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      The UNS Royal Blue, like its captain, was built for the harsh environments of the edge of space. Sleek, sturdy, and armed to the teeth, there was no threat out in the black that either could not handle. The boredom, on the other hand, was an enemy United Navy Captain Drummond Bayne had never prepared to battle. His tour in the Deep Black could be characterized as one long stretch of nothing, periodically interrupted by bouts of violence and intensity.

      “Spin up the forward batteries and open a channel,” Bayne ordered from the edge of his captain’s chair. This was one of those interruptions. A welcome one that just turned an administrative mission into something with action.

      “They’ve acknowledged our hail, sir,” chirped Lieutenant Delphyne. She was a spritely thing, lithe and petite, but her demure appearance and mannerisms in no way reflected her nature. She could hold her own against anyone, in any arena one could imagine. “Captain on comms.”

      Bayne forced himself back in his chair, not wanting to appear an overeager child on his birthday, staring at a pile of presents just begging to be torn open. His six-and-a-half foot tall frame leaned back, paradoxically becoming more uncomfortable in the supple leather seat. “Wex Shill,” Bayne said.

      The haggard portrait of a man appeared on the monitor. What portion of his face wasn’t covered with an auburn beard was pocked with scars and the dry, red skin common to those who spent too much time in the sterile air of a ship. “That’s Captain Wex Shill. Or Terror of the Deep Black Wex Shill, if you prefer. That one’s new. I’m taking it for a spin. See how it feels on the tongue.”

      Bayne raised a hand to quiet the man. “Pirate Wex Shill, by order of the United Navy, I am placing you under arrest. Surrender, power down all nonessential systems, and a team will board your ship. Resist, and we will engage with all the force required to subdue or kill you.”

      It was a speech that, even though given too rarely for Bayne’s liking, had grown routine. He had once barked the words, in the early days of his assignment hunting pirates on the edge of known space—a time pregnant with the promise of adventure—but the speech lacked the fire it once did.

      “Well, that’s not very cordial, now is it?” Shill laughed to himself, likely thinking himself amusing. They always thought they were so funny.

      It was nothing Bayne hadn’t seen from a dozen other pirate captains over the years. They all fancied themselves the clever sort. It took a certain type of person to pursue pirating as a way of life—brash, aggressive, reckless, fearless. Some of those traits could even serve them should they reapply them in a more meaningful way. But the other trait they all shared prevented them from doing so—ego. Massive, blinding egos.

      “Where’s the nearest Navy base, Captain?”

      Shill’s question caught Bayne off guard. It wasn’t often that his targets would engage in conversation past this point. It was likely an attempt at stalling or distraction, but Bayne was in an indulgent mood.

      “One hundred thousand light-years,” Bayne responded. “Give or take.”

      Shill ran his fingers through his beard. The facial hair made him appear almost alien. Being this far out was no excuse to dismiss protocol. None aboard the Royal Blue had even a stray whisker on his face, and those were the faces Bayne spent all his time looking at.

      “A galaxy away.” Shill seemed to smile—it was hard to tell through the mass of hair, though his eyes gleamed like the muzzle of a blaster before putting a bolt through your heart. “You fly up my rear, bark orders in the name of the United Navy.” He elongated the name of the system’s military force, lacing each syllable with poison. “And they ain’t nowhere to be seen. They’re a hundred thousand light-years away, and my cannons are right here.”

      Shill stepped forward. The projection of his face grew larger, taking up more room on the Royal Blue’s monitors. It threw a sense of claustrophobia over the bridge crew. “The United Navy ain’t but a hollow name way out here. Invoking it won’t bring you naught but trouble.”

      Bayne scratched his chin, at the whiskers he might have if not for protocol. He stood from his chair. The urge to smile, to return Shill’s blaster muzzle glare, crept up on him. He suppressed it, brushed it away, and locked his hands in an officer’s stance behind his back.

      The Royal Blue was in this sector of the Deep Black to make contact with Ore Town, a mining outpost that had gone off the grid. The Byers Clan, an influential conglomerate, struck a deal with the United Systems to police its own operations in the Deep Black, with the understanding that they must maintain regular contact to ensure the safety of the operation. Long-range relays were constantly going down, and so the Royal Blue spent half its time checking in. They were nanny missions.

      “By the authority of the United Navy, I hereby declare you a hostile entity. Henshaw,” he said to the gunner, a broad man, who had been growing broader as of late, swollen with boredom. “Acquire a target lock on the Blighter.”

      Given Shill’s proximity to Ore Town, Bayne could only assume he had a hand in it going dark.

      Shill’s laughter echoed on the bridge. A high cackle, like electricity in the air, that you could feel in your teeth. “Navy,” he said. “Don’t mean nothing.” Shill paced his bridge, the image of his face floating about like a ghost. “But I suppose them railguns you got do.” He nodded to someone Bayne could not see.

      “Sir,” Callet, the engineer, a short, balding man with the voice of a sucking air lock, said. “The Blighter is powering down.”

      For a moment, Captain Bayne felt like a hole had been opened in his veins. The adrenaline in his blood seeped out and he was drained of the increasingly unfamiliar feeling of excitement, but then he reminded himself that an engagement only brought with it the chance of casualty. His crew was more important than any amount of excitement.

      “The Blighter’s weapons are offline, sir,” Callet said a moment later.

      Bayne turned to his executive officer, Taliesen Mao. A steady man, always pointed in the right direction and never faltering in his pursuits. As reliable as the stars. “Ready the shuttle and your boarding party.”

      Mao nodded and walked off the bridge.

      Bayne fell back into his chair.

      And that was that, he thought. Another pirate crossed off the list. The edge of known space a little bit safer and more secure for the interests of the United Systems.

      Drummond Bayne had been a young man when he’d enlisted in what had since become the United Navy. The mining clans were warring. Warlords and their fleets were attacking everything. A dozen different militaries were tripping over each other trying to establish some semblance of peace. There was never a day that lacked for action.

      He was still a young man when he was awarded his own ship. Rather, he was awarded his legitimate captaincy. He took the ship off a warlord he put down in the southern rim. He was a Ranger then, as he was now, though that title carried with it a different meaning. The Rangers of the early days were outliers, showing no allegiance to any particular military or government, only to their own pursuits. They were made an official unit within the Navy after the wars, offered officer ranks, and thus Drummond Bayne became a captain, and the Deep Blue became the Royal Blue.

      He was not quite as young when he accepted his mission to secure the edge of the system, the Deep Black. He was 33 then, now only 36, but he felt like an old man, squinting against the flare of distant stars reflecting off the hull of the Blighter.

      “The shuttle is away, sir,” Lieutenant Delphyne said.

      Bayne nodded and grunted an affirmative into his knuckles. The shuttle came into view a moment later as it closed the distance between the two ships. The captain couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy for Mao and the away team.

      The Deep Black was about as away as one could get, but Bayne couldn’t help but feel like he was tied to something.

      “Sir!” Callet shouted. “The Blighter has acquired a target lock on the shuttle!”

      “How the hell did they spool up their weapon systems so fast?”

      “It seems they never actually took them offline, sir. They must have masked the energy signature.”

      Sudden dread flooded Bayne’s mind. The space in front of him swam, became infinite and black. His legs were unsteady.

      “Signal the shuttle,” he commanded. “Tell Mao to take evasive action.”

      The black space lit up with weapons fire. The Blighter’s forward guns pelted the shuttle with laser blasts, searing the hull. The small vessel, big enough to hold a dozen but carrying only six, rolled to starboard then ducked beneath the Blighter’s range of fire.

      Patch was at the helm. He could make a ship dance.

      The pirate vessel’s sub-cannons whirred to life on its belly. They dropped concussive blasts, shaking the shuttle but never quite finding their mark. Either that ship was manned by the most incompetent crew in the Deep Black, or Shill wasn’t trying to hit the shuttle. He was disorienting it, keeping it from escaping.

      Keeping it close.

      “Shall I open fire, sir?” Henshaw asked.

      “No,” Bayne said. “The shuttle is too close. If we destroy the Blighter, then the shuttle will be caught in the explosion.”

      A voice came over comms. “Any time, sir.” Even bombarded by cannons, Mao sounded steady. “We could use a hand.”

      “Working on it, XO.”

      Standard engagement protocol: Hail hostile vessel, relay terms, fire warning shot, then shoot to kill. There is to be no negotiation once hostile party refuses terms. There is to be no engagement that does not have the express purpose of eliminating hostile party.

      A kill shot. Standard protocol.

      And there was no higher authority out in the Deep Black than standard protocol.

      “Lieutenant Delphyne,” Bayne said. “Turn off the mission recorder.”

      “Aye, sir.”
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      Standard protocol.

      There was no standard protocol in the early days. A Ranger did what he needed to do to complete his mission. He may have been assigned the objective, but he set the mission parameters himself. Achieving the objective meant success. How success was met did not matter.

      In the Navy, protocol was gospel. It was the pillar of your life, woven into every second, every interaction, every decision.

      No, there was no decision. There was only protocol.

      In the Deep Black, thousands of light-years from anything resembling order, where anarchy was always a bad day away, protocol was the fission drive of the ship—kept it running smooth—but neglect it, and it will eventually explode.

      Lacking proximity to a direct superior to breathe down your neck, there was the mission recorder. When hostile action was taken, it activated, recording every word spoken on the bridge, every keystroke of the computer.

      “Mission recorder offline, sir.” Delphyne’s voice had a singsong quality to it when she was pleased, and it was singing.

      “Mister Henshaw, power up the drill.” There was even a singsong quality to Bayne’s voice, the happy howl of a dog whose collar had just come off.

      After its first tour in the Deep Black, the Royal Blue was fitted with a mining drill—a high-powered laser with a pinpoint focus. The ship returned to port all banged up from the level of asteroid activity along the edge. The drill allowed the ship to cut through asteroid fields and save the hull the pain, but it was an expensive modification, one that Central Command was reluctant to provide. The Byers Clan also didn’t like having their tech appropriated. It was not to be used lightly.

      “Drill’s ready, sir.”

      “Take aim at the Blighter’s rear thrusters,” the captain ordered. “I want that ship dead in the water. And relay these orders to Mao.”

      Delphyne communicated the plan to the shuttle.

      Henshaw hunkered down in his chair. Unlike the forward batteries and cannons, the drill did not have an auto-lock functionality; it had to be aimed manually. If Henshaw spoke at that moment, his voice would have been singing too. “Rear thrusters in my sights, sir.” Yup, singing.

      “Fire.”

      The mining drill lit the black space with a blue light. It reminded Bayne of winter. It had been years since he’d seen snow, or any seasonal weather at all. The bow shook from the sheer power of the weapon. It was built to cut space rock in half, after all, but it was still a beautiful thing to see—such a delicate-looking beam coming out of such a powerful machine.

      The casing around the Blighter’s rear thruster glowed red-hot, and then exploded.

      As if it were a starter pistol, the shuttle banked hard to starboard and double-timed it back to the Royal Blue, dropping counter measures behind it just to be safe.

      And just like that, the excitement of the moment was gone. The pirate’s clever ploy was undone. The time for standard protocol returned.

      “Lieutenant Delphyne, turn the mission recorder back on and hail the Blighter. Repeat our conditions for surrender.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Mao stepped onto the bridge minutes later, carrying with him a restrained sense of relief. “That was more eventful than planned.”

      Bayne clapped his friend and XO on the back.

      “Techs are checking the shuttle now,” Mao said. “Once they give it the okay to fly, I’ll go get our pirate. It didn’t take any direct hits, so it will only be a moment.”

      Standard away mission protocol: The executive Officer shall lead all off-ship missions, assuming operational control of the away team, unless he is deemed unfit. If executive officer is deemed unfit, operational control of away team is given at the captain’s discretion.

      Bayne took Mao by the shoulders, as if to steady him. “Easy, XO. Are you all right?”

      Mao looked confused. “Fine, sir.”

      Bayne leaned in close, studying Mao’s eyes like a physician. “There will be no posturing on my bridge, XO.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean, sir.”

      “You’re unsteady, confused. Possible you took a harder hit aboard the shuttle than you thought. Could be a concussion. I’m ordering you to Doctor Simms in medical for evaluation.”

      “Due respect, sir, but I’m fine.”

      Delphyne cleared her throat, an unsubtle attempt to interject. “Engineering has cleared the shuttle, Captain.”

      At that, Mao’s eye’s narrowed like a parent at a persistent child. “Of course, sir. I’ll report right away.” Before exiting the bridge, he said over his shoulder, “Be careful, sir.”

      “Lieutenant Delphyne, you have the bridge,” Bayne said as he cinched his belt, feeling the welcome pat of his blaster against his hip. “Have Sigurd assemble the away team, and make sure they’re waiting and ready. We disembark in five.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      

      The docking bay of the Royal Blue was a cramped space that smelled of solvents. One deep inhale set your head spinning, and the fumes clung to your tongue.

      Sigurd Tor was security chief aboard the ship. Which, on the long stretches of nothing that had become common of late, meant he had less than the rest of the crew to occupy his time. Much of it was spent taking the mechanics’ money in Bok Lo, a dice game from somewhere in the eastern reach. He was bored, and his trigger finger had gotten itchy.

      “Ready to roll, sir,” Sigurd said, bouncing on the balls of his feet, tapping a frantic rhythm on his pulse rifle. His curly black hair bounced in short ringlets as he did, adding to the youthful air already given him by his exuberant nature.

      “This is just a grab job, Sig,” Bayne said. “Picking up a disgraced pirate and bringing him into custody. Not an assault mission.”

      “Understood, sir. Just rare having you along is all. Must be what’s got me all excited.”

      Bayne unholstered his sidearm, inspected it, put it back. “Doesn’t take much.”

      “I’ll take anything other than writing folks up for stealing silverware from the mess at this point.” Sig checked his rifle, the blades sheathed in an “x” on his chest, his body armor, everything that wasn’t his own skin.

      The pilot, a narrow-faced man named Patch, stepped out of the cockpit of the shuttle as he tied his helmet on. “Ready to fly, sir.”

      “Load up,” Bayne said.

      The away team, five in all—excluding Patch, who would never leave the shuttle—climbed aboard and strapped in. The straps did nothing to keep Sigurd from bouncing.

      Delphyne’s voice sounded in the cockpit as the shuttle disembarked from the Royal Blue and made its way across the black, to the floundering pirate vessel. “We have a lock on the Blighter, shuttle. We ran a deep scan. All of its systems are powered down. You are clear to approach.”

      “Roger that, Royal Blue,” Patch answered. “Approaching.”

      The shuttle kept a slow and steady pace, and Patch kept his hand firm on the controls, ready to take evasive action if necessary. It wasn’t. They reached the Blighter without incident.

      Patch spoke into the comms. “Blighter, this is the Royal Blue shuttle. Open your rear hatch and prepare to be boarded.”

      A small stretch of silence. A small moment full of endless potential for wrong.

      A ring of light shone as the hatch opened. “Come aboard, shuttle,” a voice answered.

      Patch steered them in and set down. Sigurd was on his feet before the engines went into standby. “All right, away team. Lock and load.”

      Bayne stood, clearing his throat.

      “Right, sorry, sir,” Sigurd said with the mischievous smile of a toddler. “Not used to you being here is all.”

      “Shill said he would comply,” Bayne said. “But if he was a trustworthy sort, he wouldn’t be a pirate. Safeties off. Sigurd on point. Turkle and Cruz take up the rear. Smythe, you guard the shuttle, secure our way out.”

      “Ayes” all around, and the side hatch popped open.

      A nod from Bayne and the team exited the shuttle, fanned out and formed a perimeter. The docking bay was empty, save for the familiar smell of solvents. Sigurd took point, leading the team through the room and into the corridor, also empty.

      An ill feeling rose in Bayne’s gut. They pressed on, feeling less at ease than if they were facing down an army.

      They moved like ghosts down the corridor, passing room after room, the mess, cabins, engineering, janitor’s closet. Not a soul.

      “This a ghost ship?” Sigurd asked.

      “No,” Bayne answered. “Pirates are just cowards. Keep your guard up.”

      They reached the end of the corridor—a solid metal door, unornamented, with a single latch in the middle. An old sort of mechanism not found on modern ships. The Blighter had a pretty paint job, but it was old on the inside, where it really mattered.

      “Enter,” came a voice from the other side. “You’ve already been invited, after all. No need for formality.”

      Bayne nodded to Sigurd, a silent command issued and acknowledged. Sigurd turned the latch, and they stormed onto the bridge.

      “No need for any of that,” Shill said, raising his arms and gesturing to his empty bridge. “As you can see, it’s just me.”

      “That’s what worries me,” Bayne said. “Where’s your crew?”

      Shill laughed as he hoisted a bottle from a nearby console and put it to his lips. “About,” he said, exhaling with a stink reminiscent of the hangar bay. “They aren’t much for guests.”

      With a subtle flick of his wrist, Bayne signaled for Sigurd to search the bridge. Empty, as it appeared to be. Or, as it seemed to appear to be. Bayne reminded himself that this was a pirate ship. Riddled with secret hatches for smuggling, slaving, and hiding—the only things a pirate did well.

      Safer to assume there was always eyes on them.

      “We’ll find them,” Bayne said. “Or we won’t. And their fates will be what they will be once we scuttle this ship.”

      Shill’s face tightened at that. Not so much at the thought of his crew going down like rats on a ship, Bayne assumed, but the thought of the Blighter going down at all.

      “Sig,” Bayne said with a nod.

      Sigurd stepped forward, his rifle trained on the pirate. “Wex Shill, you are hereby remanded to the custody of the United Navy for the crime of piracy, and probably a few others that we’ll tack on later. Hands in front.”

      Shill brought his hands around, fluttering his long waistcoat. Bayne caught sight of the sword dangling from his belt, and then the smile dangling from the pirate’s lips. “Won’t put up a fight. Man of my word. Unless, of course, the good captain would oblige me?”

      A familiar, if recently uncommon, heat lit in Bayne’s gut. “Meaning?”

      “A duel,” Shill said. “Like the days of old.”

      Sigurd waved Turkle and Cruz forward. “Let’s wrap this sack up and beat it back to the shuttle.”

      Protocol for the capture of hostiles: Present terms. If terms are accepted, bring prisoner aboard, notify Central Command, and return with prisoner. If terms are not accepted, bring prisoner into custody by whatever means necessary. Never negotiate.

      Sigurd kept his rifle trained on Shill. Turkle stepped forward with the shackles.

      Shill never released Bayne’s eyes.

      “Hold up, Chief,” Bayne said to Sigurd.

      The security chief craned his neck to look at the captain, but never took his gun of the target. “Captain?”

      “Knew I recognized something in you, Captain,” Shill staid. “Something I see in the mirror each morning.”

      Bayne stomped forward. “Not a thing about me is anything at all like you.”

      Shill just kept on smiling. “Of course. Well, blades it is, then?”

      The sucking inhale of disbelief from his subordinates surprised Bayne only in that he did not mirror the sentiment. He did not scoff at the absurdity. He did not chuckle at the obvious desperation in the pirate’s attempt to prolong his life, if for only a few moments. His voice was devoid of sarcasm when it said, “I don’t carry a sword.”

      “Lucky for you,” Shill said, raising his arms so that his waistcoat brushed aside and revealed the hilt of another sword strapped to his lower back, “I carry two.”

      “I don’t think I can fully put into words how bad an idea this is, sir,” Sigurd said so only Bayne could hear.

      “No signs of any shuttle or pods leaving the ship,” Bayne said. “The crew is still on board. Could be in the walls, underneath us. I refuse, they pop out, take us out. Twisted as it is, pirates have a code. They’ll stab us in the back as soon as take a breath, but if I beat Shill now, they stand down.” It was an act of logical gymnastics, and Bayne felt like he was out on the wire without a net. He loved the feeling of his stomach turning as he looked down.

      Whether out of obligation or belief, Sigurd gave a reluctant nod. He stepped back, but never lowered his rifle.

      “Go ahead,” Bayne said.

      At that, Shill pulled the blade from its sheathe on his back. It was a beautiful piece of weaponry. The blade had a hint of blue to it, mixing with the shimmer of the steel. There were countless minerals and metals available out in the Deep Black, mined from meteor fields and asteroid belts and planetoids no other person had set foot on. It could be anything mixed in there, but Bayne reckoned it was pacifite, known for its ability to mix well with other metals and enhance the strength of both.

      The blade was curved and thin, extending from an ornate hilt and handle. It looked quick, agile, and Bayne could barely wait to hold it.

      “Drop it,” Bayne said to Shill, who obliged. The ring of the blade hitting the deck was something from a symphony. “Now step back.”

      As the pirate stepped back, the captain stepped forward, bent, and wrapped his fingers around the hilt. Bayne had carried a sword in his early days as a Ranger, but Navy protocol forbid them, which he always thought foolish. Blasters were devastating and efficient, but cumbersome at close range. When nose to nose with your enemy, a blade would save your life, whereas reliance on a blaster would get you gutted.

      Bayne reckoned that was why the Navy forbid them—they didn’t want their sailors fighting nose to nose, and so their sailors had lost all sense of how to do so. He still remembered the day the Navy collected his sword, the day he was commissioned an officer. A bittersweet pang.

      It felt like an old friend in his hand. A firm handshake from an acquaintance fallen out of touch. The balance was great. The weight was perfect. And that blade…

      He glanced up to catch Shill smirking at him. “I know,” Shill said. “A fine piece, that. A gift from—”

      “I don’t care,” the captain said, cutting him off. He ignored the disbelief in Shill’s eyes and the cocky tilt to his smile. He sliced at the air and took a few steps, like dance moves he’d not practiced in ages.

      With his back to Shill, he whispered, “Once we start, Turkle and Cruz will leave, search the corridors, find his crew. Sig, you’re with me.”

      “Always, sir,” Sig said, tightening his grip on his rifle.

      With a flourish, Bayne spun back to face Shill. “Shall we?”

      Shill’s cocky smile widened to one of pure joy. “We shall.”
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      Shill’s sword sung as he pulled it from its sheathe. Bayne barely contained a gasp at the sight of it. A perfect complement to the one Bayne held. Equally ornate hilt and handle. The blade straight, but no wider than two fingers, was pure black. No doubting the make of it. Black Star, one of the rarest metals known, and the hardest. It took an absolute genius of a smith to forge it, and a near fortune to employ his services.

      “His sister,” Shill said, gesturing to Bayne’s sword. “Aye, this one’s a lady.” He twirled his sword effortlessly, artistically. “A gift from the only person in this life I respect.”

      “I don’t care.” Bayne thrusted the beautiful blue blade at Shill’s gut. The pirate parried, then took two quick steps back, out of striking range.

      Bayne circled, watching Shill, studying him; how he moved, how he stood, how he held his sword. The captain wasn’t so arrogant that he believed this fight a foregone conclusion. He was great once, but he hadn’t swung a sword in years.

      Shill had a loose grip, a confident one. An overly confident one, maybe, and he walked with a swagger, not the measured step one would normally take during a fight of life and death. He was unafraid.

      Protocol for dealing with one such as him: make him afraid, shake his confidence.

      Bayne dashed forward, his blade point low. Once in striking distance, he brought the tip up in a swift arc. Shill barely managed to bring his blade down to block. But, in so doing, the pirate missed the fist coming at this face. Bayne drove it into Shill’s left cheekbone.

      For the first time, the cocky facade cracked, letting a look of shock show through, but Shill quickly patched it together. “Knew I recognized something in you.” Shill slashed down at Bayne, who blocked with his own upward attack. They swung several more times, the clangs of metal, scuff of boots, and heavy breathing blending into one mash of sound.

      They broke apart, both men sweaty and heaving. Both men smiling.

      They rushed forward again, the time for thought and banter now past. Bayne moved on instinct. His muscles took over, muscles he’d forgotten he had. Until the black blade cut through them.

      Shill ducked a cross-slash, dashed forward, and dragged his sword just along the surface of Bayne’s thigh.

      Pain shot up and down Bayne’s leg. He dropped to his knee, and a sudden shock of panic surged in his chest. He slashed wildly in front of him, aiming only to keep the enemy back. He planted his free palm on the floor and shoved, rolling back from Shill.

      Bayne’s heart punched at the inside of his chest. His head swam as his blood pumped like lava through his body.

      Protocol when injured and facing death: stand up.

      Bayne growled through clenched teeth as he stood. The crimson stain spread along his pants. He watched it for what seemed like a lifetime. In that life, Bayne felt his Navy captaincy slip away. His uniform unraveled and fell off his body. Central Command dissolved. The United Systems broke apart. But he remained, and he was a Ranger again. His ship. His command. His orders. His desire at the helm.

      The snaking new timeline collapsed in on itself, and Bayne was back in the present, a blade slicing through the air on course to lop his head from his shoulders.

      Bayne tucked his chin to his chest and rolled forward. He felt the shift in the air as the black blade barely missed him. The world spun around him. He was dizzied by the explosion and collapse of time, the unfurling of alternate lives, and when things finally stopped moving, he was alive still, and had another man’s blood running up his arm.

      The blue blade was covered in red, run through Shill’s midsection up to the hilt. The pirate coughed and sputtered, but still wore that cocky smile. “Knew I recognized something in you.” He dropped his sword, then he dropped onto his side, head banging off the deck. “Shame you been kidding yourself so long.” Black blood ran from his lips. “You ain’t no officer.”

      The room went black for a second, so quick it could be mistaken for a blink, but the flashing lights that followed could be mistaken for nothing.

      “What is this?” Bayne asked.

      The sound of blaster fire answered him. Sigurd ran for the door and pressed his ear to it.

      “What’s happening?” Bayne asked again.

      Shill answered through his bloody smile, choking every other syllable. “Ain’t nothing. Ship’s self-destruct is tied to my vitals is all. I ain’t leaving this world without her.”

      “What’s our status, Sig?” the captain asked, flicking the pirate’s blood off his fingers.

      “Hell if I know,” the chief answered. “A few shots and then quiet. Patch says the shuttle is secure. Can’t get Turkle or Cruz on comms.”

      Shill’s breathing shallowed and filled with a gargling, raspy sound. “Pirate…” A fit of coughing swallowed his next words, but, like the arrogant man all of his cut were, he forced back death for a moment so he could speak. “In uniform. So blind. He’ll open your eyes.” His head fell back. “Fair winds and following seas.”

      He was dead.

      A robotic voice came over the sound system. “Our most glorious captain has passed into the void. Ever the glutton, he has chosen to take his ship and all aboard along for the ride. Five minutes until self-destruct.”

      Bayne stood over the dead body of Captain Wex Shill—opportunist, murderer, smuggler, slaver, drug-runner, pirate, free man. He squatted beside him. As pointless as his death was, Bayne couldn’t help but feel some amount of jealousy for his life.

      He grabbed the blue-bladed sword and ripped it from the free man’s gut. Then he pried the black-bladed sword from his hand. “Let’s get out of this coffin,” he said to Sigurd.

      “Aye, sir. On my mark.” At the count of three, Bayne opened the door. Sigurd moved out, swept the corridor, and took a defensive position. “Clear,” he said.

      The corridor was as empty as when they were in it last. “Patch,” Bayne said into his comm. “Fire up the shuttle. We’re coming to you.”

      “Aye, sir,” the pilot answered.

      “Any word from Turkle or Cruz?” the captain asked.

      “None, sir.”

      They stopped at a bend in the corridor. Sigurd peered around the corner. “I found them, sir,” he said heavily.

      Bayne stepped around the chief despite Sig’s objection. Turkle was slumped against the wall, a smear of blood painting his downward path. Cruz lay across from him. Judging from the odd curvature of his head, his skull had been smashed in.

      “Sir, no.” Sig objected further as Bayne ran down the corridor to his two dead subordinates. The chief ran after him, his rifle up. “We can’t linger, sir.”

      “We can’t leave them.”

      “Can’t carry them and protect you at the same time. They’ll get a sailor’s send off when this ship goes down.”

      The thought made Bayne’s guts turn. Of his men getting a sailor’s burial on a pirate’s ship. Then he looked at the blades clutched in his bloody hands.

      They didn’t hear footsteps, only yells. Maybe there weren’t any footsteps. Maybe they appeared out of nowhere like ghosts. Maybe they just couldn’t hear them over the sound of blood and anger pumping in their ears. Either way, a dozen pirates appeared at either end of the corridor, trapping Bayne and Sigurd between them.

      The pirates had their blades drawn, but left their blasters holstered. This could’ve been a shooting gallery. Should have been, if killing the captain and his crew was the pirates’ intention.

      “They’re stalling us,” Bayne said. “Trying to keep us here until the ship explodes. They plan on going down with it and want to take us along.”

      “I’d rather not, if you don’t mind, Captain,” Sig said.

      “Might not have a choice,” Bayne said.

      “Certainly a tight spot.” That voice was certainly the act of ghosts—hollow, metallic, coming from nowhere and everywhere. “Allow us to help you out of it. Follow the light.”

      Before Bayne could ask the spirit for clarification, the corridor filled with smoke. It poured out of the overhead vents, thick and black. Bayne couldn’t see two feet in front of him.

      A roar of voices erupted around them.

      “Sir,” Sig said.

      “I see it,” Bayne said of the flicker of light that appeared low to the ground just to their side. Bayne grabbed Sig’s shoulder and said, “Go.”

      They ducked down and chased after it. The light moved away from them with each step they took. Chasing fairies on the advice of ghosts. Bayne would have laughed at the thought if he wasn’t about to die. They moved toward the aft, Bayne thought, toward the docking bay where the shuttle waited, but he doubted, no matter the cleverness of ghosts and magic lights, that he could sneak through the legs of six pirates.

      The light suddenly darted to the left, at the wall, through it, assuming the wall was still where Bayne thought it was.

      “Keep your head down,” a ghost said, but this one sounded different. Not hollow, not metallic, or far away, but like a boy.

      A rush of disorientation washed over Bayne, like hitting the last step at the bottom of the stair when you thought there was one more, as he passed through a space that should have been occupied by wall. He felt a hand, much too small and nimble to be Sigurd’s, grab his wrist and pull him further into the space that shouldn’t exist. Then a metal clang echoed behind them, quiet but definite.

      “Go, go, go,” the voice said, and young hands pushed on Bayne’s back.

      The smoke cleared as they moved another few feet, and Bayne could tell now that they were in an access tunnel, used by techs so they could tend to the inner workings of the ship firsthand. Modern ships did away with them because that level of mechanical work had been largely automated.

      The tunnel opened into a connecting point, a nexus of tunnels that snaked through the ship.

      It was then that Bayne first saw his ghost—a fifteen-year-old boy with long black curls and olive skin. His eyes were almond-colored and looked to have seen more than they should have. He wore a tattered white shirt and a simple pair of black trousers. No shoes. His hands were calloused, scarred on the knuckles. He was skinny, but not alarmingly so, and had a sturdy frame.

      The boy stood tall and still, like he was waiting for something.

      As Bayne opened his mouth to ask what that something was, another boy dropped from an air filtration port several feet above them. This boy wore much the same thing as the other, rags for the most part. He was thicker, a little more meat on his bones, but more muscular. His hair was shaved close to the scalp but would be a deep red if it grew out. His skin was so pale it seemed bluish in some places, like the veins beneath were showing through.

      The two boys exchanged a look, each fluent in the other’s unspoken language. “Let’s go, then,” the pale boy said, and he shoved past Bayne and Sig and ducked into one of the tunnels.

      Bayne had little time or reason to object. He could follow these boys who seemed like they had a vested interest in the captain’s survival, or he could wait and die in two minutes when the ship exploded.

      They scurried like rats through the tunnel, not talking, not breathing, anxiety clogging their lungs, until the olive-skinned boy kicked open a grate. They stepped into the open and found the shuttle waiting for them, engines rumbling to go.

      The boys didn’t wait for an invitation. “Two and counting, Cap,” the pale boy said. The shuttle doors opened, just as a crew of pirates appeared in the hangar bay. Smythe opened fire, keeping them back long enough for the party to board.

      Blaster fire ricocheted off the hull.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Bayne said to Patch. “Just get us out of here. Everyone strap in.” Sigurd helped the boys into their seats.

      “Captain to bridge,” Bayne said into the shuttle’s comm. “Brace for impact.”

      The shuttle shot like a bullet out of the hangar bay. Bayne sucked in a breath and held it, watching the Blighter in the rear monitor. He admired the thing. Prettied up. Made to look intimidating. A bucket on the inside, but it did its job admirably. And, as much as it made his guts turn considering he was leaving two good men aboard, he admired the man still spilling his blood on its bridge. A piece of filth, to be sure, but a man who took no orders.

      Still, Bayne was glad to see the Blighter erupt in a burst of light and sparks.
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      The trunk under Bayne’s bunk had grown thicker with three years’ worth of dust, and the indigo color of the leather had faded. It had been a gift. He had only ever sailed under the banner of one other man during his time as a Ranger—Alexander Kyte.

      Drummond Bayne was never one for blind loyalty. Even now, as an officer in the Navy, he was more dutiful than loyal. He followed orders because it was expected of him, not because he felt any sense of loyalty for his superior officers. But that had been different with Kyte. He was the sort of man who inspired adoration, not demanded subservience.

      Bayne was begging for scraps on a moon around one of the core planets, Io, if memory served, when Kyte made port. He was an unassuming man at first glance. No different than any other Ranger who’d passed through. Further study showed him to be different. He took his time both in movement and speech. Not in a cold and calculated way, but mindful.

      It was because he moved so slowly that Bayne believed he could pick his pocket. He was wrong, of course. Kyte snatched him up by the wrist before he could get his fingers near Kyte’s wallet. Instead of killing him on the spot, which would have been his right, Kyte brought Bayne aboard his ship as a deckhand.

      The Supernova was Bayne’s home for years. He worked his way up from deckhand to leader of the boarding party. He was the best in the system. Could pilot a spaceflight suit across open space, through an opening of no more than a meter, and disable a ship’s shields in under five minutes. Until he decided to venture out on his own. This trunk was Kyte’s parting gift to him. Not much of a thing at all, really. Seemed like an old piece of junk that was likely just taking up room in Kyte’s closet, but Bayne had kept it with him ever since.

      He hadn’t spoken to Kyte or any of the Rangers since he took the Navy up on its offer to become a commissioned officer. Those that refused took off for the borderlands, as far from Central as they could get.

      He took a key from his belt, unlocked the thick, copper-colored lock, and threw open the lid. Anything worth anything to Bayne was inside, which wasn’t much. A few trinkets from home, mementos from his early days as a Ranger, and now, the blue and black swords that once belonged to Wex Shill.

      He locked the trunk again and fell onto his bed. His eyes fluttered the moment his head hit his pillow. He didn’t even try to fight it.

      He was back aboard the Supernova.  A deckhand. Invisible until something needed cleaning, but he saw everything. He heard every conversation that officers had when they didn’t notice him sweeping the floor, and he had never felt freer. He came and went. He did his chores well, and then he spent the rest of his time on the observation deck watching the stars pass. He was the lowest man on the ship, and he felt like a king. Now he was floating free in the infinite, on his way to take what he pleased.

      He couldn’t have been asleep long. That vague sense of a fading reality still lingered in Bayne’s head when Delphyne’s voice woke him.

      “A message from Central Command, sir. They’re waiting on your action report.” Her voice raised in pitch at the end. “And they’re rather curious about the missing time from the ship’s logs.”

      “What did you tell them?”

      “The truth, sir. A malfunction in the mission recorder.”

      A mile-wide smile stretched across Bayne’s face. “Thank you, Lieutenant.” He splashed some water in his face and rubbed some aftershave on his cheeks even though he hadn’t shaved, hoping the alcohol smell would revive him. The hazy grip of sleep was firm, but the sight of himself in the mirror was enough to pry it loose. Patches of graying hair along his temples. A deep look in his eyes that gave the impression you could fall in and never find your way out of again, like black holes opened up to suck you in. Vast, encompassing, and empty.

      He remembered Shill’s words. Then he turned off the vanity light and marched out of his quarters.

      The communications room was Bayne’s least favorite on the entire ship. It could have been the smell of electricity on the air, the ever-present tingle of it on the tip of your tongue. It could have been Communications Officer Okeemo, a tight-lipped and surly sort whose resting scowl put Bayne ill at ease. Most likely, it was the fact that Bayne only came to the communications room for one purpose: to talk to Central.

      “Officer Okeemo,” Bayne said with a nod and as courteous a smile as he could muster. Not that it mattered. Okeemo never returned his smiles, no matter how genuine. “Connect me to Central, please.”

      “Channel is already open, sir.” Okeemo tapped the keys on his panel, and a figure of shimmering light began to take shape over a round disc on the floor.

      Bayne stared at Okeemo expectantly. Okeemo returned the stare without expectation. Bayne was never entirely sure whether Okeemo was being intentionally resistant, or if he was just obtuse, totally oblivious to the norms of the situation. “I’ll have the room, please,” the captain said.

      After a moment, Okeemo grumbled, the expectation finally reaching him. He left, but the communications room felt no more comfortable to Bayne in his absence.

      The light solidified into the form of Admiral Shay Ayala. She was a tall woman in her mid-fifties, but the projection distorted her size. Her dark chocolate hair was tied up in a tight ponytail and hidden further beneath the grey and yellow cap that was part of her admiral’s uniform. Protocol dictated the full uniform was to be worn during all communications.

      Bayne tugged at the brim of his cap. “Admiral,” he said. “It’s good to see you.”

      “I wish I could say the same, Captain Bayne.” Even tinged with the hollow sound of the projection, Ayala’s voice was solid enough to cut. “But it seems like we just had one of these conversations.”

      “The ship takes a beating out here, ma’am. It’s not uncommon for certain systems to malfunction at times.”

      “Certain systems,” she repeated. “It appears to be the same system.”

      “The mission recorder is dated and used often, ma’am. It may be time to have it upgraded.”

      Admiral Ayala’s dissatisfied moan came through like a robotic hum. “Yes, it may be time for some upgrades. You are to make preparations immediately and return to Central Command. The Royal Blue is due to dock for a while.”

      “But we haven’t made contact with Ore Town yet, ma’am. We haven’t made our inspection. We are a jump away. If the irregularities in their reports are any indication, and considering the proximity of Shill’s ship—”

      “You know the protocol, Captain,” Ayala said, shutting him down with a light-simulated hand. “You and your crew have been out in the Deep Black for nearly six months, the maximum time allotted for such a deployment. I will dispatch another ship to check on Ore Town. Frankly, the Byers Clan has made their bed if they hit any trouble out there.” The edge in her voice softened. “It’s time to come home and get your head right, Drummond. Remember that you’re part of something and not alone out there.”

      “Aye, ma’am.”

      The projection of Admiral Ayala faded.

      Okeemo entered the room, leading Bayne to assume he had been listening through the door and knew that the communication had concluded. The surly communications officer said nothing, but watched Bayne, silently telling him that he was welcome to leave now.

      As Bayne made his way toward the bridge, he remembered the last time he’d docked at Central. How it was a welcome sight at first, but how quickly he wanted to crawl out of his skin. Bayne knew Admiral Ayala would insist the Royal Blue remain docked at least a month. Just enough time to run a full diagnostic on the ship and its crew.

      No sense in fretting over it, Bayne thought. It was happening.

      The bridge crew looked to have been waiting for him, staring at the door like dogs waiting to be let out. Delphyne nearly squealed with glee, barely stunting the expression and letting out a stifled chirp instead. Only Mao was straight-faced, but even he clearly had something to say.

      “What is it?” Bayne said as he sat in the captain’s chair.

      The crew looked at Mao now, their chosen mouthpiece. “The captives, sir,” Mao said. “The crew is curious.”

      “I haven’t classified them as captives,” Bayne said.

      “They were aboard a pirate vessel, sir,” Mao said.

      “They helped us escape that pirate vessel,” the captain answered. “We would have died otherwise.”

      The XO shifted subtly, a blatant sign from the straight man that he disagreed. “According to Chief Tor’s report, they were able to assist in escape because they had intimate knowledge of the ship. One could assume—”

      “One shouldn’t assume,” Bayne said, cutting Mao off. “I’ll determine.”

      Mao relented. “Of course, sir.”

      Bayne pressed his palms into his eyes until the dull pain spread around to the back of his skull. He saw flashes of light like dying stars as he took his hands away. He stood, groaning, and ignored the looks of confusion and from his crew.

      “Sir?” Mao asked, again the mouthpiece.

      “I’m going to make my determination, XO. If that’s all right with you?”

      “Of course, sir. You’re the captain, sir.”

      Damn right, I am, Bayne thought. But he didn’t feel like it at the moment. “Make preparations to return to Central,” he ordered over his shoulder. “We make dock in one week.”

      A mix of moans and delight died behind him as he stepped onto the lift to the lower levels. Some shared his resistance to returning, but some had families and lovers and friends at Central that they wanted to see again. Some just wanted some leave, to have a drink that didn’t taste like engine solvent. He didn’t fault them for that. He could use a drink, too.

      The two boys weren’t captives yet, but they were still residing in the brig. Mao was right in his assessment of them. Bayne might have agreed if he wasn’t feeling contrary at the moment, but he also knew he wouldn’t be sucking air right now if not for them. That earned them something.

      Sigurd stood guard outside the brig, excited for something to do.

      “How are our guests?” Bayne asked.

      “Quiet,” Sig said. “Aside from a little whispering, they haven’t said anything. Haven’t asked for food or a toilet. Nothing.” Bayne’s eyes narrowed on Sig’s youthful face. “Doesn’t mean I haven’t offered and provided, sir. Fact is, those boys have eaten more than four grown men since they come aboard.”

      With that, Bayne’s stomach twisted in knots. He recalled his time after leaving the Supernova. It was a rough road, natural of a time when you are making your own way. Struggling to keep your ship fueled and your crew fed. Unhappy sailors thumbing the tips of their blades. Rumbling stomachs putting violent thoughts in their heads. It was always then that the other path seemed to open up. The path to quick money and an empty soul.

      Sigurd made to follow Bayne into the brig, but the captain dismissed him. He sealed the door behind him and took a deep breath before turning to face the boys. Free from the chaos of the Blighter, he caught the familiar scent. The perfume of urine and body odor. The faint sweetness the body gave off when it started to consume itself.

      The boys watched him as he paced the front of their cell. Their eye lids were heavy, weighed down by the volume of food they’d just eaten. Sig was right—the empty plates were piled high, enough for a family, but their bodies were alert. The tension in their muscles, clenched fists, both with their backs to different corners, like this was routine.

      “My name is Captain Drummond Bayne.” The darker-skinned boy studied him. Bayne felt his almond eyes move over his face, taking in each tic of muscle, looking for meaning. The pale boy watched him the way a wolf watches a rabbit. “You are aboard my ship, the Royal Blue.”

      They continued to watch, silent.

      “What are your names?”

      The boys looked to each other. Bayne could almost hear the silent conversation pass between them. Looking for assurance from each other. Weighing every word and deed to ensure their safety.

      “Wilco,” the pale boy said. His voice was strong like his build, and defiant like his stance.

      The other boy’s reticence came off him like steam wafting from the skin of a swimmer on a cold night. “Hepzah,” he said, voice quiet, but not weak. Measured. “Hep.”

      “You boys care to tell me the nature of your roles on the Blighter?”

      “Don’t call us boys,” Wilco demanded. “We ain’t boys.”

      The forcefulness caught Bayne off guard, but wasn’t anything he didn’t expect. Their initial reaction would be to blindly swing the knife, defend themselves against the enemy, which, to them, now, was everyone.

      “All right,” Bayne said. “Gentlemen, what was the nature of your role aboard the Blighter?”

      “He dead?” Hep asked. “Shill. He dead?”

      “Yes,” Bayne answered.

      No reaction. They were careful to keep their faces blank.

      “You don’t care about the rest?” Bayne asked. “The crew?”

      The boys shrugged. “Not particularly,” Wilco said. “Nothing to us.”

      “You weren’t members of the crew, then?”

      Wilco’s blank face twisted up a little, a small enough movement that it could have been missed. “No.”

      “Then what was your role aboard the Blighter?” Forcing them to say it made Bayne’s stomach tighten, but he couldn’t lead them to an answer. He needed to be sure they were who he thought they were.

      “Cargo,” Hep said.

      Slaves.

      The Rangers had been an eclectic bunch before they were coopted. Without a unifying code of ethics beyond sailing free, beholden to no flag, they varied as much as a people could in regard to belief and content of character. There were those who valued wealth above decency, and slaving proved a tempting line of work to those sorts.

      Sigurd rushed into the room, blaster at the ready when he heard the cell door slide open.

      “At ease,” Bayne ordered. “These two are passengers aboard the Royal Blue and will henceforth be afforded all the amenities that entails. Take them to medical immediately so Doctor Simmons can check them out. Have the report sent to me as soon as it’s ready. Then get them a bunk and give them the tour.”

      “Aye, sir,” Sig said.

      “Welcome aboard, gentlemen.”
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      Engineering was Bayne’s second least favorite place on the ship. Stuffy in more ways than one. Swarming with intellectual types; uptight folks on a good day. Downright nasty on days when they were given the unexpected order to prepare the ship for a voyage a galaxy away.

      As head of engineering, Callet was responsible for keeping the intellectual types in line, but there were times when even he seemed to despise this place. He was deep in argument with one of the engine techs.

      “I don’t give one hot damn if you’re due for a shift change,” Callet said. “The coolant system is wonky, and we can’t be racing clear across the galaxy with a wonky coolant system, now can we?”

      “No, sir,” the tech said, and marched back to work.

      “Problem?” Bayne said.

      “No, sir,” Callet answered. “Unless you include entitled little snips who think their ‘me time’ is more important than the engine exploding.”

      “Will she be ready for the voyage?”

      “Aye, in about a day.” Callet scratched the top of his head as he spoke and looked off like he was calculating something in his head. “Give or take. We need to reroute some of the power to the endurance thrusters. Just figuring out now where to reroute it from. Cannons or shields?”

      “Cannons,” Bayne answered without thinking. Standard protocol: Defense is always priority number one. If the choice between offense and defense arises, the captain must always choose protecting his ship.

      “Aye,” Callet said, taking a tablet from his pocket and tapping out instructions. “I’ll get on it right away, sir. Nonessential systems will be down as I make the adjustments.”

      “I’ll make the announcement. Let me know when it’s done.”

      The thought of stepping onto the bridge was exhausting. The thrum of energy, whether it was excitement or anger at returning to Central, was more than Bayne could stand. He opted to skip it and call in his orders from his cabin instead.

      It wasn’t the surge of excitement that wiped him out. It was those boys. The uncertainty in their eyes. Every action guarded. Every word carefully measured, careful not to betray themselves as they spoke.

      Their physical state seemed all right, to an untrained eye. A bit malnourished maybe, but they were intact. Unlike most of the slaves he’d seen when he had the misfortune of crossing paths with slavers in the early days. Eyes so swollen from beatings, they couldn’t open. Limbs hacked off as punishment. Some seemed to keep slaves purely as a means of sadistic satisfaction rather than economic gain.

      Bayne had wanted to kill those men. He wanted to lash them all to the hull and burn through atmosphere until their ashes were all that was left when they hit the open black.

      But there was a code among the Rangers—you left one to his own business as long as it didn’t interfere with yours. That was the entire point—to be left alone.

      Codes. Protocol. Always something telling him what he could and couldn’t do.

      He called his orders to the bridge from the comm at his desk. Delphyne issued the ship-wide notice.

      “Attention all crew, the ship will be going brown at oh-eight-hundred. Repeat, we will be running on essential systems only.”

      The green bottle on the corner of his desk—half-heartedly hidden between two massive texts, United Navy Standards & Protocols and The Classification of Deep Space Vessels—stared at Bayne. It had been tucked in there so long, he forgot it was still half-full of Bacconian rum. It had become a fixture on his desk, a bookend. An ironic one at that.

      Chapter Three, section A of United Navy Standards & Protocols: An Officer’s Comportment: No officer, while on official duty or in uniform, shall consume alcohol or similarly affecting substances.

      But gods of the black be damned if this wasn’t a day that called for a little breach of protocol. And what better breach of protocol was there than one that tastes of the green sands of Baccuniae? He popped the cork and held it to his nose. One deep inhale set his head swimming. Another, and he felt his entire being drop into a lagoon, water like a Sunday bath swallowing him, sea salt rubbing the day from his body. A mouthful, and he fell onto his bed.

      His heels banged against the lavender trunk. Bayne set the bottle down, and for the second time in nearly two years, pulled the trunk from its hiding place. When he popped the lock, as if an omen, the lights went black, and the faint glow of secondary lighting cast over him.

      Fortunately, among the artifacts in the trunk was an old wax candle and book of matches. Captain Kyte’s quarters were always littered with them. He said that sometimes people forget that simple problems have simple solutions, and that so many more “complex” problems could easily be solved if one realized that they weren’t so complex after all. The fire served to remind him how simple things could be.

      Bayne lit the wick and set the candle on the floor. He sunk into the flickering flame, watched it dance and felt like he was on the beach again, some hand running up his back and through his hair, the salty breeze carrying the warm air up to his nose. It smelled like roasting meat and wood smoke.

      Bayne sorted through the trunk. Small mementos mostly, small things of small significance. Little triggers for fond memories. But some of them blew holes in his mind, holes large enough for the past to charge through. It was a past he thought he had put behind him, one that he had reckoned with and moved beyond as he built this new future. It seemed now that he had never truly believed that. Why else did he have this trunk if not to carry the past with him?

      Maybe the box wasn’t a container of mementos. Maybe it was Pandora’s Box. Since opening it, his past had been flooding back like a relentless wave. His eyes fell on the pair of bloody swords. He reached for them, hands trembling. With fear or with excitement, he didn’t know.

      He ran his finger down the black blade. As beautiful a thing as he’d ever seen. It called to him like a siren, luring him toward a raging cliffside that he could not see.

      Bayne slammed the lid shut, quieting the song. He corked the bottle and blew out the candle. He lay on his bed, looking at ceiling, feeling his heart pound against his ribs.

      Just then, his computer chimed with a suitable distraction. He opened it and clicked the icon flashing in the center of the screen. A message from Dr. Simmons. The results of the boys’ examinations.

      They were mostly as he expected. Slightly malnourished. Some vitamin deficiencies. Bone density showed a lengthy time in zero-gravity, but something about those boys didn’t sit right with Bayne. Something unseen tugged at an area of his mind full of shadows.

      It was probably just the liquor.

      He shut the computer and sank back into his bed.

      He wasn’t asleep long. At least, he didn’t think he was. He didn’t feel at all rested. Though his heart was in his throat and all his senses were heightened with adrenaline burning through him.

      The ship shook again. Violently.

      “Sir,” Delphyne said over comms. “We’re under attack. It’s the Black Hole.”
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      The bridge was an eerie place cast in the pale secondary light. Like it was a dead place, or somewhere meant for reverence. It counteracted the need for action.

      “Report,” Bayne shouted as he stormed onto the bridge. “Get me a report, now.”

      “It came up on us before we knew it was there, sir,” Delphyne said. “Long-range sensors were powered down.”

      “Shields are holding, sir,” Callet said. “For now.”

      “Get down to engineering, Callet, and get our systems back up,” Bayne ordered. Callet moved faster than his stout frame should have allowed. “Mao, alert Central.”

      “The emergency beacon was taken out immediately, sir,” Mao said. “Deep space communications are powered down. Without either, we cannot alert Central.”

      “Well, where in the black did it come from?” Bayne’s frustration got the better of him. “It didn’t just appear out of nowhere. How did it find us?” He knew the answer before Delphyne said anything.

      “The Blighter, sir. We picked up a signal when it exploded. Just a quick burst. We didn’t think anything of it at the time.”

      Bayne growled into his fist. “Someone give me some options.”

      One immediate option jumped into his head. Death. The Black Hole had a reputation. An uncorroborated one, because most who’d seen it were dead now. It tore through ships like tissue paper and only appeared when it intended to destroy. It sucked life into its maw like its namesake, crushing it to nothingness.

      “Has the captain made contact?” Bayne asked. The mention of his existence froze them all in place. “Has Parallax made contact?” The mention of his name shook them from their frozen fear like a syringe of adrenaline to the heart.

      “No, sir,” Delphyne answered. “Their attack didn’t seem intended to destroy. A shot across the bow, perhaps. Their weapons are charged and locked.”

      Bayne had spent his first months on assignment in the Deep Black studying the pirate Parallax’s methods. His reputation was such in Central Command that he had earned nomination as the system’s most wanted criminal. He was also the most feared, and because he knew how to wield fear as a weapon, he wanted them to sit and soak in their anxiety, like a roast in its juices.

      Parallax’s first move was to disable the ship. Then he would let it sit, giving the crew enough time to get a distress call out before blasting them to space garbage.

      But the long-range comms were down, so they couldn’t—

      “Sir, techs say they can have long range comms back up in two minutes,” Delphyne said.

      “No,” Bayne answered. “Tell them to hold.”

      Mao stepped to Bayne’s shoulder and spoke so only the captain could hear. “What are you thinking?” He asked it without accusation, in a way that showed he knew the captain had a plan.

      “In all of the Black Hole’s encounters I’ve studied, Parallax deliberately allowed the ship to make outside contact. He wants their distress call to serve as a warning, to spread his reputation. Sometimes he uses it to draw out any other ships in the area.”

      “You think damaging the long-range relay was unintentional,” Mao said.

      Bayne nodded.

      “So fixing it may cause the Black Hole to fire on us,” Mao surmised.

      “It’ll fire regardless, eventually, but this may buy us some time.”

      Mao seemed to agree, or like he was about to, before he was interrupted.

      “Won’t work,” Wilco said.

      The sudden and unexpected arrival on the bridge caught everyone by surprise, and had they not been in the midst of deadly conflict, it would have elicited much rage on Bayne’s behalf as well.

      “What the blazes are you doing on my bridge?” It elicited only a modicum of rage.

      “Ruse won’t work,” Wilco repeated. “He’ll know.”

      “Boy,” Mao said, “Exit this bridge immediately.” Mao didn’t seem to notice Hepzah standing a few feet back.

      Wilco shrugged and walked toward the exit. “Hey, if y’all wanna die, whatever. Where’re your escape pods?”

      Hepzah stood rooted. “He’s watching. Parallax. He’ll know you’re not really trying to fix the relay unless you have someone outside actually working on it.”

      “At that distance?” Mao said, pointing to the viewport. “They can’t see our hull in such detail.”

      “Not that distance,” Hep said. “He’s got eyes closer.”

      Mao looked to Delphyne. “No ship readings, sir,” she said. “Just us and the Black Hole.”

      Mao looked to the boys and silently repeated his command for them to leave.

      “Single-person craft don’t show up on scanners,” Hep said. He did so in such a plain manner that Delphyne didn’t even wait for orders to recalibrate the scanners and cameras on the hull. He didn’t sound like a child.

      “We have contact, sir,” she said before Mao could object to her following the word of these trespassers. “Two contacts.”

      “On screen,” Bayne ordered.

      The viewport flickered and an image of the top of the ship appeared. There, looking like two distant stars, glinted the metal bodies of two small personal transports, smaller than an escape pod, big enough to hold one body.

      The nagging feeling in the back of Bayne’s mind screamed at the two boys standing on his bridge. Bayne quieted the voice. He couldn’t lend his ear to it now, as something else was screaming at him presently. “Get a tech outside,” he said to Mao. “With orders to fix the relay. Slowly.”

      Mao marched past the boys, making no effort to hide his displeasure at their existence.

      “Callet,” Bayne said into comms. “Boost shields as much as possible and reroute remaining power to thrusters. Take it from whatever systems you have to. Don’t throw the switch until I give the word.”

      “Aye, sir,” answered the chief engineer.

      A lull fell over the bridge as the crew rested in a holding pattern, waiting for news from engineering or the captain or the Black Hole.

      The one who dared break the silence was the one who absolutely should not have. “Captain,” Wilco said. “Your plan’s good and all, but I got one that will keep us all from dying.”

      Bayne wanted to smack the insolent little bastard, but that fell well outside the bounds of acceptable officer behavior. Instead, he listened.

      And he was glad he did.
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      The tech’s suit stank of sweat and fear. The helmet barely fit over his head, and the breather pressed firmly against his nose and mouth so that he could barely speak. The whole thing gave him a sense of claustrophobia so intense that he nearly scrapped the entire operation.

      Which would have been precisely to Mao’s pleasure. “I must reassert how utterly terrible of an idea this is, sir. Not to mention how many protocols it violates. Namely, all of them.”

      Bayne latched the helmet, and a hissing sound signaled that it was vacuum sealed. He breathed in and his mouth filled with the taste of the last tech’s breath. He made a mental note to have Mao inspect them all more regularly to ensure proper maintenance and cleaning.

      “That’s not necessary,” Bayne said to his executive officer. “Your displeasure at my plans is always noted in advance.”

      Mao reluctantly placed a sniper rifle in his captain’s hand, his jaw clenched and eyes flaring uncharacteristically with anger, betraying his typically stoic nature. “Someone else can do this.”

      “I volunteered,” Sigurd said. “Captain wouldn’t have it.”

      Bayne checked the rifle, adjusted the scope, squeezed the grip, felt the trigger. “Because you can’t do it. No one can. No one’s trained for something like this, and now isn’t the time to learn.”

      “And you’ve trained for something like this?” Mao asked.

      Bayne felt the weight of the two swords hanging on his belt. “I’ve had some experience.” He slung the rifle over his shoulder and gestured to a crate on the floor. Mao handed it to him.

      “You’re putting a lot of trust in the word of a couple boys we know nothing about,” Mao said. “Putting your life on the line. Putting all our lives on the line.”

      The words cut through the suit, through his skin, and embedded into Bayne’s bones. He assured himself that this was the right move, the only way to save his ship and his crew. That when facing pirates, one needed to sometimes behave like a pirate. Crafty, underhanded, think outside the protocols. He wasn’t doing this just so he could get out there. Because he missed it.

      “This is the best way with the time we’ve got.” He took the crate and marched toward the airlock. “Ship’s yours until I’m back aboard,” he said to Mao. “Take good care of her.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      The airlock door slid open, and Bayne stepped in. This is the only way, he repeated to himself. The right way to save my crew. It’s not—

      His thoughts were cut short by the hissing sound of oxygen being sucked into the void. And the emptiness that spread out before him. Such a beautiful stretch of nothing.

      “Ready, sir?” Callet’s voice sounded in his ear, budging him from his frozen awe.

      “On the move,” Bayne answered. With just a tiny flick of his ankle, he drifted out of the Royal Blue, tethered by only a safety cable. His mind emptied to match the weightlessness of his body. He thought nothing of his responsibilities as captain, or the dire circumstances they were now in, or having to report this extreme breach of protocol to Central. He just floated. The sense of claustrophobia melted away with the sense of any barriers. There was nothing.

      Callet was his inner voice. “Remember, sir, you need to appear to be a technician. Which means you need to move with all the confidence of one. A tech doesn’t waste time or movement when he’s out in the vacuum. He gets the job done and comes back in.”

      Such a missed opportunity, Bayne thought, but Callet was right. Parallax’s men were watching. And they would know if he wasn’t who he was supposed to be.

      Get to the relay. Fix the relay. That was what they needed to see him do.

      “How goes the reconfiguration, Callet?”

      “Well, Captain. We’re less than two minutes away.”

      “And Delphyne?”

      “Course charted, sir.”

      Then it was just his part of the plan that needed to be done. The pressure was like a shot of rum. It burned on the way down but put a rhythm in his feet. Bayne had little time in the hangar to reacquaint himself with the controls of the spaceflight suit, but it came back quickly. He hadn’t realized how much time he spent daydreaming about the old days, reliving the ships he’d boarded as a member of Kyte’s boarding party. He’d been longing for a day when he could do this again and unknowingly practicing in the process.

      He squeezed the pinky finger of his left hand, activating the thrusters on that side of the suit, spinning him around to face the ships. Then he squeezed the pinky fingers of both hands, propelling him forward. As he neared, he pressed his feet together, activating the thrusters on the bottom of his boots. He moved upward and was soon looking down at the top of the hull and the scorched wreckage of the ship’s long-range communications relay.

      “I see the relay. Making my approach.” As he descended, he took note of the two glints in his periphery. They were close enough that he could make out their outline against the blackness around them, but no more detail than that.

      The mag-clamps on his boots hummed when Bayne activated them. He felt them pull him down when close enough to the hull. With a thud, he was on solid ground again.

      Callet walked him through the process of looking busy. He knelt beside the wrecked relay and popped the lock on the crate. As it opened, half a dozen tools, all tethered to the inside of the crate, came floating out. They resembled tiny, malformed babies dangling from their metallic mother.

      He grabbed what looked like some sort of wrench and began tinkering with the relay. He had never been mechanically inclined. He was apprenticed to the mechanic on the Supernova for a time, but every party involved quickly realized that was a disaster. He was a decent actor, however.

      “Reconfiguration complete, sir,” Callet said. “Ready to flip the switch.”

      “Everyone ready?” Bayne asked.

      Mao and Delphyne both answered in the affirmative.

      Bayne pushed the floating tools aside and reached to the bottom of the crate where the grapple and a blue, fist-sized cannister had been tied down. He removed the straps holding them down. “Greenlight,” Bayne said. He popped the top on the blue cannister, and a cloud of white mist shot out.

      At that, each cog in the plan began turning.

      Callet flipped the switch on the ship’s power, initiating the ignition sequence. Mao took the helm. Sigurd was at the ready by the airlock.

      “Sixty seconds, sir,” Callet said.

      Bayne was already in motion. He loaded the grapple into the muzzle of the sniper rile and took aim at the closest of Parallax’s watchers. They would assume the cloud was a coolant leak, buying him the seconds he needed to take the shot.

      Through the sniper rifle’s scope, Bayne saw the personal craft in more detail. A few meters of target in an infinite sea of nothingness. A millimeter off and the whole thing was blown.

      He aimed for the canopy of the cockpit, a thin shield of plastic that kept the pilot from death. He aimed through it, and squeezed the trigger.

      The gas canisters in the rifle popped, propelling the grapple like a missile, towing the length of cable behind it. Bayne followed its path through the scope, careful not to tug or alter its course. It struck its target, and struck true. The grapple pierced the canopy and the pilot on the other side. A fine red mist floated through the new hole.

      There was no time to revel in his perfect shot. If the other watcher hadn’t seen that, he would know soon that something was wrong. Bayne cinched his end of the cable through a pulley mounted on the front of his suit and bolted it to the hull of the Royal Blue. He deactivated his mag-clamps and pressed his feet together.

      “En route,” Bayne said.

      Free of the need to steer his flight, Bayne focused instead on the second watcher. He peered through the scope again, catching sight of the small vessel to his left. It wasn’t moving. No sign that the pilot suspected anything, but at that distance, what could Bayne really tell? Could he risk not taking the shot? Could he risk taking it? A miss, and the pilot alerted Parallax. Did any of that matter, or did Bayne just want to take it to see if he could?

      Regardless of motive, Bayne decided the shot needed to be taken. He adjusted the rifle from projectile to standard mode and took a deep breath. Both eyes open. Factoring in motion and speed. Pilot in his sight.

      And he pulled the trigger. A soundless flash tore across open space and through the pilot. Bayne’s heart leapt. He wished he had a bottle of rum and a crew to raise it to. The guilt at so readily dismissing his own crew for one that would toast such a reckless action had only just begun to set in when Bayne slammed into the first watcher vessel.

      He got wrapped up in the shot, in the excitement of the challenge, and forgot that he was racing toward a very solid hunk of metal. His shoulder screamed. He bounced over the top of the ship, but didn’t go far thanks to his tether. Black spots danced at the edge of his vision, at times blending together into one blanket of darkness.

      “Captain Bayne?” a voice echoed in his helmet. “Sir, are you all right?” It was Mao. He sounded far away. He was far away. Bayne shook the fog out of his head, remembered where he was. “Thirty seconds,” Mao said.

      That was all Bayne needed to hear to kick his muscles into gear. He drew both swords from their scabbards and stabbed them into the hull of the watcher ship. Activating his mag-clamps, he latched onto the ship and pried the canopy off using the swords like crowbars. He sliced the harness and dragged the pirate out, letting the void take him.

      Bayne pulled himself into the cockpit and located the communication controls. As Wilco suspected, the comms of the small vessel were networked to that of the Black Hole, being too small to house its own long-range relay. Bayne took a small, black box from a pocket on his suit and plugged it into the jack on the comms system.

      “It’ll piggyback off the Black Hole’s relay signal,” Callet had told him while still aboard the ship. “It’ll send out an encrypted SOS. Only UNS ships will be able to decode it. I buried it pretty deep in their communications code, so the Black Hole shouldn’t notice it.”

      A green light blinked on. “Box is hooked up,” Bayne said. “I’m coming back. Be ready with the airlock.”

      “Aye, sir,” Sig answered.

      Bayne pushed away from the ship and pressed his feet together. Fifteen seconds until the Royal Blue’s systems keyed up and Parallax realized their ruse. Fifteen seconds to get into the ship before it took off without him, dragging him through space at speeds fast enough to rip his skin off his bones.

      He flew away from the two dead bodies, not a thought for their fate, mind focused only on the Royal Blue and the crew inside who he still hoped to keep alive. “Okay, Sig,” Bayne said. “Do it.”

      At that, a ring of light appeared on the side of the ship. The airlock opening. Bayne still needed to make one more impossible shot. He gripped the pulley on his chest that kept him tethered to the topside of the ship and pulled.

      The cable floated away. Bayne was free. He pointed his feet up at a slight angle, adjusting several times in the first few seconds to find the right trajectory.

      And there it was. The open airlock was straight ahead, and he shot at it like a bullet. Ten seconds. The ship was keyed to take off as soon as the power was restored to the thrusters. It was leaving in ten seconds whether he was inside or not. Likely, at this proximity, the thrusters would cook him in an instant instead of leaving him to float until his mind broke and he wished for death.

      Five seconds. The airlock was in reach. Four. Three.

      Bayne slammed into the airlock floor. Sig punched the button, closing the door.

      “He’s in,” Sig shouted.

      The Royal Blue rumbled to life. Mao’s steady voice came over comms, but it was not so steady. “All hands, brace for impact!”
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      The airlock exploded. Flames licked the floor around Bayne for a second before the sucking vacuum extinguished them.

      “All hands to battles stations,” Mao shouted over comms. “We are under attack. Repeat: all hands to battle stations.”

      Bayne activated his mag-clamps with inches left of floor before the endless black. “Belay that order, XO. The weapon systems are offline.”

      Mao cursed into Bayne’s ear. Not a good sign.

      “Continue with the plan. Get us out of here and get a damage team to the hangar bay.” Bayne pulled himself up the airlock wall and gripped a red handle about waist height. With a pull, an emergency shield patch appeared over the gaping hole in the hull.

      “All hands,” Mao said, his voice uncomfortably shaken. “Hold on to something.”

      The air filled with a familiar metallic taste, the one that preceded the activation of the light drive. Then came the lurch in Bayne’s guts and the taste of bile on the back of his tongue. It felt like it lasted forever, but in truth was only half a minute.

      When the ship stopped, time appeared to as well. Bayne didn’t breathe. Sigurd didn’t move. All stood still.

      “Clear,” Mao said. And time resumed.

      “Get me out of here,” Bayne ordered Sigurd as he pulled his helmet off. He ripped the rest of the suit off as soon as he was out of the airlock. The damage team entered the hangar bay as Bayne was leaving. “Stay with them,” he said to Sigurd. “Make sure this gets secured quickly. Then ready an away team for when we land. Have Patch prep the shuttle.”

      “Aye,” Sig answered.

      Bayne ran to the bridge, ignoring the inappropriate desire clawing at the back of his head to smile. He could have died. His entire crew could have died. Why was he having so much fun?

      “Status report.” Bayne burst onto the bridge to find a scene of two parts chaos, one part eerie calm. That one part was Mao, still sitting in the captain’s chair.

      “What?” Mao said, looking like he was waking from a dream. Bayne repeated himself, something he could not remember ever having to do with his XO, and Mao snapped out of his haze. “Everything according to plan, as far as we can tell.”

      “Aside from the hole in the ship,” Bayne said.

      “Yes. Aside from the hole in the ship.” Mao brought up a readout on the display screen, a monitor of the message Bayne implanted in the watcher ship. “The SOS is repeating on all UNS frequencies. The Black Hole has yet to discover it. We were also able to use that uplink to the Black Hole to mask our trajectory. Hopefully, they assume we jumped back toward Central as was programmed in our nav computer.”

      “And the ship?” Bayne asked.

      “The damage is localized to the hangar bay,” Mao said.

      “Well done, XO.”

      Mao seemed relieved and surprised at that. He stood from the captain’s chair, straightened his jacket, and said, “The bridge is yours again, captain.” He seemed even more relieved at that.

      Bayne attempted to sit in his chair, seemingly unaware that he was still wearing the dual swords on his waist. He must have removed the belt from his spaceflight suit and reapplied it without knowing. He removed it and handed it to a passing ensign with instructions to place it in his quarters.

      “Lieutenant,” Bayne said. “Make contact with Ore Town. Inform them that we will be maintaining a presence in orbit while the XO brings the shuttle planet-side. We’ll need access to their long-range communications relay. Once the shuttle has landed, they are to put all planet-wide defense systems on high alert.”

      Delphyne seemed on edge, a trait that Bayne quickly realized the rest of the bridge crew seemed to share. The past hour was such a blur already that Bayne had forgotten that it was a sudden spike of adrenaline amidst a stream of relative calm. It must have felt like a jagged interruption, an altogether unpleasant one for most of them. They did not welcome it as Bayne had.

      “Before you do that, Lieutenant, open a ship-wide channel.” Bayne stood, and addressed the bridge crew as he addressed the entirety of the ship. “Attention, please. This is your captain. First, it is my pleasure to inform you that we are alive, and the ship is intact.” He smiled at Mao. “Aside from a small hole. We will be landing shortly on the mining outpost called Ore Town, our original destination, to make needed repairs and take a much-needed breather.” He stepped down from his post and walked to the front of the bridge, underneath the viewport so that all could face him.

      “Second, let me say how incredibly proud I am of all of you. We just faced the biggest threat in the system and lived to tell of it. Parallax may be the only threat left in the system because of the fine work you’ve done for years now, but our fight with him is not done. While he sails these spaceways, he is a threat to all. So, remain vigilant and be proud.”

      Bayne remembered then that his message reached two who were not members of his crew. Two who may have deserved more praise than any other aboard, but received only skepticism.

      “Ore Town has cleared the shuttle to land, sir,” Delphyne said, her mood noticeably improved.

      “Then take us in.” Bayne’s mind seemed elsewhere. He marched away to find it, ordering Mao to follow. “The bridge is yours, Lieutenant.”

      The two walked the length of the main corridor before either spoke.

      “I feel your eyes on me, XO,” Bayne said. “And hear your teeth grinding as they keep your comments at bay. Let them loose already.”

      “That was the most reckless display from a captain that I’ve ever seen,” Mao said, his voice tight. “You could have been killed. And don’t think I didn’t see that shot.”

      “Impressive, wasn’t it?”

      “It was reckless. It may very well be the reason the Black Hole caught on. Who knows if that pilot managed to get a communication off before he died? You put us all at risk.”

      The thought had occurred to him. “The mission was a success.”

      “I’ve never known you to use survival as the only measure of success.”

      The captain stopped at a plain metal door. Mao didn’t seem to realize where they were, or maybe didn’t care. When he was steady on a path of thought, there wasn’t much that could derail him.

      “It is the only one that matters in this instance,” Bayne said. “Had we engaged in standard protocol, we would be dead, and Parallax would be free to roam the spaceways, doing as he’s done for half a decade. Now, we have a chance to finally end him.”

      Mao noticed what door they stood by now, and his eyebrows raised. “You think they will have some say in that?”

      “It’s only because of them that we survived this far.” Bayne rapped on the door with his knuckles. There was a rustling on the other side and a slurry of curses.

      “Do you not think it’s odd how knowledgeable they are of Parallax’s tactics?” Mao asked.

      “I do think it’s a tad odd,” Bayne said, coloring his growing irritation at Mao’s questions with a double-edged smile. “Figured I might ask them about it.”

      The door opened to reveal Wilco’s pale face, still full of sleep. “Eh?”

      “If you don’t mind,” Bayne said to Mao.

      Mao took a half-step back and gestured for Bayne to enter. He followed the captain in. Wilco still seemed to be unaware of what was happening, but not all that concerned either way. He shuffled back to his bed and fell on it.

      Mao cleared his throat, preparing to remonstrate the boy, but the captain stopped him. The other boy had sat up on his bunk and taken notice.

      “Hepzah,” Bayne said, taking a step toward him. “Go by Hep, right?” The boy nodded.

      “I just wanted to say thank you.” Bayne felt awkward standing there, like a solitary tree out in the wind, but he could tell the boy felt just as uncomfortable. He practically shook, his arms wrapped tight around himself.

      Bayne took another step knowing it would put Hep off. “If it weren’t for you and your friend, this ship and everyone on it would have been destroyed.” No change on the boy’s face. Not even the thought of saving dozens of lives could shake him from his shell. “I’ve researched Parallax extensively, studied his encounters, the few firsthand accounts of his combat tactics that exists. I’ve never come across anything detailing the use of single-pilot vessels to monitor ships before.” Bayne sat on the edge of Hep’s bunk. The boy froze. “How did you know?”

      Hep’s eyes seemed to empty as Bayne watched. The color and life drained away as the boy tried to sink into the wall and disappear.

      “Spent time on his ship,” a slurred and muffled voice said. Wilco rolled over, rubbing his eyes. “Slaves get passed around. Kinda the nature of the business.”

      “You were a slave aboard the Black Hole?” Bayne asked. “There have been no records of Parallax keeping slaves. In fact, I’ve read a few things that suggest he is anti-slavery.”

      “Guy’s a pirate,” Wilco said. “He’s pro-money and anti-everything that doesn’t make him money.” Wilco sat up and let out a protracted yawn, treating all in the room to a clear view of the back of his throat. “Them records you study don’t seem too complete.”

      Mao bristled. The disrespect for protocol must have set his hair on end. Bayne signaled his XO to remain quiet with a subtle gesture of his hand.

      “Maybe they aren’t,” Bayne said. “So maybe you can help fill them in.” Wilco only shrugged dismissively as he scratched his hindquarters. “Or maybe you should start by filling me in on your story. Maybe we’ll stumble on something else in there that will save our lives somewhere down the line.”

      “Slaves on one ship, then slaves on another,” Wilco said. “Ain’t much of a story.”

      Bayne turned to Hep. “The same for you?”

      “Same for us both,” Wilco said, sending a not-so-subtle signal of his own. “Always been together.”

      “Have you always been slaves?” Bayne asked.

      “Nah,” Wilco said. “Miners before that.”

      A smile tugged at the corners of Bayne’s mouth. Wilco seemed to notice it before it even formed. “Excellent,” the captain said. “We could use someone with some mining experience. XO Mao here will be leading an away team onto a mining outpost. He isn’t much of a people person. He could use a liaison to help him navigate the people.”

      “Yeah, well, I ain’t much for liaising.” Wilco made to lie back on his bed. Bayne’s hand shot forward faster than the boy thought possible and snatched him by the sleeve.

      “You’ll do your best,” Bayne said, mustering his most congenial tone. “XO Mao will show you to the armory where you can prep for departure.”

      Wilco seemed to finally wake from his perpetual drowsiness. He studied Bayne’s face, probably looking for another tic or sign that would give away the captain’s motives. But he saw nothing and, perhaps, learned the captain’s real motive in that. He shrugged and followed Mao.

      Bayne refused to meet Mao’s eye, knowing what he’d see there—frustration and disbelief. He would deal with those later. When Hep stood to follow, Bayne put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Not you.”
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      Bayne was determined to sit in silence. He would not be the one to break it. Maybe it would make the boy uncomfortable and shake some information loose. Maybe it would put the boy at ease and open him up to share, but even after an hour, all it did was make Bayne antsy.

      Hep stared out the viewport of the upper level lounge as if they were on the deck of a sea ship and he was watching a changing ocean or seabirds swoop and dive. He stared at the debris field like it was a school of fish frozen in ice.

      Bayne had wanted to dispatch a science team to study the field. It wasn’t on any charts and there was no mention of it in logbooks he had read. Cursory examination showed it to be a ship graveyard. He could spot hunks of hull and fuselage. But there were no documented battles of this magnitude this far out in the Deep Black. Maybe it was just a junkyard.

      “You hungry?” Bayne finally said. “I’m hungry.” He stood over the tray of food he had taken from the mess, sorting through the various pieces of fruit and dried meats. He settled on a slice of Ionium deer jerky. It wasn’t good. Ionium deer jerky was notoriously gross. He had the cooks stock a little of it out of nostalgia. He tore a chunk off and returned to the viewport to watch the nothingness as he gnawed on the salty meat.

      Nearly finished and again feeling like a lone tree trying to stand against the wind, he tried to remember how Kyte acted toward him when they first met. Bayne knew most of his memories were colored by fondness at this point. He wanted to cut through that haze and see the truth of it, but also he didn’t want to. He liked having a time to revisit the dreams that put him at peace.

      As he pondered his next step, Hep began sorting through the food on the tray. He took a bite of jerky and tried to politely spit it out.

      “No need to spare my feelings,” Bayne said. “It’s quite awful, but it reminds me of a different time. When things weren’t awful. You have anything like that?”

      “Things to help remember, or times that weren’t awful?”

      “Either,” Bayne said, trying not to sound pitying.

      “No.” Hep took a small bite from a piece of fruit and sat back in his chair.

      Talking to the boy was like pulling splinters from your hand. “Is he your brother?”

      “Wilco?” Hep seemed surprised by the question. “No.”

      “Figured. You two look nothing alike. I only ask because he said you two have always been together.”

      Hep’s eyes darted back and forth, an outward expression of the debate raging in his mind, trying to filter the information he gave away. “We were raised together. Kind of like brothers, I guess.”

      “So there was someone who raised you,” Bayne said hopefully. “You weren’t always slaves?” The boys had said this before, but he wanted to ask Hep when Wilco wasn’t there.

      Hep took another bite of fruit and used the time to determine his next response. “No, not always.” He left the thought open-ended, not slammed shut like all his others. Bayne resisted the urge to press further, hoping the boy would continue. And he did. “Grew up in an orphanage on Rally.”

      One of the southern rim planets. Bayne knew it as a popular refuel station during the warlord days.

      “We both lost our parents during the Ranger Wars.”

      Ranger Wars. Bayne had never heard it referred to as such. His Ranger pride compelled him to correct the boy, but his officer’s mentality urged him toward compassion. “I’m sorry.”

      Hep shrugged and took another bite. Each mouthful of the sweet fruit seemed to flavor Hep’s disposition. “Wasn’t an uncommon thing. Half the kids on Rally were on their own. Wilco looked after me. He’s a bit older. He’s the one that—”

      Hep froze, like he suddenly realized he was about to say something he shouldn’t.

      Bayne wanted to pry the information from the boy the way he pried the canopy off the watcher ship. He also wanted to pour the boy a drink and tell him to let the Deep Black take his past and look to the stars for a future, but Delphyne’s voice eliminated both options.

      “Sir, you’re needed on the bridge immediately. Mao has just made contact. We have a problem.”
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      Taliesen Mao was not the sort to entertain insubordination, insolence, or general disrespect. It was for that reason that he avoided children at all costs. The Navy was perfect for that. No children among its ranks. Between his duties and expectations as an officer, he had little time to take part in producing a child of his own. Little chance at all of him ever crossing paths with a child.

      Had it been a child, even, he could bear it. But a teenager? That was a situation for which he had not trained and which was not detailed in the officers’ handbook. He did know, at the least, that killing this particular teenager would certainly result in disciplinary action.

      “Come on, man,” Wilco said as he stepped over a drunk who’d passed out along the walkway of the Ore Town hangar bay. “You move slower than a sloth in zero-gee.”

      Mao clenched his jaw to keep from screaming. He shoved his hand in his pocket to keep it from the trigger of the blaster on his hip. He chose instead to study and observe. Though, doing so through Wilco’s incessant prattling did prove difficult.

      “What’s the deal with this place?” Wilco asked.

      “It’s a mining outpost owned and operated by the Byers Clan, a very wealthy and very powerful ally of the United Systems. We were planning a routine inspection after several failed attempts at communication.”

      Wilco didn’t seem to hear. Rather, he appeared to not pay attention. He was like a butterfly on the wind, taken wherever the breeze pleased. “Yeah.” The single syllable was heavier than it should be, full of something Mao didn’t fully comprehend. But he followed Wilco without inquiring.

      “Mining towns are usually organized around a central office,” Wilco said. “The bosses run the show from there. Usually the tallest building. They like to look down on us little folk.”

      “There,” Mao said, pointing to a cylindrical building twice the height of the next tallest. It was no prettier than the others, however. They all looked one stiff wind from toppling over. He hadn’t seen a Byers Clan operation firsthand, but their reputation was one of being even stricter than the Navy.

      “Yup,” Wilco said. He charted a course through crowded streets, cutting through the mass of soiled miners stinking of alcohol and cave tobacco like they weren’t even there.

      Mao watched the boy’s back, studying the way he moved. Not like any slave he’d seen before. There was no reservation in his gait, no echo of subservience in his posture. He moved with confidence. Though, the longer they walked, the more tense his shoulders became. The more guarded he seemed.

      The stench of liquor grew thicker in the air and became quite distracting. Mao had never liked it. Even before he enlisted, he wasn’t one for drinking. He disliked feeling like he was not in control of himself.

      “Let’s take a break,” Wilco said, ducking into a squat, metal-sided building lit with neon.

      Mao didn’t know what the place was until after stepping inside and allowing his eyes to adjust to the sudden lack of light. More stenches than just liquor hung on the air. Human stenches. This place was either a public toilet, or a bar.

      Wilco sat on one of the stools near the middle of the bar. Mao ordered the other two members of the away team, Sigurd and a Marine named Valek, to watch the door. Then he sat beside Wilco.

      “We are not here to drink,” the XO said. “Nor is this a suitable place for us to take a break.”

      “Try to seem a little less uptight,” Wilco said.

      Mao placed his hands on the bar, as far from his blaster as he could.

      “Rum,” Wilco said when the bartender stood before him. “Black, if you got it, eh?”

      The bartender looked to Mao, who waved his hand.

      “I’d rather not cause a scene, but if you do not rise from this stool immediately, I will drag you out of here by your neck.” Mao struggled to maintain the discipline in his voice.

      Wilco spun on his tool and smiled at Mao, a thin smile of amusement, not one of outright joy. “Now that sort of thinking will do you well here.” The bartender set a shot glass full of blackish-purple liquid on the bar. Wilco picked it up, waved it under his nose, and held it out for Mao to see. “You’re a learned type, ain’t ya? Fancy yourself observant?”

      Mao returned a cautious nod.

      “Then tell me what it is you observe in this here glass.”

      Assuming it a trick of some kind, Mao answered with a slice of sarcasm. “Alcohol. It is a liquid meant to induce inebriation and dull the senses.”

      “Black Baconium rum,” Wilco said with a nostalgic smile. “Rare around these parts. Know who favors it?”

      “Downtrodden minors?”

      Wilco slugged it back and slammed the glass on the bar. “Pirates.” He waved the bartender over for a refill.

      As the sloppy barman poured another, Mao took note of the tattoo of a black vortex on his forearm. Wilco slugged that shot down as soon as it was poured, then leaned back and inhaled deeply through his nose. He let out a hoot as he exhaled.

      “The black be damned, it’s been a long time since I’ve tasted rum.”

      Mao tried to appear casual as he turned on his stool, placing his elbow on the bar. He was not one for theatrics or subterfuge, nor had he ever been known for his casual air. He took stock of the room. A bar-back. Three patrons at a table in the corner. Two by the door. At least half of them were armed. Those with exposed arms sported that same black vortex tattoo.

      “What have you done?” Mao growled through clenched teeth. He suddenly wished he had indulged his darker impulses earlier.

      “I just wanted a drink,” Wilco said, brandishing that cocky smile like a knife.

      Luckily, Sigurd knew Mao well enough to recognize that something was wrong. He met the XO’s eye and followed it as it flicked around the room and then back to his blaster.

      Mao couldn’t be certain Sigurd caught the depth of the meaning, but the surface of it was enough. Sigurd’s stance changed, his weight planting on his back leg, his arms hanging loose and ready at his side. The chief of security gave a half-nod.

      Mao spun back around to face the bar, discreetly pulling his blaster as he did, keeping it hidden beneath the bar and pointed at Wilco. “Pardon me, barman. Might I have one of those black rums?”

      Wilco laughed.

      The bartender didn’t. He set the bottle and a glass down in front of Mao. “You pour it,” the bartender said. “I don’t serve Navy.”

      “Oops,” Wilco said through a chuckle. “Called your bluff.” Then Wilco grabbed the bottle by the neck and smashed it into the bartender’s face.

      The room erupted in chaos.

      The two men by the door lunged forward, drawing knives. Valek managed to pull his blaster and shoot one of them in the chest before the second one stuck his knife in Valek’s neck. Sigurd screamed as he pulled his dual blasters and put two shots in the man’s face.

      The three men in the corner rose, flipping the table and taking cover behind it. Blaster fire soon followed. Sigurd dove to the floor trying to cover his dying comrade. Mao and Wilco dove behind the bar.

      As Mao fired blindly, the bartender scrambled for the scatterblaster tucked under the bar. The concussion and the blood in his eyes slowed him enough for Wilco to leap onto his back. He still had the bottle in his hand. He brought it down once, and fine red mist sprayed into the air. He brought it down again with a sickening crack.

      Wilco dropped the bloody bottle like it was a piece of trash and not a murder weapon, opting for the scatterblaster instead. “Keep ‘em busy,” he said to Mao. The boy’s smile seemed eerie now, splattered with another man’s blood.

      Mao fired on the men again, and Sigurd joined him, forcing the men behind the table. Unseen, Wilco darted out from the other end of the bar and dove behind a pillar in the center of the room.

      As the men returned fired, Wilco flanked them, shredding the nearest to him with a shot from the scatterblaster. Sigurd ran on them as they tried to regroup and counterattack, catching them both off guard and riddling them with holes.

      The ensuing quiet was discomforting. Mao’s brain caught up to what had just happened, and he turned his sights on Wilco.

      Seeing the anger aimed his way, Wilco ran behind the bar again. He knocked several bottles of liquor aside. They smashed on the ground as Mao grabbed him by the collar and jabbed his blaster into the boy’s neck. The XO wasn’t quick enough to keep Wilco from pressing the red button that was hidden among the liquor, however.

      Metal panels slid over the windows. The door slammed shut and the bulky magnalock made sure it stayed that way.

      “Trapping us in here with you was not a good idea,” Mao growled.

      “Ain’t my intention,” Wilco said.

      “Aiming to keep us here until reinforcements arrive?” Sigurd said, trying ineffectively to pry open the door. “Security forces are likely on their way. Whatever pirate goons you got waiting to ambush us are going to get mowed down.”

      Wilco smiled at Mao. The XO found it unsettling, but somehow knew what Wilco was about to say. “You’re the observant one,” the boy said. “You saw it, didn’t you? On the docks.”

      Mao remembered the drunk man they stepped over. Too reckless for a Byers Clan operation. The black vortex tattoo on his arm flashed in Mao’s mind.

      “In the market,” Wilco said.

      The sting of a huddled mass of sweaty laborers still stuck in Mao’s nose. He shoved through the crowd, trying to keep pace with Wilco. He remembered the familiar bulk of blasters on their hips. And occasionally an unfamiliar one—long, cylindrical. A sword. He closed his eyes, focused on the memory. More black vortexes.

      And now this grisly scene. The bartender he knew. Mao released Wilco, but signaled for Sigurd to keep watch. Mao rolled one of the dead men over, checked his arm, the inside of his coat. Black vortex. Sword. The same with all of them.

      “Ore Town is infested with pirates,” Mao said.

      Wilco click his tongue. “So close. The place ain’t infested. It’s infiltrated. Taken over. The pirates own this place.” He made a show of looking around the bar. “And in case you ain’t noticed, Mister Observant, the bar-back managed to slip out. He’ll be returning. And he won’t be alone.”

      Mao silently cursed. “I need to contact the captain.”
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      Lieutenant Delphyne’s smile was obviously practiced, like a posed expression on a painted portrait. False. And the longer she held it, the more painful it became.

      “Speak, Lieutenant,” Bayne said. “What’s the trouble?”

      “If it pleases the captain, sir, I’d sooner have the XO explain it.”

      “No, it doesn’t please me at all. Someone tell me what the hell is going on.”

      Mao’s visage appeared on the monitor. “Hell is right, sir.”

      “Explain, XO.” Bayne’s patience was spent.

      “We’ve had a run in with a band of pirates, Captain. Six of them. All dead now.” Mao’s jaw tightened. “Valek is dead, too, sir.”

      Bayne’s chest lit on fire. “Explain further, XO.”

      Mao stepped aside, disappearing from the image. “I think he can explain it in more detail than I can, sir.”

      Wilco appeared on screen. “Hiya, Cap.” Mao’s hand reappeared long enough to smack Wilco in the back of the head. “Prick. Right, anyway, what we got here is something called an indigobird.”

      Hep sucked in a breath and his eyes went wide.

      “For those non-ornithologists,” Wilco said, “indigobirds lay their eggs in the nests of other birds. Eggs hatch, new momma bird raises the babies, while old momma bird goes about its business.”

      “How do birds equal trouble for me?” Bayne said.

      “Because, in this case, birds equal pirates,” Wilco said. “They probably infiltrated Ore Town months ago, years even, took jobs as miners, either worked, bribed or killed their way up the ladder until they had the access they needed.”

      “Access needed for what?”

      “To take over, Cap.” Wilco chuckled, but stopped when Mao’s hand reappeared and smacked him. “Once they were in position, they probably killed the managers and muckety mucks, lowered the drawbridge, and let their captain march on through.”

      Bayne hesitated in asking the question because he was afraid of the answer. “And who is their captain?”

      Wilco displayed a dead man’s arm and the black vortex tattoo on it. Bayne’s stomach twisted in a knot. “Parallax.”

      “Aye,” Wilco said.

      Mao reappeared on screen. “And because this fool opted to instigate a firefight rather than simply tell me what was happening, we are now locked in a bar, waiting for a horde of pirates to come knocking. A rescue would be appreciated.”

      “Hold tight, XO. I’ll make contact shortly.” Bayne signaled for the transmission to end. Once the monitor went black, Bayne snatched Hep up by the collar. “Did you know about this?”

      “No,” Hep stammered. “How could I?”

      “Because I don’t think you’re being straight with me. I think that once I get my people out of there, you two are going straight to Central to face treason charges.”

      Hep’s eyes widened at that. But only for a brief moment before they narrowed again, took on a darker tone than usual. Such a minor yet significant change made him seem like a different person entirely.

      Bayne’s frustration leveled off and he could think straight again. He shoved Hepzah away. “What word from the Ore Town administrator?”

      “None,” Delphyne said. “I haven’t been able to make contact since they authorized us to land.”

      Pinching his temples, Bayne paced the bridge. “We can assume Parallax is aware of our presence here. The Black Hole could be here any second. Have shields gone up around Ore Town?”

      “No, sir,” Delphyne said.

      “What are they waiting for?” Bayne asked.

      An incoming hail answered his question. “Sir?” Delphyne seemed rattled. “Hail, sir. It’s the Ore Town administrator. He says he’d like a word.”

      Curious, Bayne thought. No signs of hostility or defense from Ore Town. No issue of threats or sign of the Black Hole. Just a word?

      “Maintain composure, everyone,” Bayne said, straightening his jacket. “We are not in an actively hostile situation. We don’t have all the facts. This is still recon.” He pointed at Hep. “Someone get him off my bridge.”

      A security officer escorted Hep away. Bayne nodded to Delphyne.

      A stout man appeared on screen. He wore a three-piece suit. Blue, pinstriped, the jacket hung open to show the vest and white shirt underneath. Despite the man’s attire, he did not project an air of formality. He leaned to one side, like he favored one leg, and cocked his head as though trying to see something from a certain angle. Mining executives and managers tended to be even more uptight than Navy officers.

      “Captain,” the man said, his wide smile seeming somewhat forced. “On behalf of the Byers Clan, welcome to Ore Town. I am Jarmin Tetch, head of the local mining guild and administrator of this fair town.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mister Tetch,” the captain said. “Though, to be fair, I’ve yet to actually come to Ore Town.”

      “Right,” Jarmin chuckled. “So it seems. My communications team tells me you’ve had trouble making regular contact recently. Some of the ores we mine down here play havoc with our relays. Wonky magnetic and radioactive properties. Apologies.”

      “Of course,” Bayne said.

      “Anywho, what can we do for you?”

      “As my lieutenant mentioned earlier, we’ve had some trouble with pirates.”

      Jarmin shifted his weight to the other leg, wincing slightly as he did. “That right? Can’t say we’ve heard of any pirates in the area. Strange. News of such things typically reaches us. Well, thanks for keeping us informed, Captain. Forewarned is forearmed, I always say.” The stout guild leader walked off-screen.

      “Excuse me, Mister Tetch,” Bayne called. Jarmin stepped back into view. “I didn’t come just to warn you. Our initial intent was to perform an inspection of Ore Town pursuant to the agreement between the United Navy and the Byers Clan when establishing these Deep Black operations. Our ship has suffered some damage, however, and we were hoping to make port at Ore Town and see to the repairs. My executive officer should have relayed that information.”

      “Oh,” Jarmin said, pulling at his collar. “Can’t say I’ve met with any officers of late.” He turned to the man standing to his left. “Any executive officers come by here?” The man shook his head. “Sorry, Captain, doesn’t appear your officer has made an appearance.”

      “Odd,” Bayne said. “He is a very punctual man, and I have confirmation that his shuttle landed safely in Ore Town.”

      Tetch shrugged. “Ore Town can be a confusing place to outsiders. A lot going on. Lot of hustle and bustle. Newcomers get turned around easily, lost in the confusion. I’ll send out my best men, have them search for your man. I assure you, Captain, they don’t let anyone give them the slip. They’ll track your man down soon enough.” Tetch winked.

      Bayne cleared his throat, trying to keep a clear and steady voice. “I would love to help, Mister Tetch. My crew and I will land and assist with the search. I’d hate to take away from your daily responsibilities.”

      Tetch gestured to someone off-screen. “May have a bit of a hang up there. We’ve had some issues with the planetary defenses lately. Radiation. Real screwy. The defenses have been firing up all on their own.”

      Delphyne signaled the captain and directed his attention to the monitor. Ore Town’s atmospheric defenses had activated.

      “We haven’t fully debugged the system yet,” Tetch said. “Afraid it’s not safe to make an approach until we do. You are welcome to remain in orbit for as long as you’d like, however. Just avoid entering atmosphere. I’d hate for our system to come online unintentionally if you did. Blast you pieces.”

      He’s not even trying to hide it anymore, Bayne thought. Hardly even classifies as “thinly veiled.” But Bayne smiled anyway. “Thank you, Mister Tetch. Please do notify me when your defenses are fixed. I hate to think of you alone all the way out here without a properly functioning means of defending yourself.”

      Jarmin smiled. That same smile Wilco tended to wear. Thin and wild, like a fox. “Oh, we manage to take care of ourselves. Not much out here that frightens us. And don’t you worry about your man. We’ll find him.”

      Tetch was a braggard for sure and the sort of man who spoke out of both sides of his mouth. Unfortunately, these were characteristics shared by both pirates and mining executives. Bayne needed to be sure which one Tetch was before taking action. Luckily, as was common of braggarts, Tetch couldn’t keep his mouth shut.

      “Captain, I just remembered. Only a subsection of our planetary defense programming seems to be affected. The section that targets starships. Smaller class vehicles make it through just fine. Shuttles and such. A shame you can’t come pay a visit all on your lonesome.”

      A threat. That was enough for Bayne to conclude he was indeed speaking with a pirate. And it was just the opening Bayne needed.

      “Wonderful,” Bayne said. “Then I’ll ready my shuttle.”

      Something seemed to catch in Jarmin’s throat. “Your shuttle?”

      “Yes, I would hate to miss the opportunity to meet with you face to face. And I wouldn’t be much of a United Navy Captain if I passed on an opportunity to both find my missing officer and perform the inspection of your operation for which I was originally sent. Central Command would not be pleased if I left before ensuring permits are being met. Bureaucratic red tape, you know.” Bayne returned the fox smile. “I’m sure we can cut through it.”

      “I’m sure,” Jarmin said. “We will have the docking bay ready for your arrival, Captain.”

      The transmission ended. Bayne paced the bridge, deep in thought, but his thoughts were periodically pierced by the image of that jackal Jarmin. Taunting him. “Connect me to Mao.”
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      Wilco had helped himself to three more shots of rum before the captain made contact. He was starting to sway.

      “How you holding up, XO?” the captain said.

      “Fine, sir,” Mao answered. “What’s the word?”

      “The Ore Town administrator, or at least the man impersonating him, is coming for you. He knows that we know.”

      Wilco spun around on his stool, like a child on an amusement park ride. “But does he know that we know he knows?” He laughed and nearly fell onto the floor.

      “Who should I be looking for?” Mao asked.

      “Man goes by Jarmin Tetch.”

      Wilco finally did fall to the floor at the mention of the name. “Tetch? You said Tetch?”

      “You know him?” Mao asked.

      “Know of him,” Wilco said. “A captain of his own ship out here in the Deep Black a few years ago. Up and disappeared. Most thought him dead.”

      “I’m read up on all the pirate activity in this area,” Bayne said. “Why have I never heard of him?”

      “He went by Wormhole,” Wilco said.

      Judging by the sudden tightness on Bayne’s face, Mao guessed he had heard that name before. “Need I worry, Captain?” Mao asked.

      “Be cautious, XO.” The captain was never the reassuring type. It also showed when he tried, negating his attempt to do so. “Wormhole carried a reputation nearly as heavy as Parallax, but there is no need to worry. I’m coming to get you.”

      Bayne relayed his plan. A hasty one. Reckless. Very much like the captain as of late, and, so, much to Mao’s distaste. But he could see no other way out at the moment. He was surrounded by pirates. To be more specific, on an entire planet of pirates, it seemed, and one in his own company. If ever there was a time to forego protocol and think like a pirate, this was it.

      Though that thought did nothing to assuage the twisting in Mao’s gut, the fact that the plan seemed to sit well with Wilco did even less to help matters.

      “Good luck, XO,” Bayne said.

      “You too, Captain.” The shimmering form of Captain Drummond Bayne faded away, leaving Mao in the uncomfortable position of questioning the man’s leadership. Mao had served under Bayne the entirety of the Deep Black mission, and a while before that. Of all those aboard the Royal Blue, they had been together the longest, and this was the first time in all those years that Mao questioned not just his captain’s decision, but his captain’s fitness.

      Perhaps they’d been too long out in the Deep Black. They were briefed before embarking on this mission that long periods out in isolated space had odd impacts on people. They were more likely to shirk their duty so far from Central, to play fast and loose with protocol. That was why Mao clung to it so. However, he had been out in the Black as long as Bayne, yet still felt no desire to break protocol. Maybe it depended more on who the man was before embarking than how long he stayed away.

      “How long until the boring part of the plan is over?” Wilco said.

      “Hopefully long enough for you to sober up,” Sig said.

      “I’m plenty sober. Sober enough that sitting around in this dump holds no appeal to me.” Wilco paced behind the bar. He stopped at the body of the man he’d bludgeoned, squatted, and searched through his pockets.

      “Must you do that?” Mao said.

      Wilco stood and brandished a knife taken from the dead man’s pocket. “I must.” He stuck the knife in his own pocket, then opened the chamber of his scatterblaster to check his ammo. “Don’t have enough shots to cut through the army between us and the docking bay. Might need to actually cut through them.” He clicked the scatterblaster closed. “Once we get moving, that is.”

      “We stay put until we have someplace to go,” Sigurd said. “That’s the plan. No use running out of here just to stand around and wait. We’ve got targets on our backs.”

      “We’ve got targets on us regardless,” Wilco said. “Sitting here doesn’t change that. Tetch has people looking for us. Won’t be long before they find us. We should keep moving.”

      “You just want to get us out in the open so these filthy pirates can pick us off,” Sig said, his shoulders tense and knuckles turning white as they squeezed the handles of his blasters.

      Wilco matched the security chief’s tension, pulling the scatterblaster close to his chest and squeezing the barrel. “Don’t know if you saw this, but these guys tried to kill me just the same as they did you. I’m not some pirate agent or whatever it is you think I am. I’m liable to get gutted same as you. Not to mention, I think that’s twice I’ve saved all your butts now.”

      Sig took a step toward Wilco. “All I know is, you’re the one who walked us in here and beat that man’s skull in soon as you saw your gig was up.”

      The two squared off, tempers fully flared and guns loaded.

      “That’s enough,” Mao said. “We have our orders. That’s all any of us needs to know presently. Our orders. We follow them.” Mao stepped between them. The tension ebbed a little but did not dissolve.

      “Sure,” Wilco said, stepping back toward the bar. “Orders. Those will definitely keep us alive when the horde comes knocking.”

      Mao did his best to keep his own temper from rising. “You think you know better than the captain?”

      “I think I understand the situation better because I’m the one living it. Tetch owns this entire outpost. They’ll find us before your captain’s plan is in full swing. Subtlety rarely wins the day when facing off against pirates.”

      As if they’d been listening in on their conversation, a commlink on the bludgeoned man’s collar squawked. “Benji, we got trouble. You seen a handful of Navy pricks your way?” A pause. A very pregnant pause. “Benji, you read?” Then nothing.

      Wilco gestured toward the man. “And that’s that. They’re coming here now. We can’t wait.”

      “What choice we got?” Sig said.

      “We could make a distraction of our own.” Wilco smiled, and Mao’s gut twisted further.
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      The blue and black blades hung on Bayne’s hips. Sisters. Violent, bloody sisters. He told himself it was strategic. That Tetch, seeing Bayne brandish them, would be thrown off. A Navy captain carrying swords, and not just any swords, but a pair taken off a dead pirate. Hopefully, a pirate well-known enough that Tetch recognized them.

      But that was just what Bayne told himself. There was no strategy in it beyond knowing that he may need to shove the pointy ends through the bodies of several men in order to save his XO. It was no mind game. It was violence. Simple, bloody violence.

      “Shuttle’s prepped and ready, sir,” Patch said. “Can fly whenever you say.”

      “Load up,” Bayne said. “I’ll be ready in five.”

      Patch stepped onto the secondary shuttle, a smaller craft than the one Mao had taken planet-side. This shuttle had space for three, four if they were small enough. Only personnel, no space for cargo. That was why it was only Bayne going down. It would be a tight fit getting them all back.

      “Since the XO isn’t present to voice his opinion,” Delphyne said, “I feel I should do so for him. This is a terrible idea.”

      “Just once, I’d like to do something without a member of my crew telling me how stupid I am for doing it.”

      “Not my intention, sir.”

      “Of course it is,” Bayne said, trying at levity. “And you’re right, but this is the only chance we’ve got at getting our people back. So focus on your part, and I’ll focus on mine.”

      “Yes, sir.” Delphyne saluted the captain and marched off toward the bridge.

      Bayne tightened his belt, felt the blades tap against his thighs. It was a reassuring feeling, like a friendly hand. He stepped onto the shuttle, relishing the flutter in his stomach and suppressing a smile. “Take me down, Patch.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      The shuttle’s engines fired as the hangar doors slid open. Bayne gripped the railing mounted on the shuttle roof as the small craft shot of out of the Royal Blue into the open black.

      “Royal Blue, this is Captain Bayne, do you copy?”

      “Comms check, Captain,” Delphyne said from the other end.

      “Keep a ghost channel open,” Bayne ordered. “Through the shuttle and through my personal commlink. I want you listening at all times, Lieutenant.” He said to Patch, “Open a channel to the Ore Town docking bay.”

      The comms squawked as Patch obeyed.

      “Ore Town docking bay, this is Captain Drummond Bayne of the UNS Royal Blue, do you copy?”

      “Copy,” a gruff voice answered. “Administrator Tetch asked that we provide you a welcome worthy of your station. That welcome is waiting.” The communication cut off abruptly.

      Patch shifted in the cockpit. “You reckon they’ll allow us to land, Captain?”

      “I do,” Bayne answered, unsure whether he fully believed himself. “Tetch will want to look me in the eye. May even plan on kidnapping me and ransoming me off to Central.”

      He knew that was a lie, but it provided a sliver of hope for survival. Tetch had no plans to allow Bayne or his crew to survive. They would expose Parallax’s control of Ore Town, and Central would sooner break the planet apart than allow pirates to control a major mining operation like that.

      The shuttle rattled, and a splash of color washed over the windshield as they broke atmosphere.

      “Breaking atmosphere, Royal Blue,” Bayne said. “Fall back to the secondary location.”

      “Aye, sir,” Delphyne said.

      Patch brought the shuttle in the same way he would have if they were landing at Central or the personal docking bay of a foreign dignitary. He was a dependable pilot with steady nerves, and they landed without incident.

      “Welcome to Ore Town, Captain Bayne,” the gruff voice said over comms. “Administrator Tetch is waiting for you on the platform.”

      “Thank you,” Bayne said.

      “Sure about this, Captain?” Patch said.

      Bayne ran his fingers along the handles of both swords. “Yeah. Just be ready to get us out of here.”

      The ramp lowered. Bayne marched out, feeling like a convict on his way to the gallows. Bayne stepped off the ramp onto the platform to find it deserted. Not even a dockhand in sight. But he didn’t move, didn’t panic. He knew the playbook and he knew the sort of man Tetch was.

      A minute later, an entourage of men marched down the platform toward him. Tetch was at the center, his three-piece suit hanging as awkwardly on him as it appeared to earlier, flanked by four armed guards. One of them had a sword strapped to his back. Another wore dual pistols on his hips. The third carried a sawed-off scatterblaster in a holster on the small of his back. The last had a set of vibro-knuckles on each hand. Tetch appeared unarmed.

      “My friend,” Tetch said, his arms wide as if to embrace Bayne. “It is an honor to host a captain of such reputation.” He looked at the swords on Bayne’s hips. “And such intrigue. It is rare to see a UNS captain carrying blades these days.”

      “Do you see a lot of UNS captains around Ore Town?” Bayne asked.

      “More than I would like,” Tetch laughed. “I would prefer the Navy left us entrepreneurs to our business, but such is the way. They just can’t seem to leave us alone.” He planted his feet and shifted his weight from side to side, his fingers twitching near his hips. “But I’m sure you know the feeling.”

      “Can’t say the feeling is unfamiliar.” Bayne rested his hands on the handles of his swords.

      A thin smile cracked on Tetch’s face. “Anyway, let’s conclude this business so I can get back to mine. What was it you needed? Some help with repairs? As I said, with defenses on the fritz, I’m afraid you can’t land your ship. Not much we can do in the way of repairs without a ship to repair.”

      “I’d settle for a few good hands,” Bayne said. “Maybe three to come aboard and help out. We’d be out of your hair before you know it.”

      Tetch scratched the back of his head and smiled at the ground. “I run a tight operation. Know every hand in town, and I’m afraid I don’t have three that I could spare. I’ve got plans for each and every one of them.”

      Bayne tapped his swords, a rising beat. “Reckon I’ll just need to find a few hands of my own then.”

      Tetch’s posse tensed. Each of their hands moved closer to their weapons. Bayne moved closer to a quick death. Until a voice sounded in his ear.

      “They’ve closed in on Mao’s location, sir.” Delphyne’s voice was tight.

      Bayne smiled to match the cocky smiles of Tetch and Wilco. “I’m sure I could find a few good men at your local tavern. If you could point me in that direction?”

      “Didn’t think officers were allowed to frequent such—” Tetch’s voice was dwarfed by the sudden rush of hot air and noise that followed an explosion from the heart of Ore Town.

      Bayne drew his blaster before the sound of the boom had died off and put a hole in the chest of the man carrying the scatterblaster. Then he rolled to the side as the rest of them turned their attention back to him. He landed behind a stack of metal crates that immediately shook from the wave of oncoming fire.

      “Was that my bar?” Tetch shouted. “I hope that wasn’t my bar.”

      Bayne tried to raise Delphyne on comms, to get a status on Mao, but he couldn’t hear anything over the noise. He told himself that his crew—his friends—were not in that bar when it exploded. He repeated it.

      The man with the vibro-knuckles rushed at the crates as the one with the dual pistols laid down cover fire, pinning Bayne in place. The knuckles crackled with energy as they charged. Bayne tasted metal on his tongue a split-second before the man punched the crates, sending them, and Bayne, hurtling backward.

      Bayne used his momentum to his advantage, ignoring the screaming pain in his back, and rolled closer to the shuttle. The man with the vibro-knuckles was already on him by the time Bayne made it back to his feet. He ducked a right hook, the knuckles sizzling as they passed overhead. Then he leaned to the left just in time to dodge a downward blow. The man’s hand plunged into the ground like a jackhammer and unleashed a burst of energy. The point of impact exploded like he’d punched a small landmine. Again using his momentum to his advantage, Bayne drew the black blade as he was thrown into the air. As he hit the ground a few feet away, so did the man’s left hand.

      He screamed only for a moment before Bayne brought the blade down and removed his head. The captain barely made it to his feet before falling forward to seek refuge under the ramp of the shuttle.

      “When I first spied those blades hanging on your hips, I thought you an imitator,” Tetch called. “A bureaucrat who takes a dead man’s swords and thinks himself a bit closer to adventure. I’m beginning to rethink my estimation. Tell me, how was it you came by Shill’s swords?”

      Everything had a shimmering mirage, doubled from a possible concussion. He dabbed a finger in his ear and pulled away some blood.

      Just a few more minutes, Bayne thought. How long had it been already? Less than two. He’d forgotten how slowly time passed in situations like this. A crawl. Every breath drawn out into infinity. Every second a hot blade scraped across the skin.

      “He gave one of them to me,” Bayne said, trying his damnedest not to vomit. “I did, however, take the other off his dead body.”

      “You don’t deserve those,” Tetch said. “They were a gift.”

      “So I heard,” Bayne answered. “But they’re mine now, regardless of deserving. Unless you plan to take them from me?”

      Tetch hummed, like a soundtrack to his thoughts. “I just might. How about you give me the same chance that Shill gave you? I knew the man well. He challenged you to a duel, didn’t he? He loved the old ways.”

      The feeling of squaring off with Shill on the bridge of the Blighter overtook Bayne. The thrill of life and death hanging on the slightest misstep. The joy of beating the pirate at his own game. He would gladly relive it if he could.

      “What say you then, Captain?” Tetch said. “Just you and me. Settle it the way us types should.”

      He cringed at being lumped in with men like Shill and Tetch. Bayne was a Ranger in his early days. Likely, he still was at heart, but he was never a pirate. “What assurance do I have that you won’t gun me down soon as I step out into the open?”

      The man’s dual pistols slid into Bayne’s view.

      “You may not be aware, Captain Bayne,” Tetch called. “But you have garnered quite a reputation among the riffraff and cutthroats of the Deep Black. A man on a mission. A man of honor. A bored man with a leash around his neck. A learned man. You know of us and our ways, and you respect them as we do. You should know by now that if a man such as I offers his word on a matter such as this, then it will be upheld.”

      Much to his frustration, Bayne knew all of that to be true. Furthermore, he knew this to be true of himself—he would not back down from a challenge. With fire in his belly and a knot in his gut, Bayne stood. He stepped into the open.

      Tetch had his hands dug into the pockets of his vest. They seemed to have little intent on ever coming out. “But you’re also naïve and overly nostalgic.” The suited scoundrel waved his men forward. “Just like he said.”

      Bayne drew his second sword, the blue blade. The man pulled the sword off his back. A broadsword, bulky, sturdy and powerful, but slow. Had he not been concussed, that would have been Bayne’s advantage. As it was, he could barely even raise his blades.

      “End him quick,” Tetch ordered. “Then we take his shuttle, track down the Royal Blue. Let the black take all them aboard. Won’t bother dirtying our blades.”

      Rage swelled in Bayne, filled his muscles, urged them to move though his mind still could not focus his movements. He swung wildly and hit nothing but mirages. A very real and solid hilt slammed into the side of Bayne’s head. A fresh stream of blood spilled down his face. His knees slammed into the ground. Laughter echoed in his ears.

      The man standing above him kicked the black blade out of Bayne’s hand then slapped the blue blade away with his own sword. He grabbed Bayne by the collar of his UNS regulation shirt, gripping the stars pinned on the lapel in a massive fist. It was then that he remembered not what he used to be or hoped to be, but what he was.

      The man pulled Bayne close enough that Bayne could smell the cave tobacco on his breath. “You’re a pretender,” the man grumbled. “Ain’t no damn pirate.”

      “No, I’m not,” Bayne said as he pulled his regulation sidearm from the holster inside his jacket. “I’m a damn Navy captain.” He pressed his blaster to the underside of the man’s chin and pulled the trigger. He was thankful in that moment that his vision was still blurred, so he could not clearly see the man’s head explode.

      Bayne fell back to his knees. His ears rang from the blast of the shot, but he could still hear Tetch screaming. Could hear the scrape of the gun barrels as the last of his men picked his dual pistols off the ground. Could hear the sizzle as the blaster fire tore through his shoulder. Hear his own sidearm hit the ground.

      Tetch stood over him, glared at him, yelled, screamed like a demon. “Kill him!” he ordered his last man.

      And that man would have happily obliged had a dagger not embedded itself in the base of his neck. Without hesitation, Tetch took up the dead man’s pistols, but he would never have a chance to fire them. Sigurd obliterated the left side of Tetch’s body with a barrage of blaster fire.

      Mao lifted Bayne off the ground with one fluid motion, not missing a step as he carried the brutalized captain up the ramp and into the shuttle. Sigurd stood at the bottom of the ramp firing at a swathe of men trying to retake the landing platform. As the shuttle lifted off, Wilco and Mao pulled the security chief up and in.

      The thrusters lit up, and they broke atmosphere.

      Just before losing consciousness, Bayne saw Wilco wiping blood off the dagger that had saved his life.
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      The viewport of the Supernova was so large that Bayne could press his body against it and see nothing but the open black before him. He spread his arms out and felt only the polycarbonate shield separating him from the vacuum. He imagined himself floating through the open nothingness, weightless and alone and totally free.

      He often felt weightless and alone, but it was a different sort of feeling while hustling the traders in the market on Io, either ignored or disdained. Swept aside like dirt on a kitchen floor, a nuisance to be moved and forgotten. He had no agency in a world that heaped rules on him. No say in his own life.

      But out there, it felt different. There would be no force acting on him. No push and pull. He could not be swept aside because any who tried to push him would be equally pushed in the opposite direction. Every force was met with equal force. Bayne found that the vacuum was the only place where that law was completely true. He had never been able to react with equal force.

      He only did this when the ship slept. The night crew was thin, and their orders never took them to the observation deck. He should have been sleeping as well. His days as a deckhand were physically grueling and mentally monotonous, an exhausting combination, but he would forego sleep every time for this opportunity.

      “So this is why the viewport is always smudged?” a calm voice came from behind him.

      Bayne jumped, knocking his forehead on the viewport sill. Rubbing the pain away, he turned to face Captain Alexander Kyte.

      “Sorry,” Bayne said.

      Kyte stared at him expectantly.

      “Sir,” Bayne added, realizing his omission. “Sorry, sir.”

      Captain Kyte sat on one of the benches meant for observing the passing cosmos. “It may seem a little thing to you, addressing me as such, but it has its purpose. Helps keep the order.”

      “Why?” Bayne blinked several times before correcting himself. “Why, sir?”

      “Why what, boy? How can you hope to ever get a proper answer if you don’t ask a proper question?”

      “Why do you need to keep order?” Bayne asked. “Thought that’s why we’re out here, to keep away from rules.”

      Captain Kyte leaned back on the bench and folded one leg over the other, seeming to relax. “There’s always rules, whether they’re known or not. The beasts in the jungle operate under a set of rules. They enforce those rules, though not consciously, it’s just their nature. Every society has rules whether they have governments or not. If it was just me, the only living man in this universe, even I would have rules, because life is just a set of rules that keep us going on one path or another.”

      Bayne scratched his chin. “Then why bother? Why do the Rangers exist?”

      Kyte smiled. “So we can make our own rules.”

      Bayne turned back to the window just in time to see a meteor rocket by in the distance. He followed it for as long as he could before it faded into the black. Then he noticed Kyte’s reflection in the window, watching him.

      “You have more questions,” Kyte said, not asking. “How can you hope to find your answers if you are too afraid to ask your questions?”

      Bayne had been encouraged to keep quiet his entire life, even before his parents died. He was unsure about this permission. “Then why join the alliance to fight the warlords? Governments and rich folk calling the shots. They’re the ones making the rules, and Rangers are the ones dying. How is that any different than how it’s always been?”

      Kyte took a deep breath. It seemed to create a breeze in the room, a natural breeze of sweet-smelling air, not the stale whoosh of recycled sailors’ breath Bayne had known for months. “We’re born into the rules the way they are. We have to earn the right to make our own. Sometimes that means keeping others from pushing their rules on folks. These warlords, if they were left to their own, they’d put others under their heel, force their rules on the rest of us.”

      The captain rose from the bench and stood beside Bayne, looking out the window. “You can live by your own rules, but you can’t force them on anyone else. To protect that principle, I’ve joined the alliance, chosen to take orders. Only for a time.” He put his hand on the glass, as if to touch the emptiness. Bayne had forgotten until he heard the thud of it against the glass that Kyte had a cybernetic hand, lost in his pursuit for freedom. “It’s because I can’t protect it alone. But you can be damn sure once this fight is done, that I’m cutting out my own piece of the galaxy, and I’m going to do with it whatever I please.”

      The navigation officer rounded the corner. Murton, a skinny man with bags under his eyes and a scar that looked like a fat caterpillar on his forehead. “That recon report you’ve been waiting for is in, sir.”

      “Taking these warlords out is like weeding the garden, kid,” Kyte said as he followed Murton. “Once they’re gone, the soil will be rich and ready, and that’s when I start planting.”
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      His lips were dry and cracked when he woke, his eyes bloodshot and head throbbing as though a large man were standing on it. His shoulder screamed, sending a shockwave of pain through his entire body when he tried to move.

      “Sit!” Dr. Simmons cried. She reminded Bayne of a grade school teacher. An almost grandmotherly demeanor at times, which could instantly transform into a ruthless authoritarian. “The nanites haven’t put you back together yet, you damn fool.” She cupped Bayne’s head with one hand to ease it down and pushed the other against his forehead to force him back.

      It was rare that Bayne found himself in her care, but it always made him feel like a child, vulnerable in ways he hadn’t been since before his mother died.

      “What happened?” Bayne said, words scraping through his dry throat.

      “Mao tells me you went and tried to get yourself killed,” Dr. Simmons said between sips of lavender tea. She set her cup down and picked up a tablet. “You’ve a blaster wound in your shoulder, the laceration on your thigh from your last visit reopened, bruised ribs, several contusions, and a major concussion. Nanites are patching up the shoulder and leg. The rest will heal quickly with some stimuloid injections.”

      “The others?”

      “Fine,” Dr. Simmons answered. “Treated them for some minor cuts and bruises. Should be along to see you soon. I had orders from the acting captain to alert him the moment you woke.”

      Mao stepped into the infirmary, the sterile environment seeming a natural fit for him.

      “Acting captain,” Bayne said with a sarcastic smile.

      “Someone needed to, seeing that our current captain has been unconscious for two days,” Mao answered.

      “Two days?” Bayne said, sitting up. “No wonder I feel so rested.” He looked up at Mao, expecting to see the man’s dry smile, but there was nothing. Blank, but with a great deal of effort. He was hiding something.

      “What is it?” Bayne asked, his mind racing. “What happened?”

      Mao sat on the bed across from the captain. “We rendezvoused with the ship inside the junkyard after taking off from Ore Town, but we haven’t been able to leave.”

      “Why? Have we taken damage?”

      “He’s waiting for us,” Mao said. “Parallax is just outside the edge of the debris field and he shows no signs of leaving.”

      Bayne’s legs felt shaky even though he hadn’t stood. He felt like he might pass out, or like he wished he hadn’t woken up. He wasn’t as rested as he joked. All he wanted to do was sleep. “Has he made contact?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And what does he want? For us to surrender?”

      “No, sir,” Mao said. “He just wants an audience with you.”

      That caught Bayne by surprise. Parallax rarely made contact. It was part of the specter of fear that he’d created. “A trick?”

      “Most likely,” Mao said. “I’ve yet to meet a pirate whose intentions were honest. The Black Hole is too big to navigate the debris. He offered to meet on one of the dead ships, a larger one near the center. Just the two of you.”

      Bayne tried to stand, but his head emptied and he fell back to his bed, suddenly sweating and gasping for breath.

      “That wasn’t a good idea,” Dr. Simmons said. “Lay down, you stubborn man.”

      “What did Parallax say would happen if I didn’t meet him?” Bayne asked Mao.

      “If you declined his invitation, Parallax said he would launch an EMP into the ship graveyard and leave us to die cold deaths.”

      Bayne looked to Dr. Simmons. “I’m not being stubborn. I’m being a captain.”

      “Of course you are,” she said, offering him her hand and helping him to his feet. Once he was steady, she grabbed three syringes from her lab coat pocket. “At least let me give you these. The stimuloid injections. I’m supposed to space them out by a few hours, otherwise they can cause some discomfort, but there’s no way you’re walking out of here under your own power without them”

      Bayne nodded.

      She stabbed them into his arm one after the other. It was only after all three were done that he felt the burning in his veins. His muscles tensed near to the point of convulsion.

      “That’s the discomfort I spoke of.” She grabbed Bayne by the chin and looked in his eyes. “It’ll pass in a few seconds. Take a deep breath, hold it, and wait for it to pass.”

      Bayne did as he was told, and it did pass, though the echo of the burn lingered.

      Mao tried to assist Bayne to his chambers, but the captain refused the help. Still, Mao walked closer than he would have normally.

      “Just to be preemptive, XO, you can save telling me that this is a bad idea.”

      “I’ve resigned myself to the fact that it does no good anyway, sir.” Mao had a bit of levity in his voice, but not enough to bring a smile. Enough to bring some calm, though, and that was all Bayne needed.

      Once inside his quarters, Bayne dressed in a fresh captain’s uniform, one free of blood and holes. Then, feeling nostalgic, he opened the lid of the lavender box. As much as it pained him to admit it, Tetch was right about him. He was naïve and nostalgic. Even seeing what he’d seen, Bayne had a storybook view of the way things should be. The Rangers. The Navy. Pirates. He held the fantasy in his head while living in a different reality. It was a disconnect that nearly got him killed. He wouldn’t allow that to happen again.

      After glancing over his trinkets, he took the one that was most important to him—the pin that Kyte gave him the day he joined the crew. The day he stopped being a starving orphan, the day he took to the stars, the day he took control of his life. He pinned it to his lapel. He realized then that his swords were gone, left on the docking bay of Ore Town. He tried not to think of them, of the feeling of the hilt, the weight of the blades. They were pirate weapons, and he was no pirate. Good riddance to the temptation.

      He made for the hangar bay, but for one detour. Wilco and Hep were bouncing a small rubber ball back and forth in their quarters. The simple act reminded him of his time in the orphanage. A repetitive motion to pass the time, almost hypnotic, to help you forget where you were. “So who are you, really?” Bayne asked them

      Wilco caught the ball. He spun it around in his fingers as he smiled. “Most of the story was true. Orphaned on Io. Taken as slaves. Worked in a mine for a time. Only we weren’t sold to Parallax. He took us on. Made us part of his crew.” He tossed the ball back to Hep.

      “We transferred to Shill’s ship for a tour because he was heading to the southern rim. We wanted to tag along and maybe see some beaches.”

      “But you turned on him,” Bayne said.

      “He turned on us,” Wilco said. “We never agreed to go down with his ship.”

      “So you were free men aboard the Black Hole?”

      “As free as any men can be, I suppose.” Wilco said.

      “Pirates,” Bayne added.

      Wilco shrugged. Hep turned the ball over in his hands. “We made our own rules,” Hep said.

      “Why not return to Parallax’s men in Ore Town when you had the chance?”

      Wilco chuckled. “We’re nobodies. Deckhands. Not like they’d recognize us or give a damn whether we live or die. You seem to, for some reason.”

      An eerie sense of déjà vu overcame Bayne, a feeling that he both resisted and welcomed. It took him out of the moment, a time when he needed to be wholly present and focused, but it brought him back to a time when he was happiest.

      Bayne cleared his throat and straightened his back, planted himself firmly in the present. “You two have saved my life and the lives of everyone aboard this ship. For that, you have my gratitude, and that is not an empty thing. I will leave orders with the XO that you two are to remain as guests aboard the Royal Blue for as long as you need. He will help resettle you in a place of your choosing. Perhaps a beach in the southern rim somewhere.”

      “You going somewhere, Captain?” Wilco said to Bayne as the captain walked out of the room.

      The captain did not answer.

      

      Patch waited by the shuttle, ready to fire it up and launch. He was disappointed, but not surprised, when Bayne ordered him to stand down. “This is a solo mission, Patch. Not that I wouldn’t rather you fly me through this mess.”

      Sigurd was a bit beyond disappointment. “A damn fool thing you’re doing, Captain.”

      Bayne squared up and put his clenched jaw to Sigurd’s ear. “I’ll remind you that I’m still captain, Chief. Show some respect.” His jaw slackened. “And I’ll remind you that these people look to you. Get yourself together.”

      Sigurd nodded and straightened into his most disciplined officer’s stance.

      Only Mao stood between Bayne and his departure now. The captain took his XO by the elbow and led him away from the crowd so the two could speak in private.

      “You understand your orders, XO?”

      “Understand, yes. Agree, no.”

      “To be expected. But you’ll carry them out regardless.”

      “Is that a question, sir?”

      “No,” Bayne said. “An acknowledgement of the officer you are.” Bayne put a hand on Mao’s shoulder. “It’s been an honor and pleasure, Taliesen.”

      Mao returned the gesture, somewhat uncomfortably, as fraternization between officers was a breach of protocol. “For me as well, Drummond.”

      Bayne stepped onto the shuttle and looked at his ship and crew for what he believed would be the last time.
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      Bayne refused to look at the Royal Blue as he sailed away from it. His ship, his home, the place he became the man he was meant to be, but also the place he became the man he was. He wasn’t always certain they were one and the same. In fact, he was sure that they weren’t, though he did his best to ignore it, to pretend that this was just a natural progression. Starving orphan to deckhand to crewmember to Ranger captain to Navy captain.

      Drummond Bayne’s life was nothing short of impressive. An outlier. No matter how many times he reminded himself of the fact, he could not shake the sense that he had veered off course somewhere. Maybe this moment was his life course correcting in a cruelly divine way, crashing him back into the life he left so long ago.

      Or, maybe, it was just as Mao thought that had led him to this moment—his reckless decisions. He had fought so long to suppress his desire for adventure and freedom that those desires emerged in other ways, through foolhardy choices that endangered himself and his crew.

      Whatever the reason for the steps he’d taken, those steps led him here, navigating a shuttle, alone, through a graveyard of ships to what was most likely his death. He no longer held the naïve belief that pirates, no matter how depraved, followed a code, or rather, the code of honor he long thought. They followed only one code—survival. It was all that mattered, and they would do whatever it took to ensure it.

      It had been longer then he realized since Bayne was at the helm. Several chunks of metal scored the hull before his reflexes and feel for the controls returned. He told himself it was the concussion. Once he felt comfortable, he still moved slowly through the field of dead ships, hoping to avoid joining their ranks.

      He also took the opportunity to study the remains as he waded through them. None of them held Navy identification numbers. They were familiar, though. The coloring, what names he saw, the types of weapons, everything. They were Ranger ships. He hadn’t read of any Ranger operations this far from the center. They were mostly focused in the east and south, from what he remembered.

      The debris field opened up into a clearing of sorts, filled with the largest hunk of dead ship Bayne had seen yet. It was most of the front end of a mid-sized cruiser. Sleek in its day, to be sure. That much could still be seen beneath the devastation. It was a familiar scrap, reminding him of all the Ranger ships he’d seen, and the men sailing them, making their own rules.

      A shuttle had already docked with it. Parallax was aboard, waiting for him.

      Bayne’s head spun. Again, he told himself it was the concussion. Not fear. Not excitement. His brain had swollen.

      He pulled the shuttle as close to the bow of the ship as he could. He spied a sizable hole there where he could enter. As the shuttle’s lights shone on the dead thing, Bayne’s stomach tightened, and he resisted the urge to vomit. It’s the concussion, he repeated to himself. The concussion.

      With the shuttle powered down and mag-locked to the hull of the dead ship, Bayne stepped out. He allowed himself a moment of weightlessness before locking his boots to the hull. This was familiar ground. Even through the barrier of his suit, a barrier powerful enough to keep out the cold vacuum, he could feel that.

      He pushed the thought away and climbed through the hole. The lights mounted on his helmet cast a pale light over the inside of the metal coffin. There were still bodies inside, those who were strapped into their chairs when the ship was destroyed. Three of them. Bayne unlocked his boots and drifted toward the nearest body, sitting in the navigator’s chair. He was largely preserved. His body would have only decomposed as long as there was oxygen in his suit, which wasn’t long. Bayne could still see the scar on the young man’s forehead, the one that looked like a fat caterpillar.

      “I must say,” a voice said from the dark. “I’m not all surprised that you came.” It sounded like a ghost. Full of dead memories, empty of any feeling other than cold contempt. It moved like a ghost through walls. Through Bayne’s skin, into his bones, to the core, and out the other side, leaving him feeling hollow. The owner of the voice appeared from the dark. Not a ghost, but a demon.

      He wore a spacesuit, a custom one that was sure to have cost a small fortune. His mask shimmered with a holographic display. It bore strong resemblance to the Kabuki masks Bayne had seen in history texts of Old Earth. An ivory oval painted with broad red strokes to show the face of a monster. The face began as a tight swirl in the center. As it spread outward, it revealed the eyes that could see into your soul and the teeth that would rend it.

      The man wore a long, black trench coat over his spacesuit that hung open to reveal a black vest underneath. A silver watch chain hung across the man’s midsection. He took the time to look the part. A belt crossed his chest from shoulder to opposite hip, on which hung a pistol. A rapier hung on one hip, and a half-sword hung on the other. He held a long bundle wrapped in cloth.

      He moved through zero-gravity as if the force held no meaning for him. Pure grace, pushing off a torn officer’s chair and drifting like a dancer to a destroyed navigation console. No flailing for control, no reaching for a handhold, never questioning himself or his environment.

      “Your reputation is one—”

      “Of a naïve and nostalgic fool?” Bayne said, cutting Parallax off.

      “I was going to say a man of action,” Parallax added. “A captain who does, rather than orders.”

      Bayne felt the urge to move but could not force his body to obey, be it from lack of gravity or will. He couldn’t focus. The most feared pirate in the system was speaking to him, but all he could focus on was the bridge where he stood. A place that should be teeming with energy and excitement, off forging its own path through the cosmos.

      “I can tell you have questions,” Parallax said. “Ask them. How could you hope to find your answers otherwise?”

      “What happened to this ship? What happened to the Supernova?”

      Parallax pushed off a spent console and drifted toward the center of the bridge, past a dead body strapped into the executive officer’s chair. “You are an officer in the United Navy now,” he said, voice tainted with bitterness. “Your commanders did not tell you? Or did you not bother to ask?”

      Frustration bubbled over and seeped into Bayne’s blood. “Ask what?”

      “What happened to the Rangers who refused to join?”

      The question itself was like a key that unlocked a door in Bayne’s mind that he never knew existed. Once it opened, the garbage hidden away inside never stopped pouring out. He had never crossed paths with another Ranger since joining the Navy, other than those that also chose to join as commissioned officers. He just assumed they took great effort to make sure it was so. Bayne never believed his joining wouldn’t come with a fair share of bad blood. He realized now, again, how naïve he was.

      “Central Command enticed the holdouts with one last mission for the cause,” Parallax said. “A paying gig, no less. An opportunity to ensure everything they fought for survived, while also putting enough in their coffers to continue on forging their own destinies.” He pushed off the floor, continuing to drift toward the center of the bridge.

      “There was one last warlord who needed to be put down,” he said. “The dread sovereign of the Deep Black. A man they called Parallax. The Rangers assembled here, the beachhead for their liberation of the edge of space. They realized the truth all too late.”

      Bayne’s guts lurched. Bile bubbled at the back of his throat.

      “There was no warlord,” the pirate said. “No Parallax. There was only the threat to the new order that the Rangers presented. So the Navy arranged to have them all gather in one place, as far from watching eyes as possible, and shot them all down like dogs in an alley.”

      All sensation in Bayne’s body stopped. Numbness. Nothing. The void blossomed in his heart and swallowed him from the inside. A black hole opened in his chest.

      Parallax’s weightless ballet finally ended. He gripped the arms and pulled himself into the captain’s chair.

      Seeing the pirate in that chair. That demon face. Bayne’s body was still numb, but it acted with all the ferocity contained in its cells. He pressed his boots together, launching himself at Parallax. He drew the dagger he borrowed from Wilco.

      The pirate did not move or draw a weapon to defend himself. Instead, he reached up and grabbed the blade, stopping it with a metallic clang.

      Bayne could deny it no longer. “Captain Kyte?”

      “Aye,” the demon said.

      “That isn’t possible.”

      The demon chuckled. “Your refusal to believe it doesn’t make it less true.”

      The flippant dismissal sent Bayne’s body into another reflexive bout of violence. The pirate pushed him away with ease.

      “Such rage,” Parallax said, seemingly taking joy in it. “The Navy didn’t beat everything out of you.”

      “You don’t know me!” Bayne lunged forward, driving his head into the demon mask. As Bayne pulled his head away, the holographic display sputtered to reveal the man beneath. “It really is…” His voice stopped working.

      Alexander Kyte looked back at him from the captain’s chair where he had first showed Bayne how to chart his own course. Where he first proved to Bayne that he had a right to do so, that no one else in this universe could shackle him and drag him along a path he did not want to walk. But this was not Captain Kyte. This was Parallax. Pirate. Terror of the Deep Black. The man to whom the likes of Wex Shill and Jarmin Tetch pledged whatever loyalty they were capable of pledging. They could not be the same man.

      This man’s face was crisscrossed with scars. He pressed a button on the side of the mask and the display reappeared. “You know my secret now. This mask is equally a tool of fear as it is of vanity. Perhaps all of this is. If I can serve both with the same means, then why limit myself, yes?” Parallax rose from the captain’s chair, extending the bundle in his hand to Bayne.

      Bayne readied his dagger.

      Parallax laughed. “I offer you a gift and you threaten me? Did you take it as a sign of weakness? Have you considered the fact that you’re not dead already as an act of mercy on my part?”

      “I didn’t think pirates capable.”

      Parallax hung his head, swinging the demon’s face from side to side. “Your mind is as closed as it’s always been, seeing only one side of the coin.” He released the bundle, and the blue and black blades floated into Bayne’s hands. “Those served me well during the early days of Parallax, when I was just being born. I forged my path through a swath of bodies with them. I named them Benevolence and Malevolence. I gave those to Shill because he recognized something that most don’t, and he served my mission well because of it.”

      “What mission?” Bayne said, his voice quaking. “Murder and money? Your own little kingdom down on Ore Town?”

      “Ore Town was a test,” Parallax said. “A successful one, but if you can’t understand its purpose, then you aren’t fit to wield those blades. Not yet, anyway. I believe you will be, though.” He pushed away from the captain’s chair, back toward the shadows from where he’d emerged.

      “Where are you going? You’re just leaving?” Bayne immediately hated how much like a child he sounded, pleading after a wayward father. “Why did you bring me here if not to kill me?”

      “Kill you?” Parallax continued drifting away, slowly being swallowed by the darkness. “If I wanted to do that, I would have blown your ship apart days ago. I wanted to see firsthand the man you’ve become. Now I want to see the man you will be.”

      He faded away.

      Bayne was like the corpses of his past shipmates, mummified, frozen in the past, present, and future. He made his way back to the shuttle and left the Supernova, hoping to never again see its decayed innards.
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      The crew knew not to ask anything of Bayne upon his return to the Royal Blue. His shoulders took on that slant and his jaw that set that told them it was best to leave him be. Even Mao let him pass unmolested. He marched straight for his quarters, not uttering a word to a soul until he reached his room and locked the door.

      He stripped the swords off his hips and dropped them in a heap on the floor. With a sudden outburst, he kicked them. And then kicked them again and again. He soon realized that he was screaming. The realization didn’t make it stop. He kept screaming, a full-throated response to the previous few days of his life. Not just days, years. The years of his life that he spent thinking reality was one way when it was the opposite. The years he spent living in the image of a dead man, a man passed through hell to return a twisted demon. Years thinking himself a certain sort of man. Now only feeling more uncertain than ever.

      His rage was not spent but his body was after he’d kicked over everything not bolted down and put a hole in the back wall of his closet. He collapsed on the floor, bottle of rum clenched like a lifeline in his fist. He pulled the cork loose with his teeth, spit it across the room, and swallowed until the burning in this throat was unbearable.

      The institution to which he pledged his life had secretly murdered the institution to which his heart belonged.

      No, Bayne thought. No matter the man Kyte once was, he was a pirate now, and he knew a pirate’s word was not to be trusted. He stood in the corpse of the Supernova, but that didn’t mean the story of its demise should be wholly believed. He had half the story. He needed the other half.

      Bayne radioed the bridge. “Mao, set course for Central. Launch immediately.”

      “Repairs on the hangar bay aren’t complete, sir. Protocol dictates—”

      “Damn protocol!” Bayne shouted, his words slurred. “Make it happen.”

      Bayne drank the remaining few fingers of rum and smashed the bottle against the wall. “Fair winds and following seas,” he mumbled to himself and the ghosts he left in the Deep Black.
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      He dreamt of demons.

      Red faces on black bodies, swimming through a sea of the dead, pushing them aside like driftwood. They circled him. He, a child just learning to swim, just realizing that he didn’t know how to swim, understood that he was going to be devoured in these deep waters.

      Captain Drummond Bayne woke with a panic, sweat matting his black hair to his forehead. A bubbling in his gut warned him that he had approximately thirty seconds to crawl out of his bunk and reach the toilet before the contents of his stomach came roaring out with a vengeful fury.

      He planted his foot, but in his haste and haze he fell flat on his belly, which did nothing for the volatile situation therein. He dragged himself across the floor like a snake, gripped the cold steel of the toilet bowl, and pulled himself up just in time.

      A night’s worth of rum came pouring out. Once he was empty, Bayne fell onto his back. He shook with a chill, but his face burned. Demons danced across his vision. They cursed in his ear, and then he fell asleep.

      He woke again to an incoming call from sickbay—Dr. Simmons reminding him that he would need to report to the Central Command doctor if he was to be excused from duty another day. Her personal notes would cut it no longer. A potent strain of dekaflu, she’d told them. One common to the Deep Black, but rare around the center of the system. Should it spread through Central Command, it could cripple the power structure of the United Systems for weeks.

      A bit dramatic for Bayne’s tastes, but it did the trick. No one had dared to speak to him since they docked a week ago. He was free to sink into his bottles, which were routinely replenished by Wilco. He made a mental note to ask the boy where he’d managed to acquire so many bottles of Bacconium rum in the most uptight place in the galaxy.

      The thought of rum made his stomach churn. He lurked near the toiled a moment until he was sure his insides were content to remain on the inside. Once satisfied, he opened his closet to find his uniform cleaned and pressed, hanging like a trophy in a case. Or like a dead deer, gutted and stuffed and made to look like it was still alive, a twisted attempt to cling to something that died a long time ago. Something that never truly existed.

      Mao had seen to cleaning it. He had picked it up off the floor himself after Bayne unceremoniously discarded it in a drunken fit. The executive officer had seen to many responsibilities in the last week, like insulating the crew of the Royal Blue from the captain’s downward spiral. They, too, believed him ill. Only Mao, Dr. Simmons, and the pirate boy knew the truth.

      But that buffer was gone the moment Bayne stepped out of his cabin in uniform.

      “Sir,” Lieutenant Delphyne said with a salute. “Glad to see you up and about, sir.”

      Bayne returned a half-hearted salute. He played up the ghostly color in his cheeks, the red in his eyes, letting her assume them the reason for his lack of enthusiasm at spotting the tablet in her hands.

      “The XO sent me to update you, sir. I wasn’t sure you’d be ready for a briefing, hearing the state you’ve been in. I’d just as soon preferred you rest until you’re fully recovered and ready for duty.” Her face flushed. “Not that you don’t look fully recovered, sir. Or ready for duty. I would never presume to…” She cleared her throat. “Anyway, it seems the XO has a bit of a gift for precognition. He was sure you’d be up.”

      Precognition. Or maybe it was the XO that pressured the good doctor to threaten him with a visit to the Central doctors.

      Bayne gestured for the tablet. “What briefing?”

      Delphyne handed it over, careful not to touch him and contract his rare and fictitious strain of flu. “The ship’s due for inspection. We’ve rescheduled with Central Engineering two times already. The Director of Engineering is becoming agitated.”

      Bayne bit back the curses that flooded his mind and instead said, “Have Callet schedule a new inspection as soon as possible. The sooner it’s done, the sooner we can depart.”

      “Yes, sir,” Delphyne said, making a note on her own tablet, which cloned the display of Bayne’s.

      They scrolled through several clerical items, simple tasks that merely needed his authorization. Mao could have handled them. He chose not to do them out of spite, Bayne concluded. Mao knew how little he cared for the administrative hoops he was made to jump through while docking at Central.

      “What is this?” Bayne pointed to an item near the bottom of the list.

      Delphyne deflated with a sigh, like she knew his resistance was coming. “Admiral Ayala has ordered full debriefs and psychological evaluations of the crew.”

      Bayne’s temples pulsed with a fresh rush of hot blood. It made his head throb and his stomach churn. “We aren’t due for full evals for another tour. Simple debriefs should be enough.”

      “She was rather insistent, sir.”

      Bayne shoved the tablet into Delphyne’s hands. He marched past her, chewing a string of salty curses.

      “Sir,” Delphyne called. “They’ve already begun, the evals. About an hour ago.”

      “Who have they spoke to?”

      “Just two so far,” Delphyne said. “They’re still with the admiral, actually.”

      “Who?” Bayne insisted.

      “The boys. Wilco and Hepzah.”
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      The fumes of the docking bay made Bayne feel drunk again, which actually made his hangover manageable. The noise did nothing for his headache, though. It was a constant cacophony rumbling engines and shrieking equipment as they disassembled and reassembled machine parts, the steady roar of voices and tires and mechs as they thudded across the floor, hauling tools and supplies.

      He had yet to step foot off the Royal Blue since docking. It had been a year since his last visit to Central. Visit made it sound pleasant. Remand was more accurate. The place felt like a prison, like it was made with the sole purpose of confining, crushing, and conforming. He made it a habit to keep his remands as short as possible, as dictated by protocol, of course. The standard docking of a deep space vessel after a tour was one month. Bayne’s friendly relationship with Admiral Ayala allowed him some flexibility with that, but that goodwill had since been spent.

      Bayne caught his fair share of sidelong glances as he walked through the bustling docking bay. He’d had a reputation even before his last tour in the Deep Black. An assumption followed the Rangers that he was only now allowing himself to see. The assumption that they were vagabonds, ruffians, Navy captains only by the grace of Central Command when they should be drowning themselves in rum on some backwater planet praying some shipping jobs would pass their way. One step away from being pirates.

      How could he not have noticed until now? How could he have saluted these people not knowing the venom they held in their mouths just waiting for the opportunity to spit it in his eyes? His face burned. Sweat beaded on his brow. Embarrassment or another surge of rum rushing out of his gut? It didn’t matter. They felt the same.

      He kept his eyes forward and focused on keeping his feet under him.

      Central Command was a bustling place, one of the many reasons Bayne disliked it so much. It was a massive space station that housed the military command, intelligence, and administrative apparatus of the entire United Systems. Being such, it contained an eclectic mix of people. Bureaucrats, intelligence officers, career soldiers, mechanics, engineers, support staff. All a very different sort from each other. Which led to the need for the man who approached Bayne as he exited the docking bay into a connecting corridor.

      “It’s about time you hauled yourself out of bed,” the man said. He was in his late thirties. Dark-skinned. A broad man, though not tall. Barrel-chested. His arms were thick, and his hands were meaty. “Figured you were faking it, but, by the looks of you, I see I was wrong.” He clasped Bayne’s hand in a knuckle-crushing shake. “You look like crap, Drum.”

      “And I feel it, Cluster.”

      Simon Cluster, the Chief Magistrate of Central Command, tasked with keeping order among the varied sorts housed on the station. Such a mix brought no small amount of friction. His job was relentless and did not entail acting as a welcoming party.

      “No one announced me,” Bayne said, trying to maintain the friendly nature of their meeting thus far. “You had people watching my ship.”

      “That I did,” Cluster said. “Alerted me the second your feet touched my deck, as were their orders, as were my orders.”

      “Ayala?”

      “Only one I take orders from,” Cluster said.

      Bayne’s stomach bubbled again. She had eyes on him everywhere. He could feel them digging into him like ticks. And now she was questioning his crew. Did she suspect something? Did she know that he’d met with Parallax? Did she know who Parallax really was? What he said, there, in the corpse of the Supernova?

      “You sure you should be up and about?” Cluster asked, seeming to sense the shifting and roiling inside Bayne.

      “I’m fine,” Bayne said. “What does she want?”

      Cluster tightened at Bayne’s tone. He was friendly, a comrade, but in no way disloyal to the Navy or Admiral Ayala. Never a bad word beyond some cordial griping at the water cooler. “To be kept apprised of your whereabouts.” Cluster’s voice became more formal and rigid.

      Of course. All eyes on him. She wanted him tagged like a dog, so she could shoot him down in a dark alley when he stopped coming to her whistle. “You know where I can find the two boys I took aboard my ship?”

      Cluster was quiet but said plenty with the set of his jaw.

      “You can’t say,” Bayne said. “Understood. I’ll find them on my own.”

      Cluster stopped him with a firm, meaty hand on his chest. “Keep your head about you.” His voice was still wrought with tension but laced with a bit of concern.

      Bayne said nothing until Cluster dropped his hand. “Good seeing you, Cluster.” He walked away, feeling the chief magistrate’s eye burning into his back.
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        * * *

      

      The administrative offices of Central Command may have been Bayne’s least favorite place in the entire known galaxy. The air felt heavier there, like it was laced with something meant to press down on you, just so you knew your place as soon as you walked in. That way, the bureaucrats inside had a head start in making you feel insignificant.

      “Have a seat, Captain,” the portly woman at the reception desk said after Bayne announced himself and his purpose. “Someone will be with you shortly.”

      “I don’t want anyone to be with me,” Bayne said. “I want to know if the two boys who came aboard the Royal Blue are inside being debriefed.”

      The woman narrowed her gaze at Bayne through thick-rimmed glasses. “Have a seat, Captain.”

      Bayne’s insides bubbled again, not from the rum twisting his guts, but from the anger he’d been using the rum to drown. The righteous jut of her chin. The dismissive tone in her voice. The panic button toward which her sausage fingers had inched, just aching to press it and summon some lowly thug to do her dirty work so she could go about filing and making reports and adjusting her ergonomic chair.

      Bureaucrats. Making the dirty decisions and forcing others to carry them out. Looking down their noses at the sweaty brows of those who suffered at their leisure, who toiled for meager pay in a system whose only function was to give the bureaucrats relevance.

      The sort who ordered the deaths of dozens of Rangers because they bucked that system.

      He wanted to break her sausage fingers.

      But a voice from behind him dissolved that desire. “Captain?”

      Hep, the younger and smaller of the two boys, the more fragile one. He seemed as much, at least. Borderline sickly, Bayne thought. But there was also something always lurking just the beneath the surface, something Bayne could see in his eyes that shone through the fatigue of constant struggle. Something that could be strength. But it could be something else.

      “You looking for me?” the boy asked.

      Bayne steered Hep away from the woman and spoke with a quiet voice. “Aye, and Wilco.”

      “They’re still talking to him.”

      “Who?”

      Hep’s brow wrinkled. “Bunch of stuffy folks. Some captains. An admiral.”

      “Ayala?”

      Hep nodded. “Said they were some kind of council of whatever.”

      “The Joint Council,” Bayne said. He spit the name. “Dammit.” The top-ranked captains of the United Navy, Admiral Ayala, its highest-ranking officer, and the chancellors of each system. The most powerful people in the United Systems.

      He ushered Hep out of the administrative offices. He pressed the boy against the wall in the corridor and stooped to look him in the eye. “What did they ask you?”

      Hep shifted uneasily, looking claustrophobic. “How we came to be on your ship. They didn’t much care about anything before that. But they mostly wanted to know about Ore Town.”

      “They ask about Parallax?”

      Hep shook his head. “Just Ore Town, really. That’s why Wilco is still in there.”

      The other boy had spent time in the mining outpost with Mao. He helped save Bayne’s life from the so-called magistrate of Ore Town, Jervis Tetch, a pirate once called Wormhole. An act that saved Bayne’s life. Both boys had saved Bayne and his crew. That was before he knew they were pirates.

      Did that matter?

      He was thinking like a Navy captain. He was a Navy captain. He was for now, at least. Until he chose what to do next.

      “What’s going to happen to us?” Hepzah asked.

      Bayne felt a twinge of guilt for not having given the thought any consideration. “I’ll see that you’re taken care of.”

      The sentiment didn’t seem to give Hep any relief. “What does that mean? That we’re taken to another orphanage? Enlisted in the Youth Academy? Or executed as pirates?”

      Bayne shushed the boy. “If you don’t keep your voice down, you’ll see to that yourself.” He directed Hep toward the eastern corridor, which led back to the Blue. “I told you I’d take care of it. Get back to the ship, now, so I can do as I said.”

      Hep didn’t bother to resist. He marched away, chin to his chest.

      Bayne’s heart pumped ice water through his veins as he walked back into the office. The receptionist stood from her desk and blocked Bayne’s path with her body.

      “You will take a seat, Captain, or I will call the magistrates.”

      Bayne didn’t bother to answer. He stepped around her and found his way to the council chamber.

      The eyes of the Joint Council fell on him when barged in.
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      The war was days over when he had first met Admiral Shay Ayala. She was older than him by a decade and wielded that experience like a rapier, fine and surgical. Others he’d met, senior officers and captains alike, wielded everything like hammers, smashing and pounding.

      The Rangers required more finesse. Bargains needed striking if your ship was to stay fueled and notice of incoming jobs was to be sent your way. With no formal regulation, Ranger captain territories were negotiated. There was no word from on high that instantly settled any debate. Things were discussed. The discussions were a dance.

      There was no dancing in the Navy.

      That was a concept to which Bayne had trouble adapting at first. His interactions with other captains, career Navy captains, were awkward and left him feeling embarrassed and bitter. He felt them looking down on him. It was enough to push him out of the captain’s chair, had Admiral Ayala not convinced him to do otherwise.

      She guided him toward making the decision to remain in the Navy, to sail with a new purpose, to serve something beyond himself.

      “Why did you become a Ranger?” she asked him.

      He was confused by the question. He was still wary of the Navy command structure, so rigid and formal, every answer scrutinized on a level he wasn’t used to. He looked for double meanings where there were none.

      “You can speak freely,” Ayala said.

      Even that fell on Bayne in a way she hadn’t intended. Rangers always spoke freely. To be given permission to do so was a foreign concept. The need to ask for it felt perverse.

      “Freedom, ma’am.”

      “And why the Navy?”

      “To serve the United Systems, ma’am.”

      Her face cracked with a smile. “Bull.”

      Her candor was refreshing. Her choice of words familiar. “I want my own ship. There was no guarantee of that had I stayed a Ranger.”

      “No guarantee of it in the Navy either.”

      “More of a likelihood though, ma’am. Keeping the ship fueled and the crew fed was becoming harder. At least this way, I know those things are guaranteed.” But the cost was high, Bayne knew. Which made Ayala’s reminder all the more bitter.

      “You know that in joining the Navy, not only do you become a commissioned officer, but your ship becomes an official Navy vessel.” She waited for that to sink in. And then decided to nail it in. “Meaning she isn’t your ship anymore. You captain it, but it belongs to the United Systems.”

      Swallowing became a conscious effort. He could fly, but it meant helming someone else’s ship. He could have given it all up and taken a mining job somewhere, or risked his crew turning on him because he couldn’t afford to pay them, or instead settle for a fraction of the freedom he desired. If one could even have a fraction of freedom. At the moment, it felt like it was just slightly less oppressive.

      “Understood,” Bayne said.

      The admiral walked around the front of her desk so there was nothing separating them. She leaned back on it and crossed her arms, adopting a stance to match her candor, nothing so formal. “I know what you’re giving up. And I don’t take that sacrifice lightly. I appreciate what the Rangers did during the war and I mean to make good on the promise of the whole bloody affair.”

      For the first time since taking the bargain, Bayne had felt like it might have been the right choice and not just the only choice. She twisted around, grabbed a stack of paper from her desk, and came back wearing a smile—one of the only times Bayne could remember seeing one on her face.

      She dropped it on the small, round table next to Bayne and handed him a pen. “You’re still fighting for freedom. You’re just fighting for the freedom of everyone in the United Systems, not just yourself.”

      He still remembered the fluttering in his belly when he signed those papers, when he formally signed his life away. That romantic notion of being a warrior, a protector, a righteous soldier pointing the spearhead at the enemies of freedom.

      Now, staring at the Joint Council and Admiral Ayala, he wished he’d told her to eat that stack of paperwork. He wished he had taken the Deep Blue and sailed it into the nearest star instead of turning it into the UNS Royal Blue.

      “What is the meaning of this?” a fat man wearing a crimson uniform demanded. He seemed like the sort of person who loved to be outraged, a victim whenever he got the chance. “How dare you interfere in a meeting of the Joint Council. I have never—”

      Bayne raised a hand to silence the man, who he knew to be Grisholm Mavis, the Finance Minister of the United Systems, the most unrepentant bureaucrat of the lot. The simple gesture was enough to silence him, as he loved the indignity heaped upon him.

      “Pardon the intrusion, Councilors,” Bayne said. “But I heard you were questioning some guests of mine. Young ones, at that, who aren’t accustomed to the ways of Central Command. I gave them certain assurances before bringing them here that I mean to keep.”

      “What assurances?” The woman at the end of the table opposite Admiral Ayala wore a uniform as black as the emptiness outside and that seemed to mirror the emptiness inside her. After a decade as Director of Central Intelligence, Colonel Maria Tirseer seemed to have been hollowed out. Years of overseeing torture and execution did that to a person, Bayne supposed.

      “That I’d provide them safe passage to wherever it was they wanted to go,” Bayne answered. “And I don’t believe this is where they wanted to go.”

      “Got that right,” Wilco said with a chuckle.

      The council seemed to have forgotten the boy was there. Several cast him sidelong glances.

      Admiral Ayala wove her fingers together and rested her chin on them like they were a hammock. “Matters of system security trump your word to a couple space rats.”

      “Rude,” Wilco said as he picked as his teeth with Grisholm’s pen. The portly finance minister snatched it back with a guttural sound of disgust.

      Bayne held back a smile. He enjoyed watching the fat bureaucrat squirm. “What bearing do a couple space rats have on system security?”

      “Can we stop with the space rats?” Wilco objected.

      Captain Milo Pratchett bristled at the indignation of the whole affair. He was the Navy’s most decorated captain and considered one of a few in line to succeed Ayala. Much like Mao, he lived and breathed and ate and shat protocol, but with a much more diminished sense of humor. He and Bayne shared a deep dislike of one another.

      “It seems your time with the space rats has rubbed off on you,” Pratchett said to Bayne. “You both display egregious disrespect for this council and for the admiral in particular, who has afforded you far more leniency than you deserve.”

      “Leniency I’ve earned doing the work you wouldn’t dare for fear of soiling your white gloves,” Bayne shot back.

      Pratchett made to counter, but Ayala stood, driving her fists into the table. “This meeting is adjourned.” Her declaration was quiet and firm, not an outburst of temper, though none were misguided as to her mood. “Thank you, Councilors. We will continue our debrief at the scheduled meeting tomorrow.”

      The councilors rose from their chairs and shuffled out of the room. Grisholm huffed and snorted like an offended boar. Colonel Tirseer moved like a shadow. Pratchett remained still, as though waiting for something.

      “Captain Bayne,” Ayala said. “You stay.” Pratchett seemed to deflate, his puffed-up chest wheezing as the pride let out. “Wilco,” the admiral said to the boy as he followed the wave of others. “You are to report to the Intelligence Office immediately. Ensign Willis will escort you.” She pointed to a thin, young man, barely older than Wilco.

      Wilco’s irreverent smile never wavered, but he looked to Bayne for some unspoken guidance. Bayne spied some worry in the boy’s eyes. He tried to return some assurance but was unsuccessful.

      Soon, Bayne and Ayala were the only two in the room, and he felt a weight on his chest.

      “What of the other one?” Bayne asked. “Hepzah.”

      Ayala sat back down, rubbing her hands together as if to keep them warm. “He’s been granted leave to return to your ship. What little information he had that interests me has been collected. Wilco, however, seems teeming with it.”

      The image of the pirate falling dead, the knife in his neck, flashed in Bayne’s head. Wilco plucking it out of the dead pirate. Every decision Bayne made in the boy’s company replayed. Every violation of protocol. The altercation with the Black Hole. The incident in Ore Town. His meeting Parallax. He tried to piece together what the boy knew and separate that from what Hep knew. Why was Wilco so interesting?

      “But that’s not why you’re really here, is it?” Ayala said. “Ask me.”

      A host of questions ran through Bayne’s mind. Ayala couldn’t have been expecting the majority of them.

      Were the Rangers really gunned down as Parallax claims?

      If not, where are they?

      Did you sanction their murder?

      If so, why?

      How can you still claim the moral imperative in the system? To be the arbiter of justice?

      How can you look yourself in the mirror, you goddamn hypocrite?

      Then he landed on a question he knew she’d expect. “Am I still captain of my ship?”

      The admiral let out a long sigh, a sign that she was tired. Not physically, but emotionally. Mentally. Deep in her soul. The life seemed to ebb from her. “It’s not your ship, Drummond.” It seemed laborious to remind him. “The Blue belongs to the Navy. But, yes, you are still captain.”

      “When can I leave?”

      Another question and another apparent nail in Ayala’s side. “You, your crew, and the ship need to be evaluated first. And the Joint Council is not done with the debrief of your last tour. This business with Ore Town is no small matter. It has the doomsayers on the council worried that the entire social order is on the verge of collapse.”

      She stood with some effort and paced the length of the table, dragging her hand along its smooth surface. She stared off at something Bayne could not see. A time when she didn’t feel crushed by administration, perhaps. Or a moment when she wasn’t tasked with keeping order amongst a band of people who’d rather knock each other’s teeth out.

      A pang of sympathy pierced Bayne’s side. He knew her as a warrior once. Even as the head of the council, she was fierce. Now, she was beaten down, and he was somewhat responsible.

      He wavered in his belief of Parallax’s story.

      And then he wavered back.

      Ayala stopped by the wall-sized monitor at the far end of the room. She read the names of the sailors killed within the last month. The scroll was constant on all Navy screens in Central. She waved her hand, never turning back to look at Bayne. “That’s not a matter for the moment. We’ll discuss it another time.” She turned to face him. “I want to give you the chance to tell me, in your words, what happened out there. Is there anything you need to report?

      She was trying to help him. Offering to provide him some cover. He hated her for that. Hated her for making it so hard to hate her. “No, ma’am,” he said. “Nothing to report.”

      She sighed. “You’re dismissed. Get some more rest. You still look like death warmed over.”
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      The pit in Bayne’s gut rang hollower than ever after leaving the administrative offices. No answers. Not even questions asked. But seeing Ayala again, being in her presence, not just the holographic likeness of her, made Bayne waver in his pursuit.

      The back and forth was making him sick. He needed solid answers, something to hold firm to. Whether it was the answer he wanted or not.

      He wasn’t even sure which answer he did want.

      He made his way through the bustle of Central, back toward the Blue, finding room in his crowded mind to formulate a plan. If he could not get answers from the admiral, then he would need to get them from somewhere else. There would be records, a paper trail of the orders given. He just needed to find them.

      He knew where to look, but the thought of doing so left him cold—the Central Intelligence Office, the realm of Colonel Tirseer. There were none in the breadth of the United Systems with as much black ops and intelligence experience as Maria Tirseer. Her career as an operative was legendary. She toppled regimes, removed heads of state, and that was only the declassified intel Bayne was privy to as part of mission briefings. She controlled the shadows of the United Systems.

      If what Parallax claimed really happened, then Colonel Tirseer would know. She would have been crucial in planning it.

      But one did not stroll into Central. One was summoned. Luckily, he knew one such unlucky soul.

      Hepzah had done little since they left Ore Town. When thinking on it, it seemed the boy did little in general. He showed little interest in exploring the ship or speaking with the crew. Little interest in speaking at all. Next to Wilco, the copper-skinned boy was easily forgotten. Bayne reckoned that was by design. He knew the life of an orphan. He knew that if you weren’t strong and confident enough to stand against whatever would beat you down, then it was best to be invisible.

      And that was exactly what Bayne needed.

      The boy was wallowing in his quarters, nose in a book lent to him by Dr. Simmons. She was the only one who still carried them, a collection of a dozen dusty volumes chronicling the exploits of some fictional adventurer. There was a time Bayne would have found them entertaining.

      Hep’s almond-colored eyes looked like storm clouds over the edge of the book. “Captain?”

      “I need your help,” Bayne said.
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      Sigurd said nothing. He just gave Bayne what he asked for and stepped out of the way, casting only questioning glances at the captain and the pirate waif. Mao, on the other hand, behaved typically.

      “Can I ask?” the XO said.

      “Would it matter if I said no?” Bayne replied.

      “We are docked,” Mao said, as if to remind Bayne. “In a friendly space station. The friendliest space station, in fact. Yet you appear to be prepping for a mission.”

      Bayne said nothing as he checked his sidearm, a stun gun reserved for nonlethal missions, not his standard blaster. Then he shoved a ghoster and a set of comms into a shoulder bag. “Training mission. Need to find a way to keep active while we’re docked or I’ll go stir crazy.”

      “And him?” Mao said, nodding to Hep.

      “Figured I’d show him around. Get him off the ship.” Bayne clapped Hep on the shoulder. “The kid’s a basket-case. Need to loosen up. Reminds me of someone.”

      Mao scowled at Bayne and then at the boy. “Should I be expecting a call from the admiral as to your court martial?”

      Bayne hoisted the bag onto his shoulder, ignoring Mao’s sarcasm. “Just watch over the ship.”

      Mao grabbed Bayne by the elbow before he could turn away, pulling him close so he could speak only to him. “Something happened out there in that graveyard, with Parallax. Judging by how you’ve been acting since, I can safely assume that it is affecting your judgement. I have a right to know.”

      Bayne scanned his XO’s face. There was not another man in the system that Bayne trusted as he did Taliesen Mao, but Bayne wasn’t sure he could trust even him with this. “You’re right,” Bayne said. “But not just yet.”

      Bayne tugged his arm free and marched off the Blue, Hep shuffling unsurely behind him.

      “Sir?” Hep sounded like a child. His meekness made Bayne’s head throb. “What are we doing?”

      “I told you the plan.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t really understand it.”

      Bayne stopped and spun. He stuck his face in Hep’s. “Yes, you did. I’ve seen you, boy. I’ve seen you when it’s all hitting the fan. Composed, precise. What are you trying to pull with this weak act?”

      Hep’s face grew to stone. No more weakness. No nothing. Just stillness. Then it cracked and showed something Bayne had yet to see, but suspected had always been there. “Wilco and I don’t need any of this attention. We thought you were going to drop us somewhere.”

      “I will. As soon as I get the info I need.”

      “And we get Wilco,” Hepzah added.

      “Of course.”

      They continued through the shining corridors of Centel—Central Intelligence. The walls were accented with chrome and glowing lights. The floors were a reflective polymer, like walking on a mirror. The whole place was distracting, and the design made it feel busier than it actually was. The perfect environment for what they were about to do.

      Bayne pulled Hep into a service closet once they were free from prying eyes. Hep pulled off the greasy overalls and jacket he’d been wearing to reveal a Navy ensign’s uniform underneath. Hep was too young to join the Navy, but he looked old enough pull off the ruse.

      He straightened his collar and tucked in his shirt. Looking down at himself, the boy almost looked impressed.

      Bayne took the ghoster out of the shoulder bag and gave it to Hep. The device was no larger than the standard scanner, fitting easily in the palm. “You remember what I showed you?” He hadn’t realized how patronizing he sounded until the boy responded with a sharp look.

      “Point and click,” Hep said. “It’s the other bit I’m worried about. I don’t know anything about being a Navy ensign. The ruse only goes as deep as the costume. If I get cornered, it’ll crumble.”

      “Ensigns are invisible. The worker bees that all blend into one indecipherable blob of faces and blue uniforms.” Bayne clapped him on the shoulder. “You don’t have to be an ensign, you just have to be invisible.”

      Hep returned a nod, filling Bayne with equal parts dread and confidence. They stepped out of the closet and continued on to Centel. The walk made Bayne’s guts flutter. He’d made the trip several times. This was where he was debriefed after every tour, but each trip was informed by that first time: the time he was assessed by Colonel Tirseer herself after the war ended and the Navy was considering coopting the Rangers. She had interviewed each one who had agreed to join.

      Tirseer was like a surgeon, cutting into him with each measured and carefully-considered word. Cold, decisive, nothing wasted or done without purpose. She seemed inhuman at times, robotic, a machine driven by logic. One left every interaction with her feeling like he was just turned inside out, the dark recesses of himself laid bare for all to see.

      It was a vulnerability Bayne had never felt before. He had no desire to ever see her again.

      Centel seemed to be a manifestation of Tirseer’s personality—cold and intimidating. The lighting fluctuated from dim in places to blindingly offensive in others, as though intended to keep you off balance. Though he couldn’t point to anyone who was actually watching him, Bayne felt eyes on him as soon as he entered. As he intended. He marched forward, mustering as much bravado as he could, ensuring the eyes stayed on him.

      Hepzah slipped away to the right, moving like a shadow in a land of shadow, unseen, just part of the tapestry.

      A grizzled man in his fifties met Bayne. “Do you have an appointment, Captain Bayne?” His chin was crisscrossed with scars, leaving bald swatches where his gray hair would not grow.

      “Wasn’t aware I needed one,” Bayne answered.

      “Of course you were,” the man said.

      His name was Officer Dillihunt, Tirseer’s right hand. He was present at all of Bayne’s debriefs and never once exhibited any evidence of possessing a sense of humor.

      “Correct you are, Dillihunt,” Bayne said. “No, I don’t have an appointment. I’m just coming from meeting with Colonel Tirseer. There’s a matter I’d like to follow up on.”

      “You are just coming from interrupting a meeting attended by Colonel Tirseer,” Dillihunt corrected. “You had no reason to meet with her then. You have no reason now.”

      The hairless crisscross on Dillihunt’s chin suddenly looked like a target, and Bayne’s fist ached to hit its mark. “My reasons are my own. They are not a matter of public record.”

      “Public record, no,” Dillihunt said, coming as close to a smile as Bayne had ever seen, his eyes glowing. “But not solely your own either.”

      Bayne reached for his belt before realizing that his swords no longer hung on his hip. So little time with them and they already felt part of him. “You spying on me?”

      “No need,” Dillihunt said. “You wear your intentions plainly enough.”

      A cold voice froze the tension between the two men. “I’m in the middle of something, Captain Bayne,” Colonel Tirseer said, appearing from around the corner. “What is it you want?”

      The men never broke eye contact. “Just a moment of your time,” Bayne said. “I’ve got some questions I thought best asked of you in private.” A shiver ran up Bayne’s spine, Tirseer’s eyes injecting the cold into him.

      “So be it,” the colonel said. “This way.”

      Officer Dillihunt stepped aside without protest. The colonel’s word was absolute, though Bayne thought he heard the man grumble something under his breath as he passed.

      Bayne followed Tirseer, gliding like a specter, down the hall from which she emerged and into a dimly-lit room with the atmosphere of a cinema. It wasn’t until the door closed that Bayne realized what they would be watching. On the other side of a one-way mirror, sitting at a metal table in a sparse room, sat Wilco.

      Bayne swallowed hard, forcing down the sudden welling of anxiety. The chirp of a voice in his ear almost made that lump come screaming back out of his throat, along with the rum still swirling in his gut.

      “I see the records room,” Hep said over comms. “Hall’s clear. Going in.”

      “Well?” Tirseer said, shaking Bayne from his stunned silence. “Here we are, in private, where you can now feel free to say whatever it is you feel compelled to say.”

      Bayne tapped on the glass. “Not totally private.” Wilco looked up from the table, thinking he’d just heard something.

      “I didn’t think you kept things from him,” Tirseer said. “He seemed quite knowledgeable as to the workings of your ship. Especially considering his position.”

      “Orphans have eyes and ears like the rest of us.”

      “But pirate eyes and ears have no business on the bridge of a UNS ship.”

      They had even less business inside the confidential records room of the Centel, but Hep still said, “I’m in,” over comms. That did little to assuage the bubbling in Bayne’s intestines.

      Bayne knew he couldn’t trust anything Tirseer said. She was right that Wilco was a pirate, but he couldn’t be sure Wilco had surrendered that information. She could be tossing out information like grenades just to watch them explode and gauge Bayne’s reaction. That was where she got the real information.

      He would surrender nothing. “No pirate has ever been invited aboard the bridge of my ship.”

      Tirseer’s eyes glinted with cold recognition, a smile the only way she knew how. “Of course.” She faced the window and Wilco on the other side. Bayne expected to see nothing in front of her but was relieved to note that she did have a reflection. “I am grateful at times for intriguing circumstances such as this. Such an interesting tour you’ve had. A Byers Clan mining outpost overtaken and covertly held by pirates. An altercation with the most notorious pirate in the system. Returning with two young pirates in tow. Your crew shaken and distressed.”

      “My crew is fine,” Bayne interjected.

      Tirseer said nothing, but the shiver in Bayne’s spine crept along the nerves at the base of his skull. They watched Wilco. He began to squirm and fidget with his hands. The cocky façade was cracking.

      Hep’s voice sounded in Bayne’s ear again. “Ghoster is running. Two minutes.”

      Bayne clutched at his hip again, wishing he had his swords. He’d sooner fight with blades than mince words. “I saw something when I was out in the Black,” Bayne said. “Not far from Ore Town. It’s not on any of the charts, and I couldn’t find mention of it in any records.” He turned from the glass and stared into Tirseer’s cold eyes. “A ship graveyard.”

      He watched for a reaction, a tell, something to show that Tirseer knew what he was talking about. Nothing.

      “Dozens of ships. Maybe more. Scorch marks. Definitely attacked, but I couldn’t find record of a battle in that region.”

      “Were you able to identify any of the ships?” Tirseer asked.

      Bayne felt like a street kid again, carefully measuring every bit of information let loose from his lips. “No, I wasn’t. I didn’t get close enough.”

      The colonel folded her arms in front of her. “A shame,” she said. “That would have made tracking the source of the conflict rather easy. Every Navy ship logs its flight paths and altercations. It would only be a matter of finding that ship’s logs.”

      Unless they were scrubbed, of course. “And if the conflict was the result of…” He searched for the right word. “Clandestine operations?”

      A flicker of a smile on Tirseer’s face, the ghost of an emotion. “Then the details of such operations would be confidential, known only to those who conducted it and those who authorized it.”

      The silence fell on them again. It felt like a gradual increase in gravity, slowly crushing Bayne, until Hep interrupted it.

      “Got it,” he said.

      “Thank you,” Bayne said to both the colonel and Hep. “I’ll be going, then.”

      Colonel Tirseer spoke at Bayne’s back as he stood in the doorway.

      “I hope you find the answers to your question,” she said. “I will investigate when I’ve some time. Another intriguing thread to your story. I love to untangle a web.”

      Bayne left before the shiver spread to his brain and he was frozen indefinitely. He felt sorry for leaving Wilco at her mercy, but there was nothing he could do for the boy now.

      “Coming your way,” Bayne said to Hep through comms.
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      “You’re really going to join up?” Captain Alexander Kyte never asked a question to which he didn’t already know the answer. He didn’t like stepping out on a ledge, making himself vulnerable, even if it was only in getting an answer he didn’t expect.

      “It’s the only way I can keep my ship.” Bayne couldn’t look his former captain and mentor in the eye. The man that plucked him from a life of starvation and hustling on the streets, took him from obscurity and put him among the stars.

      “It won’t be yours,” Kyte said, his voice tight with frustration. Worse, disappointment. “It’ll belong to the Navy. You will belong to the Navy.”

      It was comforting to be aboard the Supernova again. It would always hold an honored place for Bayne, the first home he’d had since his parents died. Still, it was the nostalgia that soothed him. If he were to open himself to the truth of it, the ship felt different than he remembered. Colder.

      “I’m not getting any jobs,” Bayne said. “With no money coming in, I can’t feed my crew. A few have already jumped ship. I won’t be able to keep it in space soon. What good is having my own ship if I can’t fly it?”

      “You find a way!” Kyte snapped. “We all find a way. We give in here and that’s it. The Rangers are done. Suicide with a pen.”

      Bayne shrank under the weight of Kyte’s anger more than he had from any warlord’s torpedo. “You still have the Supernova. The others still have their ships. No one’s forcing you to join.”

      Kyte paced the length of his quarters, black rum sloshing in his glass. “You’re trading in everything we just fought and bled for.”

      “I thought we just fought so we could each choose our own path,” Bayne said, pushing back against the weight. “That’s what I’m doing.”

      Kyte’s eyes were red with rum and rage. “You think this is really a choice? Like you said, it’s this or starving, floating dead. It’s the same for everyone else. No one’s joining out of ideology. They’re joining out of necessity. And that’s no choice at all. It’s cowardice.”

      Bayne marched for the door. “I won’t stand here and be called a coward.”

      A dagger stabbed into the door, an old oaken relic Kyte had taken from Earth. Ever the nostalgic sort. “You’ll stand there and listen to every word I have to say, be them praise or damnation.” Kyte yanked the dagger free with his cybernetic hand. “The reason we’re all starving out here is because the Navy is regulating shipping and trade and damn near everything else. Taxing the hell out of merchants. Subsidizing the likes of the Byers Clan and other such conglomerates. They’re choking us out. Haven’t outlawed the Rangers because we just saved their asses and it’d be bad form, but they’re making it damn near impossible for us to survive as we have. They’re killing our way of life.”

      The desperation in Kyte’s voice stabbed at Bayne’s chest. He was a stalwart, a hero to a lost child, mentor to a growing man. To see him sink was to mourn the loss of a hero. “So forge a new one,” Bayne said. “That’s what it’s all been about.” Bayne left the room, and his friend, and never saw him again.
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      The glow of the monitor had begun to burn colorful circles into Bayne’s vision. He hadn’t blinked since he opened the files Hep had copied from the Centel records room. Scrolling endlessly, his eyes screamed at him for relief. Reluctantly, he obliged.

      Bayne poured a glass of rum and leaned back in his chair. He let the liquor sit in the back of his throat a moment before swallowing, savoring the sweet burn. He shut his eyes tight, watched the lights dance across the backs of his eyelids, felt the tears run down his cheeks as they washed away the pain.

      Hundreds of pages of documents and not a bit of useful information. Manifests, logs, personnel records, payroll. Boring, bureaucratic nonsense. The bones of any of the Central agencies. Nothing yet specific to Intelligence. And it had been hours already.

      Another set of eyes would help, but there was no one. He’d already committed treason in stealing these records. He would not subject a member of his crew to the same charges, if there were any that would agree to help and not immediately turn him in.

      He needed a break. Noticing the time, he realized why. It was the middle of the night. He’d been going for hours, putting nothing but more rum in his belly and paranoid thoughts in his head.

      As he lay down on his bunk and rubbed his still burning eyes, he saw Admiral Ayala’s face. He didn’t seethe as he thought he would. Didn’t imagine screaming at her until she cowered and admitted to her plotting and lying and deceiving. He felt pity. Pitied her as he did Captain Kyte those years ago. Both looked so tired and beaten down. Stepped on by a system they vowed to defend, a system they bled for because they believed in it. Kyte may have wanted others to believe his motives more self-serving, and Ayala may have passed her actions off as duty, but both were idealists, and both suffered for that.

      But the look of defeat on Ayala’s face was more poignant in its subtlety. She was expressly forbidden from dissent, whereas it was fundamental to Kyte’s lifestyle. She risked much in showing her fatigue, especially to a man with a reputation for insubordination.

      He should have taken joy in it, but Bayne felt uneasy, just as he had while watching Kyte spiral the last time they spoke aboard the Supernova. Another rock in his life was beginning to crack.

      Bayne woke an hour later, a cold sweat on his brow. He crawled out of bed and dug back into the records Hep had stolen. His mind splintered, half focused on the task at hand while the other half flickered from memory to memory. His earliest days aboard the Supernova, cleaning bunks and emptying trash. His first day as a commissioned officer of the United Navy, struggling between bitterness and the sense of pride at seeing himself in uniform. Captain Kyte tapping him to join his first away team. Admiral Ayala commending him for running his first successful mission, a joint mission with the White Dwarf, the ship she captained before her promotion to admiral. Leave on Baccuniae. Camaraderie among the Navy captaincy.

      His life split in two. Both halves shriveling in the light.

      So fragmented was his attention that he almost didn’t realize what he was looking at until he’d skimmed past it. He flipped back a screen to look more carefully at the information he’d half-read.

      At first glance, it looked like a standard command protocol for a meet and greet op. The sort that were arranged when hosting or escorting dignitaries from other systems or higher-ups from influential groups like the Byers Clan.

      The names of whoever the Navy was meeting were redacted, but the date matched the approximate timeframe Bayne had pinpointed as to when the other Rangers went dark. And it seemed an easy enough cover for an ambush.

      Operation Welcome Mat.

      Bayne sifted through the details. Secure a meeting place. Secure the designated exfiltration route. Backup routes. Establish defensive positions along the routes. Communication protocols.

      Troop assignments.

      Bayne suddenly remembered something Colonel Tirseer had said. If he knew the names of any of the ships destroyed during the conflict, he could find the operational details. Only the ships destroyed weren’t Navy ships, no log of them would exist, but the ships that did the destroying would be catalogued.

      He cross-referenced the names of the ships listed in the detail with currently serving Navy ships. Twelve of them. They were all decommissioned shortly after the mission. Crew manifests were redacted. A roadblock, but a sure signal that Bayne was on the right track.

      He downed his glass of rum and set about having another. As the pour reached its mark, Bayne remembered something. Something so obvious he cursed himself for not noticing earlier. One of the decommissioned ships, the White Dwarf. His first mission. It was a joint run to the smallest moon of Entropolis. A fugitive warlord had established a foothold there. He didn’t offer much resistance, but the exercise allowed Bayne the opportunity to meet the White Dwarf’s captain.

      They flew that mission before the Rangers went dark. That captain was still flying the Dwarf during Welcome Mat. And he was handpicked by Ayala to succeed her.

      Bayne needed to find Captain Elvin Horus.

      Now it was simply a matter of finding the man. With any luck, he’d be stationed at Central right now. A man with his connections, handpicked by the admiral to take over her ship, possible party to a black op that would disgrace the entire United Systems… They’d want to keep him close. Probably a rear admiral at this point.

      General personnel rosters and ship assignments didn’t require the same amount of subterfuge as confidential Intelligence records. They were a matter of public record and could be accessed on the main hub.

      Horus had taken an early retirement. Much too early to walk away from a promising Navy career with a paved path to leadership. Unless you’ve got a heavy conscience.

      Bayne dove back into the Intelligence files. With a solid place to start, other pieces began to fall into place. He was fairly certain, and turned out to be correct, that Central Intelligence kept tabs on Navy officers after retirement, especially ones with sensitive knowledge. For once, he was grateful for the gross invasion of privacy.

      It seemed that Horus was eager to leave the Navy but not content to sit on his porch and watch the sun rise. He took a job with the Byers Clan. That was a common transition, Navy to Byers. That clan liked having people with Navy connections. He was stationed on Triseca Station, a Byers Clan headquarters.

      Bayne’s mind raced, piecing together cover stories and excuses. Then the comms rang.

      “Admiral Ayala has summoned a meeting of the captaincy, sir,” Delphyne said. “In one hour.”

      “An hour?” Bayne said with disbelief. “What time is it?” He looked at the clock. He’d already missed breakfast. “Yeah, okay. I’ll be there.”

      He took a clean uniform from the hanger in his closet. As he buttoned it, his fingers passed over the stars on his lapel, the medal on his chest, pinned there by Admiral Ayala. He felt as much pride as the day she put it there. Then his eyes fell on the lavender chest peeking out from under his bunk. He felt the imaginary weight of the two swords on his hips.

      Each piece of metal carried equal weight. Each added to a load dragging him under.
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      Bayne felt like he had a hound on his heels, the way Mao walked, the burn Bayne felt from the XO’s eyes staring into the back of his head. Hungry eyes looking for a vein to sink into. It was customary for executive officers to accompany their captains to these sorts of meetings. Bayne would sooner leave Mao on the ship and get through this alone if he could, but he couldn’t afford the appearance of discord among his crew, not with Ayala yet to complete her assessment.

      Still, he needn’t suffer Mao’s relentless gaze. He stopped abruptly and turned on his heel. Mao was already standing at attention, as if he anticipated the move.

      “Sir?” he said.

      The formality in his voice drove Bayne mad. “I need you to act accordingly.”

      The insinuation seemed to insult the stoic man. “I have never acted in any other fashion.”

      “You know what I mean,” Bayne said. “I need you to appear like you don’t disapprove of every action I take.”

      “Sir, I—”

      Bayne raised a hand to silence him. “I know some of the things I’ve done lately have made you uncomfortable. I’ve put you in the unfair position of choosing between following orders and following protocol. I recognize that and I’m sorry for it. And I’m going to ask you to do it again.”

      Mao’s jaw tightened.

      “If there was ever a time when you trusted me to serve the best interests of the Navy and the people of the United Systems and my crew, then I’m also asking you to trust that I’m doing that now.” He wasn’t so sure that he was. He was fifty percent sure that he was only serving his own interests.

      The tension eased in Mao’s face, an almost imperceptible micro-movement. “What are you asking me to do?”

      “Just smile and nod.”

      “Do I have to smile?”

      “No, I don’t know why I said that. Nothing would seem more unnatural.”

      Mao couldn’t resist the tug at the corners of his mouth. “What are you dragging me into, Captain?”

      The levity of the moment dissolved. Bayne didn’t know exactly what he was dragging Mao into, but he knew that it could get them both killed. Or, worse for Mao, get him court martialed and dishonored.

      “I’m just trying to figure out the truth,” Bayne said.

      Mao nodded. He returned to the stoic man of discipline, though the bitter edge was gone. He may have been acting, but Bayne liked to hope the moment of honesty, or at least vulnerability, had won Mao over. At least for now.

      Meetings of the captaincy were unpredictable. At times, Bayne fought the urge to fall asleep. At others, he fought the urge to leap from his chair and bludgeon a fellow captain with his boot. It all depended on the topic at hand. He suspected this meeting might tend toward the latter.

      The room, a conference room with a round table at the center big enough to seat the twenty-five members of the United Navy Captaincy, was half full. The captains milled about, chatting with one another, some smiling, but only few doing so genuinely. Most tended to avoid Bayne. Not maliciously, but more because they were naturally drawn to the captains with whom they had more in common. Those from prestigious families who attended the Naval Academy. Those who rarely sailed far from the core planets.

      Only a few welcomed assignments in the Deep Black as Bayne did. One such captain was Mara Jeska. Her hair was short and scrunched up with tight curls. Her eyes were a deep green that made any room she was in feel like a sun-drenched meadow. Her voice was loose and tinged with disdain for the whole affair she would be forced to sit through.

      “Drummond,” she said. “Fresh out of the Black. How’d the tour go?”

      Bayne shrugged. “About the same as always.”

      Jeska laughed. “Sure. Judging by those bloodshot eyes, I’d wager you’re telling the truth. As much as I hate being back here, each tour out there gets a bit harder. I spent my first week back after my last tour hungover as hell. Still have a bit of a headache and I’ve been back nearly a month.”

      That thought gave Bayne some comfort. Not that he wasn’t the only one who occasionally drowned his worries in rum, but that, for a time, he was the only Navy ship out in the Black. That sense of solitude used to worry him. He had an anxiety attack his first tour. The thought of being out there, so alone, so far from help, set his heart racing and skipping. It was the return trip that did it now.

      “When are you headed out next?” Bayne asked her.

      She shrugged. “Don’t know. We’ll see what this meeting yields. Rumor has it something’s got the council shaken. Figured with the timing of your return, you’d know something about it.”

      Mao scoffed from behind them. When their eyes fell on him, he smiled and nodded.

      “Depends,” Bayne said. “I might.”

      Admiral Ayala called the captains’ attention. “Take your seats. We’ll get started.”

      Every seat was filled now. It had been a long time since Bayne attended a full meeting of the captaincy. It was typical that one or two of them would be away on tour or a mission or attending some other matter of Navy business. Those rumors might be more than rumors.

      “I appreciate you all assembling like this on short notice,” Ayala said. “Especially those who were serving off-base.” She gestured to a Captains Horne and Bigby, adventurous types who took trailblazing tours along the outer rim of the system. Shorter tours than those Bayne and Jeska served in the Deep Black, and with much more support considering their intent was fact-finding. Those facts were useless if they weren’t preserved.

      The room was tense and quiet. All eyes were fixed on the admiral. They knew as Bayne did that this meeting was unusual, which meant unusual news. Which likely meant trouble.

      “The pirate problem in the Deep Black has ebbed over the past year thanks in large part to Captain Bayne and the Royal Blue.” She gestured to him. The unexpected attention made his cheeks hot. He squirmed in his seat. “Pirate activity has diminished by nearly two hundred percent. Human trafficking has been all but eliminated in the core, pushed to the black markets of the most remote planets. Drug shipping lanes have been severed. Arms smuggling has been crippled.” The but hung over the room like a guillotine. “But there’s been a recent development that may render all of that moot. Ore Town.”

      Bayne’s gut clenched. He knew the discussion was coming, but he loath to have it. Luckily, Admiral Ayala continued without calling on him to do so.

      “I’ve uploaded briefs of the situation to all of your tablets,” she said. “They contain detailed dossiers on confirmed parties as well as suspected ones.”

      “I’ve seen most of these names before,” Captain Jeska said. “Mid and low-level pirates. Thugs really. I figured most of them went underground once Bayne started cleaning house. I would hardly classify them as a threat.”

      “The individuals involved aren’t what concerns us,” Ayala said. “Not most of them, anyway. The real threat here is more of an existential one. We’ve learned, again through Captain Bayne’s diligent work, that Ore Town, once a Byers Clan holding, has secretly been controlled by the pirate Parallax for an unknown length of time.”

      Captain Bigby spoke. “To what end?”

      “That is what is most concerning,” Ayala said. “It appears Parallax intends to create a haven of sorts for pirates. A settlement to call their own. A place within the borders of the United Systems but free of its regulation.”

      Bayne’s cheeks grew hot. He hoped they did not betray his feelings to the captaincy. Those feelings being So what? Don’t they deserve a place like any other?

      Murmurs and grumbles sounded around the room. Disbelief. Disgust. Outrage. Not a dissenting word. But the Navy was not the place for dissent. Ore Town was the place for dissent.

      “This haven, if allowed to exist, will become a center of illicit trade,” Ayala said. “Furthermore, it presents a threat to the very existence of the United Systems. The foundations upon which it’s built. It could lead to a descent into anarchy akin to the times of the warlords. It could spark that very same war. Which is why we must act immediately.”

      A handsome, young captain stood from his chair. He was composed, almost regally so. He tucked a hand inside his coat while the other was folded behind his back, like he was a general of an old Earth army. At least five years Bayne’s younger, his dimpled chin and windswept blond hair made him look like he’d stepped out of a recruitment post. Captain Lachlan Hix. He was new to the captaincy, awarded command of his own ship just three months prior. He had a reputation for being bold, daring, and out to make a name for himself.

      “If I may, Admiral,” Hix said. “I would like to volunteer to lead the assault on Ore Town. My crew is aching to prove themselves.”

      Admiral Ayala smiled at him, the way a teacher would at a well-meaning but overeager student. The gesture elicited unexpected jealousy in Bayne. “The offer is appreciated and noted, Captain Hix. However, an open assault is not on the table at the moment.” She stressed that last bit, insinuating that it may very well find its way to the table soon. “There are other factors we need to consider before crafting our approach.”

      The captains waited for an account of those factors, but Ayala seemed reluctant to give it. Bayne, however, was growing restless. “The Byers Clan,” he said.

      Ayala nodded, to the frustration of many of the captains. “It’s their colony. Their equipment. Their dirt. Some of their people may still be there, potentially as captives.”

      Captain Jeska scoffed. “And it’s their reputation that gets tainted when it gets out that they let pirates take over their colony without anyone knowing.”

      Bigby raised a hand to speak. “How is it possible that the Byers Clan didn’t know they lost an entire colony? That doesn’t add up.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Ayala agreed. “The Byers Clan isn’t being upfront with us, but the Joint Council wants discretion. We must handle this delicately. We can’t move on Ore Town without first consulting with the Byers Clan on our approach.”

      The captaincy grumbled collectively. They were a group that volunteered to be part of a machine, to take their orders and carry them out without question, though most did not want to question anyway. But when another cog was forcibly implanted in their machine, one that did not respect the mechanism, they could not help but voice displeasure.

      “How much consulting are we expected to do?” Jeska asked.

      That tired look washed over Ayala’s face again. “As much as the council deems necessary.”

      Bigby spoke again. “No offense, ma’am, but aren’t you the chairperson of the Joint Council? Don’t you have some influence over the matter?”

      The fatigue seemed to seep into Ayala then. She sat before she had the chance to collapse. “We are a council, Captain Bigby. A representation of different governing sectors of the United Systems. There’s a balance. To exert my influence would disrupt that balance. We are not a military dictatorship, and I have no interest in making us one.”

      Ayala pinched the bridge of her nose. Bigby knew not to press the matter further. “Captain Hix,” Ayala continued. “Since you and your crew are so eager to get underway, you will establish contact with the Byers Clan representative. Present our strategy, learn theirs, report back. She is docked at a Byers space station in Triseca’s orbit.”

      The Universe was a mysterious place.

      Bayne’s hand shot into the air. Ayala was startled by his exuberance. “Admiral, I would like to accompany Captain Hix.”

      Ayala’s eyebrows nearly crawled up and over to the back of her head.

      “I have firsthand knowledge of the situation in Ore Town,” Bayne added. “I can brief the Byers rep and help inform their strategy. Maybe even persuade them toward a specific course of action,” he added coyly.

      She seemed to consider the offer.

      “If I may,” Captain Hix interjected. “I certainly mean no offense, but, as you suggested, Admiral, this matter must be handled with care. Captain Bayne has a reputation for being somewhat…” He hesitated, casting a sidelong glance in Bayne’s direction. “…brazen.”

      Mao chuckled from his seat behind Bayne, but immediately disguised it as a cough.

      “I will be there to consult on the situation only,” Bayne said. “All matters of finesse I leave squarely in the capable hands of Captain Hix.”

      Ayala studied Bayne’s face. She apparently found nothing concerning because she said, “Fine. But as you will be a guest aboard Captain Hix’s ship, he will assume total operational control. You are a consultant on this mission. Nothing else.” She drove those words into Bayne’s chest like dagger.

      “Aye, ma’am,” Bayne said.

      “Then we are adjourned,” Ayala said, dismissing the captaincy. “Captains Hix and Bayne, remain, if you will.”

      Mao nodded to Bayne and followed the rest out.

      “The parameters are understood?” she said, speaking to both but looking at Bayne. “Hix is in charge.”

      Both captains answered, “Aye.”

      She seemed assured, but there was a skeptical squint in her eyes. “Then make ready. You leave at oh-six-hundred.”
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      The Esper was a sleek ship, smaller than most of the fleet, built for speed. It wasn’t quite the fastest, but it was an impressive vessel for such a new captain.

      “Ayala must like you,” Bayne said to Hix as he shook his hand. The landing platform was bustling with techs getting the ship ready to launch. Bayne had to practically yell to be heard.

      “I’m sorry?” Hix said because he didn’t understand, not because he didn’t hear.

      Bayne gestured to the Esper. “She’s a pretty ship. New captains tend to start off with a junker then work their way up to something like this.”

      Hix stood at Bayne’s side so he could look at the ship. “Well, I don’t know about any of that. The admiral doesn’t strike me as someone who makes decisions based on personal feelings.” He looked at Bayne. “That ship you’re flying is a beauty. The admiral doesn’t seem overly fond of you.” He smiled.

      “Me and the Royal Blue joined up at the same time. I brought her with me. Someone else gave her to me, not the Navy.”

      Understanding fell over Hix’s face like a shadow. “Oh.”

      “Problem with Rangers?” Bayne asked.

      Hix seemed flustered. “No, not at all. It’s just, well, I don’t think I’ve met one, actually. Are there many in the Navy?”

      Bayne drew a steady breath, making a conscious effort to keep his face from going flush. “No. Only a dozen or so joined up after the war. Some of them didn’t stay long. Others are still around but don’t have their own ships. I’m the only captain. But Jeska and Bigby have the hearts of Rangers. Mouths too.”

      Hix’s smile returned. “Well, it’ll be my pleasure to have you aboard. I’ve a fondness for the Rangers.” He left it at that, which struck Bayne as odd. It wasn’t a common sentiment among the captains. But Hix was young. That fondness was likely closer to a boyhood idolization than anything else.

      Departure was still an hour off, but Bayne wanted to speak with Hix privately before getting underway. “If you don’t mind, Captain, I have a request to make of you.”

      Hix nodded but look reserved in his judgement. His idolization of Rangers wasn’t so much that he’d allow Bayne to take advantage of him. Which pleased Bayne more than frustrated him. He would sooner sail with a man who could follow his own chart than copy another’s.

      “I would like to bring a team with me,” Bayne said. “A small team,” he quickly added. “A few others who have some value to bring to the discussion.” He handed Hix a list.

      Hix’s brow furrowed as he read the names. “This person is not a member of your crew. If I’m not mistaken, he is a civilian. And a person of interest to Central Intelligence.”

      “He’s been cleared by Intelligence. Fully debriefed and released into my care. His perspective is wholly unique from that of any member of my crew. Invaluable insight that will yield progress, and that Byers will understand.”

      Hix considered the list another moment. Reluctance was clear on his face, but he would not deny the personal request of a captain who was his senior. “Very well. I will have bunks made up for them.”

      Bayne thanked him then went to collect his team. He hadn’t anticipated any resistance from Hix, so they were already gathered and waiting at a café in Central’s market district. Two of them were, anyway. Sigurd was halfway through a steak sandwich, mustard dribbling down his chin, when Bayne pulled up a chair.

      “We good, sir?” the security chief asked through a mouthful of bread and meat.

      “Disgusting,” Lieutenant Delphyne said, throwing a napkin at Sigurd.

      “We are,” Bayne said. “We leave in an hour.”

      Delphyne sipped her iced tea then set the glass down and nervously ran her finger along its rim. “Don’t get me wrong, sir. I love away missions. Been too long since I’ve been on one, but I usually like to know what the mission is before embarking.”

      “We’re accompanying Captain Hix and the Esper to meet a Byers Clan representative near Triseca, where we’ll brief them about the situation in Ore Town.” Bayne ordered a coffee from the young waiter with the beginnings of a tattoo creeping out of his sleeve. The support staff on Central had grown much more eclectic since his last visit. Not so buttoned-up.

      Delphyne cleared her throat. “Right, but is there a secondary objective?” She tried to speak in a way that would subtly insinuate another meaning, but subtlety was not a strong suit of hers.

      “It’s the only objective you need worry about, Lieutenant,” Bayne said. He sipped his coffee. He was tempted to sneak the flask from his pocket and splash some rum in it, but he resisted.

      Finally finishing his steak sandwich, Sigurd leaned back in his chair and muffled a belch with the back of his hand. “Should I be packing anything…special?” He, too, attempted some nuance. He was as successful as Delphyne.

      “We are participating in this mission in a purely advisory role.” Bayne took another sip of his coffee. “But, yeah, bring a gun.” Bayne stood from the table. He gestured for the others to sit when they made to follow. “We still have some time. Relax while you can. I’m going to collect the last member of our company.”
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        * * *

      

      The boy stared at Bayne as though waiting for the captain to finish his sentence. Bayne had finished his sentence. Two minutes ago.

      “Are you sure?” Hep asked.

      “I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t,” Bayne said. “That being said, you are not a member of my crew. I cannot force you to do this.”

      “Pretty sure you could,” Hep said.

      “I’m not like Parallax or Shill. I won’t force you to do something against your will.”

      “Yeah, but you aren’t exactly like those other Navy captains either,” Hep said. He looked at the floor.

      Bayne fought back the sudden defensive rush. He took a deep breath and accepted the comment as it was likely intended. “That’s right. I’m not.” He sat in a nearby chair and pulled the flask from his pocket. He held Hep’s eye as he unscrewed the lid, put the flask to his lips, and took a long pull. He offered it to Hep, but the boy refused. Bayne tucked the flask away again.

      “Truth is,” Bayne said, “I don’t exactly know who I am. I’m being pulled hard in two opposite directions and I fear I’ll soon be ripped in two. That’s what this is all about. Why I needed your help in Centel. Why I need your help now. To figure out which direction I’m going.”

      Hep considered the captain a moment, his words cracking through the thick armor that Hep always wore. “Okay,” he finally said.

      “Okay,” Bayne repeated.
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        * * *

      

      The Esper was as sleek on the inside as it was on the outside. One of the new models of Navy ships, it contained state-of-the-art everything. Guidance systems. Weapons. Communication. It even packed in some of the minor comforts that you wouldn’t know you missed until someone pointed out you didn’t have them.

      “These are the softest sheets I’ve ever felt,” Delphyne said as she tested her bunk.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Ensign Smith said. He was young and stuttered when he got nervous. The sight of Lieutenant Delphyne made him nervous. “You’d be the f-f-first person to touch them.”

      “That right?” she said. “Nothing new on the Blue beside the patchwork on the cargo bay. She got a wicked hole punched in her a short time ago. Run in with this nasty son of a—”

      Bayne cleared his throat, alerting Delphyne to clam up.

      “Anyway,” Delphyne said, sitting on the edge of her bunk. “They’re real soft.”

      Ensign Smith stuttered his way through an apology. The spontaneous nature of Bayne’s addition to the mission left Captain Hix little time to prepare for them. As such, there were no private quarters available to accommodate him and his team.

      “This will do just fine,” Bayne said of the bunkroom. They had been given three sets of bunk beds at the far end of the long room, which housed the majority of the Esper’s enlisted sailors. There was one other bunkroom, a slightly smaller one, that housed the rest. The officers, of course, had their own private quarters. “I don’t aim to be an imposition.”

      Ensign Smith nodded and smiled, informed them of the meal times, and off he went, fumbling with his hands.

      He wasn’t just being polite—Bayne really didn’t mind the accommodations. It reminded him of his time aboard the Supernova. Aboard Ranger ships, only the captain had his own quarters. Everyone else was lumped in together. No separation.

      Bayne and the others settled in. Delphyne continued to rave about the sheets and how new everything looked and smelled. It struck Bayne as being too sterile, yet to be properly lived in. The Esper was too fresh for his liking.

      Captain Hix announced their departure a short time later. It would be a short trip, he said, with their arrival at Triseca Station scheduled for shortly after supper. The mention of the meal made Bayne’s stomach rumble. He couldn’t remember the last time he put anything solid in his belly.

      The take-off was smooth; he could have slept through it. The Royal Blue lurched like a spasmodic whale coming out of drydock. Maybe jealousy drove his distaste for the Esper. It was a fine ship. One worthy of being coveted. Or maybe it was bitterness. Or hunger. Or any number of things. Bayne didn’t care. He just wanted something to eat.

      Once they’d made their jump, Bayne excused himself from the bunkroom in search of sustenance. Not one to pick up on the subtle hints that he’d rather be alone, Sigurd followed. Even if he had picked up on Bayne’s desire for solitude, Sigurd would have followed. He had been tense since coming aboard the Esper. A tension that Bayne recognized.

      “There’s no need for that,” Bayne said to his security chief.

      Sigurd looked over his shoulder. “I’ll determine that for myself, sir.”

      “What’s the matter with you?” Bayne asked, his rumbling stomach shortening his temper. “We’re aboard a Navy ship.”

      “And Ore Town was a harmless mining colony,” Sig said. “Until it wasn’t. Then we got jacked by pirates and nearly killed six times over. Just keeping vigilant.”

      “Unnecessary, but appreciated,” Bayne said.

      The smell of salted meat hit Bayne when he rounded the corner near the mess hall. His mouth fill with saliva and not even Sigurd’s paranoia could draw his attention away from filling his gut.

      But the explosion could.
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      It was at least his tenth time as part of the boarding party. He’d grown familiar with the stink of the spacewalk suit, like stale body odor and morning breath. He could operate the thrusters as well as any of them, moving through the vacuum like a hummingbird. Yet, for all his experience, it was this tenth time that Drummond Bayne found himself drifting off course, toward the most miserable death possible.

      He didn’t account for the shrapnel. He’d planted the charges on the starboard cannon of the massive dreadnaught to give the Supernova a clear path to attack the rear of the ship. He was meant to jettison from the hull of the dreadnaught just as the Supernova passed, entering through the open hangar bay airlock in grand fashion. But the explosion kicked off more shrapnel than he had anticipated. A chunk of it smashed into his left boot, dislodging his mag-lock and shattering his ankle.

      The blast was the signal for the Supernova to begin its approach. There was no stopping it now. Even if he could make contact before it passed him, it would not stop. Not out of a sense of duty to the mission, but out of a sense of individuality. The most extreme sense of freedom. You did everything on your own. That included dying.

      Each Ranger did as he pleased. It was the principle they fought to protect. They fought so that they could one day part ways and hold no obligation over the other. That didn’t foster the sort of mentality where one felt inclined to put oneself out to save another. Camaraderie extended only so far.

      But waiting to die was also not characteristic of a Ranger. Bayne counted the seconds as the Supernova raced toward him, estimating how much distance it covered and how long it would take to reach him. He calculated how long he thought it might take him to travel from his current position to the ship as it crossed his path. Math was never his strong suit, but he formulated a workable hypothesis.

      He kicked his right heel against his shattered left heel, sending a shockwave of pain through his entire body, as well as rocketing him through space. Each moment felt as infinite as the expanse around him. Time both crawled and sped up. He both wished the Supernova would accelerate and slow down. He was excited and terrified. The hangar bay airlock came into view. It was still open.

      Miss by a foot and he’d bounce of the hull like space rock. He adjusted his speed. Corrected his course. He entered the airlock like a surgeon’s scalpel entering the patient, smooth and bloody. He slammed into the floor as gravity took hold of him again and smashed to a halt several yards away when he hit the wall.

      The techs and engineers were busy preparing for an attack run. No one stopped to check on him. No one helped him to sickbay so he could repair his now certainly broken ribs on top of the broken ankle. No one congratulated him on a successful mission, not even after the Supernova blew the dreadnought to pieces and secured the sector for the coalition.

      He did everything on his own. The way he had since his parents died. The way he always would.
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        * * *

      

      Blood trickled down Bayne’s forehead, stinging his eyes. He felt like his ears had been stuffed with cotton balls, muffling the sounds of chaos around him. Screaming. Metal shrieking as it bent. Fire suppression systems hissing as they unleashed a cloud of white mist.

      Something grabbed him from behind. A firm hand. A welcome one. Sigurd hoisted Bayne to his feet, yelling something that Bayne couldn’t hear. Sig pulled him back in the direction they’d come, away from the mess hall. Bayne looked over his shoulder to see the corridor filling with smoke behind him. Several people lay dead, blood pooling under them, severed limbs and open guts.

      They rounded a corner and were almost back to the bunkroom before Bayne’s hearing returned, at least partially. Delphyne and Hepzah were standing in the corridor. They looked relieved to see Bayne and Sig running toward them.

      “Oh, my god,” Delphyne said. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine,” Bayne said. “What happened?”

      “No word yet,” Delphyne said.

      “Then let’s go get one,” Bayne said. “You and Sig get to communications,” he told Delphyne. “Learn what you can. Relay that to Mao. Keep in constant communication with me. We’re going to the bridge.”

      Hep said nothing as he followed along. He seemed oddly calm as the ship shifted into high alert around him. It reminded Bayne that he wasn’t just an orphan boy who hitched a ride. He was a pirate who’d likely seen more action than most of the sailors aboard the Esper.

      The bridge was washed in the red light and the incessant howl of alarms. Captain Hix sat on the edge of his chair, his elbows digging into the armrests. “Someone shut that damn alarm off!”

      His XO barked an order at the comms officer, and the bridge was quiet a moment later. It did nothing to ease the tension, however.

      “Captain,” Bayne said, stepping onto the bridge. “What are we dealing with?”

      Hix shot around, seeming ready to bite the head off the man who dared speak to him then, until he realized that it was Bayne. He sunk into his chair a bit and waved Bayne closer. As he stepped closer, Bayne could see the pallor of Hix’s cheeks and the sweat on his brow.

      His first mission as captain, Bayne reminded himself. “What can I do?” Bayne said, quiet enough that only Hix could hear.

      “A minefield,” Hix said. “We’ve wandered into a minefield.

      “A minefield?” Bayne repeated. “Who would…” His mind drifted. Minefields were only effective defensively, but what was there to defend? Why drop a minefield in the middle of open space? “How big is it?”

      “We’re still scanning it,” Hix answered, bringing up the scanned diagram of the field on his chair’s computer. “But at this rate, it will take at least three hours to navigate around it.”

      The design was straightforward, a standard grid pattern. There was no danger now that the field’s whereabouts were known. Navy protocol dictated that ordinance specialists were required to disarm and then remove the mines. They couldn’t just blast their way through without setting off a chain reaction of explosions and disciplinary action.

      “Officer Craxul,” Hix said to his navigator. “Begin plotting a course around the field.”

      “Wait,” Bayne said. Hix furrowed his brow at the questioning of his orders on his own bridge. “Sorry, Captain, I mean no disrespect. But I think this is a stall tactic. He didn’t mean to stop us with the mines, just slow us down.”

      “Who?” Hix asked.

      “Parallax.” Bayne was unaware that his voice had risen so all could hear. The name sent the same chill through the bridge of the Esper as it did aboard the Royal Blue. “He’s on his way to Triseca Station.”

      “How could you know that?” Hix said.

      “Because I know him,” Bayne said. He stopped short of detailing just how well. “Parallax is devious and brilliant.”

      Hix rose suddenly from his chair and moved in close to Bayne so only the two captains could hear again. “I’ll ask that you stop using that name.”

      “He’s just a man, Captain Hix,” Bayne said.

      “But his reputation is enough to put the fear of the abyss in my men,” Hix replied. He stroked his chin as he considered his course. “Contact Triseca Station,” Hix ordered his XO, a woman named Valoriae. “Alert them to our status and make sure everything there is as it should be.” Then he said to Bayne, “Follow me.”

      Bayne followed Hix off the bridge, onto an elevator in the corridor just outside, to the top floor. He assured Hep that he, too, should follow despite the skeptical glances from Hix. They only spoke once they’d reached Hix’s quarters, a luxurious suite on the top floor of the ship.

      “I respect you a great deal, Captain Bayne,” Captain Hix said. “But tell me why I shouldn’t toss you in the brig for questioning me on my own bridge.”

      “I’ve had some personal experience with Parallax,” Bayne said. “We both have.” He gestured toward Hep. “We know how he thinks, and he knows how the Navy thinks. After Ore Town, he knew we’d meet with the Byers Clan to plan our approach. He knows we’ll let them take the lead.”

      Hix paced the considerable length of his cabin. It looked like an executive suite on Central. Bayne had been in one only once, the admiral’s. One of the nicest rooms he’d ever been in. This ranked up there with it. “So, assuming Parallax knows our move, knows that we’re meeting with the Byers Clan to rally our forces and attack him, you think he’d attack us preemptively? I know he has a reputation for being brash, but that’s just suicidal.”

      “It would be if he were attacking us once we’d already gathered our strength,” Bayne said. “But not if he attacked the station before we got there. Blindsided the Byers. A strike like that would be demoralizing. Shake this alliance up before it even got started.” Bayne stared at Hix’s back. “And I’m sure they would have said taking over a Byers Clan mining colony would have been suicidal too, but he did it and kept it hidden from us for who knows how long.”

      Hix stopped pacing at the edge of his bunk. He fell onto it with a heavy sigh. “So, operating under the assumption that Parallax dropped this minefield to keep us from Triseca, what do you suggest we do? It’ll take days for specialists to remove it and hours for us to navigate around. If Parallax is as smart as you claim, then he’s likely either attacking Triseca already or, at least, on his way.”

      Protocol. It ran like a robotic conscience through the mind of every good Navy officer. A lifeline at times, taking the onus off the man to make the hard decision. In this instance, it was a shackle around Hix’s legs. But Bayne had slipped free of plenty of shackles in his life.

      “I’ll clear a path,” Bayne said, fighting the urge to smile.

      Hix nearly choked on his own tongue. “Excuse me?”

      “I’ll take a spacewalk suit out and push them out of the way.”

      Captain Hix couldn’t help but laugh. “Right, so easy.”

      “Mines are set to detonate on impact,” Bayne said. “But all it takes is a gentle nudge to move them once the magnetic clamps are disabled. We disrupt the clamps on the mines that need moving and shove them out of the way. Assuming your pilot can thread the needle, we can clear a big enough path in an hour.”

      Hix rose from his bed, seeming unsteady on his feet. He wasn’t convinced, but Bayne didn’t blame him for that. The robotic voice of protocol was whispering in his ear.

      “You’re the captain of this ship,” Bayne said. “You have operational control. This is your call.”

      Bayne’s conscience, the one that routinely threw wrenches into the robotic one’s gears, whispered in his ear. It laughed at the notion that Bayne would sit back and allow Hix to order him about. It scoffed at the idea that Bayne wasn’t going to suit up regardless. It already began formulating a plan on how to sneak out of the ship.

      “All right,” Hix said. Both captains seemed surprised by his answer. “I know how I come across, especially to a Ranger captain, but I’m not afraid to think outside protocol when the situation demands it. Get to the hangar bay. I’ll call ahead and have the techs ready your suits. But I’m also calling in a disposal team should you fail.”

      “Of course,” Bayne said. “Thank you, Captain.” He tapped Hep’s shoulder, signaling him to follow.

      “I couldn’t help but notice you said we,” Hep said once they were in the corridor and on their way to the hangar bay.

      “Yeah,” Bayne said. “You’re coming with me.”
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        * * *

      

      Even their spacewalk suits were better than his. Bayne tried to take pleasure in suiting up in something that didn’t smell like day-old vomit rather than relish the pang of jealousy. He made a note to speak with Admiral Ayala about making some upgrades to the Royal Blue once he returned to Central. Then he remembered why he was here to begin with, who he was going to see. It depended on what Elvin Horus had to say.

      Assuming, that was, that he survived his walk through the minefield.

      As always, Hepzah seemed more comfortable in the situation than he let on. The boy spoke as if he were afraid of his own shadow. But given the opportunity to act, he took it as ably as any sailor. Bayne wondered if it was an act or something subconscious, whether Hep really believed that he was the cowering sheep he let on.

      Hep slipped into his suit, buckled it up tight, and paced a small circle near the airlock.

      A tech name Colston, a round woman with surprisingly nimble hands, helped Bayne into his while explaining the tech they would use to move the mines. “These are essentially the same boosters you’ve got in your suits. I’ve programmed them to accelerate at a steady interval. No jerking around, less chance of going boom in your face.” She handed a bag to Bayne and then one to Hep. It held dozens of smaller boosters.

      “Appreciated,” Bayne said.

      “Just be sure to secure them properly and keep the trajectory in mind,” Colston added. “They move, they don’t steer. Press the button on the side and you’re good to go.” She wished them both luck before opening the airlock.

      Bayne and Hep stepped inside, watching the door close after them.

      “Do you look for excuses to do this sort of thing, Captain?” Hep asked.

      Bayne smiled. “No. They just seem to find me.”
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      Stepping out into the abyss was like slipping into a warm bath. Bayne at once felt comfortable, soothed by the emptiness that swallowed him. A quick burn of their boosters and Bayne and Hep were within reach of the first line of mines. The explosives were several feet in diameter, big enough that even if they joined hands, Hep and Bayne couldn’t wrap their arms around them. They were spaced far enough apart that only two rows needed to be moved.

      Assuming neither one of them blew up.

      “Just place the thrusters and push the button,” Bayne said to Hep, trying to reassure him. “Piece of cake.”

      “Don’t know what kind of cake you eat,” Hep side, reaching into the bag of thrusters tied around his waist. “But mine doesn’t usually vaporize me if I eat it too fast.”

      “No one’s getting vaporized,” Bayne said. “We’ve got time. Just take it slow and steady.”

      A voice buzzed in their ears. “Captain Bayne,” Hix said. “I’ve just made contact with Triseca Station. They’re under attack. They’ve yet to confirm the presence of the Black Hole, but several ships known to belong to Parallax lieutenants have been identified.”

      Bayne cursed.

      “What was that about slow and steady?” Hep said, positioning the first thruster.

      Bayne positioned his. They activated them at the same time. With a steady burn, the small thrusters pushed the mines out of the way, beginning a clear path for the Esper. They moved down the line, placing the thrusters and carving a path for the ship. It was the fastest route, Bayne knew, but the slow swim from mine to mine felt like an eternity with the Esper sitting behind him and Triseca ahead him, under siege and waiting for aid. He just wanted to move, to be there, already swinging his swords.

      But haste meant death.

      Nearly fifty minutes later, Bayne placed the thruster on the last of his mines. Once this and the adjacent one were moved, the path was clear. He affixed it, checked the trajectory, and—

      A green light flashed on the side of the mine. It had been triggered. “Shit!” Bayne shouted. “Mine’s active.” He pressed the launch button on the thruster. Nothing. “And the thruster’s dead.” He fumbled for another in the sack around his waist. Even if he managed to affix a new one, this mine was going to blow up in his face. The thrusters were low power by design; it wouldn’t push the ordinance in time.

      Hep appeared at Bayne’s side, his hands planted firmly on the mine. He didn’t need to say anything for Bayne to understand the boy’s intent. Bayne followed suit, placing his hands on the mine. They both activated their boot thrusters. They pushed the mine away, following a slightly divergent trajectory from the one Hep had just launched.

      “Faster,” Bayne said, and they both let out more burn, matching each other’s power as best they could. “Cut it in three.”

      “Aye,” Hep said.

      Bayne counted down. Each second closer to the explosion that would pulverize him and Hep into paste. Guilt swirled in his gut at having the boy there next to him. Hardly old enough to have lived a life, yet one full of experiences no person should have. Should this be how it ends? In fire—the way he lived? The way they both lived.

      “Cut,” Bayne said.

      The glow of their thrusters died. The mine floated away like a snowflake in reverse, peaceful and quiet.

      Until it disappeared in a flash of heat and light and force. The impact sent Bayne and Hep soaring backward, toward the minefield.

      There was a time Bayne had considered starting a family. There was never a particular woman in the picture, just the idea of one. A mirage. But it haunted his imagination for a time. It was odd to see that mirage again as he hurtled toward death.

      Maybe it was the head trauma.

      He fought against the rising urge to vomit, struggled to see through the haze of blood floating from his nose. Hep was limp, unconscious. Bayne reached for him but was unable. Too far. Head pounding. Using the stabilizer thrusters in his gloves, Bayne spun himself around. He kicked his heels together, igniting his boot thrusters and rocketing toward Hep. He grabbed the boy just feet from the minefield.

      The mirage was gone.

      Just fire and death and a clear path forward.
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      Even the medbay. Especially the medbay. It was the singular aspect of the Esper that outshone the Royal Blue in every way.

      The ringing in Bayne’s ears had died down only slightly, but enough that he could hear the doctor ask if there was any pain in his back. There wasn’t, just the pain in his head.

      He asked about Hep. The boy hadn’t regained consciousness by the time Hix’s people brought them back on board. They had to pry Bayne’s hands off him in order to get Hep to medbay. Bayne hadn’t realized how tight he was squeezing. He relented, releasing Hep and whatever else he was holding on to.

      The Esper was underway immediately, before Bayne made it to medbay. Once he arrived, the doctor examined him.

      “Some bruising,” the doctor said, looking at Bayne’s back. “But nothing that won’t heal given time.” Then he licked his lips—which Bayne found to be an unsettling tic for a doctor—and left without a word about Hepzah.

      Once the nurses had finished poking at him and let him be, Bayne left his room in the med wing in search of Hep. He was dizzy, his equilibrium rattled. Moving about the wing took longer than he liked, and the frustration bubbling in him only made his movements clumsier. There were no other patients aside from a few nursing a stomach virus. The Esper had yet to see real combat, so its medbay floors were blood-free.

      After opening what seemed like the hundredth crisp, clean curtain, Bayne heard the muted sound of voices. They were mumbles and garbled syllables, but the tones came through clear. Tense and full of worry. Verging on combative.

      Bayne could see only one set of feet under the bottom edge of the curtain though he could make out two distinct voices. Shiny black boots. Not a scuff. A unique design, not standard issue. If he got any closer, Bayne was sure he could see his reflection in them. He inched closer, moving slowly as a means of approaching silently and not falling over when hit with a sudden wave of concussion-induced vertigo.

      The voices grew louder, more volatile. He felt like he was wandering through a minefield again. The curtain hiding the angry voices ruffled, moved by the force of their frustration. The shiny-shoed feet turned on their heels. Bayne rushed to the side, behind another curtain, and climbed into an empty patient’s bed. The click-clack of hard soles on tile faded into the distance. He peeked out from behind his curtain in time to catch barely a glimpse of someone’s back. Blue uniform. That was all he saw. Not even enough of a form to tell if it belonged to a man or woman.

      Bayne slid off the bed, the floor cold beneath his feet. The quiet was more unsettling than the hushed rage. He had only caught a glimpse of the other voice’s back, but he was sure who the second one belonged to. He brushed the curtain aside to see Hepzah lying on his bed.

      The boy didn’t seem surprised to see him. Bayne wasn’t surprised to see Hep either, but the shock at seeing Hep’s face must have shown. Half of the boy’s face was bruised, his left eye nearly swollen shut.

      “Those mines are no joke,” Hep said, attempting a smile.

      Bayne sat on the edge of Hep’s bed.

      “Could be worse,” Hep said, his legs squirming uncomfortably. “Doc said I cracked the visor of my suit with my face. A little more force and I would have lost all my oxygen. She’ll be back soon to give me a nanite injection. I’ll be healed up in no time.”

      Hep’s voice sounded unnatural, force-fed the sort of levity that came naturally to Wilco. He was trying to brush the ordeal off, get things back to normal as soon as possible.

      “I’m sorry,” Bayne said.

      The simple apology made Hep the most uncomfortable yet.

      “I put you at risk,” Bayne said. “You aren’t a member of my crew. I have no right putting you in the field. But at the moment, I trust you more than I do most members of my crew.”

      Hep’s one eyebrow creased. He looked like a cyclops. “It’s nothing.” His voice was noncommittal, flowing along the path of least resistance, hoping for one that led in the other direction.

      “Was that the doctor you were speaking with a moment ago?” Bayne asked.

      The path of least resistance ran straight into a wall. “Yeah.” Hep’s gray eyes fell and stared at his knees.

      Bayne patted the boy’s leg. “Rest up. Let those nanites do their job.” He stood and turned to leave. Stopping at the curtain, Bayne looked over his shoulder and caught Hep tensing, the relief at Bayne leaving suddenly retreating. “Strange how that mine activated. The last one. I didn’t handle it any different than any of the others. Just my bad luck, I guess. But just my good luck that you were there to help shove it out of the way. Saved my life again.”

      Hep didn’t look up from his knees.

      Bayne shuffled back to his bed. He sat on the edge of it a moment, thinking over his present and future course. Heading for Triseca, straight for what was likely a warzone. Hoping Horus was still alive to answer his questions. Hoping he was willing to answer his questions and not turn him in or kill him at the mention of the Rangers. A lot of hoping and a lot of luck.

      The uncertainty soured his belly. The doubt made him angry. He did not trip that mine. He assured himself of that. He did not like being made to second-guess his actions. But if he didn’t trip it, then who did?

      He hated unravelling two mysteries at once. The threads of each twisted together into knots.

      The one who argued with Hep was a good place to start. Lucky for Bayne, he had an eye for shoes.
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      The Esper’s war room was the one facet of the fancy ship that did not elicit a pang of envy from Bayne. It was nice, yes. It contained the most advanced tech available. It undoubtedly served its purpose. Or, rather, was just now serving its purpose for the first time. But it did so while fundamentally misunderstanding what its purpose was. War was managed on the bridge, where the captain could look his crew and enemies in the eye at the same time. This room, lit by the glow of monitors and humming with a lullaby of soft machine sounds, was as removed from war as it could be.

      It was insulation.

      Bayne walked in to no reaction. The senior officers of the Esper were frantic. Arguments erupted around an oval-shaped table, several at once. Captain Hix tried to calm them and regain some order, but his polite voice could not be heard over the chaos. Some weren’t even looking at him.

      Valoriae, the XO, stood in the shadows at the back of the room, removed from all the others, studying a monitor that looked to be a tactical layout of Triseca Station. Bayne hadn’t paid her much mind at their first meeting. Like most executive officers, she remained in the background, the main support of the captain. But he couldn’t help but notice her now. She had the build of a fighter, long and lean, nimble. She reminded Bayne of the prize fighters he’d seen in the alleys of any port he’d docked in during his Ranger days. The fights were a favorite pastime. Her jaw was set firm. Her shoulders were broad, but loose. She was steady, but not tense.

      “Are you preparing for an incursion?” Bayne asked her.

      She didn’t look away from the monitor. “Just preparing,” she said. “The captain and the council have yet to decide on a course of action.”

      “The council,” Bayne scoffed. He gestured to the yelling mass of naval officers. “I’m sure they’re doing exactly the same thing.”

      Valoriae continued studying the schematics. She zoomed in on the docking bay then scrolled along the outer sections of the station. “And that’s why I’m preparing. We’ll arrive at Triseca within the hour whether they’ve come to a decision or not.”

      “And what would you do, if the decision was yours?”

      Valoriae finally looked away from the display, her mouth still set in stone, but her eyes lighting up slightly. “Engage the enemy head on. While they are focused on our main assault, I would deploy an away team to secure the assets we came to meet. They’re the mission. The well-being of one out of two dozen Byers Clan stations is not.”

      Bayne nodded, an impressed crease in his brow. “You should yell that over all these fools.”

      “Half of them don’t want to attack at all,” Valoriae said. “Don’t want to waste the resources defending a Byers Clan asset.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “A pirate’s a pirate,” she said. “Doesn’t matter what he’s attacking. And Parallax doesn’t do anything without reason. If he’s taking the chance on such a brazen attack, then the benefits of it being successful must be enormous. I’d sooner not see him gain whatever advantage this may grant him.”

      Seemingly done trying to whisper his officers into submission, Captain Hix pounded his fist on the table.

      Valoriae made her way to the table to join the officers.

      Bayne remained along the outer rim of the room, not only because there wasn’t an open seat for him, but because he wanted to observe. This collection of officers had suddenly become something other than a means to reaching Horus. At least one among them had taken to whispering and plotting in the dark corners of the medbay.

      Hix cleared his throat. He looked embarrassed for his outburst but tried to use the respect he had garnered with it. “That’s all I’ve had of that. I understand the confusion. This was meant to be a simple task, and now we face our first combat mission as a crew against the most feared pirate in the system. It is a shock that I share, but not one that I fear. We are sailors in the United Navy. Aboard one of its most advanced ships in the galaxy.

      “There is no situation we cannot handle. I assure you, we will handle this.”

      His assurance did little. It quieted the room but did not put the officers at ease. That was plain in the way they slumped, the tilt of their shoulders, the morose shadows on their faces.

      But it was not Bayne’s place to steel another man’s crew. He folded his arms and leaned against the wall.

      “Admiral Ayala has relayed our orders,” Hix said.

      A mistake, Bayne thought. He understood the impulse to pass the responsibility up the chain, but the crew should feel like their captain was in charge when heading into battle.

      “Our mission is to engage the hostiles attacking Triseca Station,” Hix continued. “While we engage, Byers Clan security forces will focus on retaking the station from pirates who have already boarded.”

      Bayne flashed a smirk at Valoriae. “Captain,” Bayne said. “Forgive my interruption, but might I suggest an addendum to your plan?”

      Hix gritted his teeth. “I appreciate your input, Captain Bayne. But these are our orders. Aboard this ship, we follow orders.”

      Bayne felt the jab in the comment. “Of course. I’m not suggesting you disobey orders. One might think I’m actually suggesting we go above and beyond our orders.”

      A shadow fell over Hix’s face. That anger he tried to hide. The anger they all tried to hide—officers, sailors, everyone who was force-fed orders and expected to swallow, no matter the taste.

      Bayne continued when Hix didn’t voice an objection. “Dispatch an away team to board the station. A covert team can locate the VIPs and secure their evacuation much more efficiently than Byers Clan security forces. That’s why we’re here: to coordinate with Byers. If the representative dies, then all this was pointless.”

      The shadow on Hix’s face fell away, pierced with a ray of light. “Valoriae, assemble an away team and prep the jump-ship. You’ll depart as soon as we make contact.”

      “Aye, sir,” Valoriae said, standing from the table.

      “If I might be so bold as to request that I join the away team?” Bayne said.

      Hix chuckled as the shadow returned. “Granted. I believe the Esper could use a reprieve from Captain Drummond Bayne.”

      Bayne smiled and followed Valoriae. “Looks like we’ll be spending some more time together,” he said, whispering so only she could hear. “Nice boots,” he added.

      She cast him a glance over her shoulder. A mischievous look, like she’d been caught breaking a rule, a child with her hand in the cookie jar.
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      His eye was almost an eye again. He looked slightly less like a monster. “Didn’t you just apologize to me for putting me in harm’s way not more than an hour ago?” Hep pushed himself up to a sitting position on his bed.

      “I did,” Bayne answered. “I won’t make the mistake of recklessly endangering you again.”

      “But you’re making me join the boarding party?”

      “The Navy prefers to call them away teams,” Bayne said. “Semantics. The bones of any bureaucracy. You’ll be in far less danger with me and the away team than you will be aboard the Esper. Don’t tell our good captain and host, but he appears quite ineffective. If he makes it away from Triseca at all, it won’t be without casualties.”

      “If he doesn’t make it away from Triseca, then how will we?” Hep asked.

      “Let me worry about the particulars.”

      The bunkroom was empty save for the only people on board who Bayne cared to speak with. Sigurd looked to have paced a ring in the center of the floor. Delphyne was still lying on her bed.

      “Sir,” Sigurd said, stopping his march and readying his weapon. “We have orders? This place emptied out a minute ago. Rumbling about an attack.”

      “They have orders,” Bayne said. “Hix is engaging Parallax at Triseca.”

      Delphyne shot up from her bed. “Engage Parallax?”

      “Not to worry, Lieutenant,” Bayne said. “You’ll be joining me on the away team. You both will.”

      “Away team,” Delphyne repeated. “Not to worry. Right.”

      Sig bounced from foot to foot. “No worries, LT. I’ll watch your back. What’s the objective?”

      “Extraction,” Bayne said. “The Byers representative we came to meet.” He cast a sideways glance at Hepzah. “And any other VIPs we come across.” Hep’s eyes fell to the floor. “We don’t engage the enemy if we can help it. Find the targets, get out. Rep’s last-known location and other probable locations are being uploaded to your computers.”

      Delphyne swayed on her feet, like a tree being pushed in hurricane winds. “Okay, cool.”

      Bayne looked her in the eye. “Simple mission. Simple objective. You’ve done plenty of away missions before. And we’ve got Valoriae and her team backing us. Smooth sailing.”

      “So smooth,” Delphyne said. She stopped swaying, became rooted, strong. “Let’s roll out.”

      “Let’s do this!” Sigurd said.
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        * * *

      

      Valoriae’s away team consisted of five sailors, not counting Bayne and his crew. They looked as lean, lithe, and ready for action as she did. Each carried a pulse rifle, sidearm, full payload of plasma grenades, and a couple personnel mines. No stun weapons. No hesitation in their eyes. The ship may not have seen action, but Bayne had a hard time believing this bunch was green. They had some blood under their fingernails.

      Bayne’s team opted for a subtler approach—rifle, stun pistol, a couple grenades. He wanted them to move quickly. And he knew that, in the thick of the chaos, even those they were rescuing might resist out of panic. A quick stun blast took negotiating with them off the table.

      Valoriae approached, finger to her ear, receiving a message from the bridge. “We’re coming out of jump in less than three minutes. Expecting heavy resistance. Jump-ship launches as soon as we arrive. Mount up.”

      Bayne found himself sitting with that uneasy mix of excitement and anxiety that bubbled into a noxious sense of nausea. He wanted to jump out of the ship, rush through the battlefield gripping his swords, and breach Triseca Station, cutting any in half who dared stand in his way. And he wanted to ensure the safety of his team. He wanted them tucked away aboard the Royal Blue where they could enjoy a stiff drink and the sound of soft music. But there was no question which he wanted more.

      He could practically smell the metal of his blades, the positive charge that hung in the air after a blaster fight. And he ached for it. More powerfully than his guilt over dragging his crew into his personal vendetta. He allowed his sense of denial to grow and mask it all. This was a Navy operation. It would have been a Navy operation regardless of whether he intended to get aboard that station to find Elvin Horus. Someone would likely be boarding that station even if he hadn’t prodded Captain Hix to authorize it. Sailors would be dying in less than three minutes whether Bayne was there or not.

      But it wouldn’t be his people.

      No, his people were already dead. Gunned down like dogs in an alley by the United Systems. That was why he was jumping through a warzone to get on that station. That was why his crew was jumping with him. To get answers. To right so many wrongs.

      The jump-ship doors closed. Bayne took stock of the away team. Delphyne, Sig, and Hep. Add to that Valoriae and four of her people. It was a force, but not a team. Divided already between us and them. Soon to be divided even more.

      The shuttle bay doors slid open to reveal the beauty of passing stars. They looked like streaks of light cutting the black into ribbons. Long blades of celestial power. Bayne touched his hip, missing his own blades.

      “Disengage in three, two…” Valoriae announced.

      The team gripped their rifles and steadied themselves.

      “One!”

      There was a split-second when the scene froze like a painting. Dozens of Byers Clan fighters swirling about in a dogfight. Some only half there, captured in that instant when the fatal shot found its mark and the ship erupted in a flash of heat. A blink and it would be gone forever. A personnel transport en route to Triseca Station. Pockets of the station destroyed, singed, glowing from a barrage of blaster fire. A midsize cruiser, essentially a yacht that had been modified into a battleship. Minimal crew, maximum payload.

      Parallax had amassed an impressive force to wage war on Triseca. But something was missing. Parallax. The Black Hole wasn’t there.

      And then all the pieces began to move, and the painting became alive.

      The jump-ship shot out of the hangar bay and tore across the battlefield, ducking and rolling through debris and floating bodies.
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      He’d been alone for six months when he was stabbed for the first time. He was seven. There would be more stabbings before Drummond Bayne left the streets, but it was the first that left the biggest scar, both literally and figuratively. The blade stuck in the back of his shoulder and then pulled down three inches. To this day, he couldn’t lift his right arm all the way over his head.

      It wasn’t the act that scarred him. He understood the violence even at that early stage in his life. It was the perpetrator and his motives. A boy less than a year older than him, Samuel Midas had grown up next door. Drummond didn’t think themselves friends necessarily, but they were playmates when one was required and couldn’t be found elsewhere, companions when companionship was needed and they were near. They never sought the other out.

      After their street was bombed, they drew closer. Samuel was the weaker of the two. He cried for two weeks, when Dummond’s tears had dried after three days. Samuel would have wept himself to death in an alley had Drummond not pulled him along toward survival. After teaching himself to steal, Drummond taught Samuel. After teaching himself to use a blade, Drummond taught Samuel, and it was with that knife that Samuel stabbed him.

      The teenagers preyed on the younger kids. Tyler Crow was one of the more devious. He took the kids in, made them part of his gang. Made them want to be part of his gang. He offered protection, as close to a guaranteed meal as any kid was likely to find. But he made kids earn it. Drummond looked after Samuel. Kept him alive. Taught him to survive. Then Samuel stabbed him in the back and left him bleeding on a pile of trash.
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        * * *

      

      A fighter exploded just meters off the jump-ship’s bow. The force of the burst hit the jump-ship and knocked Sig off his feet. He hit his head on the wall, leaving a nasty gash in his forehead. Delphyne helped him back to his feet. Her hands came away bloody.

      “Thirty seconds!” the pilot yelled. “Make ready!”

      Bayne couldn’t tell if Sig was unsteady because of the blood running into his eyes or the rocking of the ship. He grabbed his security chief’s elbow and held him upright just the same. The away team was on its feet, locked and loaded, ready for action, though the green in Delphyne and Hep’s cheeks suggested that some were readier than others.

      “Making our approach!” the pilot yelled. She brought the jump-ship up to the hull of the station and turned so they were parallel. Once steady, Valoriae extended the walkway. It was a secure tunnel that suctioned to the hull, forming an airlock. Then two members of her team set about with torches, cutting a hole in the station.

      Within half a minute, they’d cut their way through. The section of hull fell inward with a thud. The entirety of the team filed in and formed a perimeter.

      Chaos. Sparks rained down. Fires ignited in the walls before automated suppression systems kicked on. Personnel ran screaming down the halls.

      “Guard this exit,” Valoriae ordered two of her men. “We can’t lose this exfil. The rest on me.” She made to head down the corridor toward the north.

      “XO,” Bayne said, stopping her short. “If I may?”

      Valoriae looked irritated, even under all her gear. “In our short time together, I’ve learned that you will regardless, so out with it.”

      “We’ll cover more ground if we split up,” Bayne said. “Your team can hit the rep’s last-known location. My team will move to one of the probable locations in case he isn’t there. A redundancy to ensure success.”

      Valoriae eyed him suspiciously but took no time in deciding. She wasn’t one to waste time. “Fine,” she said, though it clearly was not. “But I’m not responsible for your safety, Captain. If you aren’t with me, then you’re on your own.”

      “Understood,” Bayne said. “Good luck, XO.”

      “You too.” She led her team north.

      Bayne led Sigurd, Delphyne, and Hep south. “Heads on a swivel, team.”

      They moved through the chaotic corridors of Triseca Station like a singular organism held together not so much by training and discipline, but by tension. Sigurd was in his element.

      Delphyne had clocked as much time on an away team as any of the crew, but she never fully grew used to it. She was skilled, more capable than most in a combat situation, but she hated combat. She preferred the bridge.

      Hep was a wildcard. Bayne assumed the boy had seen plenty of action, maybe more than his crew—certainly a wider variety of hostile situations—but he couldn’t get a read on the kid. He seemed like a quivering mouse one second, and the next moment, he was saving Bayne’s life from an exploding deep-space mine.

      Regardless, Bayne was happy to have them at his back when a squad of pirates came up behind them.

      “Hostiles!” Sigurd shouted. His cry was cut short by the sudden eruption of blaster fire. By the time Bayne had spun around to face their attackers, Sigurd had already dropped one with a shot to the chest. Bayne, Hep, and Delphyne opened fire and took down another two. The remaining two ducked inside a maintenance room for cover.

      “Move,” Bayne ordered. Delphyne and Sigurd guarded the rear as they pressed forward. The pirates didn’t reemerge before the team rounded the corner, but the sound of their voices and footsteps floated after them like bats once they were out of sight.

      “They’re coming,” Sig said, daring a peek around the corner. “They’ll have backup soon.”

      “Then we need to keep moving,” Bayne said. “The checkpoint is just up this way.”

      “That’s our way out, sir,” Sig said, pointing back toward the building wave of pirates. “If they blockade this corridor, then we’re stuck. The more ground we give up now, the harder it will be to fight our way back to the jump-ship. You get the VIP. I’ll hold this position.”

      Bayne sometimes thought of his chief of security as a reckless man. The sort that knowingly put himself in danger for the thrill. Officially, he’d commented on the fact in Sig’s evaluations. It may have kept him from commendations he rightfully deserved. Unofficially, Bayne admired it. He understood it.

      The two halves of Bayne warred with each other. The captain against the Ranger. Protocol against instinct and desire. The mission against self-interest. The subordinate against the friend.

      Bayne removed what grenades he had and handed them to Sigurd. “Five minutes,” Bayne said. “Just give us five minutes.”

      “Aye, sir,” Sig said.

      Delphyne nodded at Sig and tried to smile, but the expression just looked pained.

      Bayne, Delphyne, and Hep continued down the hall. The sound of blaster fire rang out behind them.

      They soon reached the end of the corridor. It split in two, one path leading left, one right. Delphyne veered toward the right, not noticing that Bayne was headed in the other direction.

      “Sir?” she said, calling after him. “The potential VIP location is this way, sir.”

      He stopped and turned to look at her. He was tired of veiling his motivations, of making excuses, of explaining himself. He was tired of being questioned. “Follow me, Lieutenant,” was all he said. He offered no explanation, and, being a good officer, Delphyne didn’t push for one. Though, she moved with less zeal than before and her eyes darkened.

      Two pirates rounded a corner a few yards ahead of Bayne. They weren’t expecting to step into the path of opposition. Their weapons weren’t even raised. Bayne shot them both down before they had time to react. He stepped over their bodies and scanned the adjacent hallway. It was clear, so Bayne took the opportunity to relieve the dead pirates of their swords. He slid both scabbards onto one belt and fastened it around his waist.

      Delphyne’s eyes darkened further, but she said nothing.

      Hep took one of the dead pirate’s radios and scanned the frequencies. He passed over several channels of chatter before stopping on one. The conversation sounded like nonsense.

      “Code?” Bayne asked.

      Hep nodded and held up a finger, trying to focus on the conversation. It was a common practice among pirates. They often couldn’t afford the tech to scramble their frequencies, so they would speak in code instead. A captain could still reach his crew without his plans being intercepted.

      “They’ve changed it some, I think,” Hep said. “But I’ve got the gist. They’re going to blow the station.”

      Bayne knew it was Parallax’s likely objective. Beyond sending a message that the United Systems’ allies weren’t untouchable even this far into the center of the system, it made tactical sense. Shatter an alliance before it began. Prevent Central from gathering intelligence on Ore Town. Deliver a blow to the Byers Clan’s operations in the area. Take a Navy ship out in the blast. A hit to several of his enemies at once. Parallax was nothing if not economical.

      “When?” Bayne asked.

      “They just started the countdown,” Hep said. “Called all hands back to their ships for evacuation. Twenty minutes.”

      Now the debate began in Bayne’s head. The same argument he’d been having for what felt like his entire life. Which direction to go? Which path to take? That of responsible Navy Captain? Complete his mission and get his crew to safety? Or risk their lives going rogue?

      “Delphyne, rendezvous with Sigurd,” Bayne ordered. “Get back to the jump-ship and keep that exfil secured. If we aren’t back in fifteen minutes, you leave without us.”

      Her face didn’t give anything away. Bayne reckoned she was so conflicted that she just turned to stone, so many things trying to happen at once. She opened her mouth and her jaw just hung for a moment, unsure what to do. Then she said, “Aye, sir,” and ran down the hall.

      Bayne thought that might be one of the last times he saw Lieutenant Delphyne. Even should they both survive the day, he was heading down a path that he would not ask her to travel.

      “Let’s move,” Bayne said, charging down the hall. They wound through a series of corridors that eventually led to an office suite. The executive offices, to be exact. Bayne expected a heavy pirate presence but hoped the call to evacuate would have pulled them away by now.

      As usual, his hopes were for naught. Blocking the entrance to the office suites was a squad of five very hostile and anxious pirates.
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      The pirates smiled like they were in on a joke. Bayne felt left out, especially since it felt like he was part of the punchline.

      “If you gentlemen would be so kind?” Bayne gestured for them to step aside.

      They drew their blasters in response.

      Hep plucked a shield grenade from his belt and tossed it a few feet in front of them. It burst with a flash of blue light and left behind a thin energy shield. Bayne and Hep pressed against it, taking refuge from the onslaught of blaster fire. Hep plucked another grenade from his belt and threw it at the pirates. This one left behind a bloody stain. Four of the pirates scattered in time, leaving one poor soul in thousands of tiny pieces.

      Bayne charged from cover before the pirates could regroup. He dropped one with a shot to the chest and tagged another in the shoulder. Once he was in close, Bayne drew his recently-acquired swords. He impaled one with such force that he pinned him to the wall. He slashed another across the chest, painting the hallway with a spray of red.

      The pirate with the hole in his shoulder raised his blaster and managed to get Bayne in his sights, but couldn’t pull the trigger before Hep pulled his, putting a hole in the pirate’s head.

      Taking no time to regroup, Bayne opened the door to the executive office. A solitary pirate had been left inside to guard the prisoners. Bayne dispatched him with a dagger, hurled from twenty feet, that stuck firmly in the man’s throat.

      Four well-dressed civilians were huddled in a corner. And one man stood defiantly a few feet to their left. He was broad and looked uncomfortable in his three-piece suit. His bushy black beard was flecked with stray white hairs. He stood unflinching, his arms folded across his barrel chest and resting on his bulging belly.

      “Elvin Horus,” Bayne said. “You need to come with me.”

      Horus grunted. “And who in the hell might you be?” Recognition washed over his face the moment the words passed through his lips. His eyes widened, tightening the wrinkles in his cheeks. “I know you. Bayne. A Ranger. What are you doing here?”

      “I serve in the Navy now,” Bayne said. “I’ve some questions for you.”

      Horus stepped forward, seemingly to oblige, but then suddenly locked up, like he’d just remembered something else. “Questions about what?”

      “Now’s not really the time, sir,” Bayne said. “This station is rigged to blow in about fifteen minutes.”

      “Captain?” Hep said as he peeked out the suite door into the hallway. “Company.”

      One of the executives shook so hard it looked like he might crumble to dust. “They were just holding us here until a team could come collect us.”

      Bayne cursed. “How many?” he asked Hep.

      “Eight,” the boy answered. Hep closed the door and stepped away from it. “They saw the bodies. They’re taking up positions.”

      They wouldn’t wait long, Bayne reasoned. They were all running on the same clock. Fifteen minutes and it was sudden, fiery death for all. Best chance was to wait for the pirates to charge in, try to funnel them, and pick them off one at a time. It seemed like they wanted these VIPs alive, probably to ransom back to the Byers Clan, so, hopefully, they would breach with some caution. Though, they may just cut their losses, toss a grenade in the door, and pick over the bones.

      Bayne stooped down and took the rifle off the dead pirate he’d stuck in the neck. He handed it to Horus. “You still know how to use one of these?”

      Horus chuckled and took the blaster like it was a slice of chocolate cake, and he’d been on a diet for months. “Yeah, I remember.”

      “The rest of you take cover back there,” Bayne said, pointing to a block of desks near the back corner.

      Bayne, Hep, and Horus took up positions. Hep stayed by the door, ready to toss out grenades. Horus and Bayne both ducked behind an overturned desk and trained their rifles on the door.

      “This is about the Rangers, isn’t it?” Horus asked Bayne so that only he could hear.

      Bayne didn’t answer. He preferred to focus on the task of staying alive and didn’t welcome the distraction.

      “This official?” Horus asked. “How you coming at me? Navy or Ranger?”

      Bayne didn’t know how to answer that. He didn’t have a chance to, regardless. He heard movement outside. Footsteps, orders being issued, a plan coming together. And then a plan being executed. The door swung open. A tiny cannister rolled inside.

      “Concussion!” Hep yelled as he dove away from the door.

      Bayne and Horus ducked behind the desk, covering their ears and shutting their eyes. The cannister exploded with a thunderous burst of light and noise that punched Bayne in the chest. His ears thrummed. His head felt like it was being stepped on. The flash still lingered on the air when he raised his rifle and began firing. His equilibrium was off. His shots went wide, hitting the inside wall of the office suite.

      Horus didn’t fare any better. He was slow to rise, and his aim was equally affected. But as the bursts let loose from the muzzle of his blaster, he seemed to change. He seemed to shed his three-piece suit and don more familiar attire, that of a Navy captain. He bellowed a war cry, which appeared to help his aim. One of his shots struck a pirate in the shoulder as she tried to enter the room, forcing her back out.

      The volley ceased, allowing the besieged to regroup and reassess. Bayne checked himself for holes he should not have. Everything was as it should be. He checked the others. Horus had a small cut across his cheek, likely put there by shrapnel. Hep was fine. One of the VIPs, the quivering man who informed Bayne of the coming pirates, didn’t fare so well. Logic had fled him when the shooting stared. He attempted to run, having nowhere to go. He must have realized that as soon as he stepped out from behind the desks and froze in place, his mind and body warring with each other. Now, he lay in a heap, struck several times in the chest and face.

      “Won’t survive another one of those,” Horus said. “Even if they charge in here like blind monkeys, and we manage to put down half of them, they still gun down the rest of us. If time’s running out like you say, then that’ll be their next move.”

      As much as he wanted to argue the point, Bayne knew Horus was right. They needed to make a move now if they had any hope of making it back to the jump-ship in time. But they needed a miracle if that move was going to leave them alive.

      “How many grenades you have left?” Bayne asked Hep.

      “Two,” Hep answered.

      “All right,” Bayne said, resigning himself to one final, desperate move. “When I say, you throw the first. Then you—” He nodded to Horus. “—start firing high. I’ll rush out, take out as many as I can. If I go down, count to ten and throw the next grenade. Then you all charge out of here and run like hell.”

      “That’s a suicide mission,” Horus said.

      “Might be,” Bayne said. “So’s sitting here, waiting for something to happen.” He drew his swords and nodded to Hep.

      Hep plucked a grenade off his belt and counted down from three. He threw the grenade. The pirates screamed. Then the voices disappeared in the explosion. Horus stood and fired a steady stream of blaster fire into the hall. He aimed high enough that Bayne need only crouch slightly to keep his head intact, just enough to keep the pirates on the defensive. Bayne rushed out.

      The first pirate he came to, the woman Horus had hit in the shoulder, was sprawled out on the floor, her face and clothes covered in black soot. She may have already been dead, but he didn’t take the chance. He plunged his sword into her chest.

      A second pirate was reeling from the grenade. He rose to his feet, debris rolling off him like a rockslide. He noticed Bayne too late. He tried to raise his blaster, but with a quick slash of one sword, Bayne removed his hand. He brought the second sword across the pirate’s throat, turning his scream into a gurgle.

      He breathed in the cloud of dust. His lungs clogged with it, sapping his energy instantly. He turned to face the third pirate only to find him more prepared than the first two. Bayne was met with the butt of a rifle. The world went black for an indeterminate amount of time, but when it all came back, Bayne’s hands were empty, and he was looking down the barrel of that same gun.

      Dropping to his knees, Bayne found the dagger tucked in his belt. He drove it like a nail into the pirate’s foot. Then he ripped it out and, with one fluid motion, sliced it upwards through the middle of the pirate’s face.

      Bayne was dizzy now and wheezing, trying to breathe through the thick cloud of debris. He ordered his legs to move, but they proved mutinous. When he caught sight of a fourth pirate several feet out of his reach, he threw the dagger, sinking it deep into the man’s chest.

      Then it was over. Bayne was unarmed and unable to move. He couldn’t fight anymore, and there were four more pirates to cut down. He just hoped he took down enough to give the others a decent chance.

      As he watched the pirates move in, stepping over the bodies of their comrades, he wondered at Horus’s question. How was he coming at this? How was he coming at death? As a Navy officer? As a Ranger? Something else? He wished he knew. He would have liked to die knowing who he was.

      He squeezed his eyes shut as a blaster shot rang out. He mentally scanned his body, searching for the source of pain. He hoped it would be quick. A headshot. But he felt nothing. Maybe he got his wish. Maybe he was already dead.

      He opened his eyes to see a pirate drop dead, blood spilling from the hole in the back of his head. Two more shots rang out from the hallway behind the pirates. One of them fell from a hit to the chest. One was nicked in the shoulder. Then came a barrage of blaster fire. The pirates didn’t even have time to turn and face their attackers. They dropped in bloody heaps.

      Delphyne and Sigurd stepped over their bodies.
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      “All good, Captain?” Sigurd asked as he looped his arm under Bayne’s.

      “All good, Chief,” Bayne answered as he stood. “How much time?”

      “Seven minutes,” Hep answered.

      Bayne steadied himself and signaled to Sig that he was good to stand on his own. “The jump-ship?”

      “Secure,” Delphyne answered. “Most of the pirates have fled, from what we can tell. We haven’t encountered much resistance.”

      Bayne ordered them to gather up the VIPs in the office suite, which they did quickly. Then they all double-timed it back toward the jump-ship. Delphyne did not look at Bayne. He got the sense that it was intentional, that she was avoiding him. He wondered if it was her idea to disobey his orders and come back for him. Or was it Sigurd’s? Did she come along willingly? He didn’t know her to do much unwillingly. Though, that was the nature of the military. Will was not a factor. She was a loyal sailor. She would do what needed to be done to protect her captain. Bayne’s belly soured at the thought of her dying on this station out of her loyalty to him when his loyalty had only been to himself and his mission.

      Delphyne’s assessment of the threat seemed correct. They met no resistance in their trip back to the jump-ship, just a few dead bodies. They didn’t cross another living person until they reached the exfil location.

      Valoriae and her team were there waiting, maintaining a defensive position. “About time,” she said tightly. She loosened her stance, letting her eyes fall on Bayne and his company. They seemed to linger on Horus.

      “You find the VIP?” Bayne asked to keep up appearances.

      “Already on the jump-ship,” Valoriae said. “We were just about to leave without you.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t,” Bayne said, stepping toward their exit. He and his people loaded onto the jump-ship. Valoriae’s team followed.

      The shift was swift. Three shots rang out, and the group Bayne had just rescued fell dead before they could step onto the jump-ship. Bayne barely had time to process it before Valoriae’s men raised their rifles, training them on him and the others.

      The jump-ship doors closed, trapping them all inside.

      Sigurd raised his in return, placing the larger of the guards in his sights. “What’s this?”

      Valoriae’s entire constitution changed.  “You think we didn’t notice? You honestly thought you could stroll into Centel and steal classified documents without us knowing? You’ve spent too much time out in the Black.”

      Centel. Bayne’s head pounded. “Tirseer?” Bayne tried to piece it together through the concussion.

      “As soon as she knew what you stole, she knew what you were after,” Valoriae said. “She knew what you would do. That woman is like a witch sometimes, I swear. Give her a few pieces of seemingly disconnected intel, and she’ll paint you a masterpiece with them. She assumed that you had face time with Parallax during your mission at Ore Town, and she assumed that, given your history with him, he’d relay certain facts.”

      Ice froze around Bayne’s heart, making it hard for him to breathe.

      “Yeah,” Valoriae said with a smile. “We know who he is.”

      Sigurd was a rock at the edge of Bayne’s periphery. Delphyne twitched and mumbled something quietly to herself. It sounded like prayer. Hep was like a shadow, here and then gone, solid then not. Horus was a wildcard. Bayne had no idea what to expect from him. But he knew what to expect from Valoriae.

      The black operatives of Centel were ghost stories. They infiltrated governments and cartels, shedding one identity and taking on another like a hermit crab does a shell. They were ruthless, efficient, and deadly. They toppled regimes, murdering officials in ways that looked like natural causes or accidents. No one ever knew they were responsible.

      “Certain facts,” Bayne repeated. “If Tirseer knows what Parallax told me, then why am I still alive? Why not send me out the same way she did the rest of the Rangers?”

      “I don’t ask questions,” Valoriae said.

      “Sir,” Sigurd said. “If I may, what in the hell is going on right now?”

      Bayne didn’t answer him but continued speaking to Valoriae. “She’s trying to determine if her coverup is still intact.”

      Valoriae shrugged. “Like I said, I didn’t ask.”

      The jump-ship pulled away from the station.

      Bayne’s mind raced through the next few days. Interrogation. Torture. Disappearing into some black site at the edge of the system. Shot in the head and dumped into the void. Everyone on this ship would die.

      Time slowed around Bayne. He studied the situation. Looked for a way out. Thought about how he led good people to death’s door in search of answers. In search of a truth that only mattered to him.

      Then he wondered if Valoriae and her people knew how to decipher Parallax’s code, or if she intercepted his people’s message at all, because she didn’t seem concerned with the fact that the timer was about to hit zero.

      Time sped up again. A shockwave hit the jump-ship as the station exploded. Bayne compensated as best he could, knowing that the explosion was coming. He shifted his weight and managed to stay on his feet. Valoriae’s men weren’t so fortunate. The one with his rifle trained on Delphyne slammed against the wall. The other fell forward, toward Sigurd. He pulled the trigger—maybe intentionally, maybe not—but he shot Sigurd in the shoulder regardless.

      Sigurd definitely fired intentionally, obliterating the man’s face.

      Bayne planted his foot, forced himself forward, and drove his fist down into a man’s face, feeling his nose crunch against his knuckles. Blood spilled into the man’s mouth. He would have choked on it had Bayne not continued punching, smashing more bones, until the man stopped moving.

      Valoriae grabbed Delphyne by the throat, pulled her close, and stuck her gun to Delphyne’s head.

      “Stand down,” Valoriae ordered. When Bayne didn’t immediately respond, she shot Delphyne through the back of the shoulder. Delphyne screamed as her blood spread in a fine, red mist all over the front of Bayne. “Now!” Valoriae repeated.

      Bayne, Sigurd, and Horus stood still. Sigurd dropped his blaster.

      “Get us back to the Esper,” Valoriae commanded the pilot.

      The jump-ship lurched as it struggled to right itself after the shockwave.

      Bayne glanced around the jump-ship, only now noticing that they were the only ones aboard. “No VIP?”

      “Dead,” Valoriae said, pressing the barrel of her blaster to Delphyne’s temple.

      Bayne saw it on her face. “You killed him? Why? Why go through all this just to kill him? Why not just let the pirates kill him?”

      “We don’t leave things to chance.” Valoriae said. “You think it was chance that mine activated on its own?”

      A fire lit in Bayne’s gut thinking of the mine exploding at his back. Of Hep saving his life nearly at the cost of his own. “What aren’t you leaving to chance?” Bayne asked. “What does Tirseer gain by sabotaging an alliance with the Byers Clan?”

      “I didn’t ask,” Valoriae said. She smiled, and her eyes became pointed like knives. “I’ve studied you, Captain Drummond Bayne. Your time as a Ranger. Your service to the Navy. And it’s always the same with you. You don’t seem to grasp your place. You don’t understand the limitations.”

      “Of what?”

      “Of life,” Valoriae said. “There are limitations on everything. You do what you do, and you should be happy with that. But you never have been. You’re always looking beyond your scope, unsure of who you are and your place in it all. Never content to just sail your ship.”

      “Because there always seems to be someone else’s hand on the rudder,” Bayne said.

      Valoriae laughed. “Can’t deny that. But, again, that’s life. The freedom you seek doesn’t exist.”

      Bayne glanced out the window again. The dogfight was over. Parallax’s forces had pulled out. Triseca Station was a debris field surrounded by the carcasses of a few dozen dead ships. Dead Navy sailors. Dead pirates. Dead Byers Clan. All those dead, and Bayne wasn’t sure why.

      “Patch me through to Centel,” Valoriae said to the pilot. She relayed the situation to her superiors. Drummond Bayne and Elvin Horus were in custody. She was docking with Esper now and would escort them back as soon as possible.

      And with that, Bayne was a prisoner. All the illusions of freedom died. He had committed treason several times over. His actions on Ore Town. Letting Parallax go. Stealing classified information. Going rogue on Triseca Station. But none of that mattered. He should have died a long time ago with his brothers and sisters. He should have died a Ranger. He wouldn’t even die a Navy captain now. He’d hang as a traitor.
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      The jump-ship docked with the Esper. Valoriae’s gun never broke from Delphyne’s head. The lieutenant had refused to look at Bayne since they parted ways in the hall on Triseca. Even after she and Sigurd came to Bayne’s rescue, she would not look at him. Because Bayne made her question everything she believed in. She disobeyed her captain’s orders to save his life. She obeyed her captain’s orders when she suspected those orders were treasonous. He had forced her to choose between loyalties.

      He did to her what Parallax, what Alexander Kyte, had done to him.

      But she looked at him now. Because with a gun to her head, she still looked to her captain for safety. Because that was what a captain was meant to do: protect his crew. Whether she truly believed that was still his purpose or whether it was just instinct, Bayne couldn’t tell. But it broke his heart to see that longing still in her eyes.

      As the jump-ship powered down, the pilot stood and drew his sidearm. He pointed it at the side of Sigurd’s head. The landing platform opened. Valoriae escorted Bayne, Sigurd, Delphyne, Hep, and Horus off the jump-ship, into an uncertain future.

      Captain Hix was there to greet them. His face was contorted as he tried to piece together the disjointed details of the scene before him. “XO, what is this?”

      Valoriae stepped around her prisoners, leaving the pilot to keep them contained at blaster point. “Captain Hix, I’m afraid the details of my mission are classified.”

      Hix looked dumbstruck. “Classified? What the hell does that mean? I assigned you your mission to locate and retrieve a Byers Clan representative. Is this him?” Hix pointed to Horus.

      “Sir,” Valoriae said. “This man’s identity is classified. All I can tell you is that he and the others are to remain in my custody until we return to Central. If you must, you can contact Colonel Tirseer of Centel for details.”

      Understanding slowly untangled the features of Hix’s face. “Tirseer.” Hix said the name like it was cursed. “I see.” A flurry of emotions flashed over Hix’s face. Disappointment, frustration, hurt, anger. But they seemed skin-deep, like a mask hiding his true feelings. Bayne wondered if that was how Delphyne felt. The total upheaval of her world, wholeheartedly believing she was serving one purpose while blindly serving another. Then Bayne realized it was how he felt when Parallax took his mask off and told him what happened to the Rangers.

      Deceit on all sides.

      “Well,” Hix said. “I suppose you will need a place to detain them. We’ve taken some prisoners from Triseca, so the brig is nearly at capacity. I can make my personal suite available to you. It is the only private place on the ship right now.”

      Valoriae nodded. She didn’t seem to take the same delight in lording her black operative status over Hix as she did with Bayne. Perhaps she genuinely respected him.

      Hix escorted them personally to his suite, respecting the clandestine nature of Valoriae’s mission and choosing not to inform any of his crew. He would fit right in among the Navy elite. So quickly able to separate himself into two halves, the man and the officer. He could stow the man when his emotions threatened his work as an officer. Bayne almost envied him.

      The outer door to Hix’s suite was secured with a biometric scanner. He pressed his hand to it. It flashed red and then green, and the lock on the door clicked open. Hix stepped inside first and held the door open for his guests. A woman he trusted implicitly who had deceived him and several others being escorted at gunpoint, and Hix still treated them like guests.

      “This way,” Hix said, leading them further into his suite. They passed through a foyer and entered a living area complete with couch and television, a coffee table, and a desk tucked against the wall. It was an apartment, something Bayne would have been comfortable living in, unlike the single room he had on the Royal Blue.

      “Make yourself comfortable, XO,” Hix told Valoriae, “or whoever you are. If you don’t mind, it’s been a long day. I’m just going to change before heading back to the bridge.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Valoriae said.

      Hix looked pained. That skin-deep look, something disingenuous about it. “No need to be so formal, Val. I’m not your captain. Your allegiance is to Intelligence.” He loosened his collar, opening his shirt enough to see his white tank top and collarbone.

      Valoriae stiffened. “My allegiance is to the United Systems. I do my job same as you, sir.”

      Hix chuckled. It seemed like the first genuine reaction he’d had since Bayne arrived on board. “The classic excuse.” He pulled his tie free, like pulling a snake from around his neck. His collar fell open further, revealing the beginnings of a tattoo on his chest. “I’ve made it myself. Every person who has ever done anything they wished they hadn’t has made that excuse. They use the leash around their neck as a lifeline.” The uptight congeniality faded from Hix’s voice.

      “I had orders, sir,” Valoriae said. “I serve someone higher than you.”

      Hix’s chuckle deepened and became a full-throated laugh. “I should hope so.”

      Bayne noticed the twitch of Hix’s shoulder too late. The small flicker of muscle that seemed so out of place in the moment.

      Hix drew his sidearm and put a hole in the pilot’s head. He caught Valoriae in his sights before she had time to react.

      Valoriae’s face was stone.

      “I’ve always known who you serve,” Hix said. “That’s why I requested you as my XO, to keep Centel close. I am one of many who was tasked with finding proof of the truth. Nothing shatters empires like the truth.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” Valoriae still held her gun, though it hung low at her hip.

      Hix cocked his head to the side. “I believe you, Val. I don’t think you know anything about it. But he does.” He pointed to Horus. “Former Navy officer. Current Byers stooge. He’ll do.”

      “Who are you?” Valoriae asked.

      Hix pulled his shirt collar open to fully reveal his tattoo: a black vortex. “A free man.” He shot Valoriae in the face, splattering Bayne with her blood and brains.

      Bayne froze. Delphyne nearly convulsed, tensing so much that she was incapable of releasing the scream in her throat. Sigurd’s hands shook, aching for a gun to hold, but unsure what they would do if they had one. Hep never flinched.

      “Apologies,” Hix said, gesturing to the mess all over Bayne.

      Questions swirled in Bayne’s mind. He didn’t know where anyone’s loyalty lay, including his own. He barely had time to register that Valoriae was an agent of Colonel Tirseer’s before he was covered in her blood. Now the uptight captain for whom he’d felt pangs of jealousy, thinking him favored by Admiral Ayala, was revealed to be a traitor. A pirate.

      Hix lowered his gun. He opened a drawer on his desk and pulled out a bottle of black rum. He pulled the cork free and took a long pull straight from the bottle. Then he held it out to Bayne. When Bayne didn’t take it, Hix said, “It’s been a long day. And your days are only going to get longer from here. Have a drink.”

      Bayne took the bottle and drank. He swallowed a mouthful, felt the burn all the way down to his belly. He looked at Valoriae, at what used to be her face, then he took another drink. He made to hand the bottle back, but Hix insisted Bayne pass it to the rest of his crew.

      Sigurd drank. Hep sipped. Horus gulped. Delphyne took the bottle but refused to drink.

      Bayne knew that she didn’t drink. Even on leave, she didn’t touch alcohol. He’d read her personnel file. Her father was a Navy man, tracked for a captainship, maybe even a senior position. But he lost all that in a bottle.

      “Go on,” Hix insisted, his gun raising ever so slightly.

      She put the bottle to her lips. The disgust showed on her face like a day-old bruise. She coughed as she swallowed.

      Hix smiled at her as he took the bottle back. “Good. It’s only proper to share a toast with those with whom you’ve run afoul of the law. Brotherhood of rogues and all that.”

      “We haven’t run afoul of anything,” Sigurd said, his jaw clenched and voice tight.

      Hix took another swallow of rum. “Oh, but haven’t you? Your captain certainly has. Breaking protocol like it was a dinnerplate. Unauthorized engagements with the enemy. Meeting with the most wanted man in the system without proper clearances. Failing to even report it to his superiors. One might think they were in cahoots.”

      A shadow fell over Sigurd’s face, a shadow he then cast over Bayne.

      “Even if that’s true,” Delpyne said, “breaking protocol is an infraction of Navy standards. It’s not the same as breaking the law.”

      Hix laughed. “The bureaucracy’s lucky to have you,” he told Delphyne. “Maybe you’re right. But I dare say murder is a mite more than an infraction of standards.” He gestured to Valoriae’s body. “I hear Central Intelligence does not take kindly to losing one of their own. I wager Colonel Tirseer will want to have a few words with you.”

      “You talk like we killed her,” Sigurd said.

      “In the eyes of everyone outside this room, you did.” Hix drank again.

      Bayne struggled to remain still, to keep from lunging forward and shoving his thumbs into Hix’s eyes. “What do you want?” Bayne asked him.

      “Nothing,” Hix said.

      “Must be a reason you’re doing this,” Bayne said. “Framing us for what, conspiring with Parallax?”

      Hix turned his back to them as he walked and sat at his desk. The man’s arrogance set Bayne’s blood on fire. “Just imagine how people will react when they find out that the Navy has been infiltrated by agents of Parallax. A well-respected captain, his crew, all pirates in sailors’ clothes. The betrayal. The mistrust.” His smile was cold and winding, like a broken winter road. He was a completely different man now, no sign of the man Bayne thought he knew.

      “No one will believe any of this,” Bayne said. “It’s a fiction and easily seen as such.”

      Hix shook his head. “If I’d simply woven this story out of nothing, then, yes, it would easily unravel. But when Tirseer has evidence of you meeting with Parallax and lying about it to the council, of taking two former members of his crew aboard your ship, of using one of those pirates to steal classified information, and then forging a reason to come here, to Triseca, to kidnap Captain Horus, one of the few men who can implicate the council in a vile act of mass murder against those who served it valiantly against the warlords, and the subsequent coverup… Well, those are all some very sturdy threads.”

      Bayne felt those threads wrapping around his neck and knitting into a noose. His every action since meeting Parallax in that ship graveyard seemed to have been either predicted or planned for by the pirate. Bayne thought he was cutting through a forest, but he was walking along a neatly-trimmed path the entire time.

      “Now,” Hix said after swallowing another gulp of rum. “You really must be going. There is a shuttle waiting for you in the hangar bay, which you will be stealing for your escape.”

      “And where are we supposed to go?” Sigurd asked. “How long are we going to last on a shuttle out here after you’ve set the whole of the Navy on us?”

      Hix’s communicator rang, and a bridge officer’s voice came through. “The Royal Blue is approaching, Captain.”

      “I took the liberty of arranging transportation,” Hix said to Bayne. Then he spoke into his comm. “Prepare to acquire a target lock,” Hix answered. “Those traitors cannot be allowed to escape.” He ended the communication and looked to Bayne. “Good-bye, Captain. Until we meet again.”

      There was nothing Bayne could say that would adequately convey his disdain for the man. There was nothing he could say at all. His mind was twisted in knots. His tongue died in his mouth. So, silently, he turned from Hix and ran out the door.

      The others followed, but Delphyne lingered a moment. She cast Hix a look like one a farmer does to a fox that just raided his henhouse. He upset the peace. He killed her livelihood. And he would turn her into killer. For the farmer has no choice but to kill the fox.

      She cast Bayne that very same look when they entered the hangar bay. Colston was there waiting for them. She directed them to the shuttle in the same manner with which she directed them before their spacewalk. Bayne wondered which Hix she served. Was she just a loyal sailor, or a pirate? How deep did this infiltration go?

      They climbed aboard the shuttle. Delphyne took the helm without being instructed to do so. Colston opened the hangar bay doors, and they were off. The first steps of their new lives as fugitives.
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      “Mao, this is Captain Bayne, do you copy?” The chaos of Triseca Station was fading away behind them. Delphyne piloted the shuttle toward the Royal Blue’s projected jump point considering their approach vector. But they had yet to make contact.

      “Captain?” a familiar, stern voice came over the comm.

      The sound of a friend cut the tension in the shuttle. “Thank god,” Bayne uttered. “Come get us, XO.”

      “Closing in on your location, sir.”

      The shuttle docked with the Blue two minutes later. Delphyne was correct in her prediction as to where the ship would emerge from jump.

      As soon as they were aboard, Bayne contacted Mao on the bridge. “Get us out of here, Mao. Take us out to the Deep.”

      Mao answered in a frantic tone. “Sir, the Esper just acquired a target lock.”

      “Just go, Mao,” Bayne answered. “They won’t fire. Meet me in my quarters once we’re clear, and I’ll explain everything.”

      They jumped clear, leaving their lives among the rubble.
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      Two glasses, each with a generous pour of black rum, sat on the table between Mao and Bayne. They remained untouched as Bayne told Mao everything. The truth about Parallax and Ore Town. What the Navy did to the Rangers. Bayne’s actions on Central and his reason for going to Triseca.

      They remained untouched even as Bayne told Mao about Valoriae and Tirseer’s efforts to maintain the coverup. And about Hix and a potential pirate invasion of the Navy. They remained untouched as Bayne told Mao about Hix killing Valoriae and framing him for it, for using the circumstances to insinuate that Bayne and the entire crew of the Blue were secretly Parallax operatives.

      Once he was finished telling his story, Bayne picked up his glass. He gestured for Mao to do the same.

      “I do not drink while on duty,” Mao said, his chin pointed proudly to the air.

      Bayne sighed as he pushed the glass toward Mao. “You aren’t on duty anymore, Taliesin. None of us are. We’re fugitives. In the eyes of the Navy, we’re no different than pirates. No, we’re worse. We’re traitors. Deserters.”

      Mao eyed the glass. Bayne could see the struggle written on his friend’s face. With a heavy hand, Mao took up the glass, touched it to Bayne’s, and drank. “What is our next move, then?” Mao set the glass down and gestured for Bayne to pour another. “Whether we clear our names or not, Parallax must be stopped.”

      Or Tirseer does, Bayne thought but didn’t say. Or both. He didn’t know who his enemy was anymore.

      “Haven’t thought that far ahead,” Bayne said as he filled their glasses. “We need to get out into the Black. Get some space so I can think.”

      “And how will you tell the crew?” Mao sipped his fresh drink, savoring the flavor, remembering how sweet it was. “What will you tell them? They signed up to be sailors. What are they now?”

      Bayne swallowed his glass in one gulp. “No idea. I have no stars-be-damned idea what I’m going to tell anyone.” He slammed his glass down harder than intended. “I’ll sort it out. I just need to get out into the Black.”

      Mao stood. He straightened his jacket. Always intent on a crisp uniform. “Then I will chart a course for the most remote location in our computer.” He nodded and left.

      The obedience cut Bayne like a razor. A quick and unexpected nick that bled like hell. He would sort it out soon. Once he had space. He would figure it out. Set everything right.

      But there was one thing he needed to do first.
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        * * *

      

      Hepzah had his knees pulled tight to his chest. He sat on the observation deck, purposefully alone. Though he didn’t object to Bayne’s presence.

      “I’ve been looking for you,” Bayne said.

      “Figured you would be,” Hepzah said.

      Bayne sat next to him. They didn’t look at each other directly but caught glimpses of the other in the reflection of window. The stars pocked their ghostly faces, making them look celestial, like they were part of the cosmos.

      “How long?” Bayne said. “How long you been working for Tirseer?”

      Hep sucked in a breath, like he’d been punched in the gut. “A year. An operative infiltrated Parallax’s operation. Got to know me. Told me he’d gut Wilco if I didn’t feed him intel.”

      “The mine?” Bayne’s jaw tightened. He couldn’t separate his teeth.

      “I was supposed to let you die.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      Hep was quiet a while as he watched the stars. When he finally spoke, he sounded like he’d fallen back in time. He sounded like a child. “I was orphaned during the war but not how you think. My dad was a Ranger. His ship went down, and the Navy didn’t even so much as knock on my mom’s door to deliver the news. They sent a letter. We didn’t have anything without him. Mom died a bit later. Just gave up.” Hep looked at Bayne for the first time. “I know what they did to the Rangers after the war. I heard Parallax talk about it.”

      They looked out the window again, at their faces and the stories the stars wrote across them.

      “Sounds like you’ve got a decision to make,” Bayne said. “Same one I need to make. About what course to set down.” He stood. “We’re heading out to the Deep Black. We’ll make our choices there.”

      Bayne patted Hep on the shoulder and returned to his cabin.

      He may not have known what course he was setting down, but he knew, at least for now, how he was coming at the decision. He removed his jacket. The medals clanked as he dropped it on the floor. He kicked open the chest under his bunk. The dual swords were a welcome weight on his hips.

      He was a free man.
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      The bobber drifted atop the water, a lazy piece of plastic whose sole purpose was to float and be still. Most of the time. A few seconds every hour or so, it would move. But, mostly, its only job was to let you know where it was. Remind you that everything was just how it was the moment prior, and the moment prior to that, and every moment since you tied it to a line and dropped it in the lake.

      Drummond Bayne found staring at that ball of plastic more rewarding than hooking a fish. It was the meditation, not the sport, that he enjoyed. Looking out over the water, contemplating on the nature of inanimate objects. When his line finally jerked, he considered it an interruption.

      But he reeled it in just the same. Whether sport was the goal or not, one didn’t waste a good catch, or pass on the opportunity to have fresh fish for dinner.

      Bayne dropped the fish, a trout, into his basket along with the others, more than a dozen in all. It had been an afternoon full of interruption.

      He put new bait on his hook and cast his line. It plunked into the water, breaking the mirrored surface of the lake into an endless ring of ripples, and sank, leaving the bobber to do its job. Bayne fell into a stillness as he watched it.

      Until, like a hook hitting the water, a man broke Bayne’s peace.

      “You deaf? I said drop the rod.”

      The bobber held Bayne’s attention, commanded it. “I heard you,” Bayne said.

      “Then I’ll give you ‘til three to do as I say ‘fore I put two holes in you.” The man inched forward, crossing slightly into Bayne’s periphery.

      Bayne could feel a blaster on him, like a bug crawling up his neck. A faint tickle that he wanted to scratch. The bobber didn’t move. No disturbances. Nothing happening that should not be happening.

      “Goddammit,” the man cursed, inching closer. “Hell’s the matter with you?”

      Bayne gave a spin on the reel. “Just fishing.”

      The man gave a tense, uncomfortable laugh. “You’re voided, man. The Deep Black done sucked all sense out of your head.”

      A little pressure on the line. Nothing constituting an interruption, but something worth noting. Bayne could see most of the man now without turning to look at him. He was still in a spacewalk suit. His ship must still be in orbit, cloaked. He had probably dropped down in a shuttle, which meant there were more of his kind about—maybe more planet-side, but definitely more in his ship. But his suit was haggard, patched together one too many times. His crew would be small. His ship would be a midsize cruiser, not built for the Deep Black but modified enough to make do.

      “That could be,” Bayne said. “Been out in it a while.”

      “Yeah, I know all about it,” the man said. “The dossier on you ain’t light for detail. Navy wants you real bad.”

      Bayne felt a tug on his line. He’d hooked something, but it was best to let it sit a moment. Get too excited and start yanking on it, and he was bound to lose his catch. Let the hook work its way in first.

      “That they do,” Bayne said, still looking out over the lake. “What’s that dossier give you as far as their reason?”

      “Don’t much care,” the man said. “That much money, reasons don’t matter.” He moved toward the water, circling around in front of Bayne. A foolish move, one done out of curiosity, not necessity or strategy. He claimed not to care for reasons, and that was probably true, but he wanted to see what kind of man warranted such a bounty.

      “I don’t suppose they do.” The bobber ducked below the surface for a moment then returned like nothing had happened. “Money like that doesn’t draw out men of principle. Money is the principle. The driving force for all of this, I think. I fear it is, anyway. It often tends to be. I can tell you honestly that it will break my heart if that proves true.”

      The man spit out broken fragments of a laugh. “Stuff your heartbreak back in your chest. This ain’t therapy. Sounds like you got things you need to confess. I ain’t a priest or a judge. Save it for Central. You can find one of each there and cry to them all you like.” He spoke into a wrist-mounted comm. “I found him. Wasn’t worth the prep. Just a sad sack on the beach. Come pick us up.”

      Bayne sighed. “I’ve known my fill of men like you. Opportunistic. Self-serving. Was a time I believed that philosophy was worth dying for, ironic as that sounds.”

      “Shut up,” the man ordered.

      Bayne could see the blaster in the man’s hand now. A standard pistol. Looked to be Navy issue. This man may have been a sailor once. Or just took it off a dead one. “Not so sure what I believe anymore. Not sure it even matters. There’s what I believe and what I can do.”

      The man’s fingers tightened around the handle of his blaster. “I said shut up.”

      “I believe I’m obligated toward the latter, regardless of the former.”

      The battery pack on the man’s blaster whined with the half-squeeze of the trigger. “Man, if you don’t shut your mouth—”

      “That just feels so empty,” Bayne said. The bobber disappeared below the surface again. It didn’t return. “All I really want to do is fish.” He cranked on the reel and yanked back on the pole. A trout broke the surface of the lake, flopping and thrashing through the air.

      The man turned his gaze toward the fish, only for a second.

      Bayne dropped the pole in that second, drew his blaster, and put two smoking holes in the man’s chest. The man dropped dead. Bayne returned his attention to his rod. He reeled the fish in, grabbed it, and dropped in his bucket with the rest.

      Then he cast his line again.

      As much as he loved this place, it wasn’t lost on Bayne that Backwater was an illusion. A moon in the outer reaches of the Deep Black, some industrious explorers had terraformed it generations ago. Part of the dream of colonizing the Deep Black, spreading the influence the Byers Clan or United Systems or whoever held the reins at the time. The dream was always the same, only the people driving it changed.

      Backwater was abandoned in the first decade. It was too far out, too far from supply lines and support. Too secluded. And that was why pirates loved it. They used it as a way station, a place to rest and relax, stash their loot, meet buyers. Before Bayne and the Royal Blue drove them all off. There were few left who knew about Backwater, either pirate or Navy. Bayne had never charted it. Never reported it to Central. He liked the idea of there being one place in the galaxy that was left untouched, wild.

      But it was only wild because it had been touched. Backwater should have been desolate.

      Now, he needed there to be a place like that. Not so he could hide, but so he had a reason to keep going.

      The wind was warm and carried the scent of a storm. Electricity on the air. A ship landed fifty meters up shore, in the clearing between the ridge of boulders and the tree line. Exactly where he thought it would. A midsize cruiser. Exactly what he thought it would be. A junker, made to function in the Deep, but just barely. The thrusters were the bare minimum capacity suggested for making jumps out here. A fraction less power, and you risked running out of fuel lightyears from any refueling station, left to drift until you either starved or suffocated.

      The hull looked like it was welded together with napalm. But it had managed to get to Backwater, which meant it had what it took to survive the Deep for at least a little while. And a little while at a time was all Bayne could focus on right now.

      The hiss of depressurization likely scared the fish away, which Bayne didn’t mind. No more interruptions. Several sets of feet marched down the ramp, moving with expediency and a lack of discipline. Their voices came through the comm on the dead man’s wrist.

      “Murph, where you at?” a gravelly voice said. “We’re at your coordinates.”

      They would spot Bayne momentarily. They always looked out over the water first. It drew their gaze like it had its own gravity. Then their eyes drifted to the shore and found him, like a hermit sitting on a log. They would move on him, likely leaving no one to guard the ship because, like most scavengers and hunters who ventured this far out, they were undisciplined and stupid.

      Once they moved twenty meters from their ship, it would be all over. Bayne would tug the line out of the water and drop them in his bucket.

      And that was exactly what happened.

      “There,” one of the newcomers said. They moved like a herd of deer scattered by a gunshot.

      Ten meters. Fifteen. Twenty…

      “Don’t move!” Wilco shouted. He stepped out of a thicket of trees between them and Bayne, cutting off their path forward.

      They laughed at the sight of the sixteen-year-old boy holding a blaster on the two of them. They stopped when Sigurd, Hepzah, and a team of three others appeared behind them, cutting them off from their ship.

      “I’ll thank you to drop those guns,” Wilco said.

      The men took him more seriously with the backing of a trained away team. They dropped their weapons. Wilco held the men while Sigurd and the rest of the team swept the interior of their ship.

      Sigurd emerged minutes later with his team, minus Hep. Sig walked past the men to Bayne.

      “Ship’s clear, sir,” Sig said.

      Bayne turned from the lake for the first time. He wished he hadn’t. He’d rather look out on the water and its unchanging surface than Sig’s face. Once youthful, joy bubbling beneath eyes that had seen the worst in people. He was always fidgeting, jumping at the chance to act, to move, to do. He was a terrible fit for a tour in the Deep now that Bayne thought about it. But his presence always set Bayne at ease.

      Now, looking on Sigurd’s tight expression, rarely ever cracking into that jovial smile, Bayne would sooner be nowhere near him. He only reminded Bayne of things he’d rather forget.

      “Hep’s cataloguing the inventory,” Sig said. He turned and marched back toward the men without word from Bayne.

      “Inventory?” one of the men said. “You mean the stuff on my ship. My stuff.”

      Bayne propped his pole against a rock, wedging it between the rock and the ground so it wouldn’t be dragged into the lake if he hooked a fish. He stood and faced the man. “I’ll be commandeering your stuff.”

      “Commandeering.” The man laughed. “You ain’t Navy no more. It’s just called stealing now.”

      Bayne looked at his hands. He looked at Sig, whose eyes fell to the dirt. “I’ll be stealing your stuff, then.”

      “Over my dead body—”

      The man’s voice ended in an abrupt and explosive flash.

      Smoke wafted from the barrel of Wilco’s blaster. Sigurd didn’t even flinch anymore.

      The other two bounty hunters froze solid, now standing over the dead bodies of two of their comrades.

      Bayne picked his belt up from a nearby stump. He tied it around his waist. The two blades—one black, one blue—hung on his hips. He lifted his holster off the limb of a small tree and looped it over his shoulder, so it draped across his chest, his dual pistols resting over his heart.

      He drew the black blade, the one Parallax called Malevolence. “Who put up the bounty?” They said nothing. They likely couldn’t if they wanted to, their jaws clenched so tight. Bayne put the tip of his blade to one the men’s cheek. He pressed, the slightest pressure, and blood beaded.

      The man winced but didn’t answer.

      With a seemingly effortless flick of his wrist, Bayne drew the point across the man’s cheek, carving a deep gash and splattering the ground with blood. The man dropped to his knees, screaming.

      Bayne pressed the tip of Malevolence to the second man’s chest. “Who put up the bounty?”

      The man squirmed, tripping over his words until he was finally able to spit some out. “Broker. Came through a broker.”

      Bayne pressed his sword harder into the man’s chest, cutting through layers of spacewalk suit with ease.

      “A middleman,” the bounty hunter. “Guy based on Teo, dumpy little station in the Black, near the Rigor Cluster.”

      Wilco sucked in through his teeth. “I know the place. Really is a dump.”

      “The broker’s name,” Bayne said.

      “Goes by Abbaghast. All I know.” He put out his hands like he was under arrest.

      Bayne shoved his sword through the man’s chest. Blood pooled in his mouth and trickled down his lip. Malevolence sang as Bayne pulled it from the man’s body.

      Hep emerged from the ship as the man hit the ground. He was the only one to give the dead a second look. He walked around them when the others stepped over them like they were logs or rocks or bags of garbage. He stood at Bayne’s side and read off a list of items he found aboard the hunters’ ship that could prove useful—foodstuffs, weapons and ammo, tech that could be broken down for parts or repurposed.

      “Take it all,” Bayne said. Hep made for the ship. As Wilco began to follow, Bayne gestured to the bodies. He didn’t say anything, but it was known what he wanted.

      Wilco stooped by each body like a vulture and picked them clean. Weapons and spacewalk suits. He threw them in a pile to be collected later.

      Bayne returned to his fishing pole. “Take your time,” he said, though the crew were already at work and out of earshot. “Could do without any interruptions for a while.”
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      The bridge was quiet. As it had been for weeks. Ironically, the quiet meant more work for Taliesin Mao. Typically one to appreciate solitude and the focus on duty, both had been wearing on him as of late.

      Unless they were in flight, Mao was the only one on the bridge. He was not ordered so, but he was not comfortable leaving the bridge unoccupied. A Navy ship’s bridge must always have at least one officer present.

      But, then, the Royal Blue was no longer a Navy ship. And he was no longer a naval officer. It would take him more than a few weeks to accept that as truth. If he ever did.

      Even if it weren’t for his attachment to Navy protocol, Mao would have found it unpleasant leaving the bridge. He knew this place. Regardless of the banner under which he sailed, keeping the ship sailing required the same things. They never changed. Everything on the ship had. Everything off the bridge was different.

      Their reasons for sailing. Their approach to conflict. Their relationship to every governing body in the galaxy. Their relationships to each other. All drastically different than they were a month ago.

      Their captain. Perhaps he had changed most of all. Or maybe he hadn’t. Maybe he was the same man he’d always been and was only now letting it show. That thought bothered Mao most of all. The thought that nothing had changed, that he was only now seeing things for how they’d always been.

      “Mao,” a voice said over the general comm. Sigurd. “Pop the cargo bay.”

      “It went…well, then?” That description for what just happened made him ill, but he had no other words for it. It was a success as far as achieving their intended goals of gathering supplies and information. But it hollowed them out a little each time.

      “Just pop the hatch,” Sigurd said.

      He did, then watched over the monitors as the supplies were loaded. His stomach lurched when he saw Wilco carrying what looked like several spacewalk suits.

      The captain walked in after everything was loaded, that damnable fishing rod slung over his shoulder, like he was on vacation. Mao shut off the monitors. He fell into his chair, the one that used to be reserved for Executive Officer Taliesin Mao and now belonged to just Mao. Fugitive from justice Mao. Pirate Mao.

      The comm hissed with static as it activated. A voice equally disjointed came through. “Captain about?” Elvin Horus. Former Navy captain. Former Byers Clan employee. Current drunk and Royal Blue crewman.

      “He just boarded,” Mao answered.

      “Good. I got some things need saying.”

      Mao sighed. “About?”

      “Huh? Oh, that mission he sent me on. So, a mission report, then. Tell him I got one of those. On my way back now.”

      Mao buried his face in his hands and ended the call. He looked up when Hep stormed on to the bridge and slammed a box of parts on the deck. “Something the matter?”

      Hep thought he was alone. He jumped at the sound of an unexpected voice. “No.”

      Mao pushed himself out of chair. “How many this time?”

      Hep stared at the box full of broken tech and random parts. “Three.”

      Mao was not a religious man. He never had been, even in childhood. His parents were atheists who worshipped science and logic. If he knew a prayer, he would have said it. Not for those three men, he knew what sort they were, but for those that had a hand in killing them. For those who grew used to killing with every passing day. For the young ones.

      But he knew no prayers and was not gifted in comforting, so he clapped Hep on the back and changed the subject. “What is this?” He pointed to the box.

      Hep tapped the box with his foot, not quite hard enough to be considered a kick. “Everything I could cannibalize from the bounty hunters’ ship. Some pieces from their navigation monitors. Took their comm array apart. Captain wants me to reconfigure ours again in case the Navy’s gotten our signal.” He rubbed his left temple with his thumb. “She showed me how to do it one time. Not like I’m any kind of expert. It’d be a lot easier if she were here.”

      Mao sighed, a release of pressure that suddenly built inside him. “A lot of things would be easier if she was here.”

      Mao’s personal comm rang. “Any word?” Bayne had become increasingly terse over the previous weeks. It left Mao to interpret much of what the captain was saying by assuming the things he wasn’t saying.

      “Horus is on his way back,” Mao said. “He has a mission report.”

      “Let me know when he lands,” Bayne said. The line went dead.
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      The stench of rum preceded Horus by several meters. Mao smelled him coming before he rounded the corner in the corridor and stepped onto the bridge. “What’sa good word?”

      Mao looked at him through narrowed, judgmental eyes. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Means what it means,” Horus said with a belch.

      Mao shook his head.

      Bayne entered the bridge, trailed closely by Wilco, then Sig a bit further behind. The order didn’t please Mao. Sig distancing himself was understandable. It was Wilco’s closeness that bothered him.

      Hep was sitting in the navigator’s chair, one of the many duties he’d taken on in the past few weeks. He was a quick study. His time as a pirate troubled Mao initially, but it was now proving useful. He was knowledgeable of ships and familiar with their systems, if not versed in how to use them. His background allowed him to pick it up quickly, and he was always eager to learn more.

      Wilco never seemed eager to do anything other than fight. If Hep was becoming more a sailor, Wilco was becoming more a pirate, relishing the opportunities where his tendency toward violence made him an asset.

      “Let’s hear it,” Bayne said.

      After a stretch of silence, Horus looked around at the eager faces, waiting for someone to speak. “Well? Out with it,” Horus finally said.

      “He’s talking to you,” Wilco said with a chuckle.

      “Right,” Horus said, touching his finger to the tip of his nose. “Knew that. Out with what, then?”

      The muscles of Bayne’s jaw pulsed. “Mission report.”

      Horus’s face lit up with understanding. “Aye, that’s right. Report. It’s in the shuttle. Tucked in the cargo hold.”

      “What is?” Mao asked, his patience spent.

      Horus fell into the nearest chair. “That ghostly fella I was sent to nab on Teo,” he said with a satisfied smile. “Abbaghast.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      The anger on the bridge was stronger than the stink of rum on Horus’s breath. It stung Bayne’s nose as he breathed it in.

      Mao was suddenly the only other man on the bridge with Bayne. He had the ability to do that, draw your attention so completely that everything else faded away. And he did so quietly, like a thunderstorm on the horizon, far enough you couldn’t hear it, but you could see the flashes of lightning.

      “You sent Horus to Teo?” The weight of Mao’s question pressed against Bayne’s chest. “That’s the next quadrant over. He crossed two Byers trade routes. By himself. And none of us knew. None of us were prepared to provide backup should he need it.”

      “I knew.” Wilco appeared in their conversation, stepping through the fog born of Mao’s intense gaze. He quickly faded back into it when Mao turned that gaze on him.

      “Three of the last five bounty hunters we questioned said they got the contract through the same broker. I need to question him.” Bayne didn’t wield protocol like a weapon anymore. He didn’t shut down dissension with a snap of his fingers. He’d relinquished that authority after Triseca. But Mao couldn’t wield it either.

      Though he still tried to. “You put Horus at unnecessary risk. You should have at least sent one of us with him. No solo missions can be executed without authorization—”

      “From who?” Bayne snapped. “Admiral Ayala? Would you like me to run the details of my mission plans by her?”

      Wilco briefly appeared again from the fog, barely stifling his laughter.

      “There is no higher authorization than that which comes from me.” Bayne heard the arrogance in his words, though he didn’t intend it.

      Mao heard it, too. The look on his face made Bayne keenly aware of everyone else on the bridge. The fog lifted, burned away by the heat radiating from Bayne’s cheeks. The crew looked to Bayne for…something. He wasn’t sure what. To further grind his heel on Mao’s insubordination? Humility? Likely, they wanted both.

      “Collect the broker,” Bayne ordered Wilco. “I’ll question him in my quarters.” There was no room for humility. No room for second-guessing, not from his crew or himself. He needed a firm stance, always. One foot firmly planted with the other moving forward, toward something. Taking a step back meant walking into his pursuers or giving up on clearing his name. Or losing more crew. They could not see him waver.

      Wilco hoisted Horus to his feet and steadied him. They walked off the bridge. A nod from Mao sent Sigurd and Hep following after. Then it really was just Bayne and Mao.

      The silence that stretched between them was as vast as the Deep Black, and just as encompassing.

      “Permission to speak freely, sir,” Mao said, adopting a formal stance and tone.

      “We aren’t Navy anymore, Taliesin. Enough with the protocol.”

      “Then what are we?” The force of Mao’s voice slapped Bayne across the face. “Better you don’t answer that. I’m not sure I would like the answer. I know what I am. I am a sailor. I am Navy whether the Navy accepts that or not, so I will continue to behave as such. And I will continue to act as the XO I have always been, by pointing out to you when you are on a path that will inevitably lead to regret.”

      Bayne squared his stance, the indifference gone. “I did not set myself on this path.”

      Mao stepped up to him, matching Bayne’s intensity. “You sound like a child. No one is responsible for your decisions besides you.”

      “Then stop trying to affect my decisions.” Bayne walked off the bridge, Mao’s burning anger searing holes in his back.

      Bayne imagined he was back sitting on the beach, pole in his hand, eyes on the bobber. It was bouncing on tempest waves now.

      Wilco was propping Horus up outside Bayne’s quarters. The older man looked like he might vomit, or pass out. His eyes were open only enough to notice that it was Bayne who approached. “Captain, my captain,” he slurred. “Apologies for the state of…me. Had to play the part.”

      Bayne placed a reassuring hand on Horus’s shoulder. “Take him to his quarters,” Bayne said to Wilco. There was enough open space on the ship now that nearly every remaining crew member was able to have their own cabin. “We’ll debrief in the morning.”

      Horus grunted something unintelligible as Wilco walked him away.

      Bayne pushed the image of the Royal Blue’s corridors once bustling with sailors and friends out of his mind. He could not make decisions out of a sense of loss. That only led to more loss.

      He opened the door to his quarters.

      A well-dressed man stood to greet him as if Bayne had stepped into this man’s quarters. He nodded, welcoming him, making Bayne question where he was for a half-second. Abbaghast was in his early forties, Bayne knew from an intel report, but he looked much younger, possibly confirming a rumor mentioned in the report that Abbaghast underwent frequent cosmetic surgery. Even the motivations of the supposed act were merely rumor. Some suggested it was a way of eluding arrest, even though most of his activities of record were legal. Assuming brokering bounty contracts was his only business. Others suggested he ran afoul of one of the largest crime families in the system, the Pesmergas. Others suggested it was Parallax of whom he’d run afoul. Both entities had a reputation brutal enough to warrant changing your face.

      This man standing before Bayne looked no older than thirty. His hair was jet black and streaked with midnight blue. He wore an easy smile and an expensive, tailored suit. His tie hung loose around his neck, suggesting either a laidback disposition or a rough trip from Teo.

      “Captain Bayne, I presume?”

      Bayne nodded.

      Abbaghast’s ghostly blue eyes fell on the swords hanging on Bayne’s hips. “Ranger turned Navy captain turned system’s most wanted fugitive. Yours is a story I would most like to hear.”

      “That why you’ve been brokering so many contracts for my capture?”

      “Just business, friend.” Abbaghast looked to Bayne’s desk. “For one who values discretion above all, I consider it a cardinal sin to snoop through a person’s home. But it was a long and rather unpleasant trip.” His easy smile turned to a knowing one. “Could I trouble you for a nip of that black rum you keep in your top drawer?”

      The broker put Bayne at ease, which, once he was aware of it, made Bayne uneasy. Abbaghast was a businessman. A very good businessman from all accounts, and this meeting did nothing to disprove that. Bayne had swords. Abbaghast had charm. Both were equally dangerous when wielded with skill.

      Bayne took the bottle from his drawer. It had dwindled significantly in recent days. He poured two glasses and handed one to Abbaghast. The broker sipped it. His easy smile grew more genuine. He took the rest of the glass in one gulp. “Now, friend, I am in fine spirits.” He presented the empty glass to Bayne. “Provide me some fine spirit, and I think I may be better company.”

      Bayne obliged. He corked the bottle and sat at his desk. “I’ve come across five bounty hunters in the previous two weeks. Three of them were sent by you.”

      Abbaghast objected. “I do not send any hunters anywhere, friend. I merely connect individuals of particular skillsets with jobs to which they are uniquely suited. I am a middleman.”

      Bayne sipped his drink. “That your business card?”

      Abbaghast sat in the chair at Bayne’s dining table. “One of them. I have many.”

      “Who sponsored the contract?”

      “I am a man who values discretion above all else.” He put his hand over his heart. “To violate that principle would be a violation most personal.”

      Bayne uncorked the bottle and refreshed Abbaghast’s glass. “Yet you have no qualms about violating that principle when you’re thirsty.”

      Abbaghast sipped the fresh drink. “Extenuating circumstances. I’d just been abducted by the most wanted man in the system.”

      “You don’t strike me as a man who scares easy.”

      “I strike men in a great many ways,” Abbaghast said. “I am not above fear when the situation calls for it.” He sipped and smiled. “I’m not sure this situation calls for it. You don’t seem the most wanted sort.”

      “Then perhaps you can help me.”

      The pale blue of the broker’s eyes seemed to darken. “I’m afraid that would violate the one principle which I hold as holy doctrine—self-preservation. My business and my body would be ruined.”

      “Then the sponsor has threatened you?”

      “Nothing so base as an outright threat. It is implied, however. But I am positive that I would never receive another contract if I were to reveal the sponsors to you.”

      Bayne’s ears perked. “Sponsors? Plural?”

      Abbaghast’s easy smile spread wide over the rim of his glass.

      The Navy and Byers Clan were the obvious choices. But if they were each sponsoring contracts, then they were separately searching for Bayne, not coordinating their efforts. Parallax may have been successful in shattering their alliance before it fully formed. He had created a schism between them and focused their attention on finding Bayne instead of breaking Ore Town.

      He couldn’t help but be impressed by Parallax.

      “Tirseer.” Bayne lobbed the name out like a grenade and waited to see if it exploded. He realized by now that Abbaghast gave nothing away that he did not intend, so he knew the flicker in the broker’s eyes was a signal.

      Centel was leading the hunt for him. Bayne had assumed as much. It was Centel that orchestrated the massacre of the Rangers. It was Centel that was orchestrating something in the dark. It was Centel that had the most to lose should Bayne go public with that knowledge. Not that he had anything to go public with, aside from Horus, who was hardly a credible witness; he was complicit then and a drunk now.

      But what did the Byers Clan want with him? Simple revenge for Triseca? A forthright motivation would be refreshing.

      “Who in the Byers Clan made contact with you?”

      Abbaghast set his now-empty glass down on the table. “You are quite persistent. Or dim. I’ve yet to decide.”

      Bayne leaned back and considered his options. He considered the well-dressed man sitting across from him. Charming, sleek, slimy. How was it that he found himself sitting across from people like that so often? The doublespeak made his head ache and his gut bubble with anger. He’d sooner cut the forked tongue out of their mouths than try to untangle what it was they were and were not saying.

      The swords hung heavy at his side.

      Bayne stood, tapping his fingers on the handle of each sword. Benevolence and Malevolence.

      “I respect your dedication to your business principles,” Bayne said. “But not so much as to dissuade me from what I must do.”

      The easy smile slid off Abbaghast’s face. “And what is it you must do?”

      The sad truth was, Bayne didn’t know. He just knew that he had questions and wanted answers. He wasn’t even entirely sure what the questions were.

      “Survive,” Bayne said. That was enough for now. Everything else to follow was predicated on that one simple concept. “And you may be able to help me with that. So, you’ll remain my guest until my survival is assured.”

      “Keeping me prisoner will not end the contracts,” Abbaghast said. “There are other brokers. They will still come for you.”

      Bayne said nothing else to the man. He left Abbaghast to his fine suits and subterfuge. He returned to the bridge.  Mao seemed surprised to see him. Bayne wanted to be offended, but he knew he had been avoiding the bridge. It was the control center of his life—all of their lives—and he no longer wanted control.

      “Sir?” Mao said.

      “Open a channel,” Bayne said. “Black frequency. I need to talk to Delphyne.”
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      Three months ago…

      

      Triseca was nothing more than a gas cloud. The oxygen pumping through the breath tubes from the filtration system to every room and corridor. The nitrogen and carbon dioxide being processed and filtered. The bodies.

      Delphyne watched the scanners, secretly hoping the large yellow dot would flash back onto the screen, signaling the end of some horrific nightmare. The space it once occupied was still empty when they flew out of range.

      “Lieutenant.” Bayne’s voice sound far away. She wanted it to be far away. She wanted it to be full of something other than urgency and command. Regret, sadness...something. But it sounded like the voice of a captain. Steady, collected. “Open a channel to Admiral Ayala.”

      She didn’t answer but scanned the Navy frequencies. Each one broadcast the same message. An alert announcing the destruction of Triseca and the altercation that preceded it. Parallax’s forces had declared open war. There had been casualties on both sides. Severe civilian casualties.

      “Lieutenant,” Bayne repeated for the unknownth time.

      Delphyne was lost in the message.

      Severe civilian casualties.

      She snapped back from the brink and scanned the channels reserved for officers to officer communications. They all broadcast the same message, which ended with instructions to halt all communications and await further instructions.

      They believed Bayne was a Parallax mole. They must have assumed that if there was one, there could be others. They wouldn’t risk open communication if it was at all possible their communication network was compromised.

      “Frequencies are all closed, sir,” Delphyne said.

      Bayne cursed. He had grown increasingly unconventional of late, but he always kept his composure on the bridge. Though, that was the least concerning change in his behavior. He paced around the captain’s chair, stroking his chin and staring at his feet. He stopped abruptly, his eyes lit by an idea. “Hail frequency echo-three-echo.”

      Delphyne’s fingers hovered over her keypad. “An echo channel? Those are black channels, sir. Reserved for deep-cover communications.”

      Her mind raced, like a torrent of water finally broken through a dam, down paths she’d, until now, reserved to let it wander. Moles. Black operatives. Double agents. Centel. And, now, an echo channel typically used by deep-cover operatives to communicate with their handlers. Was Bayne an operative? Was this whole thing a black op? Were the rest of the crew just pawns in a shadow game? Did they know about it? Maybe it was just Delphyne floundering in the dark, searching for something familiar to cling to.

      “Ayala and I established a back-channel years ago,” Bayne said. “A direct link to Naval Command. All of the Deep Black captains did in case they ever needed to bypass the bureaucracy in an emergency. I don’t think this is quite what Ayala had in mind.”

      He had the audacity to smile. As her world burned around her, quite possibly lit by a match struck with his hand, he smiled. She keyed up the frequency. It was open. Static. No emergency alert.

      “This is Captain Drummond Bayne of the UNS Royal Blue. Admiral Ayala, do you read?” Static-filled silence washed over the bridge. “Admiral, are you there? I’m adrift in the Black here.” The silence stretched further. It felt heavy, like it was pressing Delphyne into the floor.

      It lifted with the sound of Admiral Ayala’s voice. “Captain Bayne.” The change in her voice was subtle, but terrifying. Every interaction Delphyne ever had with the admiral could be characterized as nothing but professional, dictated by protocol, guided by her commanding presence. She was steel, always. But there were cracks in her voice now. The most minuscule break in something typically flawless was glaring.

      “Thank the stars,” Bayne said. “I wasn’t sure I’d be able to make contact. All the channels are down. It’ s critical that we—”

      “Silence,” Ayala commanded. She did not yell or even raise her voice all that much. She was a wolf mother snipping at her cub, teaching him his place in the pack, scolding him for stepping out of line.

      Bayne waited for something further, but nothing came. Delphyne could almost hear Ayala’s teeth grinding together.

      “Ma’am, I—” Bayne’s attempt to speak was again cut off.

      “How dare you.” Ayala said. “After everything the Navy has done for you, after everything I’ve done for you, you betray us like this.”

      A knife stabbed into Delphyne’s chest. The initial relief at making contact was gone. Delphyne felt like she was being crushed again. Their final lifeline was severed. Now they really were adrift.

      Bayne seemed affected in a different way. “You can’t be stupid enough to believe that?”

      Ayala’s voice came like a cannon shot, a sudden burst of force, but died just as quickly when Bayne cut her off.

      “To believe I’m a Parallax plant? That I’ve, what, been behaving like a model officer to ingratiate myself to Naval Command? Been performing like an ambitious soldier hoping to work my way up the chain of command, put myself in a position of power to topple the whole apparatus? You’re the only one at Central who can stand me. What sense does that make?”

      Ayala was quiet. Her breathing was steady but shallow. “The evidence is piling against you, Drummond.”

      “It usually does in a frame job,” Bayne said.

      “A history of breaking protocol, like at Ore Town. Taking a secret meeting with Parallax, which you’ve never reported. Stealing confidential information from Centel. Your actions on Triseca.” Ayala stopped abruptly, like skidding to a halt at a cliff’s edge.

      Bayne seemed intent to push her over the edge. “What actions?”

      “You killed an executive officer and kidnapped a Byers Clan employee.”

      “Hix killed Valoriae,” Bayne said. “I’m sure he left that out of his report. She was one of Tirseer’s black operatives, too, by the way. Ask the colonel about that. And, if anything, I saved Horus’s life.”

      Ayala sighed. “You always have an answer for everything. You can’t talk your way out of this, Bayne. You need to come in. That’s the only way we settle this. If not for your sense of duty, or for me, then for your crew. If you make us hunt you down, I can’t guarantee they all survive.”

      Delphyne’s fingers began to ache. She hadn’t noticed her grip tighten on the arms of her chair or her knuckles turn white. She recognized the look in Bayne’s eyes. The fire burning in them. It was an all-consuming flame that quickly spread back into his mind and ate all rational thought.

      “That’s a lovely invitation,” Bayne said through clenched teeth. “I’m sure you’d lay out quite the welcome mat.” His emphasis on those words clearly meant something, but the meaning was lost on Delphyne. “The same one you laid out for the Rangers after the war?”

      Static filled the bridge.

      When Ayala spoke, her voice was tight. “I don’t know what you’ve read in that stolen intel, but I can assure you it is only a partial picture.”

      “I learned everything I needed to know before I took that intel.”

      The admission made Delphyne squirm.

      “I learned it all from people who witnessed it firsthand.” Bayne clenched his jaw again, like he was trying to hold back the rest of what he wanted to say.

      Silence filled the bridge again. Bayne paced, seemingly having a conversation with himself. When he finally spoke aloud, his eyes were red, his voice wavering. “Everything you’ve done for me?” he said, echoing Ayala. “You systematically dismantled my way of life until I had no choice but to abandon it. Then you massacred my people. As far as I’m concerned—”

      The line went dead. No, not dead. Muted. Neither party could hear the other. Bayne’s burning eyes fell on Delphyne.

      “Lieutenant,” he snarled. “What the hell did you just do?”

      She swallowed hard. She didn’t know what she just did. Well, the technical aspect she knew of course. She was the one who pressed the button. Buy why she did it, that was an instinct. She knew in her bones before she knew in her mind that Captain Bayne was about to cross a line for all of them that could not be uncrossed.

      “Sir,” she said, a tremble in her voice. “I think you should take a break.” That came out wrong.

      Bayne closed the distance, half the bridge, between them in just a few steps. “Come again?”

      “That’s not... I didn’t... What I meant was...”

      “That you need to take a breath,” Mao said. He nodded to Delphyne, reassuring her that it was okay for her to do the same. Then he spoke to Bayne again. “We are in a delicate position. It’s clear the admiral believes us, or at least you, to be traitor. We have found ourselves in the middle of something that we don’t understand. Something deep and complicated. If we thrash and struggle, we may find ourselves further entrenched in it.”

      Bayne paced between Mao and Delphyne. “What do you suggest, XO?”

      Mao studied Bayne. He knew the captain better than anyone. The subtleties of his body language, the things he said by not saying them. If anyone could guide Bayne through this, it was Mao. “We need to keep communication with the admiral open. We can only tell our side of the story if she’s willing to listen to us. It does us no good to antagonize her further.”

      Bayne tensed. “And how do you suggest we do that?” His tone suggested that he already knew the answer.

      “Surrender.”

      Bayne said nothing. He looked at no one, taking no counsel now but his own. “Delphyne,” he said without looking at her. “Unmute the admiral, please.”

      Mao nodded at her so that Bayne could not see. She unmuted the call.

      “Admiral,” Bayne said.

      “Thought you hung up on me, Drummond.”

      “You can’t guarantee the safety of my crew if we run. Despite your assertions to the contrary, I don’t believe you can guarantee their safety if I surrender. Some members of my crew have seen things that Tirseer won’t risk getting out into the open.”

      “Bayne, if you’re serious about this conspiracy, I can—”

      He cut her off. “Your house is infested, Admiral. I will not step foot there again until it’s taken care of.”

      A beat passed between them, then the admiral responded. “Am I to take this as a declaration of your defection?”

      Bayne looked at each member of his crew, looked them each in the eye. He lingered on Delphyne. She squirmed under his gaze but did not look away. The fire in his eyes had burned down to reveal of bed of red-hot embers, glowing like suns.

      “Until you get your house in order, until you can ensure that my people will be safe, you can consider it a declaration of independence.” He reached across Delphyne and ended the call.
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      Present…

      Opening a black frequency wasn’t as easy as pressing a button. It was intentionally difficult. The level of difficulty could range depending on a set of parameters decided upon while establishing the connection. Delphyne had explained all of this to Hep before she left. He had a working understanding of it, which was hopefully enough to establish contact. He had yet to test his working knowledge.

      He’d learned his way around the communications room. When the comms officer left, Delphyne had the most experience with the comm equipment. When she decided to leave, it was an equal split between the remainder of the crew who had the best chance at learning to operate it. Hep volunteered, hoping to find a way to make himself useful.

      Delphyne was a good teacher. Patient, understanding, able to communicate complicated concepts in a simple manner. Hep missed her. She had a calming presence on the ship. She was also one of the few people he genuinely liked talking to besides Wilco. And he had seen less and less of Wilco since Triseca.

      Wilco found a way to make himself useful. He was willing to get his hands dirty. All too willing. And that was rapidly becoming an important asset.

      Running the comm room was important but also thankless. The only recognition was negative, when a link could not be established. A successful call was expected and, therefore, not receiving of compliments. No one took into account the intricacies of connecting two systems lightyears apart, through solar flares and magnetic storms and radiation fluxes. And that was for everyday communication. That didn’t account for the added difficulties of a black channel call. Scrambling the frequency. Bouncing the signal off abandoned satellites. Piggybacking off other signals. All while keeping the call secret and untraceable.

      But the things that made the process difficult were the reasons Hep enjoyed it, even if it was thankless. It was a puzzle, a code that he needed to decipher. It kept his mind busy, off other things.

      Hep spoke into his comm. “Graeme, how long until we have cover?”

      The new nav officer answered in his unusually specific manner. “Six minutes and thirteen seconds. Twelve seconds. Eleven.”

      “Thank you,” Hep said. He was elbow deep in the guts of the comm array frequency generator, the device responsible for coding all outgoing calls. That was the most important part in establishing a black channel—scrambling the frequency. It wasn’t a one-time action; the Navy, and probably the Byers Clan, and whoever else could afford the systems, ran descrambling software, so the frequency needed to be altered several times during the call. Hep had already established the initial frequency and was now plotting out secondary and tertiary signals, but they needed physical cover to place the call.

      The Royal Blue was currently en route to the Mazzokeen Cluster, an asteroid field formed from the remains of a dead planet. Mazzokeen’s core was a particularly volatile mix of radioactive elements that eventually doomed the entire planet to an explosive end. But now, it provided the perfect camouflage for Hep to establish his black channel. The radiation would confuse Navy sensors. If they were able to trace the call to its source, the cluster would provide them cover.

      “You in here?”

      Hep recognized Wilco’s voice even with his head inside a metal box. “Here.”

      Wilco appeared at Hep’s feet, stooping down to look into the open panel of the frequency generator. “This looks fun.”

      It was, but Wilco meant so sarcastically, so Hep didn’t answer.

      Wilco didn’t seem to notice. “Cap wanted me to make sure you’re good to go.”

      “I’m good.”

      But Wilco did notice the terseness in Hepzah’s voice. He fell back into a sitting position. “You seem tetchy. Are you tetchy?”

      Hep wanted to kick out and hit Wilco in the chest, listen to him wheeze. But that would have meant losing the configuration he’d worked so hard for. “You checked. I’m good. You can go.”

      “Yeah,” Wilco said. “Definitely tetchy.”

      “Just let me do my job,” Hep said. “Don’t you have someone to stab or some legs to break or something?”

      “The hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. I fix the comm array. You kill people. We’ve all got our jobs.”

      Wilco leaned onto his elbows so he could see Hep’s face half-hidden in wires. “I’m going to venture a guess and say you’ve got a problem of some kind.”

      His laidback persona filled Hep with fire. “I thought we were getting away from it.” Silence filled the room. “From killing. From death. From the constant fighting.”

      “What else is there?” Wilco said as a matter of fact. “That’s all there’s ever been. What makes you think there can be anything else?”

      Hep chewed the inside of his cheek. He had almost got everyone killed because he believed there could be something else. He was inches from selling Bayne to Tirseer in the hopes she would allow him and Wilco a quiet life somewhere, that maybe they could know some peace. It was a fantasy. He wouldn’t even know peace if it bit him on the butt, it was such a foreign concept. That was why fantasies were so dangerous—people are more willing to kill for them than they are for the truth.

      But in the end, he couldn’t do it. Couldn’t destroy the reality for the dream. The dream was a lie, anyway. Tirseer never would have allowed him and Wilco to walk away. Bayne allowed him to stay, to be a member of the crew. Hep thought that was forgiveness at first. But would Bayne allow him to walk away? Was this just a different way of keeping him prisoner?

      Would Wilco go with him?

      “One minute and seven seconds,” Graeme said over the comm. “Six seconds. Five.”

      “Thank you,” Hep said, ending the Graeme’s countdown. “Just let me know when the captain gives the order.”

      Wilco said nothing. He watched as Hep readied to connect the call. Wilco had always been the talker, and Hep had no problems with that. He would sooner lean against the wall and listen and let Wilco speak for the both of them. But Wilco didn’t seem to do that anymore. He spoke only for himself. And now, when they were alone, silence fell on them like a heavy blanket on a hot night, stifling and uncomfortable.

      Hep used to like the silence. He was comfortable there, no matter who else was there with him. They would squirm and try to wriggle free of it. Hep soaked in it. But now, when it was just the two of them, his gut pinched, and he wished another person was there with them.

      “Make the contact.” Bayne’s voice came over comms, a sudden relief from the silence. “Echo-twelve-echo.”

      “Aye,” Hep said. “Patching you through.” He made the last of the frequency connections and pressed the red button on the control panel. “We’re broadcasting, Captain.”

      “Start the countdown,” Bayne said.

      They could only broadcast on one frequency for a minute. Longer than that and they risked the signal being traced.

      “Delphyne?” Bayne’s voice sounded over the comm. It rang with sadness. “Do you copy?” She didn’t answer. He asked again, and again, no answer. The minute passed.

      “Changing frequency,” Hep said. He unplugged connections and made new ones. Once the signal changed, he crossed the words “echo-thirteen-echo” off his list.

      Bayne continued calling her name to no answer. Another minute. Another change in signal. Another minute. Another change.

      The tone of Bayne’s voice did not change. He continued to call into the darkness with a steady timbre. Hep knew it was not the same for the rest of the crew. None had truly realized how important Delphyne was until she was gone. She was a valuable officer, occupying one of the few spots on the away team, which was reserved for those who could think on their feet, assess and solve unsolvable problems, and handle themselves in a firefight. That alone meant her absence left a hole in the crew’s readiness.

      But it was the loss of Delphyne the person, not the officer, that was felt more day to day. She had a way of breaking the tension that no one else aboard had. And there was loads of tension that needed breaking.

      “Changing frequencies,” Hep said as another minute ticked by.

      Wilco sighed. “This is pointless. She ain’t answering.”

      “You tell the captain to let it go, then. Because I’m not.”

      Wilco snorted. “I’ll let Mao do it.”

      They both laughed.

      “Why are we wasting our time, anyway?” Wilco asked. “Delphyne jumped ship. She obviously doesn’t want anything to do with us.”

      “Bayne must have a reason,” Hep said. “He doesn’t do much without one. Something to do with that broker.”

      “Don’t see how that could be if she’s hiding out on some forest moon somewhere.” Wilco pulled a dagger from his boot. “I’ll get whatever information that broker’s got in his head.”

      Hep winced at the thought of Wilco digging his knife into anyone. They were no strangers to violence. They’d nearly grown immune to it during their lives as pirates. They had every reason to. Their lives were violence. Killing to survive. But Hep had grown tired of it. The idea of putting a blaster in a man’s face made him ill.

      Wilco didn’t have the same reservations. The further Hep tried to step away from the life of a pirate, the closer Wilco seemed to get. At this point, Hep didn’t know where else to step. Even if he could get off the Royal Blue, he would only be walking into the life of a fugitive. Which would only mean more violence.

      The countdown neared zero and another change of frequency.

      He reached to unplug the first of the connections when a voice sounded over the comm.

      “Shut this channel down,” Delphyne said. “You’re going to get me killed.”
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      Three Months Ago…

      

      Only once did Delphyne remember the entire crew being gathered at the same time, and that was for the funeral of the former Chief of Security Albert Tengaar. A beloved man. They put the ship into drift and gathered together to mourn.

      It was also the only time Delphyne remembered Bayne crying.

      She wished he was crying now. It would have been a more welcome emotion than the anger flaring in his eyes. Sadness could be just as unpredictable as anger, but it tended to slow people down. Bayne had not stopped since they fled Triseca.

      His unpredictability was coming at breakneck speeds.

      The mess hall barely accommodated everyone. Most were standing. There was seating for more, but some couldn’t sit if they wanted to. Delphyne was one. Sigurd was another.

      He stood at her side, his shoulder touching hers. There was a time when that was all she could have focused on. But, like her, Sigurd was somewhere else. Like Bayne, that somewhere else was someplace angry.

      Bayne cleared his throat, not that he needed to—the mess was silent as the void. “You have done nothing wrong.” He took a moment to scan the crowd, to meet the eye of as many as he could to ensure that message sunk in. “You have been labeled criminals, fugitives, but you did nothing to earn it. You followed my orders. You are good sailors. But we are in a time when being good sailors does not carry the weight that it should. The Navy has been infiltrated. Even some who claim to serve its best interests have twisted what they believe those interests to be. The Navy is sick.”

      Some rumbles sounded from the crowd. Disbelief.

      “I will not rest until I clear my name and the restore the reputation of this ship and its crew,” Bayne continued. “But I will not force any here to do the same. The Navy has dissolved your obligation to it. You will not be considered deserters should you choose to leave, and I will not stop you, but you must make the decision now. We will be approaching the Iron Port within the hour. Any who wish to do so can disembark there and book passage wherever they choose.”

      He turned his back to the crowd and took a deep breath before continuing. “All those who wish to leave, please speak to XO Mao in the landing bay. He will remove your names from the ship’s ledger.”

      At first, none moved. They just stared at Bayne’s back like they were waiting for him to turn around and yell, “Just kidding.” But he didn’t. He kept his back to them, his head hung low, a position in which they had never seen their captain.

      Maybe that was when they realized that he was no longer their captain, the ones who left. Slowly, one by one, they began to leave. They didn’t make a show of it, didn’t yell anything at Bayne’s back. It felt like a funeral procession as they began to funnel out of the mess hall.

      As the mourners passed by Delphyne, and the ship began to empty out, she felt the pull to join them, like a current, a plug pulled from a drain. She swam against it out of instinct. She was a sailor. To abandon ship was the vilest action she could take.

      But she wasn’t a sailor. Not anymore. Not in the Navy. She was a criminal. A fugitive. As long as she stayed on this ship, she was no better than a pirate. Worse than a pirate in the Central Command’s eyes. A traitor.

      Where else could she go? What would she do? The label would follow her to any ship. The only captains who would take her now would be actual pirates and cutthroats. Was that all that mattered? What of her soul? What kind of person would she be to continue serving under Drummond Bayne, a man who no longer garnered her faith and respect the way he once did.

      She projected herself into a dozen futures. Some of them brought tears to her eyes because she knew they would never come true. Captain of her own UNS ship. Admiral. A family on a peaceful forest moon, watching the stars from the front porch as crickets sang.

      When the exodus ended, more than half the crew had left.

      But she had not moved.

      Bayne turned around to see his dwindled crew. He nodded, swallowing hard to keep everything down. Then he was captain again, not a heartbroken man. “The rest of you will assist in seeing the others off. Help them pack their things. Assemble ration packs. Say your good-byes.”

      The remaining crew dispersed, a heavy feeling causing them to move slowly. Sig tugged on Delphyne’s arm, encouraging her to leave and give Bayne, whose knuckles were turning white as he squeezed his hands into fists, some space. She told him that she would catch up.

      Then it was just the two of them, Delphyne and Bayne. They were rarely alone. They had no reason to be. But she was never uncomfortable around him. Not until now.

      “What is it, Lieutenant?”

      “I need to know something, sir.” She surprised herself with the strength of her voice. “I need to know what our mission is. And how we plan on achieving it.”

      Bayne squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

      “Then you better.”

      His head snapped up, fresh anger flaring in his eyes. “I’ll remind you who you’re talking to, Lieutenant.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Your captain!” His anger finally boiled over and rushed out of his mouth in a hot wave.

      So, too, did Delphyne’s. She hadn’t realized it was there, bubbling below the surface, an anger to match Bayne’s. “My captain would never have put me in this position. Forcing me to choose, to question my loyalty. To compromise myself. I am a damn good sailor, sir, and I have been nothing but dutiful and loyal to you.” The lava in her voice began to cool and crack. “I’ve done nothing to deserve this. You have betrayed me.”

      Bayne looked at her in a way he never had. Eyes wide but laser-focused. Completely at a loss, like he’d just stepped off the ship in the middle of the vacuum.

      “Worse,” Delphyne continued. “You betrayed yourself. A man to whom I pledged my loyalty. A man I served. A man I believed to be honorable. I don’t know if you’re that man anymore.”

      He remained silent but did not look away from her.

      She did not look away from him. “You’ve done things since setting on this path that don’t become an officer of the Navy. In following you, I’ve done things that don’t become an officer of the Navy. If I continue to follow you, will I do more?”

      Bayne shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “Will you continue to do more?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Can you guarantee that you won’t do anything that would besmirch the honor of this ship and everyone serving aboard it?”

      Bayne paused. He shook his head again. “No.”

      A shudder ran through Delphyne. A tremor that threatened to shake her apart. “Then, Captain, I am afraid that I can no longer serve as your lieutenant.”

      The tremor ran along the floor and up through Bayne’s leg, shaking him to his core. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Her eyes fell to the floor. “I will report to Mao right away so that my name can be removed from the ship’s ledger.” She turned on her heel and marched toward the exit.

      “Wait, Delphyne,” Bayne called, stopping her cold. “Before you go, I’ve one last thing to ask of you.”
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      Present…

      Bayne’s breath caught in his throat. It forced its way out when he’d forgotten to keep breathing. “Hep, patch the call to my quarters.” He sprinted off the bridge before Hep could answer or Mao could object.

      He didn’t care to hear either. He hadn’t heard Delphyne’s voice in months. He knew there was a chance he’d never speak to her again. Since the moment she’d stepped off the ship, Bayne had tried to convince himself that it was only temporary. He tried to convince himself that everything was temporary, while still living as though this was his life now. The life of a fugitive. Constant vigilance. Prepared to move and fight at all times. To live any other way would mean death.

      He didn’t slow until he reached his quarters, almost slamming into his door before it had time to open. He didn’t take time to catch his breath before opening the channel to Delphyne.

      Her visage appeared on the monitor mounted on the wall over his desk.

      “Lieutenant,” he said. He caught himself and corrected when he noticed the twinge of pain the word brought to her face. “Delphyne, it’s good to see you.”

      She did not appear to feel the same. “You can’t contact me now. What happened to the protocol?”

      “You know how I am for protocol.” He smirked. He fell into his old pattern, like seeing a classmate for the first time in years and becoming the person you were in school. His roguish behavior was not as charming as it once was.

      “You’re going to get me killed,” Delphyne snapped in a hushed voice. “If they ever trace this signal, find out I’m talking to you, then we’re all dead.”

      “Hep is scrambling the signal. You taught him well.”

      Delphyne’s eyes flicked about, like she was scanning the horizon for predators. “Just get on with it. What do you need?”

      The change in her demeanor was startling, but not wholly unwelcome. Bayne had only ever known her as an officer. Even when on leave, she maintained a certain decorum in his presence. She made no effort to that effect now.

      “I need you to set up a meeting,” Bayne said.

      “No.” Her response was immediate and concrete.

      Bayne reeled from the rejection. “Delphyne, it’s why I asked you to do this. Why I set you up with the identity architect.”

      “Aside from providing me with a fresh start, you mean,” she said.

      Bayne’s cheeks grew hot. “Yes, of course. Also that. But this is important. It could clear our names.”

      “My name is clear,” Delphyne said. “Adele Feeny has never run afoul of the law in her life.” She spit the false name like it was spoiled milk in her mouth.

      Bayne squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Please, Delphyne. If not for me, then for everyone else still on this ship. For the Navy. It’s rotting from the inside out, and this could help cure it.”

      Her eyes narrowed to dagger points. “Don’t pretend you’re doing this for anyone but yourself.” She took a breath and willed herself to calm. “I can’t set up a formal meeting. That would be insane. You’re the most wanted man in the system. But maybe I can arrange an…impromptu crossing of paths. I’ll send you the details once I have them.”

      “Thank you.”

      Before Delphyne could respond, a voice from her end of the comm cut her off. A woman’s voice, very business in tone. “He wants to see you.”

      Delphyne stood, the upper half of her body disappearing from view. “Of course. Tell Mister Byers I’m on my way.” Her finger reached below the area of the monitor, and the call was cut off.
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      “Are you sure?” Mao said.

      Bayne arched an eyebrow at his XO.

      “Right,” Mao relented. “Of course, you are.” He turned his attention to Graeme. “Set course for the Rickard Sea.”

      “Aye, sir,” Graeme answered. He keyed up the coordinates but hesitated before entering them. “Are you sure? That sector is ninety-five percent controlled by the Byers Clan. And they currently want us dead.”

      “I’m aware,” Mao answered. “Set the course, Officer.”

      Graeme shrugged and muttered something to himself. It wasn’t an insubordinate act, at least not as Mao viewed it. It was more a tic than anything else. Graeme could not help but voice his thoughts. It was grating initially, especially to Mao’s strict sensibilities, but the XO had grown to understand Graeme’s quirks.

      “Course is set,” Graeme said. “We will be surrounded by the enemy in twelve hours, thirty-one minutes, and sixteen seconds. Thirty-one minutes and fifteen seconds. Fourteen seconds.”

      “Thank you, Officer Graeme,” Mao said.

      The bridge fell into standard cruise protocol, which was once the medium alert protocol—constant monitoring of radar, scanning all communication frequencies, combat stations at the ready. There was no more protocol when combat stations were not at the ready.

      Mao stood by Bayne’s chair, which currently held a very tired-looking captain. “How is she?” Mao asked.

      Bayne was steady. “Fine.”

      His terseness did nothing to endear him to Mao, though Mao knew the captain did not have that intention. When Mao remained, Bayne looked up at him. “Is there something else?”

      “There are a great many things else,” Mao answered. “I’ll settle for why we’re sailing into a Byers-held territory.”

      Bayne rested his chin on his knuckles and stared ahead at the map display. “You’ll need to settle for because I said so.”

      The anger bubbled up in Mao and burst out his mouth before he could think to stop it. “Perhaps I would if I were a child. But I am a sailor who has chosen to follow you into the dark, so I think I deserve some stars-be-damned respect.” His face burned hot. Beads of sweat formed on his upper lip. He cleared his throat and straightened his coat, as if it was somehow responsible for his outburst. “Sir.”

      Bayne rose slowly from his chair. He stood nose to nose with Mao, not speaking. Mao felt the captain’s hot breath on his face, like Bayne was spitting fire on him with every exhalation. Mao stared straight ahead, through the captain, hands folded behind his back.

      Silence swallowed the whole of the bridge until, finally, Bayne spoke. “With me.” He marched off the bridge.

      Mao was frozen in place, surprised by Bayne response. Rather, his lack of response. He spurred himself forward and followed Bayne all the way to the captain’s quarters.

      Bayne uncorked the bottle of black rum that sat on his desk. Mao had lost count which bottle it was. There was a time when Mao believed the bottle nothing more than a desk ornament. And that was after Bayne had removed it from whatever dust-filled corner of his quarters it had been hidden in all those years. Now, there was rarely a time Mao saw the inside of Bayne’s quarters when Bayne was not drinking from it.

      It was also becoming alarmingly infrequent that Mao did not join him. Bayne handed him a half-full glass.

      Mao could gauge the severity of what Bayne was about to tell him based on the fullness of the glass. When he learned of the true nature of conflict on Triseca, Bayne had filled the glass near to the brim.

      Bayne sipped as he walked away from Mao, stopping at the small viewport that looked out the starboard side of the ship. His shoulders rose and fell in rhythm with his breathing, which was surprisingly calm.

      Mao drank and felt the warmth spread through his body. He was acquiring a taste for the pirate liquor, which may have made him feel queasier than the liquor itself.

      “We’ve been through much together,” Bayne said, still looking out at the stars. “Countless battles with the most brutal pirates in the system, navigating the Black, always on the brink of running out of fuel and supplies. But I don’t think you’ve ever sworn at me before.” His shoulders shook with muted laughter.

      The shift in tone caught Mao off guard. He expected the same combative attitude to which he’d grown accustomed. He didn’t adapt well to drastic changes in expectations. “I’ve often felt the urge,” Mao said, trying to insert some levity into his voice, though the statement was true.

      “I’m sure you have,” Bayne said, turning to face him. “And I understand why that urge finally overtook you.”

      Dark circles had formed under Bayne’s eyes. Mao knew they couldn’t have appeared just now, that they must have been there for days, weeks perhaps, but it only just struck him how tired the captain must be. He knew Bayne wasn’t sleeping more than a couple hours a day, always focused on what must come next.

      “But now may be the worst time of any to let your impulses get the better of you.” Bayne sat, like a sack of flour dropping into his chair. “It may seem counterintuitive to you, being a man of protocol and regulation.”

      Mao nodded. “A bit, yes.”

      “Without the threat of court-martial, of sentence and punishment being handed down from Central, the weight of punishment rests solely on me.” The idea seemed to press Bayne deeper into his chair. “If I don’t act on every instance of insubordination, then what remains of my crew could quickly spiral out of control. I need tight reins right now.”

      “Then I’m to be punished?” Mao asked.

      Bayne sighed. “No. And I’m afraid you’re missing my point.” He leaned forward and looked into his glass, at his reflection in the rum. “We are on a knife’s edge right now. The slightest step in the wrong direction will see us cut in half. If I lose the crew, then all is lost. I need them. I need you.”

      Mao wanted to feel some pride at that. But, underneath Bayne’s words, he heard the true nature of the sentiment.

      Without the crew, I will be alone. I cannot be alone.

      To be needed to right a wrong, to oust Colonel Tirseer as a bad actor, a poisonous seed implanted in the heart of the United Systems, was something in which Mao could find a sense of pride. But to fall in line so Bayne wouldn’t have to clean his mess up alone? That was not something Mao cared to do.

      But he realized that he may not be able to do one without doing the other. And, regardless of all that had transpired to date, Mao considered Bayne not only his captain but his friend. A man for whom he had much respect and loyalty. He wanted to protect the United Systems as much as he wanted to protect Bayne.

      “Sir,” Mao said. “Everyone on this ship is here of their own will. That cannot be said of any Navy ship. They choose to join the Navy, not which captain they serve. As much as I loathe saying this, now is the time to embrace your Ranger background.”

      Bayne looked up from his liquor reflection, confusion in his eyes. “Don’t think I heard you right.”

      Mao took a bigger slug of his drink than intended and spoke through a tightened throat. “You did, I’m afraid. Running this ship as though it’s still part of the Navy, and like we’re all still sailors, would be a mistake. Not that I would have ever accused you of following protocol.”

      Bayne seemed to fall into a comfortable posture for the first time, leaning back and crossing one leg over the other, running his forefinger along the rim of his glass. “No, that is one thing of which I can say I’ve never been accused.”

      “My point being, you can’t continue to operate somewhere in the shadowy area between Navy and Ranger captain. It creates a sense of unease among the crew. You can’t expect them to know where they lie if you don’t know where you lie.” Moa took his turn studying his reflection in his drink. “And I recall a story you once told me of your Ranger days, serving under Captain Alistair Kyte.”

      Bayne shifted in his chair. His posture changed, shoulders tensed and hunched forward as though preparing for a fight.

      “You spoke of the crew and how they had a certain amount of say aboard the ship,” Mao said.

      The tension in Bayne’s shoulders eased. He sunk back into a comfortable position. “All whose name was written on the ship’s ledger had equal share in the ship’s success.”

      “That’s right,” Mao said. “As opposed to the Navy ship, which is run to the captain’s will alone, whose directive is, in turn, dictated by Central. The crew is bound by duty, not loyalty. These people are here now out of loyalty to you. Reward that and your fears of rebellion will diminish.”

      The devilish smile spread across Bayne’s face, and Mao had never been so pleased to see it. “I’ll take your advisement into consideration, XO.” Bayne stood and gestured toward the door, signaling for Mao that he could leave.

      Mao, instead, remained seated. “Perhaps you’d like to begin right now. By telling me why we’re sailing into the Rickard Sea and what role the former Lieutenant Delphyne still has in the running of this ship?”

      The devilish smile only spread wider. “I like you free of the shackles of protocol, Taliesin. You’re craftier than you’re given credit for.” He refreshed his drink and brought a picture up on the monitor over his desk. “Do you know who this is?”

      The man, though he could barely be called such, looked to be in his early twenties. His eyes shone with the arrogance of youth and money, his smile with cold indifference. His blond hair was nearly white, striped with thin strands of red.

      Mao shook his head.

      “Jaxwell Byers,” Bayne said. “Eldest son of Jasper Byers, patriarch of the Byers Clan. Jaxwell runs the clan’s mining operations in this sector of the Deep Black, a task he thinks well beneath him.”

      “Also a task that puts him in charge of the operation at Ore Town,” Mao said.

      “Precisely that,” Bayne said.

      “And what does Delphyne have to do with this man?”

      Bayne sat on the edge of his desk. His faced changed from that of a man in the midst of devilment to a man about to say something he knew would elicit anger. “I asked Delphyne for one last favor before she left. She was conflicted. She wanted a new life, a new start, but she also wanted to serve. She just couldn’t, in good conscience, serve aboard this ship any longer. So, I got her a new identity.” He sipped his drink. “And a job as Jaxwell Byers’s executive assistant.”

      Mao shot up from his chair. “Are you mad?”

      “Quite pleased, actually,” Bayne said. “My plan has just borne fruit.”

      “You’ve put her in extreme danger. She’s alone in the lion’s den.”

      “Jaxwell Byers is a whiny child who complains all day that daddy doesn’t love and respect him. He is hardly a lion.”

      Mao paced the small distance from the door to the bed, hand running compulsively through his hair. “The Byers Clan wants you dead as much as the Navy, and they’ve fewer qualms about murdering you outright. The Navy would at least put you on trial.”

      “Debatable.”

      Mao wanted to yell. Just when he thought he was making progress with the captain, Bayne took two steps into the dark. “You did exactly what she was afraid you would do. You crossed a line, and now she is at risk.”

      “Delphyne agreed to this.” The anger was rising in Bayne’s throat. “Of her own free will, just as you said. I didn’t order her. She wasn’t a member of my crew anymore. She knew the risks and she took them because she knows the payoff.”

      “You’ve pushed her into the grey area she never wanted to be in. She is a sailor. She follows a code. Right and wrong. She does not step in and out of shadows as you do.” Mao realized then that he wasn’t speaking just of Delphyne.

      “Maybe she isn’t as naïve as you think her to be,” Bayne said. “That code you follow is a lie. The Navy never abided by it. I took a page straight from their book. And from Parallax’s.” Bayne slammed his glass down on his desk, splattering rum all over. “Because they follow the same damn book. I planted someone in the Byers operation, so she could gather intel, so she could help me sort this mess out and put it right.”

      Bayne focused on calming his trembling hands, on steadying his breath. “According to Delphyne, Jaxwell is responsible for the contracts. She’s forwarded me his itinerary. We know where he’s going to be and when. And we are going to have a conversation with him.”

      Mao stood at attention. Out of habit. Or because he knew that it would bother Bayne. But, in honesty, because it was one of the few ways in which Mao could cling to the code he still needed to follow. “Yes, Captain.”
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      The Rickard Sea was both dangerous and boring. It was mostly vast nothingness, an expanse of empty space, but it was pocked with gravity wells and solar storms. They cropped up at random intervals and each encounter was tumultuous enough that it could destroy a ship. That meant constant vigilance when mostly nothing happened. The combination made for an exhausting and frustrating trip.

      Add to that the Byers presence, and the Royal Blue was on edge even more than usual. Also, Mao and Bayne seemed to want to kill each other more than usual, so that didn’t help things.

      Wilco wasn’t as bothered by the tension as the others seemed to be. So fragile, they all were. They claimed to be sailors of the Navy, the most elite in the system, yet they were bickering and sniping at each other like children in a schoolyard.

      That bothered him more than anything else—the whining, the second-guessing, the attempts at undermining Bayne. Mao was the worst offender. The guy didn’t say much, and when he did, it was wooden and boring and seemingly placid, but his eyes burned with something Wilco had seen in the eyes of every second-in-command he’d ever come across—the desire to lead. He thought he’d do a better job in the captain’s chair.

      Wilco was no stranger to challenging a captain. It was a regular occurrence among pirates. If an XO thought the captain was failing at his duties, he would challenge him for the right to lead. Sometimes formally. Sometimes with a knife in a dark hallway.

      The sidelong glances and hushed voices were beginning to grate on Wilco. He preferred a straight-up fight.

      Hepzah was in the communications room preparing a channel. The two hadn’t spent much time together in recent weeks. Preferring the action, that was where Wilco found himself. He wasn’t so sure Bayne had fully forgiven Hep’s near betrayal to Tirseer. The captain said he understood, that Hep was targeted by the best spy in the system, but Wilco didn’t buy the amnesty act. From either of them. How could Bayne so easily forgive something like that? How could Hep reconcile what he did with his continued presence on the ship?

      Maybe that was why Hep was always in a dark room, elbow deep in the ship’s guts, alone.

      Didn’t matter. Hep didn’t need protecting anymore. He wasn’t a child.

      “All hands,” Mao’s voice said over the ship’s general comm. “Secure your persons. We are now approaching mark A.”

      The tumultuous nature of the Rickard Sea made it a real pain to navigate, but it was smack in the middle of the quickest route from this sector of the Deep Black to the central planets, meaning it was essential for mining operations to move their ore. The frigates still made the voyage. That made it prime opportunity for pirates to hide amongst the turmoil and pick off miners with their minds on navigating.

      Or recently disavowed naval captains. There wasn’t much of a difference.

      Wilco burst into a run at the news. He wanted to be in the shuttle bay. It was the most open space on the ship, and the most secluded. Few spent time there if they could avoid it. It was by the engines and, so, the loudest space too, and it smelled strongly of ionized air and solvents, a metallic combination that stung the lungs.

      He rounded the final turn, the shuttle bay door now in view, as Mao’s second alert sounded over the comm.

      “Now positioned at mark A. Activating lockdown procedures.”

      Wilco pushed his legs harder, his muscles flooding with blood and adrenaline. He passed the threshold into the shuttle bay just as the bulkhead doors slammed shut. Lockdown procedures meant sectioning off the ship in case of hull breaches. Any damage from loss of atmosphere would be contained to specific sections of the ship.

      A rush of victory flooded Wilco as he scanned the bay. Empty. Perfect. He was as far from the bridge as he could be. As far from where the decisions were made, where responsibility lay.

      “What are you doing here?” Hep stepped out from behind a stack of crates.

      “Seriously?” Wilco said, throwing up his arms. “Figured this was the only place on the ship where I wouldn’t get locked up with someone who insisted on talking to me. Guess I was wrong.”

      “No worries,” Hep said as he walked away. “Don’t much feel like talking.”

      Wilco suddenly hoped for a hull breach. “Good,” he said. Once the words left his mouth, he wanted nothing more than to talk. He tried to find other ways to pass the time as they waited for the word from the bridge. He paced, twirled his dagger, paced some more. “Why?” he said after an excruciating two minutes. “I get the feeling you’re pissed about something. Pissed at me?”

      Hep’s expression barely changed. Even knowing him for years, he was hard to read. “No.”

      Wilco twirled his knife some more. “Then what the hell is your problem? So broody all the time. What do you have to complain about?”

      Hep’s face was easy to read now, twisted with surprise. “Are you kidding me? We’re fugitives.”

      “We’ve been fugitives all our lives,” Wilco said.

      “But for once, we had a chance to be something else. We got out of the pirate life. Bayne let us stay on the ship. We could have—”

      “What?” Wilco interrupted. “Joined the Navy? Become sailors?” He laughed.

      Hep looked like a child again. The naïve kid that Wilco was always protecting. The kid who was always staring off at the stars and hoping that fantasy would become real life. “I don’t know. Why not?”

      “Because we aren’t like them,” Wilco said. “They march around like robots, doing what they’re told when they’re told. They’d walk out into the Black if they were ordered to. Mindless sheep. Not us. We’re alive because we’ve always done what we needed to, not what we’re told to.” Wilco’s eyes narrowed, and his face turned dark. “You remember the orphanage?”

      Hep froze. His lower lip quivered.

      “All the kids there,” Wilco continued. “The ones who did what they were told, you remember what happened to them?”

      Hep squirmed. “This isn’t like that.”

      “The hell it isn’t,” Wilco said. “They all ended up working on the street, giving themselves over to whatever the bosses wanted. They’re slaves. We find ways to be free in a system designed to put us in chains. That’s what we’ve always done. That’s what we got here with Bayne. The chance for it, at least. Bayne broke the chains the Navy put on him. We stick with him, we never get put in chains again.”

      Wilco’s chest heaved. He twirled his knife and paced the floor, muttering and cursing under his breath.

      “Bayne is going to get us killed,” Hep finally said.

      “And the Navy wouldn’t?” Wilco shot back. “Or working the mines on some Byers-owned moon? Or just starving in an alley? People like us don’t have options.”

      Time stretched on in silence for half an hour. Hep tightened into a ball the way he did as a kid, sitting in the corner of the broom closet of the orphanage before the bedtime bell. Wrapped up like an armadillo sensing the coming danger.

      “How long we supposed to be in lockdown?” Wilco said.

      Hep looked at him like he just remembered he was there. “Until the target’s in sight. We’re hiding behind a gravity well. Messes up sensors. They can’t see us on radar, but we can’t see them coming either. Need to rely on manual confirmation.”

      “Eyeballs,” Wilco said. “Just say eyeballs. Maybe you should join the Navy.”

      That brought a slight smile to Hep’s face.

      But that smile disappeared at the sudden tearing of metal and the scream of alarms as a chunk of the hull was ripped away.
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      “What the hell just happened?” Bayne shouted.

      “Hull breach,” Tech Officer Menard answered. “The shuttle bay.”

      “Were we attacked?” Mao asked.

      “No, sir,” Menard said. “No signs of any ships. It looks like a portion of the hull was ripped off. Most likely a surge from the gravity well. Sudden burst of hyper-focused gravity.”

      “Anyone in the shuttle bay?” Bayne asked.

      “Shouldn’t be,” Menard answered. “The shuttle bay isn’t a designated lockdown site.”

      “All hands report in,” Mao ordered over the general comm.

      Lights began flashing on the personnel monitor as each crew member activated a beacon alerting the bridge as to their status. Flashing light meant they were alive enough to activate it when ordered to. No light meant the opposite. Within seconds, all the beacons had been activated.

      All but two.

      “Sigurd, with me,” Bayne yelled as he ran off the bridge. “Mao, find a way to keep the ship together.”

      Bayne and Sigurd sprinted down the corridor, stopping at each lockdown barricade. Bayne swiped his card, granting him executive access to override the protocol. The barricades lowered, then raised as soon as the men passed through.

      They stopped at an emergency station just outside the shuttle bay and grabbed four oxygen masks. They put theirs on, nodding an acknowledgement of readiness to each other, then opened the door.

      The sucking vacuum greeted them. Had they the time, they would have put on spacewalk suits and used the accompanying magboots to secure themselves to the floor. As it was, Hep and Wilco had been locked in the shuttle bay for more than two minutes. Assuming backup protocols kicked in, secondary oxygen supplies would have begun pumping into the room at the moment of breach.

      But if backup protocols had enacted properly, then shield patches would have spread over the breach and they wouldn’t be fighting against the vacuum at all right now.

      Bayne gripped the edge of the doorway, squeezing so tight he felt the joints in his fingers pop. Sig used the momentum of the pull, launching himself like a missile toward a stack of metal crates halfway between the door and the breach. He slammed into the crates then grasped at the straps securing them to the floor to keep from being sucked out.

      Once they were inside the bay, Bayne raised the lockdown barrier, sealing them inside. “Any sign of them?” Bayne said to Sig through comms.

      “No,” Sig answered. “But I can’t—” He tried to inch toward the edge of the crates to get a view of the rest of the room.

      Bayne climbed to the left edge of the room, along the netting that secured smaller containers to the wall. Once he reached the far wall, he caught sight of them. One of them, at least. His view was obstructed by a wall panel torn loose.

      “I have eyes on them,” Bayne said. “Left wall.”

      “On my way,” Sig said.

      “No,” Bayne said. He looked past the boy to the hole in the hull. The shield patch had deployed, but shrapnel had lodged into a section of it, leaving a gap in its cover. “I’ll get to him. You see what you can do about that shield patch.”

      “Aye,” Sig said.

      Bayne scanned the area for suitable stepping stones. A stack of crates a few yards away. Another a few yards from that. Then the netting to which the boy clung. He aimed himself like a missile at the crates and pushed off the wall.

      He didn’t anticipate the speed at which he shot through the air, so he wasn’t ready when he slammed into the crates. The impact forced the breath from his lungs. His vision darkened along the edges, but he forced the threat of unconsciousness back. He flattened his body against the flat metal surface and felt the pull of the vast emptiness on his insides.

      He gripped the edge of the crates and pulled himself along like a snake. He curved his body over the corner and pressed off the crate just as the pull became too strong to resist. The next stack of crates seemed to come at him like a speeding truck. It crashed into him, and everything went dark.

      He gasped as consciousness came screaming back, adrenaline spiking his heartrate. From his new position, he could see the boy clearly. Boys. Hep had his arm laced through the netting on the wall. It looked ready to tear off, and he looked near unconscious. His head hung forward. His eyes closed. Face red from the strain. In his other arm, he clutched onto Wilco, who was limp and bleeding from the head.

      He yelled to the boys but knew they couldn’t hear him over the sucking sound of life being dragged out into the vacuum. One last leap lay between Bayne and the boys. The most impossible leap yet. He needed to get straight across the gap between the crates and the netting. He needed to fight the pull, in the open space, without losing any ground. If he moved too far toward the breach, he risked crashing into the boys. Then they would all get sucked out into the void.

      An idea flashed in his head. One he knew he shouldn’t have. The kind of idea that should be pushed down the moment it crops up.

      The straps that secured the crates could be undone easily enough. And one of them was long enough that he could use it as a grappling hook to reach the netting. Only, once he undid one of them, one of the crates would hurtle toward the breach—where Sigurd was currently working on restoring the patch.

      Risk Sig to save Hep and Wilco. The math was simple and straightforward. Two for one. But math didn’t matter with people. It never added up right.

      As he reached for the strap, his hand brushed the handle of his sword. A new idea flashed in his head. Maybe not a more efficient one, but the numbers were better. He drew the blue blade and stabbed it into the side of the crate. He inched around the edge and placed his feet on the blade, using it to brace against the pull. Then he drew the black blade.

      Before the force of the vacuum could pull him off his perch, Bayne dove toward the wall. He stabbed the black blade into it. The pull was such that, after the blade pierced the wall, it still pulled Bayne backward, dragging the blade through solid metal. The blade came to a steel beam, a seam in the wall, and stopped. Bayne was only feet from the boys now, close enough to reach out and grab them.

      “Hep!” He yelled the boy’s name to no response. He grabbed the netting with his free hand, then released the sword. Bayne wove his legs through the netting, ensuring he would not be pulled free. He leaned back, and the vacuum pulled his upper body around the side of the boys.

      Bayne grabbed Wilco’s shirt collar. “I got him,” he said to Hep. “You can let him go.”

      Hep didn’t seem to hear him. His eyes were closed. Every vein in his face and neck bulged. His skin was a deep red, nearing purple. He did not let go.

      Bayne touched Hep’s shoulder and got closer to his ear. “Let go.”

      Hep heard him that time. His grip slackened, and Bayne took the full weight of Wilco’s limp body. As soon Hep let go, he too went limp.

      Bayne grabbed Hep with his other arm and pulled the boy toward him, sandwiching both boys against him. He reached over Wilco and grabbed the netting on the other side, securing them all in one big bear hug.

      He felt the ligaments in his knees stretch and tear. His joints popped. Pain screamed through his body until his vision began to cloud over. Sweat pooled in his eyes. His grip on the netting began to slip.

      “I could…” He could barely force the words out. “Could…use…”

      Everything stopped, like time had frozen. He guessed this was what death would be like. Everything just stopping. Ceasing. Consciousness floating in the last moment it experienced, an endless purgatory.

      “Patch applied,” Sigurd said.

      When Bayne opened his eyes, he was on the floor of the bay, still wrapped in the netting. Hep lay next to him, pale and unconscious. Wilco was motionless as Sigurd pressed on his chest then breathed into his mouth, trying to force his lungs to work.

      Bayne tried to speak, to ask Sig if Wilco was alive, if Hep was alive, if he was alive and not looking down on this, if this was the moment his ghost would be frozen in.

      “Sir.” Mao’s voice echoed like God through the room. “We need you on the bridge. Immediately.”

      Sig said, “Go,” through broken breaths.

      Bayne shook free from his purgatory. “Get a medic to the shuttle bay ASAP. I’m on my way.”
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      The frigate passed only kilometers away from the Royal Blue, but, thanks to the interference from the gravity well, it was unaware of the Blue’s presence. At least for now. All it took was an eagle-eyed nav officer and they were blown.

      Mao’s instinct told him to scrap the operation. Put the ship in a slow burn in the opposite direction, get out of the Rickard Sea, and find some place to rest and repair. And that was how he knew that Bayne would order the exact opposite.

      “Sir?” Graeme said. “The Burning Sun will pass us by in two minutes and thirteen seconds. Twelve seconds. Eleven.”

      Mao cleared his throat.

      “What is our course of action, sir?” Graeme said.

      “Maintain position,” Mao ordered.

      “Belay that,” Bayne said, stepping onto the bridge. “Pursue the Burning Sun.”

      The order didn’t surprise Mao, it was the plan, but he’d hoped the massive damage to the ship and near-death experience of the last two minutes might have changed Bayne’s mind. “Sir, I would like to suggest an alternative.”

      “We aren’t leaving,” Bayne said.

      “We can’t continue with the plan as is,” Mao said. “Not with the breach in the hull. We’ve lost significant maneuverability. We won’t be able to disable the Burning Sun before it detects us. If we engage, we risk a head-on fight, and we will not win.”

      Instead of flat-out refusal, Bayne considered Mao’s point. The longer he was silent, the higher Mao’s hopes of actually getting through to the captain rose.

      Mao felt like a fool for hoping.

      “Hail the Burning Sun,” Bayne said. “And patch the call through to the shuttle.”

      “Sir,” Mao said, beginning an objection. He realized the futility of it immediately and let it drop. “What of the Blue?”

      “Once the shuttle launches, maintain a safe distance from the Burning Sun. I may need cover for the exfil.”

      “Exfil?”

      Bayne left the bridge, leaving Mao with a headful of questions and a knot in his gut.
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        * * *

      

      Sigurd was standing outside the shuttle bay when Bayne arrived. He was pale and trembling, sweat on his brow, staring at his feet. Seeing the man so shaken was enough to shake Bayne. Of all the members of his crew, Sigurd was the most steadfast. He was young and eager, but never questioned, always gave everything he had, never wavered in a fight.

      Bayne stood in front of him, rested his hands on Sig’s shoulders. “You saved our lives in there. Not just me and Hep, but the entire ship. The entire crew. You did more than any man could do in that situation.”

      Sig looked up, his expression morphing from shock to something else—a mix of anger and confusion. “He’s alive.”

      Bayne cocked his head.

      Sig’s expression solidified in disbelief. “Wilco. He’s not dead.”

      Bayne understood Sig’s response. He thought Bayne didn’t care about the boy. He thought Bayne assumed Wilco was dead and was ready to move on. And he was right. Bayne wanted to slap Sig for faulting him the response any captain had when losing a sailor in the heat of battle, but he didn’t have the time.

      “Then you saved everyone,” Bayne said, his voice lacking a tone of congratulations. “Well done.” He nodded toward the shuttle bay door behind Sig. “Now, with me.”

      Sig’s expression didn’t change, but he followed Bayne without question. Without outward question, at least. Bayne was not so blind as to not see it in Sig’s eyes of late. He saw it in everyone’s eyes.

      The medics had both Hep and Wilco on stretchers when Bayne and Sig entered the bay. The boys were breathing deep from oxygen masks, color yet to return to their faces. Bayne cast a glance at them as he passed, knowing that more would invest time that he didn’t have. Their eyes were unfocused. They looked to have only just recovered from their unconscious states.

      Bayne didn’t allow himself to focus on how young they both looked. Young and scared.

      He and Sig both put on spacewalk suits and armed themselves. Sig took his trusty blaster rifle, Bayne, his swords and a pair of blaster pistols. They entered the shuttle and, once the bay had been cleared, exited the ship.

      “You mind letting me in on the plan, sir?” Sig’s voice was tight.

      Bayne missed the jovial tone, the excitement. He thought Sigurd would have appreciated the freedom from the oversight of Central, the freedom to move and do as they liked, engage the enemy without restriction. But, as he had quickly learned, Bayne didn’t know his crew as well as he thought.

      He didn’t have the time to run the new plan by the crew. The old plan was to outmaneuver the Burning Sun, disable it, and board. Their ship was more powerful than the Blue, but its crew was not more formidable. A large portion was administrative staff. Those that could fight were corporate security—highly paid, highly trained, but inexperienced. Most had probably never seen a fight.

      But with the damage to the ship, they lost the ability to outmaneuver the Burning Sun. The frigate had stronger armor and more guns. It would have blown them apart. The shuttle could still outmaneuver the frigate, but not disable it. They needed to board. And to do that, they needed help.

      “Where’s my hail to the Burning Sun?” Bayne said to the bridge.

      “Open,” Mao said. “And ready. You’ve got a general comm connection.”

      “This is Captain Drummond Bayne of the Royal Blue. No doubt you’ve heard of me.” He wanted some ego to shine through, but he told himself it was an intentional ruse, part of the persona that Central had created for him. They made him the most wanted man in the system, so why not use that reputation? Though it would have been a lie to say he didn’t enjoy it.

      “I have your ship in my sights,” Bayne said. “But I have no desire to destroy it. I only desire one thing: Jaxwell Byers.”

      A moment of static filled the shuttle. Bayne’s breath froze in his chest as he imagined all the ways this plan could go bad in the flash of a blaster. Then the static died as someone on the opposite end of the comm answered.

      “Did you think you’d incite mutiny by addressing that to the whole ship?” The voice was full of bravado, though it sounded forced, as much a persona as what Bayne had adopted. “Have you any idea what I pay these people? The lowest grade employee on my administrative staff makes more than you do in two years.” He laughed. “Should I say, more than what a captain makes, as I understand you no longer are one?”

      “Tell that to the ship I got pointed at you right now.” He felt his ego creep up on him. No sense embracing the persona if it got him killed. “Anyway, that’s not why I called. I have no need to incite a ship-wide mutiny. I only need a mutiny of one. This message is for that one person. Proceed with the Lemire Protocol.”

      Silence again. Followed by a slow-building laugh. Deep, the kind that stems from shock and disbelief.

      “You are as bold as your reputation says,” Jaxwell said. “I’m amazed it hasn’t gotten you killed yet.”

      “It’s come close,” Bayne said.

      Jaxwell sighed like he’d just come to the end of a fit of laughter. “Well, I can’t say it’s been a pleasure, but it’s been interesting.” His voice grew faint as he turned away from the comm and addressed someone else. “Do you have a lock on them yet, Captain?”

      Sigurd reached across the panel and muted the comm. “Sir, can I ask what’s going on? Who are you talking to? This some kind of bluff?”

      If nothing else, Bayne was happy to hear a sense of wonderment in Sig’s voice again. “No, it’s not a bluff.” Though it felt like one. Bayne’s heart raced, and his cheeks went hot as he listened and waited.

      Jaxwell’s voice came through the comm again, still full of bluster, but with more effort than before. “Captain Bayne, if you’d be so kind as to poke your nose out from wherever you’re hiding, I’d be happy to blast it off your face.”

      Sigurd’s hand was clapped over the comm’s mute button. Bayne met his gaze with a sly smile, disarming Sig’s defensiveness. Sig slid his hand away, allowing Bayne to press it.

      “Mister Byers,” Bayne said, “You have a lot to learn about life out here in the Deep Black.”

      Jaxwell laughed into the comm. “I think I’ve figured it out fine enough. Frontiers draw a certain sort of people. And I know people.”

      Bayne was about to answer when he heard a commotion on the other side of the comm. A knot of voices all hollering over each other. Then it went dead.

      Sigurd tensed. He gripped the controls, ready to abandon the approach and head back to the ship.

      Bayne rested his hand on Sig’s shoulder. “Wait.” He sounded calm.

      A minute passed. Then five. It felt like an eternity. Every second could have been the moment the frigate spotted either the shuttle or the Blue and blasted them both to nothingness.

      Mao’s voice broke the silence. “Sir, we’ve just received a black channel message. It says to head for the docking bay at the rear of the frigate. A woman called Elsa Torvul.”

      “Roger that, XO,” Bayne said. “Keep the engine running. We’ll be back in a minute and in need of a quick getaway.”

      Sig had yet to move the shuttle. He looked at Bayne with concern in his eyes.

      “Chief,” Bayne said. “Take us in.”

      “Who is Elsa Torvul, sir? How could you possibly have someone aboard the Burning Sun?”

      Bayne’s eyes narrowed. “Take us in, Chief.”

      Sig clenched his jaw and prodded the shuttle forward.

      The frigate didn’t react. Bayne didn’t expect it to. He had complete faith in the Lemire Protocol because he had complete faith in the person who wrote it. As they neared the docking bay, the gun batteries along the port side of the frigate became like the glaring eyes of a space god staring them down. They passed closer to final judgement with every inch of empty black void they crossed.

      Those eyes never blinked. But neither did they flare. Only the space god’s mouth moved, the docking bay opening, ready to swallow them whole. Sig cast Bayne a skeptical glance, but Bayne silently urged him forward.

      They entered the frigate and landed without issue. The docking bay was surprisingly empty. A small contingent of soldiers stood a hundred meters away, maybe twenty of them. Their blasters were at the ready, not raised but still pointed at the two figures halfway between them and the ship.

      Those two figures backed slowly toward the shuttle. As they neared, Bayne could see that only one of them came of their own free will. The other, a man in a finely-tailored, three-piece suit, was being pulled along at gunpoint.

      “Open the doors,” Bayne said to Sig. With a hiss, the shuttle depressurized, and its landing platform opened.

      The two continued to back up until they disappeared under the bow of the shuttle. They reappeared inside a moment later.

      “You are going to regret this,” Jaxwell said.

      “Perhaps,” said Bayne. “But I don’t yet. Until then, welcome aboard, Mister Byers. And you, Miss Torvul.”

      Sig turned in his chair to look at the newcomers and was surprised to see that he recognized one of them.

      “Thanks, Captain,” Elsa Torvul said. “But I prefer Delphyne.”
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      The ride back to the Blue was uncomfortable for several reasons. The kidnapped trust fund brat was chief among them. He hadn’t stopped talking since he came aboard.

      “I can’t believe how stupid you people are. Defying the clan is stupid enough. Taking Ore Town. Attacking Triseca. But this, coming after me? That’s next-level stupid.”

      Bayne looked unimpressed. “First, none of those things were me. But you’ve already begun to prove useful. I need to know what the clan knows. In learning what you know, seeing how you’re so critical to the success of the Byers operation, I learn what the clan knows and where their information is coming from. Maybe I learn a little about the endgame.”

      “I’m not going to tell you anything,” Jaxwell said, doing his best impression of a brave man.

      Bayne smiled and leaned in a little. “Yes, you will. Because you’re a self-righteous cur, and you’ll break before I’ve even had the chance to smell your blood.” Bayne smiled wider as he watched Jaxwell squirm.

      After the irritation that was Jaxwell Byers the man, there was the complication that was Jaxwell Byers the prisoner. The original plan was to occupy the Burning Sun, question Byers, and then leave. They never intended to take prisoners. Bayne knew that Mao would object, and the XO had good reason to. Taking such a high-value target prisoner only broadened the target already on their back.

      Ore Town and Triseca, as incorrectly attributed to Bayne as they were, were seen as attacks against the entity, the conglomerate. The clan was used to that. They were attacked by pirates regularly. But this would be seen as a personal affront, an attack on the Byers family. This would bring down the full wrath of Jasper Byers, the clan patriarch, and a man with a longstanding reputation for ruthlessness.

      But this was the only way to get the information they needed to clear their names and this mess they’d found themselves in the middle of. Not that that would assuage Mao at all. Bayne loathed the coming confrontation. It seemed that was the only form of interaction Bayne and Mao had nowadays. He wasn’t sure he’d ever have considered Mao a friend, that kind of personal relationship was tricky between commanding officers and subordinates, but he’d always respected Mao and his counsel. Lately, he just wanted Mao to stay out of his way.

      The last, but certainly not the least, contributing factor to the tension on the shuttle was Delphyne. They’d made quite a show of her exit. None on the crew were sure they’d ever see her again. Sigurd was affected more than most. He and Delphyne were close. Bayne long suspected a romantic relationship between the two, or at least a budding one, but that didn’t matter. This was a betrayal regardless of their relationship. She’d lied to him and all the others. She colluded with Bayne to deceive them. It didn’t matter how she or Bayne spun that, the only reason that mattered was because they couldn’t be trusted.

      As blunt as that was, it was true. Tirseer had already gotten to Hep. Bayne didn’t know who else she may have gotten to. He needed eyes on the clan, and he needed to keep the circle of people who knew small.

      There was little they could do to soothe that transgression. Especially when time didn’t allow for the effort. Bayne had other things to focus on than social niceties. Again, he found himself missing the enforced rigidity of the Navy. Countless times he questioned the orders of his superior, and his subordinates questioned his, but they accepted them as law. Now, he somehow found his order up for debate.

      But Delphyne didn’t have that context. In her heart, she’d betrayed her friends.

      Judging by Sigurd’s tense shoulders, he viewed it the same. He never once cast a glance over his shoulder at the friend he thought he might never see again.

      “Captain?” Mao’s voice was pregnant with accusation. “What did you do?”

      “Don’t know to what you are referring,” Bayne said. He pointed his blaster at Jaxwell’s face as soon as the prisoner opened his mouth to speak.

      “We’re picking up a lot of interesting chatter over the Byers Clan network,” Mao said. “Something about an abduction.”

      “I’ll debrief you as soon as we dock,” Bayne said.

      “That may need to wait,” Mao said. “The Burning Sun is mobilizing short-range fighters and assault units. They seem rather agitated by this alleged kidnapping.”

      “Spool up the engines,” Bayne ordered. “Prep a hard burn out of the Rickard Sea. I want as much space between us and the Burning Sun as possible in the next hour.”

      The shuttle was silent until it docked with the Royal Blue. It wasn’t until the landing platform lowered and the shuttle bay came into view that Bayne realized he hadn’t alerted the crew as to the second person that joined from the Burning Sun. The looks on the crew’s faces was enough of a reminder.

      Wilco was the first to welcome them aboard. He had become Sig’s de facto second-in-command on the security force. When Sig was on away missions, Wilco took it upon himself to secure the shuttle bay. He greeted Jaxwell with fire in his eyes. Wilco had nothing but disdain for those running things. A man of such wealth and influence as Byers was exceptionally loathed.

      “Take him to the brig,” Bayne said to Sig, who then nodded to Wilco, silently relaying the orders. “No detours,” Bayne added. “And don’t talk to anyone.”

      Wilco did a double-take when he caught sight of Delphyne. He seemed indifferent about her return, but not so much that he didn’t notice its effect on Sig. “All good, Chief?”

      “Fine,” Sig said. They escorted Byers out of the bay.

      Wilco cursed something at Byers as they marched down the hall.

      “What about me?” Delphyne said to Bayne.

      The question was heavy with regret, like a child after being scolded. She seemed to shrink. Her regret lit a similar feeling in Bayne. He was the parent who let his temper get the better of him. He was the parent watching his child cowering in the corner, coming to the realization that it was he she was so terrified of.

      “Report to your quarters,” Bayne said. “They haven’t changed. Get cleaned up. Rest.” He gripped her shoulder, held her eye in a reassuring look. “You did good.”

      She returned a nod but not the assurance.

      Bayne steeled himself for the confrontation before stepping onto the bridge. Which would be the bigger issue, he wondered, as the door slid open. Mao must have been staring holes through the other side of it, waiting for Bayne to step into his line of fire.

      “Is it true?” Mao said.

      Bayne shrugged, letting Mao reveal his hand.

      “She’s back?”

      “Yes,” Bayne said. “Delphyne is back.”

      Mao’s stoic face cracked with a micro-expression of joy but immediately returned to the tight, judgmental face Bayne knew. “And you found her on the Burning Sun?” His tone was like a dagger slash across his chest, a shot across the bow.

      And it drew the attention of the rest of the bridge crew. They looked to Bayne for answers and for his rebuttal, his slash back.

      Two routes opened before Bayne. He could silence Mao with a tight-jawed dismissal and promise of later explanation, or he could be out with it. Each had benefits. The more contained he could keep his actions, the more control he had over the outcome. If there was ever a time for tight reins, this was it. Spies and moles were the order of the day. He’d begun employing the espionage tactics himself.

      But he was a Ranger, not a spook, and he was quickly growing tired of secrets and shadow games.

      “That I did,” Bayne said. Best to be out with it, then. “I knew I’d find her there because I was the one who ordered her into deep cover within the Byers Clan. I ordered her to break that cover so we could take Jaxwell Byers aboard the Blue and find out what’s going on.”

      Best to be out with all of it.

      Mao’s lips puckered. “You did what?”

      His disbelief was echoed by much of the bridge crew. A quick, collective inhale nearly sucked all the oxygen out of the room. “Let’s focus, now,” Bayne said, trying to temper the anger flooding his brain and relay the information without attacking Mao. “I ordered Delphyne off this ship, deliberately deceived all of you, and placed her in deep cover without backup. I did that because both Parallax and Centel have a history of using moles to attack their enemies from within. Both with great effectiveness. Centel tried to infiltrate this crew before Triseca and was nearly successful, so I didn’t know who I could trust. I still don’t. But I’m damn tired of sneaking around in the dark.”

      Mao’s jaw tightened, but not in the way it did when he was trying to keep from questioning Bayne. The way it did when he was questioning himself.

      Bayne took it as a sign to keep pressing. “And, yes, we are now in possession of Jaxwell Byers, son of Jasper Byers, intergalactic asshole of some renown. He is our best chance of getting some answers, and maybe clearing our names so we can all get back to sailing under a banner.” That sentiment rang hollow for Bayne, but he felt the attitude on the bridge shift. “Having him here also puts a huge target on our back, so, if we’re done, I’d appreciate if you would put us in a hard burn out of Byers territory.”

      Mao’s eyes flicked about Bayne’s face like a pesky fly. He nodded and said, “Aye, Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      They exited the Rickard Sea in a little under an hour. The nature of the place meant all hands at attention until they were free of the gravitational anomalies. Once they were, Bayne left the bridge and made straight for the brig.

      Sigurd and Wilco were standing guard. Wilco leaned against the wall, twirling his dagger, watching it like it was leaf plucked off the branch by the wind and floating down to the ground. Sig stood at attention, weapon at the ready.

      Bayne appreciated the diligence, especially considering that a mole on the ship was a real possibility. But he didn’t appreciate Sig’s finger inching slightly closer to his trigger at the sight of Bayne.

      “How’s the prisoner?” Bayne said.

      “Loud,” Wilco said. “Guy doesn’t shut up. At least, he didn’t.”

      “What does that mean?” Bayne said.

      Wilco shrugged. “Means he tripped and hit his face on my fist. Total accident, but he seemed to take it as some sort of threat.”

      Wilco’s behavior didn’t surprise Bayne, but Sig allowing it did. Bayne zeroed Sig in an interrogative glare.

      “I was away from my post,” Sig said in a robotic tone.

      Bayne grunted a disapproving sound and gestured for Sig to step aside. He eyed Wilco with a narrowed stare as he reluctantly moved.

      The door squealed as it opened inward. Jaxwell flinched at the unexpected movement and the appearance of Bayne in the doorway.

      Bayne stood for a moment, allowing Byers to soak in the horrors of his own imagination. The tortures he thought up were far worse than anything Bayne would probably do to him.

      Byers straightened as Bayne stepped into the room. He could tell that Byers wanted to speak. His lips quivered against a stream of words fighting to get out. The cut over his eye discouraged him from letting them loose.

      “Sorry about that,” Bayne said, pointing at the cut. “Wilco is a bit exuberant.”

      Jaxwell laughed. “Spare me the head games. You sent him in here to rattle me. Then you come in, exhibit empathy, and form a connection. Then you get me to contact my father and convince him to pay whatever absurd ransom you’re demanding.” He crossed his arms across his chest. “Whatever amount you’re asking for isn’t nearly enough. And, also, you can go walk out the airlock, because I’m not going to help you extort my family.”

      Bayne laughed, possibly tipping his hand and shattering his illusion at the very least. But he couldn’t help being amused that every word out of Jaxwell’s mouth was so wrong. “Believe what you want. As long as you tell me what I want.”

      “I won’t help you extort my father,” Jaxwell said, jutting his chin out defiantly.

      “I’m not interested in your father’s money. I’m not interested in your father at all. I kidnapped you because of you.” Bayne flashed a patronizing smile. “Congratulations, you’ve stepped out of your father’s shadow.”

      Jaxwell shifted his weight and his attitude from defensive to interested. Though Bayne meant it as a sarcastic jab, Jaxwell took it as a genuine compliment. “What are you talking about?”

      Bayne squatted, resting his elbows on his thighs and putting all his weight in his heels. “You’ve been putting out contracts on me.”

      Jaxwell kept his expression tight. There was a subtle change, but not enough that Bayne could read the thought behind it.

      “I’ve spoken with a few of your subcontractors,” Bayne said. “You get what you pay for.” He shrugged, again heavy on the patronizing and ego. “They pointed me toward the broker you used. Abbaghast.”

      “Never heard of him,” Jaxwell said.

      “He’s here.” Bayne jutted a thumb behind him. “I can get him if you’d like. Maybe air some professional grievances. Request a refund?”

      Byers pushed his back into the wall and used the leverage to get to his feet. He paced along the wall, looking down at his feet, stroking his chin.

      As he paced, an idea began to form in Bayne’s mind. As Byers took his seventh turn, the idea solidified. “You didn’t know.”

      Jaxwell froze. He looked down at his hands, his eyes wide and busy. Something was running through his head, a puzzle being pieced together. And then the last piece clicked together. Byers shot upright. “No.”

      Bayne stood to match him. “What? You just realized something. What is it?”

      Byers walked away. He stood in the corner, staring at the wall. He was silent a moment. The emptiness of the brig filled with the heaviness of the realization inside Jaxwell’s head. “I won’t help you take down my father.” He sat cross-legged in the corner and leaned forward, his forehead resting against the wall.

      Bayne stared at his back, wishing he could beat the secret out of Jaxwell’s head. He left before he could give in to his desire.

      “Tell you anything good?” Wilco asked, still twirling his knife.

      Bayne knitted his brow, coming to a realization of his own. “Maybe.”
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      The war room smelled of dust and stale air. Like a forgotten library, a collection of unused things. Not that the war had stopped, but the planning and strategizing had. They hadn’t convened in the room since Triseca. Bayne stopped taking the counsel of others. Hep believed he was partially responsible for that.

      The captain offered him the opportunity to make a choice, a chance at redemption. And he chose to stay aboard the Blue. He chose to follow Bayne into this fight that he didn’t fully understand. But there had been a rift between them ever since. Bayne stopped talking to him, stopped taking him on away missions. He had become a pariah in Bayne’s eyes.

      But the captain also stopped seeking the advice of others he had once relied on. Mao, Sig, Delphyne before she left. His trust was shaken, and Hep knew that was because of him.

      Which made Hep’s presence in the war room so confusing.

      Delphyne’s presence only confused the matter further.

      “What?” Delphyne finally said, snapping at Hep for staring at her.

      “I thought you left,” he said.

      “I did. I came back.”

      “I thought you had red hair.”

      “I did. Now it’s blue.” Despite her brusque responses, a smile spread across her face. “Any other keen observations?”

      “I’m glad you’re back.”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but closed it without saying anything.

      Bayne walked in a moment later, followed by Mao. He wasted no time in prefacing the purpose of their meeting. “What was Jaxwell’s mandate in this sector?” he asked Delphyne.

      She closed her eyes and moved her lips like she was reading something. “To protect and further the interests of the Byers Clan.”

      “Can you be more specific than that?” Bayne asked.

      “No,” Delphyne said. “That’s literally what his mandate is. I read it. It came straight from his father.”

      “Is that normal?” Mao asked.

      “No,” Delphyne said. “I scoured the Byers intranet while I was aboard the Burning Sun. I read the mandates of several other ships in the Byers fleet. Different classes, different sectors, totally different mandates, ranging from escort of civilian contractors to engagement of hostile pirates. None of them were that short and none of them came directly from Jasper Byers.”

      That seemed to mean something important to Bayne and Mao as they both fell into silent thought. Delphyne closed her eyes again, maybe rereading the mandate or analyzing it now that she knew it was important.

      Hep raised his hand. “Why am I here?”

      Bayne pressed on, seemingly ignoring him. “When I questioned Jaxwell, he assumed I kidnapped him for ransom. He said he wouldn’t help me extort his father. He didn’t seem to connect me to the contracts he submitted to the broker. When I pressed him, he didn’t seem to be aware that I was even the target.”

      “Could he be lying?” Mao asked.

      Bayne shook his head. “He didn’t outright say he didn’t know, but I could read it on him. And I don’t get the sense that he’s a good liar.”

      “He’s not,” Delphyne added. “He had no need to be. As the son of one of the most powerful men in the system, he’s used to getting what he wants. He never has to resort to deceit.”

      Mao began pacing around the table, chin up, hands clasped behind his back, like a philosopher strolling down the beach. “The broker would not implicate such a high-level client and burn a bridge with the Byers Clan with a lie. So, assuming Jaxwell was unaware you were the target, that means someone else wrote the contracts and used Jaxwell as a middleman to submit them to another middleman. Jaxwell’s position in the Deep Black makes him the perfect candidate. He’s further from the scrutiny of clan and United Systems overseers, and closer to the sort of element that would accept bounty contracts. Someone obviously wanted to remain anonymous.”

      “Jasper?” Bayne said. “But why the back-channels? After what he thinks I did to Triseca, no one would fault him for issuing bounty contracts on me.”

      Thought consumed them again, and Hep was left wondering why he was in the room. They were the best minds on the ship, and he was just the fill-in comms officer. And now that Delphyne was back, he wouldn’t even be that.

      Bayne broke the silence. “There was something else Jaxwell said. After I pressed him, he said he wouldn’t help me take down his father. Instead of extort. Something changed. He stopped assuming I took him for ransom after he found out I was the target on those contracts.”

      “Maybe he thought you targeted him for revenge,” Mao said. “Or to put an end to the contracts.”

      Bayne shook his head. “I watched him as he realized something. It was deeper than that. He totally shifted from defensive to passive. He just stopped fighting.”

      Delphyne opened her eyes. “Jasper isn’t targeting you because of Triseca.” She said it with certainty.

      “How do you know that?” Bayne asked.

      “When did you encounter the first bounty hunter?” Delphyne asked.

      “One week after Triseca,” Mao said.

      Delphyne closed her eyes again. Her lips moved as she nodded, having a private conversation with herself. Then she decided to let the others in on it. “The timeline doesn’t add up. To route a contract through Jaxwell, to the broker, and then out to subcontractors would take a week by itself. Then for the bounty hunters to track the Blue, even the best among them couldn’t do that in under a week. The contracts were issued before Triseca.”

      The revelation was heavy. It filled the room and made Hep forget the smell of dust. It made him suddenly happy to be in war room, a place designed to plan for the worst, to plan an attack, because he knew what that revelation meant. “The Byers Clan issued a contract on an active duty Navy captain.”

      Energy seemed to shoot through Bayne. He suddenly couldn’t stand still. He paced a meter length of floor, bouncing on the balls of his feet, hands clapping together. “But why? To cover up Ore Town? If it was something that needed covering up, then the Navy wouldn’t have ended up planning a joint attack with the Byers Clan to attack Parallax at Ore Town. There wasn’t enough time between me leaving Ore Town and alerting Central of the situation for Jasper to attempt to silence me. The contract is about something else.”

      “What else is there?” Mao asked.

      There was only one other thing. And it suddenly made sense. Hep knew why he was in the room. “The Rangers.” Mao and Delphyne looked at him like he had two heads. Not Bayne. Some part of Bayne already knew.

      “Connect the dots for me, kid,” Delphyne said.

      Hep was surprised to see Bayne look at him expectantly as well. “Well, if the bounty hunters caught up with us a week after Triseca, realistically, the contract was issued about two months before that, a little after Ore Town. Like you all said, Byers had no reason to try and cover that up. Only thing worth covering up after that was what the captain learned about the Rangers…”

      Delphyne shrugged. “I don’t know what that means. What did you learn?”

      Bayne retold the story of the Rangers’ end. How they were offered positions as commissioned officers in the Navy as reward for their efforts in defeating the warlords. How those who refused were lured to a remote location in the Deep Black under the guise of one last mission. How they were massacred. He told it robotically now. Empty of the fire. He’d detached himself from the story.

      Delphyne looked like she was going to vomit. “That is… I can’t…” She sunk into her chair, pulled down by an invisible weight, her words dying on the tip of her tongue.

      Mao continued as if unaffected, though Hep was getting good at reading the micro-movements in his expression. “But, if Hep is correct, what reason would Byers have to cover that up? A scandal of such magnitude would rock the United Systems, but business would likely continue unimpeded for a conglomerate as expansive as the Byers Clan. They are hardly an altruistic bunch. They are self-serving.”

      They all seemed to come to the same realization at once.

      “They would only act if it served their interests,” Delphyne said.

      “If the coverup served them,” Mao added.

      “If they served in the coverup,” Hep said.

      Bayne’s fire returned. “They were complicit in the massacre of the Rangers.”

      The implications clogged Hep’s lungs. The others choked on the idea. Hep imagined Bayne alone with Parallax in the corpse of his ship. Stabbed through the heart with information that shattered his understanding of the world. The fundamental rules of life were broken, rewritten, replaced by laws that contradicted everything they thought they knew.

      That was how Hep felt now. Upside-down.

      For the first time ever, Hep saw Mao fumble with his words. “But…why would…how?”

      Bayne chewed the inside of his lip. If he hadn’t opened his mouth to speak, he would have eaten the inside of his face. “It doesn’t matter how and why right now. What matters is that it happened.” He walked away from them, likely not wanting them to see his expression twist up in anger or sadness or any emotion. He did not want them to see him react.

      That frightened Hep. He’d seen Bayne in that state, so swallowed by his own emotions that the rest of the galaxy did not matter to him. His actions mattered only to him. As did the consequences. The fallout and how it fell on everyone around him were not present in his mind.

      “But if we plan to keep ahead of the Navy and the Byers Clan, we need to know how deep the collusion goes.” They looked to Hep like he was any other member of the crew now, not a child, not a near turncoat, not a former pirate. The acceptance turned a sour pit in his stomach warm. Though it also caught him off guard, so he found himself fumbling to continue.

      “I mean, it would help inform what we can expect to be thrown at us,” Hep said. “If the tops of both organizations are behind this, then the full force of both will be coming after us.”

      Mao and Delphyne nodded.

      Bayne’s entire body looked to have seized. His shoulders and neck were made of stone, sculpted with dynamite from a slab of volcanic rock. Hep considered walking to his side, placing a reassuring hand on the captain’s shoulder, the way Bayne had done for him on several occasions. That idea was fleeting, a hummingbird barraged with a sudden driving hailstorm.

      “Bring me Horus.”
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      Sigurd arrived with Elvin Horus minutes later. Sig still refused to look at Delphyne. Or maybe he couldn’t. His cheeks turned red whenever he was in the same room with her.

      Horus still stunk of liquor, though he appeared to be sober. The rum was probably seeping out of his pores at this point, given that he spent more time drinking than not. Bayne understood the impulse. Horus played part to a massacre of hundreds of innocent men and women, people he had fought beside. Then thousands of people he worked beside turned to vapor on Triseca. And he had reason to believe that those he served under in both the Navy and Byers Clan were responsible.

      If not for the driving desire to put his swords through those same people, Bayne would be drowning in rum right now. But he was stone sober. And he didn’t care to give Horus pity right now.

      “You served in Operation Welcome Mat,” Bayne stated, not asked. It immediately set the tone of an interrogation.

      “Yeah,” Horus said. His gait slowed in the face of the question. As did the carefree look he so often adopted.

      “Who else did?”

      “Pardon?” Horus was on the defensive, exactly where Bayne wanted him.

      “Captains. Who else captained ships on that mission?”

      Horus sat slowly, like an arthritic into a rocking chair. “That mission was compartmentalized. Ships were stripped of their IDs, so we didn’t know who we were sailing with. All communication was routed through Central. No ship-to-ship comms.”

      Bayne bent over, putting his face inches from the Horus’s bearded, rum-stinking face. “But sailors talk. Who were the other captains?”

      Horus was a large man, taller than Bayne by six inches and heavier by seventy pounds. Most of that was muscle. At least, it used to be. By now, a portion of it was alcohol. But the huge man shrank away from Bayne like a child from a stern school teacher. The thick hair over his lip shook. “I…I may have heard a few names.”

      Bayne had Hep copy the names of Captains Nemec, Hooper, Tisdale, and Ryme. “Go through the data we took from Centel,” Bayne told Hep. “Find out where those captains are now.”

      “I can save you the trouble,” Horus said. “They all work for Byers. Scattered throughout the system. Ryme and Nemec are in the Black somewhere. All of us got honorable discharges and full pensions, but the pay was too good to pass up.”

      “All work for Byers,” Bayne repeated.

      “That’s not quite half the captains involved in that mission,” Mao said. “But it’s still quite a coincidence that they would all receive such generous offers from Byers so close after a black ops mission.”

      “They were silenced,” Bayne said. “It would take a high-ranking Navy official to arrange honorable discharges. Don’t know about Byers. High-paying positions that kept them all apart and away from Central. That would take coordination, someone with some pull.”

      Bayne walked in circles, but he felt like he was the only thing not moving, like everything was spinning around him, out of control. He was at the center of a storm. He stepped forward from the calm of the eye toward the tumult, confident that the winds would calm for him.

      He was wrong.

      “Sir,” Graeme’s voice came through Bayne’s comm. “We’ve been targeted.”
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      The bridge was buzzing when Bayne stepped on deck. Lights flashing. Officers in and out of their seats, shouting over each other. Nothing being accomplished amidst the flurry of activity. It still surprised Bayne how quickly the crew fell apart without a leader calling the shots.

      In the Rangers, someone would have stepped up if the captain and XO were gone. It could have been the next down the line, it could have been a radio tech, but it would have been someone.

      “Report,” Bayne said. His firm yet calm voice returned some order.

      “Two ships,” Graeme said. “They dropped out of a hard burn right on top of us.” That meant the Blue had no chance of detecting them on approach. It also meant that they had a near perfect location of the Blue. Even the best pilot in the system couldn’t drop out of a hard burn that close to a target without knowing exactly where they were. “Both Navy ships, sir.”

      A knot tightened in Bayne’s gut. “Which ones?”

      “The Illuminate,” Graeme answered.

      “Jeska,” Bayne said.

      Mara Jeska was one of the only other Navy captains who sailed the Deep Black on regular tours. She had charted nearly as much of the territory as Bayne. She was as comfortable, if not more, as Bayne in the Black, which made her the most dangerous opponent the Navy could send after him.

      He knew they would task her with chasing him down. He feared they would give her command of a fleet.

      “And the Glint,” Graeme continued.

      “Bigby,” Bayne said.

      Selvin Bigby, though not as experienced in the Deep Black, was one of two Navy captains who took trailblazing tours along known but not fully charted territories. He was a quick thinker, creative problem solver, and no stranger to skirting protocol to accomplish objectives. Bayne liked the man—they’d shared countless drinks and stories over the years. And he respected Bigby—they’d sailed together on Bayne’s first tours after joining the Navy. They pacified areas still held by warlord sympathizers and brought territories under the banner of the United Systems.

      It wasn’t quite a fleet, but it was as dangerous a force as the Navy could muster against Bayne.

      “Orders, sir?” Graeme was shaking in his chair. A competent officer, but inexperienced. Bayne needed both right now.

      He turned to Delphyne, who, along with Mao, had followed him onto the bridge. “Take your seat, Lieutenant. Graeme, hail the Illuminate.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      The soft hum of radio static filled the bridge. “Captain Jeska, it’s good to see you.”

      “You can shove your attempts at charm up your ass, Bayne,” she answered.

      A smile forced its way onto Bayne’s face.

      “You know what comes next,” Jeska said. “You know the mandate when hunting down traitors and deserters.”

      The words were like knives in each of Bayne’s sides. Coming from the Navy, the blades may well have been dipped in poison before piercing his skin. “You really believe I’m a traitor?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I believe,” Jeska answered. “It matters what I’m ordered to do. That’s why I’m on this side, and you’re on that side. That’s something that never really took hold with you, did it?”

      She always was the blunt sort. That was one of the things that Bayne liked so much about her. Except when he was on the receiving end of it.

      “I suppose not,” Bayne said. “But what happens when the people giving the orders can’t be believed? They’re lying to you, Jeska. They’re lying to everyone. I have evidence that—”

      “I don’t care,” she said, cutting him off. “This isn’t a courtroom. You surrender now, I bring you in peacefully, and I promise you that you can present whatever evidence you have and point all the fingers you want.”

      Bayne wanted to believe that, if only for Jeska’s sake. He didn’t want to be the one to shatter her illusions of the honorable Navy serving an honorable purpose. “I wish you had any say over that, Jeska. I really do.”

      He muted the comm. “Graeme, chart a course as deep into the Black as you can. Richmond,” he said, contacting the engineering room. “Begin venting the nitrogen tanks. Delphyne, target our current location with our bow guns.”

      He felt the curious eyes cling to him. Delphyne’s weren’t curious but cautioning. He realized then how much he’d missed her presence on the bridge. She was always a reminder of the line, whether or not she was able to keep him from crossing it.

      “Keep a bead on the Glint,” Bayne ordered. “It’ll try to work its way behind us. If it moves past our nine o’clock, put a shot across its bow. We need to maintain an open route out of here.”

      Mao stepped to Bayne’s side and spoke so only he could hear. “What’s our mandate here, Captain? Are we preparing to kill fellow sailors?”

      We aren’t sailors anymore, Bayne thought. It had become like a mantra. “We are preparing to do whatever we need to survive.”

      He unmuted the comm to Jeska. “Captain Jeska, I am prepared to take you up on your offer.”

      Jeska’s surprise was almost audible over the comm. As was that of the bridge crew.

      “I’m glad you’ve discovered some sense since we last sailed together, Drummond,” she said. “I’ve no desire to end this the way brass wants it to end.”

      If Bayne allowed himself some humility, he could admit that Mara Jeska was the best frontier captain in the Navy. But, like most frontier captains, she was also loose-lipped and either naïve of protocol or blatantly ignored it. She wasn’t even aware of the information that she let slip. She probably wasn’t even aware that she had information to let slip.

      The Navy brass wanted Bayne dead. They needed to allow him the opportunity to surrender so that there could be an investigation and a trial and a public horse and pony show. But they just wanted him dead and the whole thing swept back under the rug where it belonged. They may not have given the order directly, but they made it known, subtly, that if the Blue never made it back to Central, that would be mission accomplished.

      The knowledge didn’t change Bayne’s plan, but it eased his guilt about it. “We all have to grow up and open our eyes sometime, Mara.” It was both an admittance and accusation.

      “Then power down all weapons systems,” Jeska ordered. “Only essential life support functions. All crew are to be disarmed upon our arrival. We will take your crew aboard the Illuminate for holding. Bigby’s crew will pilot your ship home.”

      Bayne sighed so Jeska could hear. Part of the show. “Couldn’t you switch that around? Bigby’s a terrible pilot, but he’s got better booze.”

      Jeska laughed. Then she ended the communication.

      “Put the engines to sleep,” Bayne said. “Keep them running, but low enough that the Illuminate can’t detect them.”

      “Low enough that they can kick back on without an initiation sequence?” Mao said, knowing the answer. Because he’d seen it done before.

      “Say what you will about them,” Bayne said to Mao. “But pirates are a clever bunch.”

      Wex Shill had done this very thing to them when they tried to apprehend him so many months ago. Bayne thought he complied by powering down and waiting for Bayne to board. But their weapon systems were just in a low-powered state, so they appeared offline. Once the Blue’s shuttle was en route, they fired up their guns. Though Mao must have thought it a cowardly trick, just the sort pirates would think up, it was an ingenious ruse, and Bayne would be a fool not to employ it.

      Bayne addressed the bridge. “Once the shuttles are underway from the Illuminate and the Glint, we’ll detonate the gas. It’ll be a quick flash in the pan, nothing that will cause any significant damage to their ships, just provide us enough cover to make an escape.”

      The bridge crew offered a cold reception.

      “They are still our brothers-in-arms,” Bayne said. “I’ve no desire to harm them. Once we get this mess cleaned up, you will sail beside them again.” His gut tightened with the lie.

      Silence engulfed the bridge as the crew watched and waited. Even the ship went quiet as the engines slept. After a few minutes that felt like hours, a voice came over the inter-ship comm channel. “Shuttles away.”

      Through the viewscreen, Bayne watched four shuttles approach. Each one was big enough to carry three away teams of five. They were joined by a larger transport meant to escort the Blue’s crew back to the Illuminate. That transport likely held another five to seven teams of five. Over a hundred armed sailors coming to take his ship. If allowed to dock, there was no way he could stop them.

      But they wouldn’t be allowed to dock. They crossed the threshold, getting close enough to the vented gas cloud that it would cause no damage now if it detonated.

      “Delphyne, fire the forward batteries—”

      Before Bayne could finish his order, Delphyne cut him off. “Another ship just appeared on screen!”

      A giant red dot ate up a portion of the map directly behind the ship, cutting off their escape route and surrounding them.

      “It’s the Forager!” Delphyne shouted.

      Captain Horne’s ship. The other Navy trailblazer. The Forager was one of the fastest in the Navy but not built for combat. Horne was a scout, mostly, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t punch a few holes in Bayne’s hull.

      Bayne felt a noose tighten around his neck. It stopped him from breathing. From speaking.

      “Captain!” Mao said, jarring Bayne from his stupor. “Orders?”

      The shuttles inched closer with every second. Closer to the gas cloud. If the Blue lit it too late, the shuttles, and everyone on them, would be torn apart. But if Bayne did nothing, those sailors would board the ship, and it would all be over. Despite Jeska’s intentions, Bayne knew he would never see the inside of a courtroom. He would never tell his story. The massacred Rangers would never get justice.

      “Sir, the shuttles are ten seconds from crossing into the blast radius of the gas cloud,” Delphyne said.

      Taking out the shuttles would keep them from being boarded, and maybe cause enough of a distraction that they could maneuver around the Forager before Horne had time to react. But with the blood of Navy sailors on their hands, Bayne doubted his crew would sail with him much longer.

      But that was if he waited.

      “Target the cloud and fire. Now!” His sudden fierceness caught the bridge crew off guard.

      Moa tried to reason with him, as he always did. “Sir, I think we should—"

      “I don’t care what you think,” Bayne said. “Fire now!”

      “They’re too close!” Mao shouted back.

      Delphyne didn’t move.

      “Fire now, goddamnit!”

      Mao grabbed Bayne’s arm and spun the captain around to face him. Bayne’s hand immediately reached for the blade on his hip. The black blade. Malevolence.

      “We cannot fire on those shuttles,” Mao said, his throat tight, voice coming out like bear guarding its den.

      “The shuttles have crossed into the blast zone,” Delphyne said.

      Bayne’s eyes narrowed to pinpoints. His fingers laced around the handle of his sword. “We wouldn’t have if you’d done as ordered.” He shook free of Mao’s grip and marched toward Delphyne. “Get up, Lieutenant. You’re relieved of duty.”

      She moved aside like she was stepping out of the way of an oncoming train.

      Bayne took her seat. He hadn’t sat at a gunner’s station in a long time, but they hadn’t changed. Nothing had changed since man first picked up a rock. Point it at what you want dead and start throwing.

      He punched in the coordinates. And he fired.

      Two torpedoes launched straight for the cloud.

      The bridge crew inhaled sharply and held a collective breath.

      The comm channel to the Illuminate sparked to life. Jeska sounded like an air raid siren. “Are you out of your mind? Call those off right now!”

      Bayne didn’t respond. He cut off the channel before anyone else could. He was the only one on the bridge that mattered now. He’d wanted to share more with his crew. Let them in. Let them be part of the decisions. It was all their lives on the line. But they proved they couldn’t be trusted. He would do it himself.

      “Captain Bayne, I must insist—”

      Bayne cut Mao off without turning to look at him. His voice was cold and quiet, like a moonless night on a winter pond. “Another word out of you, XO, and I will carry out your sentence right here and now.”

      The torpedoes and shuttles raced toward one another. Toward the point of no return. The point where Bayne became the story they’d written about him. The traitor. The pirate. When everything that he’d made of himself, the life he’d carved out of nothing, was erased.

      But what choice did he have? Give up, get stabbed in his cell, and have the story written before his body was cold? Stay alive, become the dread pirate, reveal the truth, watch them tear each other apart? Maybe there was a third option.

      He heard Mao’s footsteps behind. Steady even now. He heard the clasp undone on Mao’s blaster. The metal slide against the leather of his holster.

      “The shuttles are veering off,” Graeme said.

      The company of shuttles and the transport split and veered in opposite directions, steering toward either side of the oncoming torpedoes. Their new trajectories took them outside the blast zone.

      That was when Bayne detonated the torpedoes.

      The gas cloud burst like a balloon, a fireball started as a spark and rolled outwards until it was one big ball of fire. The shuttles were swallowed in it. For the length of a breath, they were gone. In that moment, Bayne flickered between redeemable and irredeemable, the man he knew he was and the man they believed him to be.

      The glare of the explosion faded. Through the bright spots dancing across Bayne’s vision, he saw the shuttles and the transport, still intact. They suffered some damage, and a few looked to be disabled, but they were in one piece, as were, presumably, the sailors inside.

      Without wasting a moment, Bayne targeted the Forager. The shuttles were between the Illuminate and Glint and the Royal Blue, dirtying up the Navy’s clean shot enough that Bayne knew they wouldn’t risk it. Jeska would likely task Bigby with recovering the disabled shuttles while she plotted a course around them.

      Horne and the Forager would engage. But Horne was a scout captain, not as experienced in combat, and the Forager was a scout ship, light and quick, not meant for ship-to-ship engagement.

      Bayne let loose a torpedo, aimed at the starboard engine. The shields would protect the Forager from major damage, but the impact would rattle Horne, giving Bayne the precious window he needed to escape.

      “Graeme, drop us ten degrees,” Bayne ordered. “Take us under the Forager. Engineering, prep a hard burn.”

      The Forager appeared to climb as the Blue dove. The Forager’s starboard engine was in clear view as the torpedo hit. The cloud of super-heated vapor and sparks had yet to dissipate before the Blue had dipped beneath the Forager, taking Horne’s ship out of view.

      “Hard burn ready,” someone from engineering said.

      Before Bayne could give the order, Delphyne shouted from the monitor station. “Incoming torpedo!”

      The Illuminate had barely cleared the disabled shuttles when it shot off a Hail Mary. Bayne should have known that Jeska wouldn’t let him go without a fight. Not after attacking her people. Not after lying to her.

      Bayne suddenly saw double as the ship shook. The torpedoes couldn’t have reached them already. Whatever hit them was closer. And it was still coming. A barrage.

      “The Forager is firing its starboard gun batteries,” Delphyne shouted over the rumble. “Shields are holding.”

      It wasn’t enough to cause significant damage, but it did slow them down.

      “Initiate hard burn,” Bayne ordered. “Get us the hell out of here!”

      The ship lurched as fuel flooded the engines and pushed them to capacity. Bayne felt his lungs press against his back, his heart squeeze, his eyes sink further into his skull.

      Then he felt the rumble of a torpedo colliding with the aft of the Royal Blue.
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      “Damage report!” The words barely scraped out of Bayne’s throat, the G-force trying to press them back down into his belly.

      “Torpedo struck our rear,” Delphyne said. “No significant hull damage.”

      “Then why are we slowing down?” Mao asked.

      Bayne radioed engineering.

      “Maintaining hard burn,” an engineering officer replied. “But that last hit disrupted the fuel injection system. It only pumped enough in to get us about halfway to our target.”

      “Bring up a map of the area,” Bayne said as he left the gunner’s station and took his place back in the captain’s chair.

      Delphyne raised a display of their projected drop point.

      It was a familiar area, but one that put a pit in Bayne’s stomach. It was familiar to him and to Jeska, Horne, Bigby, and even the Byers Clan. It would provide him little, if any, cover.

      “Any way to juice the engines a little more?” Bayne asked his engineers. “Get us a little further?”

      “No, sir. We can’t prep the injection process until the engines cool down.”

      It was difficult, but not impossible, to track a ship while it was in a hard burn. If Jeska didn’t have them now, she would shortly after they returned to a normal speed. The Forager was faster than the Blue, and the others weren’t far behind. They wouldn’t be able to prep another jump before the Navy was on top of them. And with Jeska now prepped for a fight, Bayne wouldn’t be able to fend them off.

      When you can’t fight, and you can’t run, there is only one option left.

      “We need a place to hide,” Bayne said.

      “Or we could surrender,” Mao said.

      “I don’t have time for you right now, Taliesin,” Bayne answered. The captain pushed himself out of his chair. The G-force had lessened as the ship slowed, and the artificial gravity on board had recalibrated enough that he could move. It felt like only a large man standing on his chest now instead of an elephant.

      He stood over Graeme’s shoulder, looking down at the navigational display in front of the nav officer. The drop point was mostly empty space. Nothing that would provide natural cover. So, maybe it was better to hide in plain sight.

      “There,” Bayne said, pointing to a small moon.

      “Sir, that’s—”

      “I know what it is,” Bayne said, cutting Graeme off. “Chart the course.”

      Bayne walked off the bridge without looking at a single member of his crew. He walked down the corridor, sweat forming on his brow from the effort to keep his balance when everything seemed to be working against him.

      “Hep,” Bayne said, activating his personal comm. “Where are you?”

      “Shuttle bay. Prepping in case we need to bail.”

      “We won’t. Meet me in the comms room. I need you to open a channel for me.”

      By Bayne’s internal clock, they had just minutes, three at most, until they came out of hard burn. It would be ten more before Jeska had their location. He had less than fifteen minutes to make this happen.

      Hep arrived at the comms room just as Bayne did. Bayne handed Hep a slip of paper. “Open a channel on this frequency. I need it in the next five minutes.”

      Hep unfolded the paper. His eyes went wide at the letters and numbers, seemingly trying to decode them, find the true meaning hidden among them, because they couldn’t possibly be real. “I know this frequency. This is—”

      “I know what it is. Just do it.”

      “No,” came a voice from down the hall. “Do not do it.”

      Now it was Bayne trying to decode what he was seeing, trying to find meaning in the scene before him. Mao was flanked by Sigurd and Delphyne. He wore a look that Bayne had never seen. One of pure anger, of hate.

      “Stand down, XO,” Bayne said.

      Pain flashed across Mao’s face. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, sir. I can’t allow you to make that call.”

      “Allow me?” Bayne parroted Mao’s words, lacing them with poison. “You don’t allow me to do anything on my ship.”

      “We’ve followed you through hell, sir,” Mao said. “We’ve stepped in line as you made one bad decision after another because we had faith you would lead us through as you always have. But this?” Mao spread his arms, gesturing to everything around them. A life on the run from those they swore to serve. And, now, a looming alliance with those they swore to bring to justice. “You want to bring us to Ore Town?”

      “It’s the only option we’ve got left,” Bayne said.

      “It isn’t,” Mao answered. “You could surrender. You could end all of this right now. You’ve sailed us too far into the Black on this one, Drummond. You need to bring your people back to the light.”

      “There is no light!” The anger shot out of Bayne. “There never was. My entire tenure with the Navy, the reason I joined up, the reason I sailed under its banner, was all a lie. It never existed. I betrayed the one real thing I ever had to serve a lie. To serve murderers and thieves. I’m in the dark? I’ve finally stepped out of it, Mao. For the first time since leaving the Rangers, I’m back on the right side.”

      Bayne ripped the Navy emblem off his chest and threw it at Mao’s feet. He pointed at the tattered piece of cloth. “They’re the ones who’ve sailed too far into the Black.”

      With a flick of Mao’s thumb, he undid the clasp securing his blaster in its holster. He undid years of service, of friendship. Years as Executive Officer Taliesin Mao, faithful officer of the United Navy.

      “Captain,” Mao said. “You are relieved of duty.”
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      Hep was frozen. He looked at Mao over Bayne’s shoulder. Sig and Delphyne at Mao’s side. The blaster rifle slung over Sig’s shoulder, as it often was, now carried with it a sense of warning. It was a snake coiled and ready to strike.

      “Get in there and open that comm channel,” Bayne said to Hep.

      “Don’t you move,” Mao said.

      Both commands came with added weight, laced with threat. Hep didn’t move. He couldn’t have if he wanted to.

      “Hepzah,” Bayne said. “If you don’t open that comm channel before we come out of this hard burn, Jeska will find us. If she doesn’t fire first, if she ends up taking us prisoner, none of us will not make it to Central alive. You know that. You know what Tirseer is capable of and willing to do.” He glanced over his shoulder at Hep. “What do you think she’ll do to you? The one who stole data from under her nose. The one who betrayed her to save my life. All her problems would be gone if you’d just done what you were told. The colonel doesn’t strike me as the forgiving type.”

      “Don’t you dare do that,” Mao said. This time, the warning wasn’t meant for Hep. It was aimed at Bayne. “Don’t you manipulate him like that. He’s a kid still. He has a chance at living a normal life after all this.”

      “Now who’s lying?” Bayne said. His hands slipped down to his hips. His fingers danced on the tips of his sword handles.

      Mao’s fingers crept around the handle of his baster. Sig rested his hands on the body of his rifle. Delphyne didn’t move.

      “Don’t make me do this,” Mao said.

      “I’ve never made you do anything,” Bayne said.

      Every second brought another micro-movement toward a point of no return. Where the crew ripped itself apart. Where the hopes of a new life were run through with blue and black blades and shot through the head with a blaster.

      A blaster rifle muzzle appeared from a branching corridor and pressed nearly to Sig’s temple. “Hands up, Chief.” Wilco smiled and winked, though it was unclear to whom. Sig raised his hands. Wilco slid the chief’s rifle off his shoulder.

      “You’re making a mistake here, Wilco,” Mao said.

      “No, I’m not.” Wilco’s voice held no hesitation. “Now, put your hands up too, XO.”

      Mao’s eyes narrowed on Bayne. “No. Not this time.” He pulled his blaster free of its leather holster, and time fractured. At times seeming like it sped up and, at others, like it slowed to a stop.

      Mao’s movement drew Wilco’s eye. Sig took advantage of that by throwing his elbow back and hitting Wilco’s wrist, loosening his grip on the rifle and throwing him off balance. Sig followed through by turning his whole body and driving his fist into the side of Wilco’s head. Wilco managed, barely, to raise his shoulder and absorb some of the blow. If he hadn’t, Sig would have broken his jaw.

      Bayne never looked away from Mao. And he wasted no movement. He threw his body forward, falling into a lunge and ducking beneath Mao’s gun. He drew the black blade and sliced it across the space between him and Mao quicker than a muzzle flash.

      Hep’s breath caught in his throat. He was afraid to let it out, afraid to let time continue for fear of witnessing the aftermath of that slash. But his lungs began to burn, and he couldn’t hold it in any longer.

      Hep exhaled.

      Mao’s blaster fell to the floor in two pieces. But Mao did not. He was unharmed.

      Bayne continued his lunge, closing the distance between him and Mao in less than a second. As he moved, he twirled Malevolent so that the blade pointed back, away from Mao. Bayne drove the butt of the handle into Mao’s gut.

      Mao wheezed as the air was forced out of him, but he didn’t fall. Hep never pictured the XO as much of a fighter. He was a man of protocol, of rules and regulations. Hep just assumed that precluded him from knowing how to throw a punch. Hep was wrong.

      Mao had a significant reach advantage over Bayne. He was taller than the captain by nearly half a foot. Mao fell back a step as he struggled to catch his breath. He caught Bayne in the forehead with a quick jab and managed to keep Bayne back. He threw a few more quick punches to maintain the distance. Then he closed it, heaving all his power into a thrust to Bayne’s chest. The punch connected square in the center of Bayne’s sternum. Now the captain was the one struggling for breath.

      Mao threw his whole body at Bayne, driving his shoulder into Bayne’s midsection. Hep dove out of the way, barely avoiding being sandwiched between the two men as they slammed into the wall.

      The men disappeared in a flurry of punches and elbows and knees. They no longer seemed to care about blocking, or even winning. They just wanted to hurt each other.

      Wilco and Sig had begun their own descent into fury. Wilco was on top of Sig, one knee pressed into Sig’s chest while the other pinned his arm down. Wilco dropped punch after punch into Sig’s face, his fists coming away bloodier each time.

      The twisted look on Wilco’s face sent a bitter chill down Hep’s back. He’d seen glimpses of it before. In the orphanage. On the streets after they’d escaped. Serving under Parallax. Hep always told himself that it was just something Wilco needed to do to survive. Hep was grateful for it because, whatever it was, he didn’t have it, and he would have died without it.

      But Hep had a feeling that he was seeing it on full display now. Nothing to hinder it. Nothing to temper the rage and glee.

      A quick muzzle flash and the boom of blaster shot shook them all from their fury. They looked up to see Delphyne holding Sig’s rifle. She’d put a hole in the ceiling.

      “You all done acting like a bunch of foolish stars-be-damned children?”

      The anger in her voice surprised Hep as much as the smoking gun in her hand.

      “The Navy wants us dead. The Byers Clan wants us dead. You’re making it easy for them. We’ve all got disputes here that need settling, but now is not the time to settle them. We fired on Navy ships. They won’t give us the chance to do it again. They will fire on us as soon as they see us. We need somewhere to lay low, collect ourselves, and figure out our next move.”

      She looked to Hep. “The captain’s got an idea for a place like that. I suggest you make that call.”

      He nodded and entered the comm room. He was thankful to have been given an order by someone with a gun. It alleviated him of the problem of making a choice. Had Bayne subdued them, had Mao gained the upper hand—

      Hep had no idea who he wanted to win, who he wanted to follow.
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      He took no pleasure in seeing his friend defeated. If it even was Mao who had been defeated. Bayne didn’t feel particularly victorious, having his XO’s blood on his knuckles. Delphyne was the one with the gun. But she didn’t look at all pleased by this outcome either.

      “Lieutenant,” Bayne said. “Seeing how you’ve gone and taken charge of this situation, might I recommend putting Mao and Sig in the brig? Just until we’ve landed, and things have settled a bit.”

      The words tasted like metal coming out of Bayne’s mouth.

      “No,” Delphyne said. “Not the brig. They can return to their quarters. And they can stay there for a time.”

      Mao pinched the bridge of his nose. “I suppose that’s a kindness for which I should thank you.” It sounded more like a question than anything else. Mao’s attempt at sarcasm got lost somewhere.

      Sigurd was silent. Both seething and broken, being at the business end of Delphyne’s blaster. Just an hour ago, he thought he’d never see her again. Now, she was locking him up. The dizzying emotions must have been nauseating.

      Wilco picked up the blaster rifle that Sig had knocked from his hands. None seemed too pleased at him being armed. Bayne wasn’t sure whether he was or not. He was glad to have a gun solidly in his corner, but he couldn’t deny there was a side to the boy that had begun to show recently that gave him reservations. A wildness.

      Before Wilco and Delphyne escorted Sig and Mao away, the XO locked eyes with Bayne. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Drummond. Watch that you don’t become exactly what you think you’re fighting.”

      Bayne shook his head but said nothing as Mao and Sig were walked away. Mao still had no idea what Bayne was fighting. Mao was still thinking like a sailor, a man with orders that came from a superior that served a system with good intentions. A system that functioned as all who served it believed it was meant to.

      But Bayne knew better now. He’d had the realization, the moment that Parallax told him he would.

      He entered the comm room.

      Hep stood from the comm station and nodded to him. “It’s ready.”

      Bayne nodded and, with a gesture, bade Hep to leave. The boy obliged without a word, but wore a sad expression as he walked.

      The call was queued up. All Bayne needed to do was press the button to put it through. His stomach fluttered. This was the only option. That didn’t mean it was a good one. That didn’t mean he trusted whoever answered his call.

      “Coming out of hard burn in one minute.” Graeme’s voice was steady as it came over Bayne’s personal comm.

      “Continue with the discussed route,” Bayne answered. He pressed the comm button. “This is Drummond Bayne to the administrator of the Ore Town colony.” He was answered with static. “Ore Town, do you copy? This is Drummond Bayne of the Royal Blue.” He swallowed hard before continuing. “I come under my own banner. That of a Ranger captain. I no longer sail for the United Navy.”

      Bayne’s throat tightened. He had just thrown his relationship with his entire crew into the void for this. Risked everything on this. And, now, no answer. Left to drift in the Black on his own, sucking for breath, freezing from the inside out. He thought of everything that could have been, had things gone differently. Had his parents never died. Had he never joined the Rangers. Had he chosen to stay a Ranger and not join the Navy. A web of what-ifs spreading out into infinity.

      Would he have ever sailed the stars? Would he have been the kind of man who carved his own path, who followed orders blindly, who kept his head down, punched his clock and came home to a smiling family? Ate dinner around a table. Held a tiny hand in his as his baby took her first breaths. Laid down next to his wife at night.

      “I figured I would be hearing from you eventually.” But the voice on the other end of the comm cut that web. What-ifs didn’t matter anymore. The decision was made. There was only one path forward.

      “Hello, Alex,” Bayne said as he raised a view screen.

      The chuckling visage of Alexander Kyte appeared. “Hello, Drum.”

      The whole thing felt surreal. Running from the Navy. Fighting his own team. Talking to Parallax like they were old friends. Bayne felt like he had slipped into an alternate reality.

      Alexander Kyte, former Ranger captain, current pirate lord known as Parallax, kicked his feet up on his desk. “What can I do for you?”

      “I could use a safe harbor.”

      Kyte smiled.
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      The Royal Blue made for Ore Town the second it dropped out of hard burn. With Mao off the bridge, and knowledge as to why having already spread among the crew, none dared say a word. Not even when they entered the small moon’s atmosphere. Not even when they docked. Not even when the most famous pirate in the system greeted them on the landing pad.

      “Did you really need to wear the mask?” Bayne asked.

      Parallax spread his arms. Bayne imagined he was smiling beneath the red and white kabuki-like mask. “This is my real face now.”

      A contingent of armed pirates marched up behind Parallax. He waved them forward. They swept around Parallax and then around Bayne and headed for the Blue. Bayne’s eyes narrowed on Parallax.

      “No need for alarm,” the pirate assured. “I’m sure you can appreciate me confiscating your weapons. Your last visit here didn’t exactly endear you to my people.”

      Bayne relented. He looked back to his people, to Delphyne and Hep and those he hoped were still his people. He nodded, tried to assure them that this was okay, that they weren’t entering one prison in hopes of avoiding another.

      The pirates disarmed the crew then escorted them away.

      “We have accommodations ready for them,” Parallax said. “An empty miners’ barracks. Nothing as luxurious as Central, I’m afraid.”

      “Better than a brig,” Bayne said. Despite himself, Bayne already felt a sense of ease washing over him. On the home world of a notorious pirate, watching his people marched away by thugs…and he felt better than he had in a long time.

      “Something is different about you,” Parallax said, eying Bayne up and down like a piece hanging in a museum. His eyes fell on the blades hanging on Bayne’s hips. “They’ve served you well, haven’t they?”

      When Parallax first gave the twin blades, Benevolence and Malevolence, to Bayne, the pirate told him that they meant something, that they would provide Bayne an understanding of the world that he had been lacking.

      And Bayne finally realized it. Two blades, named for two very different motivations. The system Bayne operated in as a sailor in the Navy, the system that tried to shoehorn all of existence into its box, functioned on the simple basis that everything was done in the name of one of these two motivations.

      The pirates were dark, vengeful, malicious sorts. Malevolence. The Navy was honorable, good, a protector. Benevolence. But it didn’t matter in what name those forces acted—they were still blades whose only function was to kill.

      “They have,” Bayne said.

      “Good.” Parallax gestured to the world around him. “Then welcome home.”
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        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Well, that was quite an ending, wasn’t it? Now that Bayne and his crew have seemingly joined one enemy to escape the other, what’s next?

      If you liked this story, or even if you didn’t, it would be awesome if you could take a minute and leave a review for me on Amazon.

      The next story in The Deep Black series is called Pirate Bayne and follows the crew on an adventure they never wanted to go on. One things for certain, nothing will ever be the same again.

      
        
        Get Pirate Bayne here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07T92VXWX

      

      

      

      And if you would like to be notified whenever I release a new book plus learn about all kinds of special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story when you sign up.

      

      
        
        Thanks again. Now, turn the page and check out the Science Fiction Newsletter!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story
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        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!

      

        

      
        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      

      

      
        
        Sign up today!

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
-3

THE DEEP BLACK

CAPTAIN BAYKE

BOXED SET

(g
=
=
—
—
=

iNAVE






images/00002.jpeg
//’/*\\
D
D

THE DEEP BLACK

PARALLAX

" JAMES DAVID VICTOR






images/00004.jpeg
J

THE DEEP BLACK

HANGER BAYNE

JAMES DAVID VICTOR





images/00003.jpeg
2

THE DEEP BLACK

LAPTAIN BAYNE

A
JAMES DAVID VIGTOR





images/00005.jpeg





