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Prologue: Starfarer's Legacy




Before the sails, before the raiders, before the Solar Sea even knew human names, the Starfarers walked between stars with tools that bent light like wire.

They built vaults in the hearts of storms. They carved charts from living glass. They taught rivers of fire to run where hands pointed, not where gravity pulled.

Then they vanished.

Some said they sailed too far and couldn't find home. Some said they became the light itself. The ruins they left behind didn't answer. They only hummed, patient as stones, waiting for hands bold enough or foolish enough to wake them.

The Solar Sea rolled on. Humans came with their wooden ships and canvas sails, drinking fire from the currents, building lives in the bright wild. They found Starfarer ruins and stripped them for parts. They found charts and couldn't read them. They found weapons and blew themselves apart.

But one vault remained untouched, buried in the Furnace where storms ate fleets and spit out wreckage. The Starfarers had locked it with fragments scattered across the Sea, each piece a key, each key a test.

And the vault held something more than treasure.

It held a lever that could teach the Sea to listen.

The Guilds searched for it in secret. Pirates chased rumors of it through blood. And in the year the storms turned dark, three captains found the first fragment and began a race that would crack the vault wide or kill them trying.

The Solar Sea burned bright and hungry, waiting to see which.


Chapter 1: Skyfire




The Solar Sea burned like a road of living brass. Rivers of charged fire crossed and curled, and the great sails of the Dawn Sabre drank them in. Her masts rose like spears. Her rigging hummed with stolen sunlight. The ship cut a bright wake through the blazing tide, a knife through molten silk.

Captain Jax Blackshore stood at the forward rail with his boots braced and his collar open to the heat. His dark brown skin shone with a light sweat. A coil-pistol rode his hip. He watched the currents like a gambler eyes the turn of a card.

"Read me the stream," he said.

Navigator Suli tapped a brass ring built into the chart table. Holo-threads leapt up from the plate and drew a shifting grid over the river of light ahead. "Convoy's still riding the leeward slipstream," she said. "Three fat barges. Two cutters escorting. We come in from the dim side and they won't see us till we bite."

"Good." Jax rolled his shoulders, easy and loose. "How's our bite, Ix?"

Engineer Ix poked his head up from the deck grille. Soot streaked his cheek. His crooked teeth showed when he spoke. "Flare cannons are eager. Grapples are hungry. Don't ask me for a second volley unless you want to row us home."

A low chuckle went around the deck. Nerves let out in small ways. A raid meant money. Money meant repairs, rum, and one more week of freedom in the bright wild.

First mate Korrin didn't laugh. He stood iron-straight, thick arms crossed on his barrel chest, eyes cold on the distant glimmer of the targets. A puckered scar dragged one eyebrow into a permanent sneer. "Guild convoy's running cutters from the Aegis Fleet," he said. "Those aren't the soft ones. We miss the first pass, and they'll gut us."

"We won't miss," Jax said.

Korrin's mouth tugged sideways, almost approving, and then not. "Aye, Cap."

Jax took one more breath of hot metal air and lifted his hand. "Run out the wings. Give me full bloom."

The Dawn Sabre unfurled. Suli's crew sprang to the winches and the sail-wings spilled from their housings like waterfalls of glass. The masts flexed, cables sang, and the ship heeled into the gale of light. The hull trembled. Jax felt it in his bones, the ship ready to leap.

"Bring up the flare-screen," he said. "I want our shadow to look like harmless glare."

A thin ripple spread from the Sabre's prow and bent the light around her. The ship's outline smeared, a mirage within the sea of fire. They skimmed toward the convoy.

Suli named targets, quick and precise. "Barge one hauling ore. Barge two—sealed containers, high-security seals. Barge three—fuel casks. I want two."

"So do I." Jax rubbed a thumb across his jaw. "Aegis cutters?"

"Starboard and high. They'll keep the storm at their back."

"Good. We'll take their shadow."

He swung to the crew. "All hands. Quiet run to mark, then we hit hard. Ix, fire the first flare only on my mark. Grapple crews, watch my hand. Boarders ready blades, keep shots tight. We're not butchers—we're businessmen who happen to enjoy our work." A ripple of laughter chased the order. "Let's earn our supper."

They slid into the convoy's blind spot. The sea boomed in distant thunder, a deep animal voice under the crackle of the sails. Jax watched the closest cutter—a lean, sharp ship with AEGIS stencilled in white along her spine. He could almost see the officers in their tidy coats, backs straight, trust in their guns. He felt a pinch of affection for them. Brave fools made life interesting.

"Now," he said.

Ix kicked the flare cannon. A spear of light screamed from the Sabre's bow. It cracked across the cutter's stern like a whip, shorting the shield grid and smearing white fire over the rudder fins. The cutter yawed, stuttering in the surf. The convoy wobbled.

"Grapples!" Jax slashed his hand down.

Twin harpoon lines spat from the Sabre and clamped onto the sealed-container barge. The lines went taut. The Sabre's deck groaned. Cables smoked. The barge lurched toward them in a slow, inevitable drag.

A siren wailed on the Aegis cutter. Guns flashed, spitting hot darts and coil-bolts. The Sabre's flare-screen took the first sting, then failed in a shower of sparks.

"Hold her steady!" Jax barked. "Boarders, go!"

Korrin bellowed and leapt first, a bulk in a mag-harness, cable zipped to the barge's rim. Half the crew followed, a bright swarm. Jax waited two heartbeats to read the flow, then launched after them. Heat slapped him. The Solar Sea roared under his boots.

They hit the barge's deck in a scatter of boots and hooks. Guild hands raised shock staves. One made the mistake of shouting terms. Korrin's answer was a headbutt and a quick, clean punch with a pistol butt. The fight popped like a string of firecrackers—short, loud, decisive.

Jax moved through it like a dancer with a knife. A guard lunged. Jax slapped the staff aside, stepped in, slammed an elbow into the man's ribs, then flicked him down by the wrist. No hate in it. No cruelty. Just speed.

"Move," he said, and the man rolled away clutching his breath.

Suli's voice crackled in his earbead. "Cutter's finding her feet again, Cap. Second one is coming about fast."

"Tell Ix to give them something to worry about," Jax said. "We're in and out."

He and Korrin reached the sealed hatch at the barge's midline. The lock glowed a sober corporate blue. Korrin planted the bite-charge. The lock hissed open, reluctant and expensive.

Inside, the air dropped from furnace to cool vault. Crates stacked in neat columns. Each stamped with the Guild's six-pointed sigil and the warning that always made raiders grin:

PROPERTY OF THE SOLAR TRADE GUILD. DO NOT OPEN.

"Open," Jax said.

Korrin and two hands snapped pry-bars into the first crate. Inside: stacked cred-plates. Clean money, ready to spend.

"Bankers," Korrin muttered, weighing one in his palm.

"Take it," Jax said. "But we came for something better."

He walked the aisles, reading the Guild's tidy codes, listening to the ship shudder as flares bloomed and guns hammered outside. His hand found a crate with an extra line in the code. Not sealed by the Guild's quartermasters. Sealed by the Guild's Lorican Office—Special Transit.

He nodded at the box. "This one."

Korrin's eyes narrowed. "Small box. Heavy lock."

"Expensive, then."

Korrin slid the pry-bar and failed to budge it. He set his jaw, grabbed a micro-saw, and popped the corner. The lid snapped with a bitter little hiss. Inside lay a hardcase of dull alloy, no markings, corners bevelled smooth like it had been worried by many nervous hands.

Suli again. "Cap, we've got a problem."

Jax looked up. "Bigger than the Aegis?"

"Bigger. Raiders. Three, maybe four. They came in hot on our wake. Bonejackers by the paint."

Bonejackers. Scavengers who didn't raid ships. They raided raiders. The worst kind of parasites and the most persistent.

Jax snapped the alloy case free. "On my way. Korrin, you have three minutes to strip what you can and get our people off this barge. If I say cut, you cut the lines and let it all go."

Korrin's mouth flattened. "Even if we're still aboard?"

"Especially then," Jax said, and didn't wait for the answer.

He took the alloy case under his arm and sprinted for the rail. The Sabre was already straining, pulling them both through the flames. Ix had set a veil of false light that jittered and stank. The Bonejackers weren't fooled. Three lean wolves rode the tide, guns sparking, black-and-bone hulls wired together with chains. They meant to snag the Sabre and pick her clean while the Aegis cutters tried to decide who they hated more.

Jax landed on his own deck and barked into the comm. "Suli, give me bearings. Ix, blind the wolves. I want them biting their own tails."

"Working it," Ix sang. "But a wolf's got sharp teeth."

"Show them a shinbone."

The Sabre heeled. One Bonejacker flashed past, almost colliding with his brother. A chain whipped and snapped. The two raiders cursed each other and fired wild.

The Aegis cutter threw a long spear of light. It scorched over the Sabre's port side and peeled a layer from the hull. The deck jumped under Jax's boots. Heat blew up into his teeth.

Korrin's voice cut in. "Two minutes. We can't hold the barge. Their gun crews woke up."

"Cut," Jax said. "Now."

The grapples released with a smack. The barge fell away into bright distance, neat and square and full of money someone else would never see again.

"Bring the Sabre around," Jax said. "We run parallel with the Bonejackers and let the Aegis choose a dance partner."

"Either they shoot us," Suli said, "or they shoot the wolves."

"They don't like pirates who steal from pirates," Jax said. "Nobody does. Korrin, get ready to feed the wolves a treat."

"Aye."

The Bonejackers swung to intersect, hungry for grapples. Ix flipped open a red-guarded switch and kissed his fingers for luck. Three little sun spikes jumped from the Sabre's stern. They were nothing but cheap flares in a tight housing—trash to any navy gunner. But they burst with a wash of white light and raw noise that made the sea itself wince. The wolves jerked, blinded, and the Aegis cutter chose with pleasure. Its spear hammered a Bonejacker square in the bow. The raider's chain rig tore loose. The ship tumbled in a screaming arc and vanished in a flare of cooked fuel.
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