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Chapter One: Raiders in the Void




The convoy ran blacked‑out and wide—six fat freighters with two escort cutters prowling the edges like nervous dogs. No beacons. No chatter. No names painted on their hulls. They moved on silent thrusters through a cold lane where no patrol bothered to look. Cargo worth a colony’s winter rode in their bellies.

Captain Veyra Dane smiled at the dark.


Her ship—Grim Parable—floated twenty klicks ahead of the lead freighter in a patch of dust and shadow she had chosen an hour back. Her crew whispered at stations, hands steady, eyes bright with the kind of fear that keeps people smart. The Parable’s sails were folded tight, her skin blacked to drink the void. The trap was set.


Veyra stood on the command step with a hand on the rail, coat open, knife at her belt, braid coiled like a rope. She was lean as a blade and twice as honest. The void lit her face a ghostly blue.

“Read me their heartbeat,” she said.

Zed Kori—lean navigator with gambler’s eyes—glanced up from the board. “Convoy on rails. Escorts sweeping lazy—too lazy. Either green crews or they think their route’s a secret.”

“It was,” said Glim, the comms rat, chewing a stim leaf to shreds. “Until I bought it off a customs priest who drinks like a map leaks. Bless him.”

Veyra motioned with two fingers. The bridge crew leaned in without leaving their stations. “One charge. One clean strike. In and out before their mothers wake.”

Boren Knox—first gun, all shoulders and grin—thumped a fist against the bulkhead. “We playing loud or clever?”

“Clever first,” Veyra said. “Loud if they make me repeat myself.”

Laughter breathed around the bridge. Nerves cut thinner.

“Mask on,” Veyra said. “Let’s steal their names.”


The Parable exhaled. Sails unfurled just enough to catch the thin crosswind of charged particles that ran down the lane. Veyra’s ship slid from shadow into a glide, bow already pointed at the convoy’s throat. Zed’s hands shaped the gravity trim. The ship’s hum dropped to a purr.



Glim sent a whisper along the lane—static dressed like space. The convoy’s escorts saw nothing. The Parable’s nose kissed the arc of the fourth freighter’s path with a lover’s patience.


Veyra touched the rail once, a ritual older than her sins. “Now.”


The Parable lit her lanterns.


A cone of white tore the dark. Grapnels spat from hidden wells and punched home on the freighter’s flank with magnet growls. Lines went taut. The raider snapped from glide to sprint, pulled sideways by her own hooks, carving a crescent around the fat ship’s belly. Airlocks slammed into place with clangs that rang like bells told to keep quiet.

Alarms woke on the convoy. The lead cutter kicked hard about, guns spitting blue. Too slow.

Veyra went from step to deck, motioning Boen and Glim to hold the bridge. She ran the spine to the lock, boots biting grating. The boarding team waited hot and hungry: six raiders with pistols, shock blades, and eyes that smiled at trouble. At their head stood Lark—Veyra’s second—short, scarred, steady as bedrock.

“Two minutes,” Lark said, voice a growl that had put more than one mutiny back to sleep.

“Eighty seconds,” Veyra said. “They’ll cut the lines by ninety.”

Lark’s smile cut wider. “After you, captain.”

The lock cycled. Pressure hissed. The hatch irised open into the freighter’s ribbed corridor.

They hit it like a story told fast.

Two security techs in orange vests fumbled for batons. Lark dropped one with a pistol pop, Veyra knocked the other cold with a backhand that left teeth on steel. Raiders flowed past, boots soft, breath sharp.

They ran the corridor to a service shaft, slid and climbed, came up into cargo ring B—an endless circle of sealed containers under green work lights. The air smelled like cold metal and old coffee. The deck trembled with the thrum of engines not meant to sprint.

“Seal and sweep,” Veyra said. Raiders peeled off to slam manual bolts and lay little disks the size of coins along the rails—charges to ruin locks if anyone got bright ideas.

Lark jogged with Veyra to the manifest bay. A clerk tried to bar the door with a chair and a prayer. Veyra kicked both out of the way. She put the flat of her blade to the clerk’s throat.

“Darling,” she said sweet as a lullaby, “where do you keep the good secrets?”

The clerk pointed with both hands at once at a cabinet big enough to sleep in. Veyra smiled, patted his cheek with the blade, and popped the cabinet. Inside lay three stasis cases with seals bright as new coin. No markings. No weight beyond their promise.

Lark’s eyebrows went up. “Guild seal. Shy bastards.”

Veyra ran her thumb along a ridge. “Break one.”

Lark set a splitter, twisted, and hissed as frost rolled out. The lid sighed open. Inside: a strongbox, black, banded with filigree that looked like it wanted to crawl.

“Pretty,” Lark said, not meaning it.

“Grab it,” Veyra said. “We’re leaving.”

The deck shuddered. On the ship‑net, Boen’s voice rumbled, all business now. “Ninety seconds and I’ll be peeling cutters off our skin with a crowbar. Wrap it.”


They wrapped it. Raiders fell back in good order, charges armed, lines ready. The Parable’s lock cycled open, the freighter’s air sighing out with relief like a punched man.


The last raider through was Veyra. She turned in the lock and looked down the corridor at the clerk, who had his hands up and his eyes wide and his love for living louder than his pride.

“Don’t run,” she said. “Bolt the doors behind us. Pretend we were a dream you slept through.”

The clerk nodded fast enough to hurt himself. Veyra shut the hatch.

“Cut us loose,” she said.


Boen obliged. Grapnels blew with shaped charges, lines snapping away. The Parable slid, rolled, and showed the cutter her tail. Guns stitched blue across their wake. Zed threw the ship into a twist that made gravity forget its manners. The cutter overshot, the second cutter clipped the freighter, and the convoy fell into the kind of panic that empties training from skulls.


“Lanterns out,” Veyra said, “and let’s go quiet.”


They went quiet. The Parable melted into the lane’s darkness, riding the slim backwash of the convoy’s own thrusters. Glim jammed the cutters’ comms with a hymn the miners of Veyra’s childhood sang when roofs creaked. All anyone heard was ten thousand men telling stone to be kind.



The convoy dwindled. The Parable banked for the black.


Only then did Veyra touch the strongbox.

They brought it to her cabin because Veyra believed in opening ghosts in rooms with locks she trusted. The cabin carried the usual raider mix: trophies nailed to bulkheads, a table scarred by maps and knives, a hammock slung at a slant so a captain never forgot the ship’s tilt.

Lark set the box down. Zed and Glim stood back like the thing might bite. Boen hovered, too big for the room and too curious to leave.

Veyra knelt. The box had no seam until her fingers found it. The filigree shifted under her touch, almost warm. She listened and heard nothing but her own breath.

“Bad idea,” Zed said softly.

“The best ones are,” Veyra said, and slid the latch.

The lid opened on velvet black and a smell like storm‑metal. Inside lay a folio wrapped in oiled cloth, old and careful. Veyra lifted it with both hands. The cloth crackled like dry leaves. She unwrapped it and spread the contents on the table.

Maps.

Star charts sketched by hand on thin polymer, edges worn, corners patched. Ink the color of old wine traced lanes and currents Veyra knew and some she didn’t. In the corner of each, stamped in faded gold, a sigil: four‑point star turned like a wound.

Boen swore low. Glim stopped chewing.

“The Black Star,” Lark said, voice flat. “I hate that name.”

“Names only bite when you feed them,” Veyra said, but something tightened in her chest despite herself.

She flipped through the folio. Notes in three hands marched along margins—one neat, one frantic, one that looked like it had been written at speed with a blade instead of a pen. Symbols like knots marked intersections of currents. At the center of the last chart, in a patch of void she had never seen, a symbol burned bright enough to survive the years.

A four‑point star. Black ink. No label.

Zed whistled, long and low. “That’s a course to nowhere.”

“Or to a crown,” Glim said, greed and superstition wrestling in his voice.

Boen scratched his jaw. “Or a grave.”


Veyra traced the route with one fingertip, following the thin line through storms marked with skulls and little notes that read no return and burn this bridge. She felt the tug of it—not the tug of myth, but the tug of a road that wanted walking.


“Where’d they get this?” Lark asked.

“Guild seal,” Veyra said. “Smelled like priest and banker, which is the same stink. Somebody rich and scared meant this to go somewhere quiet.”
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