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The stars didn’t twinkle in deep space. They loomed — cold, unblinking sentinels watching the slow dance of metal hulls and ion trails. In the emptiness beyond the edge of Sector 6, a small corvette-class ship drifted silently, its lights dimmed, hull scorched, and power running on auxiliary only.

Inside, the crew of the Vultures’ Grace was trying not to die.

“Systems check,” barked Drex, captain and de facto chaos wrangler. He gripped the edge of the navigation console, sweat matting his copper-red hair to his brow. A scar curved from his jaw to the corner of his left eye — a reminder of the last time they crossed into Sector 7.

“Weapons offline. Shields are fried. We’ve got maybe twelve hours of oxygen if Slinko stops singing,” said Goth flatly, tapping on the cracked display before him. Tall and ink-skinned, Goth wore his trademark matte-black coat like a second skin, his voice a measured rumble of irritation and intellect. “Also, I hate everyone.”

“Goth hates everyone,” Drex said into the ship’s log recorder. “Good, consistency in these dark times.”

“I’m telling you, we could outrun them if I rerouted emergency power to thrusters,” said Slinko, crawling out from under the engine access panel. He was short, jittery, and more machine than man at this point — cybernetic arms, glowing implants in his neck, and a voice that crackled when he got excited. “Not saying we should, but we could. Probably. Eighty percent probably.”

“Seventy,” muttered Goth.

“Sixty-five if he’s doing math,” Francine added from the co-pilot seat. She didn’t raise her voice, but it always cut through. The only one on the ship who’d been Space Force once, back before the fall of their planet,Muth. Her silver hair was pulled back tight, her eyes sharper than a railgun at close range. “We’ve got a bigger problem. They’re not just pirates. They’re Sector 7 pirates.”

Silence.

Sector 7 was where ships disappeared. Where distress beacons screamed into nothing. Where the Coalitions’ jurisdiction ended — and the lawless ruled.

“Why are they chasing us?” Slinko asked, his voice an octave too high.

Drex frowned. “Because we stole something.”

“You stole something.”

“I prefer liberated.”

Goth turned from his station, eyes narrowed. “What did you liberate, exactly?”

Drex pulled a small, unmarked cube from his jacket pocket. Matte black, pulsing once every few seconds with a soft red glow.

“Whatever this is.”

Slinko looked at it like it might bite him. “That’s not a data drive. That’s mil-spec. Maybe even pre-War tech.”

Francine swore under her breath. “You picked that up back on Helix Station, didn’t you? Right before it exploded.”

“It was already exploding when I got there,” Drex said defensively.

The ship’s hull shuddered.

“They found us,” Goth said quietly. “Coming in fast. One ship. Frigate class. Standard Sector 7 sigil — black skull, crimson crown.”

Drexs’ grin was equal parts mad and brave. “Well. Let’s see how bad they want it.

The Vultures’ Grace wasn’t built for a fight. She was built for running fast and lying well — a scavenger-class hull with aftermarket guts and the modifications that got you shot in most ports. She could punch if cornered, but not for long.

Right now, cornered was exactly where they were.

“Goth, what do we have for countermeasures?” Drex asked, fingers already dancing over the control panel to divert power to the thrusters. The lights flickered like they were considering retirement.

“Two flare pods. One decoy drone with a cracked guidance chip. And Francine’s winning personality.”

“Great. Launch Francine.”

“I heard that,” she said, flipping a switch and pulling up the tactical overlay. The enemy frigate was closing in — too fast for comfort, too far to run.

“Who the hell brings a frigate after a four-man crew?” Slinko muttered, wiping sweat off his brow with an oil-smeared sleeve.

“Someone who really, really wants their toy back,” Drex said. He held up the black cube again, watching the pulse of light. It was getting faster.

“Maybe it’s a bomb,” Slinko offered helpfully.

“Maybe you’re a bomb,” Francine replied, not looking up. “We still got the pulse cannon?”

“One shot. Half-charge,” Goth said.

“We’ll make it count.”

Outside, the stars had shifted — a new light blooming in the void. Cold and red. The pirate frigate had exited FTL, trailing blue fire from its engines. Its hull was scorched and pieced together with welded scraps, like someone had built it in a fever dream. Cannons bristled from every angle, and a massive skull-shaped prow led the charge.

“Transmission coming through,” Goth said. “They’re hailing us.”

“Put it through,” Drex said, slumping into the captain’s chair. “Might as well hear what flavor of doom we’re getting today.”

The viewscreen flickered. A face appeared — or something close to a face. Half of it was bone-white metal, the other half leathery and tattooed, with a cybernetic eye glowing like a dying sun.

“Captain Drex of the Vultures’ Grace,” the pirate said, voice like gravel soaked in oil. “You have something that belongs to Sector 7.”

Drex raised a brow. “You’re going to have to be more specific. I steal a lot of things.”

“You know what it is. Hand it over, and we’ll let you drift in peace.”

“See, that’s the thing,” Drex said, leaning forward, spinning the cube between his fingers. “I have trust issues. Especially with pirates who open negotiations with death threats.”

“You’re outgunned, outclassed, and out of time,” the pirate growled. “Last chance.”

Drex smiled without humor. “We’ll take our chances.”

The screen went black.

Goth was already moving. “Brace. They’re charging weapons.”

“Francine—”

“Already rerouting life support to shields.”

“That’s incredibly stupid,” Slinko said.

“Welcome aboard,” she snapped.

The Vultures’ Grace groaned as her makeshift shields flared to life. A second later, the first barrage hit — twin lances of plasma streaking across the void. The ship rocked, metal shrieking under the strain.

“One more like that and we’re scrap,” Slinko said.

“We don’t need to survive forever,” Drex said. “Just long enough.”

He stood, tossing the cube to Goth. “Time for a distraction.”

“You’re not giving this to them?” Goth asked, eyes narrowing.

“I’m giving them a reason to hesitate. Don’t worry I have a plan,” Drex said. 

“Does the plan suck?” Francine asked, checking the charge on her laser sword.

“Absolutely,” Drex said, sliding his pistol from its holster. “Slinko, cut the gravity in the airlock. Goth, be the wall.”

“I am always the wall,” Goth rumbled, stepping in front of the inner door. He didn’t draw a weapon. He cracked his ink-black knuckles.

BOOM.

The airlock door didn’t open; it imploded.

Sparks showered the corridor as the magnetic seals failed. Smoke poured in, acrid and thick, followed immediately by the scream of blaster fire. Red plasma bolts chewed into the bulkheads, forcing Drex and Slinko behind a crate of spare parts.

“Suppressive fire!” Drex shouted, leaning out to pop two shots into the smoke.

Three pirates charged through the haze. They weren’t the cartoonish villains from the viewscreen; they were desperate, armored in scrapped hull-plating, wielding jagged boarding axes and scatter-guns.

They ran straight into Goth.

The ink-skinned giant didn’t flinch. He caught the first pirate by the throat, using the mans’ body as a shield to absorb a shotgun blast from the second pirate. With a grunt of effort, Goth hurled the first pirate into the second, knocking them both back into the breach.

“Clear the lane!” Francine yelled.

She vaulted over Goths’ shoulder, her laser sword humming—a stark white line in the gloom. She didn’t spin or dance. She lunged. A pirate raised a rusted vibro-blade to block, but Francine feinted low, severing his knee joint before driving the hilt of her sword into his helmet.

Efficiency. Not flash.

“There’s too many of them!” Slinko shrieked from the rear, his cybernetic eye whirring as it tracked targets. He raised his compact rifle, firing a spray of suppression rounds that sparked harmlessly off the heavy armor of a brute pushing through the back. “My rounds aren’t punching through!”

“Drex! The plan!” Francine shouted, parrying a blow that would have taken her head off.

“Working on it!” Drex was at the wall panel, ripping wires loose. “Slinko, override the docking clamps! Force a disengage!”

“We can’t!” Slinko yelled back. “If we disengage while their airlock is magnetized, it’ll rip the hull apart!”
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