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For generations, every Starforce recruit passed beneath the Hall of Heroes.

The vast chamber stretched for hundreds of feet beneath Starforce Headquarters on Dextron. Statues of legendary officers stood along both walls. Each one represented courage, sacrifice, and service to the kingdom. Some had fallen in battle; some had saved worlds.

Others had stopped wars before they began. Yet among all the monuments, one stood apart from the rest. It possessed no statue. No portrait. No remains. Only an empty stone memorial.

Four simple words were engraved upon its surface.

STILL MISSING. NEVER FORGOTTEN.

Every recruit eventually asked the same question. "Who was Torran Vex?"

The instructors always gave the official answer. Torran Vex had been one of Starforce's finest officers during the reign of King Lehum.

Years ago, frontier worlds along the outer borders of Dextron territory suffered constant attacks from raiders, slavers, and bounty hunters. Entire settlements vanished overnight. Trade routes became dangerous. Citizens begged Starforce for protection. Torran volunteered.

He pursued the criminals farther than any officer before him. He drove them beyond known territory.

Then he disappeared. Months became years. Years became decades. No distress signal, if there was a signal he traveled so far our communications didn’t reach that far into space.

Eventually Starforce declared Torran Vex Missing in Action. The case was never closed, because there was another story. A story Starforce refused to acknowledge. A story whispered throughout criminal ports, pirate stations, and outlaw worlds.

According to the rumors, Torran's trail led to a savage forgotten planet beyond the frontier. A world consumed by tribal wars, a world where rival warlords slaughtered one another for power, a world ruled only by strength.

There, in the chaos, Torran encountered a young warrior named Sinkata, at the time, the name meant nothing, Sinkata possessed no army, no followers, no fleet, no territory. And an endless hunger for power.

Witnesses claimed Torran arrived while attempting to stop a massacre near an ancient stone fortress, thousands were trapped between two brutal tribes.

As Torran moved to intervene, Sinkata stepped forward. No one knows what words were exchanged. No one knows who struck first.

The stories that survived differed wildly, some claimed the battle lasted days. Others claimed only minutes.

Some said the mountain itself split apart during the fight. Others swore Torran was winning until something unexpected happened.

Only one detail remained consistent. Torran Vex vanished afterward. And Sinkata walked away.

Years later Sinkata built a criminal empire large enough to challenge governments.

Warlords became generals, pirates became captains, murderers became loyal followers, the Space Storm was born.

As Sinkata's power grew, survivors from that distant world began telling the same story. The first great warrior Sinkata ever defeated was Torran Vex. Starforce never confirmed the claim. No evidence existed. Yet the rumor refused to die.

Among Starforce officers a saying emerged, "If Torran Vex still lives, he walks beyond the edge of the map."

Among Sinkata's followers another saying took root, "The day Sinkata defeated Torran Vex was the day the galaxy should have become afraid."

To this day the empty memorial remains within the Hall of Heroes, not a tomb, not a grave, a promise, a reminder. A mystery still waiting to be solved, because somewhere beyond the known worlds, the truth of Torran Vex remains hidden.
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The morning sun rose over the city of Dalmir, from the observation balcony of Starforce Headquarters, Commander Torran Vex watched transports move between the towers of the capital. Trade vessels descended toward spaceports while patrol craft launched into the skies above Dextron.

It was an ordinary day. The kind of day Torran preferred. No wars. No invasions. No emergencies. Just peace. The way Starforce was meant to keep it.

Behind him, the sound of approaching footsteps echoed through the corridor, "Commander Vex." Torran turned.

A young officer stopped before him and offered a respectful salute, "Your Majesty requests your presence."

Torran smiled, "When a messenger says it like that, it usually means I'm in trouble."

The young officer laughed nervously, "I don't believe that's the case, sir."

"Good." Torran pushed away from the railing, "Because I'd rather not spend another week listening to royal advisors complain about paperwork."

The officer followed as they entered the headquarters. Starforce Headquarters was far smaller than it would become generations later.

Most of its personnel knew one another by name. Its walls were lined with portraits of officers who had protected Dextron since the kingdom's founding. Torran was proud to serve among them.

As they approached the royal chambers, two sentries opened the doors.

King Lehum stood beside a large star map. Several advisors occupied the room. Torran bowed, "Your Majesty."

Lehum smiled, "At ease, Commander."

Torran relaxed, "You requested me?"

Lehum motioned toward the star map. A region of territory near the outer frontier glowed red, "Three trade routes have been attacked during the last six months."

Torran studied the display, "Pirates?"

"Most likely."

One advisor stepped forward, "We've already dispatched local security forces."

"And?"

"They failed."

Torran folded his arms. That was unusual, most pirate groups scattered the moment Starforce became involved.

Lehum expanded the star map. Several remote systems appeared, "The attacks began here, on planet Mist." Another location appeared, "Then here., on a planet called Lontek" A third marker appeared farther from civilization, "And finally here, a planet called Karthos."

Torran noticed something immediately. The attacks weren't moving away from Starforce territory. They were moving deeper into unexplored territory. "That's strange."

Lehum nodded, "My thoughts exactly."

One advisor cleared his throat, "The criminals may be establishing a base beyond our borders."

"Or searching for something," Torran replied.

The room became quiet. Lehum looked directly at him, "Which is why I want you to investigate."

Torran stared at the map. Years of service had taught him to trust his instincts. Something about the pattern felt wrong, too deliberate, too organized, but that only made him more interested, "When do I leave?"

A small smile appeared on Lehum's face, "I had a feeling you'd ask that."

One of the advisors handed Torran a data cylinder. "All known reports are stored inside."

Torran accepted it, "I'll review everything before departure."

Lehum stepped closer, "This assignment isn't expected to be dangerous."

Several officers in the room exchanged amused looks.

Torran laughed, "Whenever someone says that, it usually becomes dangerous."

Even the King chuckled, "Perhaps, but if it appears to be dangerous come back and we will put together a larger group to investigate."

The smile faded from Lehum's face, "Regardless, be cautious."

Something in the King's voice caught Torran's attention. Lehum rarely sounded uncertain.

"I will."

The King extended his hand. Torran clasped it. Neither man realized the importance of that moment. It would be the last time they ever saw one another.

An hour later, Torran stood inside his personal hangar, engineers loaded supplies aboard his patrol vessel. The Explorer was not the largest ship in Starforce. Nor the fastest, but Torran trusted it.

A mechanic closed a cargo hatch and shouted up to him, "Ready whenever you are, Commander."

Torran gave a thumbs-up. Before boarding, he stopped and glanced toward the distant skyline of Dalmir.

The city gleamed beneath the afternoon sun. Peaceful. Safe. Home.

He had no way of knowing that this simple investigation would carry him beyond every known star chart, beyond every established trade lane. Beyond every region claimed by Starforce.

Toward an known world where warlords fought for survival. Toward an ambitious young warrior named Sinkata.

And toward a mystery that would endure for generations. Torran climbed aboard the Explorer. The engines ignited.

Moments later, the ship rose into the sky. And the journey began.
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The Explorer glided silently through the darkness of space. Commander Torran Vex sat alone on the bridge, studying the reports King Lehum had provided. The holographic display illuminated the cabin with a soft blue glow.

Three trade routes. Six attacks. Dozens were missing, no witnesses who could identify the attackers, the deeper Torran read, the more questions he found.

He enlarged the star chart and traced the locations of every raid. The pattern bothered him.

Each attack occurred farther from Starforce territory than the last, someone was moving deeper into space, not away from it, toward it.

The ship's navigation computer interrupted his thoughts. "Approaching Karthos Colony." Torran looked up.

Outside the viewport, a small world came into view. Its surface was covered in vast deserts and rocky mountain ranges. A thin ring of clouds wrapped around the atmosphere.

The colony sat near the planet's northern hemisphere. A blinking beacon guided him toward the settlement. "Beginning descent." The Explorer entered the atmosphere.

Moments later the colony appeared below. Torran immediately noticed the damage. Several buildings remained blackened from recent fires, temporary shelters lined the outskirts of town. Repair crews worked throughout the settlement. Whatever happened here had left scars.

The Explorer touched down inside the colony landing zone. The ramp lowered. Warm desert air rushed into the ship. Torran stepped onto the surface.

A gray-haired man wearing a colonial governor's uniform approached. "Commander Vex?"

"Torran Vex." The man extended his hand. "Governor Talren."

Torran shook it, "Your message sounded urgent
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