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T

he first explosion threw me against my restraints.

My skull cracked against the tactical display. Blood drifted from my forehead in perfect crimson spheres. The bridge of the Imperial frigate Valor screamed. Not the crew. The ship itself. Metal twisting. Atmosphere venting. Alarms howling in frequencies that vibrated behind my eyes.

“Report!” My voice cut through the chaos. Commander Kael Vire. Thirty-seven cycles old. Genetically enhanced for command. None of that mattered when your ship was coming apart.

Ensign Vale gripped her station, face pale against the red strobes. “Mines. They seeded the debris field.” She swallowed hard. “Military grade. Our IFF didn’t recognize them until”

Another impact threw her from her chair.

I was already moving. Restraints released. Boots magnetized to the deck. I caught her middrift and slammed her back into her station. “Then we stop sitting still.”

The viewport showed me everything I needed to see. The Valor had been running escort for a civilian transport convoy through the Oribol Nebula. Standard route. Low threat rating. The kind of assignment senior officers gave to squadrons they wanted to keep busy while the real war happened elsewhere.

Except now the nebula glowed with fire.

Three transports already breached. Their hulls venting atmosphere and cargo and bodies into the void. A fourth spinning end over end, its engines still burning as it spiraled toward the asteroid field. Our two sister frigates, the Hammer and the Vindictive, were trading fire with contacts I couldn’t identify through the debris.

But I could count. Eighteen enemy signatures. Maybe more behind the rocks.

We were outnumbered six to one.

“Commander.” Lieutenant Tarik’s voice carried the weight of twelve years in the Imperial Navy. He was my tactical officer. He was also the only man on this bridge who’d watched me execute a prisoner on Morax Prime without blinking. “The mines didn’t find us. They were waiting.”

I knew what he meant. The whisper I’d heard two hours ago in the mess deck. The way the engineering crew had gone quiet when I walked past. The hesitation in Commodore Vex’s voice when she’d given me this assignment.

Someone had sold us out.

“Doesn’t matter.” I dropped into my command chair. The leather was warm. Still held Vale’s body heat. “Tactical plot. Now.”

The holographic display flickered to life. Red icons everywhere. Green icons dying. I watched the Hammer take a torpedo spread to its starboard flank. Shields held for three seconds. Then the hull opened like a flower.

“Plasma torpedoes inbound.” Vale’s voice cracked. “Twelve signatures. Impact in ninety seconds.”

Ninety seconds to live or die.

My implants processed the tactical data faster than any organic brain could. Vector analysis. Torpedo guidance systems. The asteroid field’s rotation. The enemy ships’ firing patterns. I saw the gap. A window of exactly four seconds where the torpedoes would lose lock as they passed through the field’s gravitational shadow.

“We’re not dying here.” I hit the ship-wide comm. “All hands, brace for maximum acceleration. Engineering, feed everything to mains. I don’t care if you melt the reactor.”

Tarik stared at me. “Commander, if we emergency burn toward the field”

“We’ll be in weapons range of those enemy cruisers.” I cut him off. “I know. But the torpedoes won’t.”

The bridge crew exchanged glances. I saw it. The doubt. The suspicion. The whispers about the Morax prisoner. About the civilian casualties on Veridian. About whether Commander Kael Vire was exactly the kind of weapon the Empire wanted or the kind it needed to dispose of.

Tarik made the call first. He turned back to his station. “Helm, plot course through the gap at coordinates delta seven niner. Full burn on my mark.”

The helm officer, a kid named Renner who couldn’t have been more than twenty standard, looked at me with something like fear. “Sir, if those cruisers have heavy plasma”

“They do.” I stood up. Walked to his station. Put my hand on his shoulder hard enough to feel his bones shift. “But they have to aim first. And they can’t aim through that much rock if we’re moving fast enough.”

The torpedoes were sixty seconds out.

“Mark,” Tarik said.

Renner hit the throttle.

The Valor lurched forward. Inertial compensators strained. I felt my organs press against my spine. The deck plates vibrated through my boots. Behind us, the torpedoes adjusted course, their guidance systems tracking our engine signature.

Then we hit the field.

Rocks the size of buildings tumbled past the view port. Renner flew with his hands shaking and his teeth gritted. I watched him thread gaps that had no business existing. The ship groaned. Somewhere below decks, something exploded. Damage control alerts lit up my display.

But the torpedoes started dying.

First one. Then three. Then six. They couldn’t track through the gravity shadows. They couldn’t predict our vector through the chaos. They slammed into asteroids and vanished in blooms of plasma that lit the nebula like a second sun.

Twenty seconds in the field. Thirty. Forty.

Then we were through.

The enemy cruisers waited on the other side. Three of them. Heavy class. Each one carrying enough firepower to turn the Valor into vaporized scrap.

“Evasive pattern delta,” I ordered. “All weapons free. Target their engines.”

Vale’s hands moved across her console. “Forward batteries locked. Firing.”

The ship shuddered as our plasma cannons spoke. Blue bolts streaked across the void. Two missed. One hit the lead cruiser’s forward shield. The energy dissipated. No damage.

But it made them flinch. Made them adjust. Made them forget that we weren’t alone.

“Where’s the Vindictive?” I demanded.

Tarik’s face went gray. “Sir. The Vindictive just jumped to FTL.”

I stared at the display. The green icon representing our sister ship was gone. Just... gone. They’d abandoned us. Left us to die against three heavy cruisers with no support and no escape vector.

The whispers had been right.

This was a setup.

“Commander.” Vale’s voice was small. “They’re hailing us.”

“Put it through.”

The face that appeared on my display belonged to Admiral Cross. Thirty years in Imperial service. Decorated a hundred times. The man who’d pinned my first medal to my chest when I was nothing but a fresh augmentation candidate with too much muscle and not enough sense.

“Commander Vire.” His voice was calm. Almost sad. “You are ordered to stand down and prepare for boarding.”

I said nothing. My implants were already calculating. The range to his flagship. The firing angles. The fact that my weapons couldn’t penetrate his shields from this distance.

“The evidence against you is substantial.” Cross continued like he was reading a weather report. “Treason. Collaboration with rebel forces. The destruction of Imperial property. The murder of fellow officers.”

The bridge was silent. Even the alarms seemed to pause.

“I’ve never” I started.

“You executed a prisoner on Morax Prime without authorization.” Cross cut me off. “That prisoner was an Imperial intelligence asset. His death compromised operations in three sectors. You cost the Empire lives, Commander. Good lives. Loyal lives.”

The prisoner. The one who’d been selling weapons to both sides. The one who’d looked at me with eyes that held no fear because he knew exactly who he worked for.

I’d killed him anyway.

“My squad” My voice broke. I forced it steady. “My squad died today. The Hammer died today. Good lives. Loyal lives. You put them in a kill box and you didn’t even warn them.”

Cross’s expression didn’t change. “Your squad followed your orders. They died because you led them into a trap you should have seen. That’s on you, Commander. That’s always been on you.”

The transmission cut.

And then my face appeared on every display.

Not just my bridge. Every display in the system. Every ship. Every station. Every civilian transport with a comms relay. My face, broadcast on all channels, with words burning beneath it in Imperial crimson:

WANTED FOR TREASON

COMMANDER KAEL VIRE

IMPERIAL ENHANCEMENT #7741

DEAD OR ALIVE

REWARD: 10 MILLION CREDITS

Tarik stared at me. Vale stared at me. Even Renner turned from the helm, his young face a mask of confusion and fear.

“Sir,” Tarik said slowly. “What do we do?”

The enemy cruisers were powering weapons. Their targeting systems locked onto our hull. In thirty seconds, maybe less, we would cease to exist.

I looked at my crew. At the faces of people who’d followed me into a dozen battles. Who’d watched me make hard choices. Who’d never once questioned whether those choices were the right ones.

Now they had their answer.

“Any of you want to collect that reward?” My voice came out flat. Empty. “I won’t stop you. They’re offering enough to buy a planet.”

No one moved.

Tarik stood up from his station. He was older than me. Gray in his hair. Scars on his hands from thirty years of service. He walked across the bridge and stopped in front of my chair.

“Sir.” He looked me in the eye. “I’ve served the Empire my whole life. I’ve done things that keep me awake at night. I’ve followed orders that made me sick. But I’ve never followed an officer who left his people behind.” He glanced at the display, at the image of my face burning in crimson. “And I’ve never seen the Empire put a ten million credit bounty on someone who deserved it.”

He held out his hand.

“Whatever you did on Morax, whatever they say you did... I’m with you.”

I took his hand. Felt the calluses. The warmth. The weight of a choice that would cost him everything.

Behind us, Vale stood up. Then Renner. Then the rest of the bridge crew. Seven people. Seven lives. Seven futures traded for a chance to survive the next thirty seconds.

“We’re not dying today,” I said. “Not here. Not like this.”

I dropped back into my command chair. My implants fed me data. The enemy cruisers were maneuvering to block our escape. But they’d made a mistake. They’d focused too much on the broad front. Left a gap near the nebula’s core where the radiation would blind their sensors for exactly seventeen seconds.

Seventeen seconds was all I needed.

“Helm, plot emergency burn toward the nebula core. Maximum acceleration. I don’t care if we melt.”

Renner’s hands moved. “Course plotted. Engineering is screaming.”

“Tell them to scream louder.”

The ship lurched. The enemy cruisers opened fire. Plasma bolts streaked past us, close enough that I felt the heat through the hull. One hit our aft shields. The impact threw us into a spin. Renner fought the controls, bled off the rotation, kept us on course.

Ten seconds to the nebula.

Another hit. Shields at forty percent.

Five seconds.

The radiation washed over us. Sensors screamed. Displays went white. For seventeen seconds, we were blind.

When the radiation cleared, we were inside the nebula’s heart. Gas clouds thick enough to hide a fleet. Particles that scrambled sensors and confused guidance systems. The enemy cruisers couldn’t follow. They couldn’t track. They couldn’t do anything but wait outside and hope we emerged.

We wouldn’t.

“All stop.” My voice was hoarse. I didn’t remember screaming. “Damage report.”

Vale’s hands moved across dead displays. “Manual readouts only. Comms are fried. Sensors are fried. Life support is holding at sixty percent. We have a hull breach on deck seven. Casualties unknown.”

Deck seven. Crew quarters. Sleeping quarters. Where offduty personnel had been when the first mine hit.

I closed my eyes. Saw faces. Names. The engineer who’d fixed my boot seal on Veridian. The medic who’d patched my shoulder after Morax. The kid from agriculture who’d never fired a weapon in his life.

All gone.

When I opened my eyes, Tarik was watching me. He didn’t say anything. Didn’t offer comfort. Didn’t pretend it was okay.

Because it wasn’t okay.

None of this was okay.

The Empire had tried to kill me. The Empire I’d served for fifteen years. The Empire I’d killed for. The Empire I’d bled for. They’d lined up my squad and pulled the trigger and called it justice.

And somewhere out there, the real traitors were probably already celebrating.

I looked at my crew. Seven people who’d chosen to follow a dead man into a nebula with no way out and no hope of rescue.

“We need supplies.” My voice was steady now. The calm that came after the storm. “We need repairs. And we need to find out why the Empire wants me dead so badly they’d kill two ships full of their own people to make it happen.”

Tarik nodded. “There’s a station on the far side of the nebula. Smuggler’s den. No laws, no questions, no Imperial presence. If we can get there, we can regroup.”

“How far?”

“Three days at current speed. Maybe four.”

Four days in a dying ship with limited life support and no comms. Four days to think about the faces of the dead. Four days to wonder who else would die because of me.

“Set course.” I stood up. Walked to the viewport. Stared into the glowing chaos of the nebula. Gas and dust and radiation, beautiful and deadly and utterly indifferent to the lives it had just saved.

Behind me, the crew moved. Quiet. Efficient. The way soldiers moved when there was nothing left but the next step.

On the display, my face still burned. Ten million credits. Dead or alive.

I wondered how long it would take for the rest of the galaxy to start hunting me.

I wondered how long I’d last when they did.

The nebula glowed violet. The ship groaned around me. Somewhere on deck seven, bodies drifted in zero gravity, their eyes open, their mouths frozen in final screams.

I’d led them here.

I’d gotten them killed.

And I still didn’t know why.

The first crack in blind loyalty had become a fissure. By the time we reached the smuggler’s den, I suspected it would be a chasm.

But first we had to survive four days in a dying ship with a bounty on my head and nowhere left to run.

I turned from the viewport.

“Tarik. Get some rest. You too, Vale. Renner. All of you. We’ll rotate watches. Six hours on, six off. We need to be sharp when we reach that station.”

No one argued. No one moved.

“Go.” My voice carried command weight, even now. Even here. “That’s an order.”

They went.

I stayed.

Stared at the nebula. At the ghosts in the gas. At the faces I’d never see again.

The ship’s AI, damaged but still functional, spoke through a single speaker. “Commander. Incoming transmission. Very low bandwidth. It’s repeating.”

“Put it through.”

Static. Then words. A woman’s voice, rough with use and edged with something that might have been amusement.

“Imperial frigate Valor. This is Lira Voss of the free trader Rogue Dawn. I’m reading you dead in the water with a ten million credit bounty on your commander’s head.” A pause. “That’s either the worst luck I’ve ever seen or the best opportunity. I’m coming in to find out which.”

The transmission cut.

I stared at the speaker.

Rogue Dawn. Free trader. Smuggler, probably. Pirate, maybe. The kind of person who saw a bounty and smelled profit.

I should have warned the crew. Should have prepared for boarding. Should have done something other than stand there with my hands at my sides and my heart beating slow and heavy in my chest.

Instead, I watched the nebula.

And waited.

The first crack had become a fissure.

By the time Lira Voss found us, I was ready to let it become a canyon.
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T

he escape pod tumbled through violet fire.

I felt every rotation in my inner ear, in the pressure behind my eyes, in the way my stomach tried to escape through my throat. The nebula’s gases glowed around me like something alive. Like something watching.

The pod had no windows. Just a single display showing external camera feeds. I watched the Valor shrink to a dot behind me. Watched the seven people I’d left behind become nothing against the vastness of space.

Tarik. Vale. Renner. Four others whose names I’d learned over years of service.

I’d told them to take the escape pods. Told them I’d draw the hunterkillers away. Told them it was an order.

Tarik had looked at me with those old eyes and said nothing. Just nodded. Just saluted. Just turned and walked toward the pod bay like he was heading to breakfast.

I’d never see him again.

The pod’s alarm pulled me back. High and sharp and insistent.

PROXIMITY ALERT. MULTIPLE CONTACTS.

I killed the camera feed and brought up tactical. Six red icons. Small. Fast. Moving in formation.

Hunter killer drones.

The Empire hadn’t just put a bounty on my head. They’d launched pursuit before I even cleared the blast radius.

I checked my options. The pod carried a single laser battery. Minimal charge. Enough for maybe twelve shots before the capacitors drained. The thrusters had enough fuel for fifteen minutes of evasive maneuvering.

Fifteen minutes against six drones designed to chase down escape craft and turn them into debris.

The tactical display showed the nebula’s heart ahead. Dense gas. Radiation spikes. Visual interference that might confuse the drones’ sensors.

Might.

I killed the safeties on the thrusters and punched it.

The pod lurched forward. Acceleration pressed me into my seat hard enough to blur my vision. The drones adjusted course. Still coming. Still hunting.

I watched the range numbers drop. Twenty thousand meters. Fifteen. Ten.

At five thousand, they’d fire.

I needed to be somewhere else when they did.

The nebula swallowed me.

Suddenly the camera feeds showed nothing but violet swirls. Gas and dust and particles that scattered light into impossible patterns. My sensors screamed interference. The tactical display flickered. Red icons appeared and disappeared and reappeared in different places.

I cut thrust.

Silence.

The pod drifted. The nebula turned around me like a slow cyclone. Somewhere out there, six drones were searching. Listening. Waiting for me to move.

My implants throbbed.

That was new. A dull ache behind my left eye, spreading down my neck. I touched the port at my temple where the Empire had jacked direct neural links into my brain. The skin was hot.

“Enhancements failing.” My voice sounded strange in the tiny pod. Too loud. Too human. “Trust nothing now.”

The words hung in the recycled air.

I’d said them to Tarik once, years ago, after a mission where our intel had been wrong and people had died. He’d laughed. Said paranoia kept soldiers alive.

He’d been right.

But this wasn’t paranoia. This was pattern recognition. The mines that found us. The Vindictive jumping away. The admiral who knew exactly when and where to broadcast my face.

Someone inside Imperial command had fed me to the wolves.

The question was why.

The pod’s life support hummed. A low vibration I felt in my bones. Oxygen at eightyseven percent. Power at fortythree. Fuel at twelve minutes if I burned hard.

I couldn’t drift forever.

The tactical display flickered. One red icon. Then two. Three. They’d found me.

I hit the thrusters.

The pod spun. I used the rotation to orient toward the nebula’s far edge, where the gas thinned and something like open space waited. The drones adjusted. Two of them opened fire.

Laser bolts streaked past. Close enough that the camera feeds whited out from the glare. I hit the evasive protocol I’d programmed into the navigating computer during my first year as a cadet. Random vectors. Unpredictable changes. The kind of flying that made seasoned pilots vomit.

The pod responded.

We spun and dove and climbed and rolled through the violet chaos. Gforces stacked on my chest until I couldn’t breathe. My vision tunneled. The implants in my spine screamed.

But the drones kept missing.

I brought the laser online. Targeted the lead drone through the interference. Fired.

The shot went wide.

Fired again. Closer. The drone’s shields flickered.

Fired again. Hit.

The drone exploded in a bloom of plasma that lit the nebula like a small sun. I watched its remains tumble away and felt nothing. No satisfaction. No relief. Just the cold calculation of survival.

Five left.

They adjusted tactics. Spread out. Came at me from different angles. I couldn’t track all of them. Couldn’t predict all their firing solutions.

So I stopped trying.

I killed the thrusters completely.

The pod stopped spinning. Just drifted. Just floated. Just became another piece of debris in the nebula’s endless dance.

The drones hesitated.

Their sensors relied on motion. On heat. On the energy signature of an active engine. I’d given them nothing.

I watched them circle. Watched them search. Watched them pass within five hundred meters and keep going.

Three minutes. Four. Five.

They moved on.

I counted to sixty after the last icon vanished from my display. Then I powered the thrusters back to minimum and crept toward the nebula’s edge.

The implants in my head throbbed harder now. A steady pulse of pain that matched my heartbeat. I checked my neural status. Forty-seven percent degradation in the left temporal interface. Thirty percent in the motor cortex.

The Empire’s enhancements were breaking down.

Or someone was breaking them remotely.

I thought about the bounty. About the face on every screen. About the way Admiral Cross had looked at me like I was already dead.

They’d built me. Enhanced me. Trained me to be their perfect weapon.

Now they were trying to unmake me.

The nebula’s edge appeared on the display. Thin gas. Open space. Stars.

And a station.

Small. Ramshackle. Built from salvaged hulls and desperation. It spun slowly, generating its own gravity, its docking rings bristling with ships that had no business flying.

A smuggling outpost.

The kind of place where bounties got collected and questions didn’t get asked.

I had no choice.

The pod’s power was at twelve percent. Life support at sixty. Fuel for maybe two more minutes of maneuvering. If I didn’t dock, I died in the void.

If I did dock, I died on someone’s terms.

I chose the void.

No. I chose to fight.

The pod limped toward the station. Its automated docking systems tried to connect, but my transponder was fried. No ID. No clearance. Just a drifting coffin with a ten million credit bounty inside.

I opened the comm. Hailed on general frequency.

“This is escape pod 7741 requesting emergency docking. Life support failure. Power failure. Need immediate assistance.”

Silence.

Then a voice. Rough. Amused. “7741. That’s cute. You know what else is 7741? Imperial enhancement number. The one on every screen from here to the Core.”

I said nothing.

The voice laughed. “We got a live one, boys. Ten million credits floating at our front door.”

I hit the thrusters. Hard. The pod lurched toward the station’s docking ring. Toward the only airlock within
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