.” The statement landed like a bomb on the bridge. “Meaning we will be on our own for five minutes. One ship against five. Those are odds we’ve not faced in quite some time, but we are up to it. This ship can handle it, and I know its crew can as well. This ship was made for it. We were made for it.”

      “You’re wrong about that, Captain.” Another bomb dropped. This one by Hep. All eyes fell on him like knives hoping to cut him to pieces. “It’s not one ship against five. You can count on the Fair Wind to fight at your side.”

      Mao’s chest swelled. His cheeks burned hot. He nodded to Hep, eyes grateful.

      Delphyne looked Horus expectantly. When he said nothing, she kicked his ankle. “The hell, girl?” Delphyne cleared her throat. Horus looked about the bridge like he just realized what was happening. “Yeah, fine, I’ll do whatever. Let’s kill some suits.”

      “Thank you, Captains,” Mao said. “Your assistance is appreciated.”
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        * * *

      

      There was no time for a war council. The captains assumed their mantles aboard their respective ships. The Fair Wind and the Bucket disengaged their docking clamps and broke free from the Royal Blue. Though it was never decided upon by consensus, Mao took the authority of group leadership upon himself.

      “Graeme, display the schematics for each of the salvager ships.” Mao studied each, unblinking. “Delphyne, what do you see?” Mao prided himself on his tactical ability, but he was not an overly proud man. He knew when to defer to his betters.

      The XO froze, her body becoming statuesque and she stared wide-eyed at the both displays, taking in the information. “Neither packs much in the way of firepower. They weren’t built for battle. But they were built for surviving in the harshest parts of the galaxy.” Mao watched the small muscles of Delphyne’s face as they played a silent symphony of thought. “The Bucket has stolen proprietary shielding. No other ship in the systems has it, not even the Byers ships. The stuff hasn’t made it out of R&D yet.”

      Mao knew where her mind was going. “Open a channel to the Bucket.” Graeme obliged. “Horus, pull your ship inside the perimeter of the Inferni Cluster and await further instructions.”

      “Listen here, cappy—”

      Mao cut off the channel before Horus could fully respond.

      Delphyne shifted her focus wholly on the display of the Fair Wind. “Hep’s ship is highly maneuverable, but it won’t last long under fire. A few solid hits and it will crack in two.”

      “A three-pronged approach,” Mao said. The image of a trident flashed in his mind. A nostalgic reminder of their distant past, the Navy. A time when they sailed what now seemed like puddles, but then were as vast an expanse of water as the Deep Black. He opened a comm channel to the Fair Wind. “Captain Montaine, here is our plan of attack.”
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      Time was limited, thankfully, as it left Hep with none with which to dwell on the dire nature of their situation. Mao relayed the orders, which was fine with Hep, though he felt compelled to put up at least a little resistance if only for the sake of saving face with his crew. He knew Mao was the far greater tactician, and he had no illusions of being a great military leader. He only ever wanted to earn his way.

      He wondered now, sitting on the bridge of his salvage ship as his crew readied to battle one of the two greatest military powers in the systems, if that was true. How did one who claims to desire only a life of hard work and simple pleasures manage to find himself at the heart of blossoming galactic conflicts so regularly?

      He banished the thought from his mind.

      “Byrne, where are we?”

      Alenna Byrne had unofficially stepped into the role of executive officer while Sig was incapacitated. “The engines are running at top capacity. Weapon systems are lit. We’re ready to go, sir.”

      Whether they were ready or not did not matter because the battle arrived.

      “Byers fleet coming out of jump, Captain,” Akari said. She displayed the arriving ships on screen—three frigates, a gunner, and a destroyer.

      Hep swallowed hard.

      Mao’s voice sounded over the comm. “Good luck, Captain Montaine.”

      Hep swallowed hard again. He mentally followed the trail a bead of sweat carved from his brow to the tip of his nose. “And to you, Captain Mao. Fair winds and following seas.”

      The black canvas of space erupted in flashes of white and yellow and red. The Byers frigates took point, laying into the Royal Blue with a barrage of fire. The three mid-size ships were built for maneuverability, to swarm larger ships and overwhelm them, exactly as they appeared to be doing now. The Blue’s shields would hold out against the attack, Byrne had assured. At least long enough for one of two things to happen. Either the Byers destroyer would move in amid the chaos and put a hole in the Blue’s hull with a well-placed torpedo, or Mao’s strategy would work.

      Mao’s biggest advantage now was surprise. The Byers fleet had no reason to expect that a Navy ship would be sailing with two salvage ships, let alone two that would fight alongside it. The Fair Wind was visible on radar, but the Byers fleet may reasonably assume that it was just a civilian ship that came to work the area. So when the Fair Wind swooped around the side of the Royal Blue and flanked the destroyer that thought itself comfortable behind the line of frigates, the Byers plan of attack fell into disarray.

      The Byers frigates circled back to defend the destroyer, which had fixed its sights on the Blue. In doing so, they left a clear lane for Mao to attack. The Blue opened fire, launching a torpedo through the melee. It struck the destroyer and colored the battlefield in a wash of green light and orange sparks. The assault rocked the destroyer, but the damage was limited to localized cosmetic hits. The gunner took a position above the destroyer, acting like a lookout in a crow’s nest, laying suppressing fire when needed. The Fair Wind unleashed a barrage of blaster fire from its forward battery, which was little more than a pinprick to the destroyer’s heavy shields. After its pass, the Fair Wind circled back around behind the Blue, hoping to keep the Byers fleet off balance. As the Fair Wind retreated, it drew with it one of the frigates, leaving it and the destroyer more vulnerable.

      The hit-and-run tactics proved successful for another minute as the Navy coalition fell into a pattern of attack and withdraw, hammering the Byers ships and keeping them on the defensive. Two of the frigates had suffered significant damage, but the captain of the destroyer recognized the tactic soon enough. The frigates ignored the Fair Wind and focused their attacks on the Royal Blue. They circled the Blue, taking potshots at the larger ship, keeping it off balance and cutting the Fair Wind off from its safe harbor.

      The Fair Wind was left out in the cold, a solitary target that was easy pickings for the destroyer and the gunner.

      “We’ve been targeted,” Akari shouted in an urgent yet steady tone.

      Hep squeezed the arms of his chair in a white-knuckle grip. Part of the plan, he repeated to himself. Trust the plan.

      “They have a lock,” Akari said, her voice growing more insistent.

      Five seconds between the point of launch and impact, Hep assumed. A direct hit from either ship would decimate the Fair Wind. Tear them to pieces. Five seconds.

      He counted down.

      When he reached one, Hep shut his eyes.

      “Greedy rats in suits!” a husky voice shouted over the inter-ship comm. It was the first and only time Hep was ever happy to hear Horus’s voice. The Bucket emerged from the cluster like an angel descending from heaven. “Damned rats!” Or a devil climbing up from hell. Piloting the heavily-shielded ship like a battering ram, Horus slammed the Bucket into the destroyer, knocking it off course and breaking its target lock on Fair Wind.

      “Engage,” Hep ordered, activating the second act of Mao’s strategy. Byrne kicked the ship’s engines into gear, accelerating them fast enough that Hep felt his organs press against his back. The Fair Wind ducked below the destroyer and came up on the rear of the gunner, which still held a sniper position above it.

      “Target the ship’s cannon,” Hep ordered. The Fair Wind locked onto the pulse cannon mounted on top of the gunner. The cannon was almost the entire length of the ship, and it was the gunner’s entire reason for existing. The ship was basically a tank, a means of transporting the cannon. Without it, the ship was next to useless.

      The Fair Wind opened fire. In a quick burst of sparks and vented gas, the cannon was disabled.

      Beneath them, the Bucket continued to ram against the hull of the destroyer, keeping its focus off the Royal Blue. The destroyer responded by unleashing a barrage of battery fire, hammering the impressive shielding covering the Bucket. The two ships were locked in a fistfight, pounding each other in the face, bloodying their knuckles and mouths, waiting for one or the other to hit the floor.

      Now free from the oppressive scope of the gunner, the Fair Wind disengaged from the tangle beneath it and made for the swarm around the Blue.

      “Shields are declining,” came the transmission from the Blue. “Requesting immediate assist.”

      “On our way,” Hep answered. The Fair Wind raced toward the melee and opened fire without waiting to acquire a lock. The hail of blaster fire scattered the three frigates, granting Mao and his crew a quick reprieve and opportunity to refocus.

      “Reroute all power from the engines to shields,” Mao ordered. Roker hesitated. That would turn the ship into dead weight, unable to maneuver in the heat of battle as it was peppered with gunfire from several ships. “Now!”

      The engines went cold as the shielding on the ship hummed and burned with energy. A magnetic force surrounded the ship, an unseen bubble. The Royal Blue was now a rock. Mao hoped he did not just doom his crew to sink to the bottom of the sea.

      The frigates regrouped, settling into an attack formation, and began a run toward the Blue. The Fair Wind looped around behind the Blue and took up a defensive position behind the rock.

      “Say when,” Hep said.

      Mao clenched his jaw, watching the frigates bear down on them. Three ships, attack maxed out, hitting him at the same time. The shields would hold, he assured himself. Just one attack was all he needed. With enough energy left to close this deal. “Begin cycling the energy cores.”

      Roker knew the plan going into the battle, but she did not agree with it. Mao relied on her professionalism as an officer to follow his orders without hesitation. Hesitation now meant death. She spun up the energy cores, cycling the power through the shields. It was as risky a maneuver as she’d ever attempted, something hardly documented in any tactics journal save for some secondhand accounts of Deep Black campaigns against warlord raiders. It was not employed by Navy ships because of the inherent risk.

      “On my mark,” Mao said.

      Hep resented the exhilaration that spiked in his blood. It proved something that he had long been trying to deny: that he liked this. The game. Building a strategy. Positioning the pieces on the board. Watching it all fall into place. And then executing. Savoring the unmatched beauty of victory through intelligent design. He bit his lip.

      The frigates closed in. They were in short-fire range. Their forward batteries spun up.

      “Now,” Mao said.

      Despite herself, Roker pressed the button that executed the command. The energy pulsing through the shields spiked. The Blue’s internal systems screamed as they grew suddenly overtaxed, trying to accommodate an amount of energy that they were not built to hold. If they tried to hold onto it any longer, the systems would melt down, the engine core would go critical, and the ship would explode.

      With nowhere else to put it, the Blue expelled the energy in a shockwave of radiant and destructive energy.

      At the same time, Hep put the Fair Wind into a nosedive. The estimated radius was one klick from the Blue. The hull rattled. Instrumentation went wild, readings off the charts, monitors turning to static.

      The wave smacked the approaching frigates like a wall. They suddenly turned listless, drifting like rudderless ships, their noses falling away from their targets.

      The bridge of the Fair Wind sparked back to life, having avoided the brunt of the pulse. “Take us up!” Hep ordered. The ship pulled into a steep incline and arced behind the frigates. One after another, they targeted the core systems and opened fire. The frigates exploded.

      Mao congratulated his crew, Roker especially, before commanding them to re-task all systems and target the destroyer.

      The Bucket was bloodied, looking like a boxer after bareknuckle round in the ring. Horus fell back, and all three ships targeted the massive ship. With a concentrated blast of fire, the destroyer was dead.

      The collective sigh was almost enough to fill the void with atmosphere.

      “Well done, everyone,” Mao said over the inter-ship comm. He felt no hesitation in commending the salvagers. But the celebration was short-lived.

      “Sir, we have incoming,” Graeme said.

      Hep’s head was hazy with victory. “The Navy arrives just in time to miss everything. Typical.”

      “Commander Calibor’s fleet is coming out of jump,” Graeme said. “But so is a second Byers fleet.”
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      The rattle of the ship made it impossible for Wilco to enjoy his nap. The unmistakable collision of blaster fire against shielding, the creak of the hull giving way to the pressure. The screams of crew not yet used to the attack.

      He imagined Mao on the bridge, trying to soothe them with his calm demeanor, his calculated approach to conflict a way of taming the chaos. He imagined Mao’s mind, swirling under the façade, cracking under the pressure. The thought allowed Wilco to lay back and close his eyes, to rest with a smile.

      The lock disengaged. The door whined as it swung outward.

      “Is it time?” Wilco didn’t bother to open his eyes. He knew who had sprung him. There was no answer. “Then let’s get the others and get off this rig. It’s bringing back unpleasant memories.”

      He still wasn’t used to the weight of his left leg. It wasn’t wholly cybernetic, but the metal components made it weigh significantly more than the other, throwing off his balance. He was agile enough to still be deadly in a fight. It was the small motions that proved the most troublesome, the slow moments that allowed him too much time to think about the gears and circuits that replaced his muscles’ neurons. The tiny flare of pain whenever he went from stationary to motion.

      His left foot hit the floor with a thud. He waited for the pain to stop. Then he stood and walked out of his cell. By that time, all the others were free. Kurda towered over the others, her arms folded across her chest and an impatient scowl on her face. Trapper Mayne flashed his broken smile. Cloak did nothing, just stood like a shadow.

      Wilco bent forward and reached for his toes. Fire shot up his leg but died away quickly. He needed to move to keep his body limber. It seized up quickly with inactivity, and it was a real pain getting it moving again. “Well,” he said, looking around at his recent accommodations, and then back to his people. “Let’s get to it, then.”

      He led the others out of the brig. They disabled the lone guard with ease. Kurda smashed his head against the wall without exerting herself. Wilco felt insulted that Mao would leave them so weakly guarded. But the ship was under attack and his crew faced painful annihilation, so Wilco took some solace in that. They reclaimed their weapons before leaving the detention area behind them.

      Trapper Mayne looped the sling over his shoulder and tightened it until his skin puckered around it, securing his staff on his back. He followed the ways of a monastic order from some backwater moon Wilco had never heard of. They were strict adherents to a philosophy disturbingly akin to self-flagellation. Though, according to Trapper, it wasn’t meant as a means of atonement, but rather to cause just enough constant discomfort that one is always aware of his mortal vessel. Or some such nonsense. As long as he could swing his staff when it mattered, Wilco didn’t care.

      Kurda slid her gauntlets onto her massive fists. Each one contained its own tiny power source, the same structure as the engine cores that powered a ship, scaled down enough that it didn’t atomize her arms every time she used them. They emitted a blast upon impact powerful enough to dent the hull of a ship or turn a man’s insides to paste.

      Cloak carried no weapons.

      Wilco picked up the black blade, Malevolence, with reverence. He was never one to put that kind of value on material things, to idolize them, seeing how he usually never had any material things. But this sword was more than a thing. He strapped the sword to his back, the dagger and blaster to his hip.

      They moved through the ship with ease, the layout coming back to him as he progressed. They encountered little resistance. Some crew even ran past them without stopping, so frantic from the battle. “Rabbits,” Wilco muttered with contempt.

      The only place they faced resistance, as Wilco knew they would, was the hangar bay. The crew was massed there, prepping shuttles in case of evacuation, readying boarding parties, whatever the soldier types thought they needed to do in order to survive the battle. The only thing they needed to do to survive was step aside, but Wilco knew they would do no such thing. Slaves to protocol and orders.

      “Try not to kill them,” Wilco said. “We’ll need Mao to keep an open mind later.”

      At that, his team went to work. Wilco had not picked them, they had been picked for him, but they had solidified more as a unit than any other crew of which Wilco had been a part. They were united by a common purpose, bonded by a shared experience. A shared anger. A shared hopelessness and hope.

      Kurda knocked a row of sailors off their feet before they noticed her approach. Trapper flipped over them, drawing his staff with all the grace of a hummingbird approaching a flower. He was an ugly thing but moved with untold beauty. He swiped his staff in a wide horizontal arc as he landed, smacking two deck guards across their faces.

      Wilco wielded his still-sheathed black blade, clubbing sailors as he moved through the bay toward an already prepped shuttle. He used his cybernetics to his advantage, long ago learning to lean into them rather than consider them a handicap. A thrust-kick with his cybernetic leg was powerful enough to send a sailor soaring ten meters back. A flick of his cybernetic wrist was enough to snap the trigger finger of an attacker.

      Cloak drifted along like a wraith in their wake.

      Within seconds, they had cut a swathe through the Navy forces and reached a shuttle that was ready to launch. Kurda dragged the crew from the cockpit. Wilco took the yoke. The rest of the team filed inside. The sailors in the shuttlebay were left in such shock and disarray that they barely attempted to halt the shuttle’s launch. The Royal Blue didn’t even attempt a target lock. Those on the bridge probably didn’t even register the shuttle disembarking as an oddity.

      Wilco weaved the shuttle, just a ten-person craft, through the chaos of the battlefield unmolested. Mao’s alliance registered it as an ally ship. The Byers fleet registered it as a non-threat. Both were wrong. After sending an automated docking request, the Fair Wind replied by opening its airlock. Wilco couldn’t help but be impressed with the look of the ship. Hep had done well for himself. He had found himself a cozy little warren to huddle inside, waiting for the sun to rise and push away the dark so he wouldn’t have to face it.

      Deckhands rushed to greet the shuttle with wide eyes and trembling trigger fingers. Kurda took them all off their feet with a shockwave from her gauntlets the moment the shuttle doors opened. Trapper subdued the remaining deckhands with efficiency. Wilco accessed a computer port near the bay entrance with ease. The system wasn’t even encrypted. He found the schematics for the ship.

      “Got our destination,” he said to the others. “On me.” He forced himself to keep his sword sheathed, fighting the desire to rob Hep of his new family. He kept the endgame in mind. Hep’s crew was even more ineffectual than Mao’s. This rabble was a salvage crew, not trained as soldiers, but that was no reason for them to piss themselves during a battle. They operated in battlefields during wartime at the edge of civilized space. There was no excuse for them not being able to defend themselves. Wilco pitied them. Almost as much as he disdained them.

      He wasted no time in reaching his destination. Wilco had been wanting to see him again for some time, to speak to him, to learn from him. He stood outside the door, thinking about what to say, actually nervous for the first time in years. He smiled as he waved the keycard lifted off the unconscious guard and stepped into the brig.

      Sigurd turned to face him, confusion in his eyes. Disappointment swelled in Wilco. “You aren’t the one I came to see.”

      “Who the hell are you?” Sigurd said, adopting a defensive posture. “You don’t look like Byers troops. Have we been boarded?”

      Cloak drifted past Wilco and stepped to the cage. Sig looked at Cloak’s mask like it was a mirror. The subtle shift in Sig’s face, the relaxing of his jaw, the emptying of his eyes, brought the smile back to Wilco’s mouth. “There he is,” Wilco said.

      “I know you,” Sig said, looking at Cloak.

      Wilco waved the card in front of the cell’s lock. “We can talk about that later. Right now, you’ve got some work to do.”

      The cell door slid open. What once was Sigurd stepped out.
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      Four UNS frigates and a Titan-class destroyer. Four Byers gunners, three destroyers, and two frigates. Any way he looked at it, Hep didn’t plan to leave this battlefield. The two opposing forces were seconds away from opening like two dams, waves crashing into each other and drowning everything nearby. He watched the screen and waited for the opening salvo, waited to see which force would live on after he died. He honestly didn’t much care who it was. He cursed them both equally.

      Though he would have liked to talk to Mao and Delphyne one more time.

      “Sir,” Akari said. “We’ve just gotten a report from the brig. The prisoner has escaped.”

      Hep burst into a full sprint before the words fully left Akari’s mouth. He didn’t think about how reckless and stupid it was to leave the bridge in the middle of a fight. He thought only of Sig and the cold feeling he got when in the presence of his former friend. Like he was talking to a ghost, or a god.

      He found a barely-conscious guard getting to his feet outside the brig. The man pointed toward the shuttlebay, and Hep changed course without slowing. He slid to a halt, his breath stopping before his feet, when he saw Wilco standing guard with his people outside the airlock.

      “Well, fancy meeting you here,” Wilco said, the colors on his mask shifting like oil on the surface of a puddle. “Ship’s a bit rocky. You need me to take the helm and show you how to sail?”

      Hep drew the blue blade from his hip. Wilco drew the black blade from his back. “Don’t pull that thing if you don’t intend to use it.”

      “Where’s Sig? What did you do with him?”

      Wilco stepped aside, allowing Hep to see the airlock behind him. “I set him free.” Wilco waved his people aside as Hep rushed forward and pressed his hands to the glass.

      Sigurd stood inside the airlock, arms outspread as though waiting for something.

      “Don’t,” Hep said.

      “It’s the only way,” Wilco answered. He nodded to the one in the robes, the one he called Cloak.

      The sucking sound of air emptying in the vacuum of space threatened to pull everything out of Hep’s stomach. He watched his friend be sucked out of the ship. He turned away to avoid watching Sig suffer the few seconds he’d still be alive, and to shove his sword in Wilco’s gut.

      Wilco parried the thrust with ease and drove his cybernetic fist into Hep’s nose. He grabbed Hep by the hair and rammed his face into the glass. Hep struggled, trying desperately to turn and slice Wilco open before the battle outside killed them all. Through the blur of tears, he saw Sig was in the same pose as he was moments before, arms outstretched, upright. He did not struggle. He moved like he was in control of himself despite the vacuum.

      Sig began to glow, to radiate, a fierce blue light that made him look like a star. It built and pulsed. And then it spilled out. In one quick and terrifying flash, the energy shot from him and swallowed everything in light. Hep shut his eyes against the awesome display. When he opened them again, Sig looked to have gone limp.

      Wilco released him. Hep secured a helmet and tether and leaped out of the airlock. He shot toward Sig, terrified of what he would find, even more afraid of what he did find. Sig was still alive and showed no signs of distress. He was just unconscious. As his gazed widened beyond the impossible fate of his executive officer, Hep noticed the space around him, the space that was once filled with nearly a dozen ships, all poised to engage in a hellacious battle.

      The Navy and Byers ships were destroyed, some torn to pieces, some just listless like they’d been disabled but still largely intact. Only the Royal Blue, Fair Wind, and Bucket were still operational.

      Hep dragged Sig aboard.
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      Byrne was already talking with Mao when Hep made it back on the bridge after depositing Sig in sickbay with Dr. Hauser. He welcomed the chance to be away from Hauser and her questions, as if he had any answers to any of them, though Mao didn’t offer much of a respite.

      “What was that?”

      “I don’t know,” Hep answered.

      “Do you have a weapon system on that ship that you failed to mention?”

      “It didn’t come from us.”

      “Then where? How do you explain that we are the only ones left standing?”

      Hep explained what he saw. Even he didn’t believe what he was saying. The comm was silent a long while. When Mao finally answered, his voice was full of authority. “Power down your ship and prepare to be boarded.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You are harboring the man responsible for the destruction of several Navy ships. We’ve yet to count the dead, but it may number in the hundreds. I will be taking custody of him.”

      “Like hell,” Hep said.

      “Stand down,” Mao repeated, “and prepare to be boarded.” He left no room for a response, cutting off the call.

      Hep felt the eyes of his crew on him, waiting for him to give the order. Most of them likely wanted him to give it.

      “Don’t do it.” The man was not a member of his crew. He should be in the brig. Wilco leaned against the wall, casually twirling his dagger.

      “We don’t have a choice,” Byrne answered, offended by Wilco’s presence. “We’ve been ordered by a Navy ship to stand.”

      “This ain’t a Navy ship,” Wilco said. “What you do is your prerogative.”

      “They’ll blast us out of the sky,” Byrne said.

      “You think they’ll risk that after the display they just witnessed? You’ve got the most powerful weapon they’ve ever seen on board.”

      “He’s not a weapon,” Hep said.

      “Will be if they get hold of him,” Wilco said. He holstered his dagger and pushed off the wall, propelling himself toward Hep. He spoke so only Hep could hear. “I know you think Mao’s your friend, but this is above him. Tirseer wants that thing in your sickbay. After they figure out what happened here, the Byers Clan will be coming for him too. You want either side getting hands on him?”

      The thought left Hep cold. “What do you care?”

      “I’ve got reasons,” Wilco said. “None of which concern you at the moment.”

      Hep bit the inside of his lip, hoping the pang of pain would offer some clarity. “Get us out of here.”

      Byrne’s eyes went wide. “They’ll shoot us down before we can make it into a hard burn.”

      “No, they won’t,” Hep said. “Mao won’t.”

      Byrne spun up the engines. A black channel comm came through a second later. “Do you know what you’re doing?” Mao said.

      “No,” Hep said. “But I aim to figure that out.”

      The Fair Wind shot away, devastation in its wake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The echo of fire was gone from her bones now. Ayala could move freely without fear of the stabbing pain in her muscles, without the deep ache in her joints. She had been fully restored to life. If anything, she felt better than she remembered feeling before the months of torture. Her knee had been bothering her, an old injury from her days playing soccer in the academy. Even that was gone now.

      Pacing in her cell felt like a luxury. She could move. She had the space to do so. She didn’t trust that would last long, so she took full advantage, clocking in miles of walking inside her ten-by-twelve room.

      The door suddenly slid open, and a black-clad soldier appeared in the doorway. One of Tirseer’s operatives, technically an enlisted man, but his service records would be hard to find by any but the colonel herself. She had an off-the-books army at her command. He gestured for Ayala to follow, and she did.

      Judging from the layout, they were inside a small black site, planet-side. No redundancy systems. No safeguards against depressurization or loss of oxygen. Which meant they were likely somewhere near the core of the United Systems, a small moon around one of the supply planets, most likely. Ayala had been waiting for this. Since nursing her back to health, Colonel Maria Tirseer told her that she would be leading a very vague mission against a very vague enemy. No specifics, only that Tirseer had a plan. Ayala’s head swam as the soldier led her into sickbay. Trauma roared back. Her body remembered every horrible thing done to it.

      Tirseer rose to greet her. They shook hands over a body lying on a table. It was burnt beyond recognition in most places, limbs missing, but alive. Tubes snaked in and out of him. Metal clamps were affixed to him, roaming over him like prairie animals, grafting on synthetic skin.

      “What is this?” Ayala said, pointing to the body.

      “This is part one of the plan,” Tirseer answered. “This is Wilco.”
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