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Chapter One: The Map of Fire




The bazaar clung to the shadow side of a shattered moon like barnacles on bone. No beacons. No customs. Just rusted gantries, flicker‑signs, and the low, constant hum of generators that might cough their last prayer at any second. Traders spoke in code and knives. Saints were painted on bulkheads with eyes scratched out—no witness, no sin.

Captain Cassian Rhys liked it fine.


He moved through smoke and barter with his coat open and his hand near the knife that had ended three mutinies. Tall, lean, a smile that only came out when he was losing at cards. The Wayward Comet floated three bays over, lanterns dim, ready to burn at a word. His crew fanned the lanes with purpose.


Maya Koss—first mate—watched his back with a casual tilt that fooled no one. Jun Starling—navigator—haggled for charts with a gambler’s contempt for odds. Pike—engineer and occasional arsonist—carried a crate of parts that would either fix a reactor or end a friendship. Iko the medic counted vials. Rook, quiet as vacuum and twice as patient, ghosted ahead.

“Eyes open,” Maya said over the whisper‑link. “I can smell warlord coin from here.”

“Smell your own nerves,” Pike muttered. “They’re on fire.”

“Everything’s on fire,” Jun said cheerfully. “That’s why we brought buckets.”

Cassian ignored them all and let the bazaar talk. Rumor clung to air like oil: Vorak dead; a ghost‑ship under a black star; a guild convoy robbed blind; a nebula that ate suns. Most of it was lies. Some wasn’t. His job was knowing which.

A boy with a scar like a comet across his cheek tugged Cassian’s sleeve. “Captain Rhys,” he said, respectful as a thief. “Old Hara’s looking for you.”

Cassian flipped him a coin with a saint’s face rubbed smooth. “Then she’s found me.”

Hara’s stall sat in a cul‑de‑sac of broken hull plating and prayer flags. She’d been selling maps since pirates sang in caves for echo. Her hair was white rope, her hands brown leather. Her eyes were the only young thing about her.

“Captain,” she said, as if greeting a storm she’d invited on purpose. “You brought your own trouble?”

“Always,” Cassian said. “Got any for me?”

She slid a cloth across her counter. Under it lay a polyglass folio patched with solder and faith. Lines glimmered in it like fish under ice. “Found in a chest that didn’t want opening. Paid in blood I didn’t want to count. I kept it because I liked the way it hummed when no one was listening.”

The hum reached Cassian’s bones now—faint, insistent. He set his fingertips to the glass. The lines brightened, then rearranged, not at random but like a lock remembering its combination.

Nine points lit in colors that weren’t on any honest spectrum. They burned in a cluster, their light overlapping into a geometry that hurt the eye.

Maya sucked a breath. Jun swore softly. Pike said a holy word and meant it.

“The Nebula of Nine Suns,” Hara said, voice gone low. “Sailors whisper it. Priests deny it. Warlords bleed for the rumor. Nine stars nested like knives. Currents fold there. Gravity sings. Men go in and come out wrong if they come out at all.”

Cassian didn’t blink. “And in the middle?”

Hara’s mouth twitched. “An old thing. Older than empires. Some say it’s a key. Some say it’s a crown. Some say it’s a mouth.”


Maya leaned on the counter. “And you brought this to us because you like our faces?”


“Because you pay debts and bury curses,” Hara said. “And because the man who should’ve bought it sent jackals instead of coin. I don’t deal with jackals.”

Cassian traced the route circling the cluster. Someone had annotated it with a hand that didn’t expect to be read—tight, elegant script, half math, half prayer. Waypoints knotted in familiar currents then vanished into lanes nobody sane charted.

“What’s the price?” he asked.

Hara named a number so high Pike coughed. Jun laughed like a man at a funeral. Maya didn’t react; that was reaction enough.

Cassian looked at the nine lights again and heard the old itch under his ribs—the one that had put him on a ship the first time and kept him there after the world learned his name. “Half now,” he said. “Half when my hull clears your bay.”

Hara’s eyes crinkled. “You’ll have a fleet on your keel before your skids cool.”

“Always do,” Cassian said.

He slid the cred skein. Hara bit it with a reader and grunted, satisfied. She wrapped the folio in oilcloth and set it in his hands like a blessing turned sideways.

Rook’s whisper‑sharp voice slid into the link. “Company incoming. Two squads in guild coats, boots too clean. Three more wearing colors they think look like ours. And a woman with a smile that asks forgiveness after it’s robbed you.”

Maya’s hand found her pistol. “Rivals.”

“Rivals later,” Cassian said. “We’re leaving.”

They turned and walked into a net that had already been cast.

The alleys narrowed by design—market makers love a choke point. Guild coats closed from the left with warrants no one wanted to read. Warlord greys moved from the right with rifles that spoke a common language. The woman Rook had named stepped into the center line and spread her hands.

“Captain Rhys,” she said, voice warm as a blade left in the sun. “Kessa Vale. We’ve never met; I’ve just stolen from you at distance.”

“Kessa,” Jun said under his breath. “Filcher queen of the Lagrange towns.”

“Retired,” Kessa said. “Today I’m a finder of lost things. Specifically, that folio you’re carrying like a saint’s skull.” She flashed that contrition‑after‑theft smile. “Tell you what. I take it. You keep the fingers that touch it.”

Pike rolled his shoulders. “She’s kind.”

Maya moved half a step to put herself between Cassian and Kessa out of habit and bad ideas. “This lane ends in our dock,” she said. “You’ll have to climb us to stop us.”

“Gladly,” one of the greys said, raising his rifle.

Rook shot him through the wrist. The pistol squeak barely registered over the man’s scream.

Everything turned fast.

Guns coughed. Knives kissed ribs. The bazaar flowed around the violence the way water flows around rocks it intends to drown later. Maya dropped two with three shots. Pike threw a smoke puck that smelled like pepper and engine fire. Jun grabbed Kessa’s sleeve when she tried to slip past; she flowed with the grab, spun him off balance, and grinned in apology even as she stole the ring off his finger.


Cassian kept moving. The folio rode his chest under his coat like a second heart. He didn’t run; he cut—through crowds, through intent. The Comet’s bay waited three turns and one mistake away.


“Left,” Rook breathed. “Then through the shrine—ignore the saint, he forgives nothing.”


They burst through a bolt‑on chapel where a rusted icon frowned at all the blood. The dock opened beyond—gantries, smoke, the Wayward Comet crouched like a cat ready to spring.


“Board!” Cassian snapped.

Guild coats and greys poured into the bay. Kessa slid along the rail, light on her feet, hands empty and too open.

“Don’t shoot her,” Jun said through gritted teeth, swatting a knife out of the air. “She bites worse when wounded.”


Maya threw the ramp lever. The Comet answered with a purr that turned into a growl. Pike hit the bypass that made customs pylons forget to check the registry.
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