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            A LETTER TO THE VOID

          

        

      

    

    
      My Dearest Love,

      It has been two months since the Piscean invasion, and I am slowly coming to terms with the reality that you may not be coming home. Everything has changed so much since then, and I am still struggling to adjust to this new world. Until that fateful day, I lived in blissful ignorance, unaware of the dangers lurking in the stars.

      When the Pisceans landed, I was terrified. It was the first time I had seen an alien species in person, and I knew immediately that something was wrong.

      The first few days after news of the invasion arrived were the most difficult. Everywhere I went, people were panicked and trying to find ways to protect themselves. I tried to remain positive and hopeful that somehow, someway, we would drive them out and return to our normal lives.

      But when I heard the news that the government was unable to fight them, my hope began to fade. I still remember the moment I saw the destruction they had caused. Buildings were destroyed, and the streets were filled with the bodies of those who hadn't made it to safety in time—not to mention the reports of those captured. I wondered how something so powerful and destructive could have come to our planet, and it seemed like there was nothing we could do.

      I wanted to believe that you were still out there, surviving and making your way back to me. I wanted to believe that somehow, you would find a way home. But as the days passed, my hope began to fade.

      People started talking about the possibility that you might be dead or worse, and I knew that if you were still alive, you would have found a way back to me by now. As much as it hurt, I began to think that maybe, just maybe, you were gone.

      The days since have been the hardest of my life. I feel like I am constantly walking on eggshells, afraid to accept the truth. Every morning, I wake up hoping that you will be there, that you will have managed to make your way back to me.

      But every night, I go to bed with a heavy heart, knowing that you may be gone forever.

      I know that I should be strong and keep hoping for your return, but the truth is, I am scared.

      I am scared of living without you, of no longer having your presence in my life.

      I am scared of being alone because I know that without you, my life will lose its meaning.

      Honestly, I don't know what I will do if you don't come back. I know I should stay strong and keep hoping, but it's getting harder every day. The pain of not knowing is unbearable, and it feels like it is slowly consuming me. I still remember all the memories we shared, and it feels like a part of me is missing without you.

      But even though I'm scared and heartbroken, I still have hope. Hope that you will make it back to me. Hope that one day I will see you again. Hope that we can start anew and rebuild the life we had before the invasion.

      I love you more than words can express, and I will never give up on you. I miss you, and I will never forget you.

      Forever yours,

      Netsee
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        Legion Carrier Radiant, Parazonium Class

        Staging Area

        Near System: Alypso

        Dark World

        Galactic Legion of Planets, Quadrant 7

      

      

      Why wasn’t she dead?

      Lieutenant Tee “Angel” Lockley flexed her gloved hand over the Trident’s stick as the thought lingered. The cool leather of the black gloves stretched over her Lobera-green flight suit, reaching all the way to her elbows. The tight gloves always left a pink mark on her skin. Her dry, gritty hands were cracked from countless calluses—partly from time in the gym but mostly from too many hours gripping the Trident's stick in terror. Her fingernails were ragged, coarse, and black from too many hours biting them in her quarters while waiting for the next action. With that thought, she grabbed the Trident by the handle and gave it a hard squeeze.

      She should be dead.

      The Radiant’s systems hummed, providing a consistent vibration in the Trident’s cockpit. Angel thumbed the keys again, checking the systems for the tenth time since the canopy had sealed around her. She slid her quivering hand over the stick, her pace quickening.

      “Two minutes to curve,” Captain Avan “Frog” Barrett announced, the speakers bursting in her helmet.

      Angel sighed, gripping the stick tighter as she peered down the launch tube, washed in the blood-colored aura of the emergency lights. Comm traffic crackled and sizzled through the speakers, announcing their proximity to the curve.

      There was a time long ago when she would have given anything for even the briefest moment inside a Trident. Now, she didn’t want this—not the action, not the mission. Not even the Trident…

      Would this be the last time? Would this be the mission where she joined the others, her friends who had fallen in this terrible two-front war?

      Boxey and Thunder had died in the liberation of Beran three weeks ago. Angel had spent every moment training with Boxey, raised on the same stops, the same ships. Boxey’s parents had served in the Legion, as had Angel’s parents. They had all been one big happy family, regardless of rank.

      She had thought it would never end.

      When Caitlin had been killed in their first clash with the invading Pisceans, it was as if the entire Legion had fallen apart. Then Blazer, Tinder, and Rattrap never made it out of Obrion as the mop-up actions continued to remove the Piscean scourge from the backwater planets. Angel knew her time was coming—how much longer could she expect to survive?

      Angel repressed those thoughts and tried to focus on the impending engagement. She knew, like all Star Runners did, that distracted thoughts would get you killed.

      “Tridents,” Barrett said, “be ready for enemy swarms on our tails just like last time.”

      But Angel was still here, waiting in the launch tubes for the Radiant to finish the curve in what should be the final Legion-Shoborian campaign to oust the Piscean invader from their space.

      “One minute to curve.”

      Victory was at hand; the war was seemingly over.

      But Star Runners were still dying.

      Like a cornered predator that knew its time was up, the Pisceans fought in each engagement with ferocity, refusing to surrender—and the system disruptors prevented escape. Many thought the Pisceans would flee after their thrashing at Beran. As usual, the talk proved to be wishful thinking.

      “Ten seconds—here we go, people,” Barrett said, a hint of weariness joining his tone.

      Angel’s stomach dropped as the Radiant passed through the curve. Thousands of crew—both Legion and Shoborian—approached simultaneously through curves in the coordinated Alliance strike. With a final jolt, the Radiant passed through.

      “Lobera Tridents,” Colonel Tassal said from the Radiant’s Combat Direction Center, “launch when ready.”

      The Trident rumbled as the engines roared to full blast a moment before the catapult hurled her forward. Force pressed her into the seat as the lights of the launch tube shot past. Seconds later, she emerged from the Radiant, pushed the stick left, and joined her squadron’s formation above the carrier.

      Three more Parazonium-class carriers appeared behind the Radiant, with a wall of Falchion attack boats bolstered by Corvo support craft filling the space between the capital ships. The Radiant was the spear, making Angel and the Eighth Lobera the spear’s point.

      The green world of Alypso, a Dark World known for its immense rainforests and dense vegetation, loomed in the distance, with one Piscean shell-shaped capital ship in orbit surrounded by swarming enemy fighters. The Shoborian task force, four capital ships in all, approached the planet from the opposite side to create the vise that would squash the final Pisceans remaining in Legion space.

      System disruptors fired, scrambling sensors and preventing the Piscean force from using their bolt cores to escape. The bulk of the Piscean armada soared away from Alypso, flying at flank speed toward the Legion task force. They would not try to flee this time.

      No, they were coming right for us.

      “Increase to attack speed and keep it tight,” Barret grumbled. “Roaches swarming to meet us.”

      “I’ve got them,” Lieutenant Tad “Mustang” Carl said. “Let’s do this.”

      “Enough chatter, Mustang,” Barret snapped. “Arm missiles and fire when in range.”

      Gray, swirling missile trails shot from Tridents, mixed with torpedoes unleashed from the Falchions and Corvos. The Piscean fighters broke their swarm, darting in different directions to avoid the incoming projectiles. Explosions popped in the dark, flickering and dissipating just as fast. Green return fire flashed toward the approaching Tridents as the two lead forces collided.

      “Engage!” Barret shouted as the Tridents broke formation, entering the furball of twisting and twirling fighters.

      “I’m moving in,” Angel said, palms sweaty in her gloves as she gripped the stick. “Firing!”

      Her missile blasted through the Piscean fighter, splitting the craft in half. The cockpit was obliterated, and sparkling pieces floated backward. Angel released a tight grin as she moved on to a new target.

      Green fire flashed over her canopy, battering the shields above the Trident’s nose.

      “Right behind you, Angel,” Yafina “Jewel” Zerubabel transmitted. “You’ve got one right on you!”

      Angel jerked her head, glancing over both shoulders to catch a glimpse of the crustacean-like Piscean close on her six. Banking and spinning, she hoped to make her Trident impossible to hit. Enemy fire sizzled into her starboard wing. In a fiery instant, starlight glimmered through a six-inch hole in her wing. Angel jolted her head back and forth, watching the bright alien tracers streak past.

      “Don’t take your time, Jewel!”

      The younger Star Runner, Jewel, had been with the Eighth Lobera for a week, joining them right after the Obrion campaign and her training at Tarton’s Junction. Quiet and reserved, Jewel had been a competent Star Runner during patrols, but she admitted on the mess deck that she had never seen combat. In a fatalistic fashion, she announced she did not expect to survive.

      While many new Star Runners had similar feelings, Jewel revealed this news as if contemplating her survival rate after receiving a terminal diagnosis. Angel now fully realized her life depended on a kid who had never been in a scrap.

      “I can’t get a lock!” Jewel snapped.

      “Break off!” Mustang shouted. “I’ve got this!”

      “Firing!” Jewel yelled as if Mustang hadn’t spoken.

      The green fire surrounding Angel’s Trident ceased. Angel exhaled as she spun the Trident around in time to see the Piscean fighter coming apart. Mustang and Jewel flew past the debris as the three Tridents drifted away from the raging center of the fray.

      “I thought you said you couldn’t get a lock?” Angel asked, breathing heavily.

      “I couldn’t,” Jewel said. “Dumb-fired it.”

      “Nice—”

      Piscean fire burned past her canopy, snapping her back to the present.

      “Let’s go!” Angel yelled, pushing her stick back toward the intense dogfight. “We still have work to do!”

      The three Lobera Tridents reentered the melee, firing missiles as the fierce fight raged around Alypso. Legion forces pounded the Piscean threat with savage intensity. Hesitation vanished, replaced by cold determination. The Star Runners operated in perfect unison—graceful, efficient, and lethal—as they plowed into the enemy force.
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        * * *

      

      The returning Lobera Star Runners gathered around their lockers, celebrating with aggressive headlocks and playful shoves in a flurry of green uniforms. The terror and tension seeped from their bodies with each cheer and each sweaty embrace.

      Angel hugged Jewel and then looked her in the eye. Their hair was messy, with short locks falling about their faces. They smelled of sweat, a hint of disinfectant, and a whiff of engine oil and burnt plastic.

      “Can you believe it?” Angel asked, framing her friend’s face with her hands.

      Jewel’s brow lowered. “I didn’t think I’d live to see the end of this.”

      Angel nodded, pulling Jewel close again in the swirl of celebrating Star Runners, their laughter and cheers blending with the music and revelry around them. As they twirled and danced, Angel felt a surge of joy and camaraderie among her fellow runners, united by their shared love for the stars.

      Mustang released a brief cheer before collapsing on the bench in front of his locker, holding his reddened face in his hands.

      Angel toed him with her boot. “You all right?”

      Mustang nodded, then shook his head. “That was crazy out there.”

      “That it was.”

      “You know they say Pisceans were once humans?”

      Angel shrugged. “Dead humans now.”

      The Lobera Star Runners burst into a jubilant swirl of celebrations, their energy and excitement pulsing through the corridors. Voices echoed off the metal walls as they sprinted by the lockers' hatches, shouting and cheering in triumph over their enemy's destruction. On the Radiant, protocol crumbled under the immense rush of adrenaline and joy at their success. A thousand moments of pure elation and camaraderie swept through the ship.

      “Attention!” Barret barked, standing on a bench in front of the lockers. He held a fat bottle of champagne over his head. “Three weeks ago, we first met the Piscean roaches in battle. Today, we ended their invasion of our space. I’ve been saving this bottle for a special occasion. Angel?”

      Her jaw dropped. “Yes, sir?”

      “You did well out there today, Lieutenant.” Barret tossed the bottle into her hands. “Kick us off!”

      Angel shook the bottle, popped the top, and sprayed its contents across the locker room. The Lobera squadron cheered as champagne drenched their clothes and dripped onto the deck. Music blared from a locker, and the cheer shifted to a dance party.

      In the back of her adrenaline-fueled mind, Angel began to realize she would survive the ordeal. More champagne appeared, white and clear, forming a perfect crystalline sphere in a silver chalice. The bottle’s edges were embossed with a flowing floral pattern. Guzzling the champagne heightened her realization that they would live. The unreal taste was even better when combined with the emotion of surviving battle. The sparkling liquid flowed quickly, the bubbles rising to the surface of the bottle so brightly that, for a moment, she could see through them like glowing jewels.

      Thoughts raced through her mind as the celebration continued. The invasion had started just as Angel was about to begin the second half of her first year as a Star Runner. Casualties mounted, and news of their foe’s tenacity and technology spread, enhancing the feeling that she would end her days trying to stop an alien invasion of the Galactic Legion’s Quadrant Seven. Like many in her squadron, she had accepted that it was not a question of if she would survive, but when she would die.

      And now it was over.

      Quadrant Seven was liberated—and she was alive.

      The mantra echoed in her mind as the Lobera squadron danced and drank on the Radiant.

      The announcement whistle blared over the party. The swaying Lobera Star Runners ended their celebration, smiles slowly fading and embraces slackening.

      “Radiant crew, this is Commander Jas,” the old speaker buzzed, barely audible as the laughter in the locker room wound down. “First, I want to give credit where credit is due—well done today. I can hear the celebrations across the ship, but it pains me to tell you we still have work to do.”

      With that, the shoulders of all the Lobera Star Runners dropped. They slipped down in front of their lockers. The party died, and Angel could barely hear the announcement on the old speaker. The room fell into silhouettes as each smiling face was thrown into shadow, hidden by rusted locker doors. Barret shut the hatch leading to the main hall and stood before the collage of portraits of past heroes and terrible images of Calpria's destruction.

      Under the dim lighting, the low hum of the ship’s engines returned as the sound of the party in the adjacent locker room softened. The bright Lobera emblem emblazoned on the deck became the Star Runners' focus as all heads inclined downward.

      What did Commander Jas mean?

      “The Radiant will not be a part of the planetoid clean-up actions,” Jas said. “We have received orders to depart immediately for Oma to join the fleet there. Our forces have been pushed back from Tal Mara, and the Zahl forces have blockaded the planet. The Excalibur has been heavily damaged in the fighting. We still have a war on, people. Let’s get to it. That is all.”

      The speaker died.

      Angel collapsed in front of her locker. Two Core Worlds were now under the control of the Zahl Empire…

      She stared down at the nearly empty bottle of champagne. It had been foolish to think today had ended the war. It was only a battle, a campaign. The war still raged.

      And they were losing.

      Slowly, she upended the bottle’s contents onto the deck.
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        Conference Room

        Legion Carrier Stalwart, Kukri Class

        System: Oma

        Galactic Legion of Planets, Quadrant 2

      

      

      "All reports confirm the same—the Piscean invaders are in full retreat," Addison Rudd said without a hint of excitement as the glow of his tablet washed blue light over the Director of the Legion Intelligence Force’s face. "The backwater quadrants are safe."

      Sonia Codwell’s shoulders slumped as she stared with her almond-shaped eyes down into the atmosphere of Oma. The planet's light washed a turquoise hue over the room. Her tailored and form-fitting lavender suit hugged her form like a bodysuit. The space elevator leading to the recreational Glistening Orb appeared on the horizon, just a tiny sphere from this distance. Tridents flying CAP whisked by her view, catching her attention. The Prime Minister turned her head, tracking the fighters as they swept in an arc around the fleet.

      "Casualties?" she asked.

      Rudd exhaled. "Still coming in. Looks like less than the Obrion Campaign, so that's something to celebrate."

      Sonia sighed. "It's a sad day when any dead Legion personnel constitutes 'something to celebrate.'"

      "I didn't mean⁠—"

      "I know, Addison. Please continue."

      Rudd swept past a digital page on his tablet. "Initial reports from Alypso show the same missing civilians as Obrion and Beran."

      "I figured as much," she said under her breath as she stared at Oma, remembering the beautiful oceans off the coast of Caldan and wondering about the survivors now under Zahlian control. If there were any survivors. "We may have to consider Admiral Gist’s grim suggestion to rescue the prisoners from Dark Space before they are ... what are we calling it?"

      "There's been no consensus on a term."

      She winced, considering the reports on the process inflicted on prisoners rescued from Beran, Obrion, and now Alypso. People were placed in metal cocoons for a procedure that transformed them into Piscean warriors. Hundreds of thousands of civilians were captured from their worlds. Whatever alien force originated in Dark Space seemed to have fused their own DNA with humans from the ancient travels of the fanatical Banekell Don to create their invasion force. The actual leadership behind the Pisceans must hail from Osirus in Dark Space—an area the Legion had no way of reaching without taking hundreds of years and more curvature power than ever existed.

      Gist's proposed rescue operation involved wielding a weapon more devastating than anything in the recorded history of human warfare: an unmanned vessel capable of entering an atmosphere and unleashing thousands of drones that would deliver a swarm of nanotechnology. This technology could target and destroy human beings on a molecular level across an entire planet over a matter of months.

      The terrible weapon had been developed by scientists from a Dark World in the midst of a ghastly global conflict and had been considered by the Legion for use as a last resort. Sonia had never imagined such a barbaric act would advance beyond the laboratory. Did they have the right to unleash such a destructive weapon on the universe in the name of saving their captured citizens?

      Difficult questions for another time.

      “So the immediate threat to Quadrants Seven and Eight has been defeated.” Sonia took a deep breath and listened to the hum of the ship’s life support, allowing the silence to linger as she pondered situations beyond the Piscean threat. “What’s our next dilemma?”

      Rudd did not smile, and the way his eyes bore into the distance revealed his concern. All his past softness had vanished into the task at hand. He seemed like a warrior, a leader. Swiping the tablet, he said, “The situation at Tal Mara has worsened. Our defense fleet there, led by the Excalibur, went up against a full Zahlian task force and pushed them back—for now. The losses were extremely heavy on both sides. The home ship was severely damaged and fled to Devona to regroup with our forces there.”

      “What does that leave to protect Tal Mara?”

      Rudd clicked his tongue. “Not much. I’m sorry, but we may have to accept that the enemy could blockade Tal Mara until we can reposition our fleets from Quadrants Seven and Eight to the Zahlian front. This means the enemy could theoretically soon resupply their force at Calpria. However, we dealt them such a blow that intelligence believes it will take time for them to rally. I think we may have bought ourselves a little time. Our hope is that any of their supply ships traveling to Calpria will have minimal escorts.”

      Sonia sighed, a weight pressing on her chest. “We should strike any enemy supply ships on their way to Calpria, slow them down if we can.”

      “Already done.” Rudd peered at his tablet. “The Excalibur will dock with our stations at Devona immediately. I have crews standing by to board her for emergency repairs, but it will take time. With the Piscean threat parried, the Lobera and Tizona will be reassigned to the capital worlds. But, again, that will take time.”

      Sonia glanced at the preliminary casualty reports for the Star Runners at Tal Mara. “Is this right?”

      “Yes.”

      “But... so many. I thought our Star Runners were the best in the galaxy.”

      “They are,” Rudd said, pointing at the tablet displaying the Tridents lost at Tal Mara. “We estimate we destroyed five times that number of Interceptors.”

      Sonia shook her head. “Five to one, and you make it sound like a Pyrrhic victory?”

      Rudd pursed his lips but said nothing as he stared at Sonia’s screen.

      She sighed and stood, walking to the viewport overlooking Oma as white clouds covered the waters. “When I first became Prime Minister, I had to conduct all the pomp and circumstance tours of facilities, schools, factories, and the like.”

      “I remember.”

      She turned, eyes fixed on him. “I recall visiting the Star Runner Academies. I listened as the instructors told these aspiring Star Runners they would be the best and their talents would hold off the Zahl Empire if they ever tried another invasion.” She swallowed, acid tingling the back of her throat. “We lied.”

      “I wouldn’t say⁠—”

      “We lied.”

      Rudd sighed and glanced over his shoulder. “It was the lie they needed to hear—the lie that got them out there risking everything to give the Legion a chance to wear down the Imperial zeal to fight.”

      Sonia collapsed into her seat, arms falling by her side. “What about the enemy force at Calpria?”

      “They haven’t moved other than to send a small force to the planet.”

      “Why?”

      “We aren’t sure. Might be scavenging for supplies.”

      “I can’t believe it. We're on the defensive in our own space with no foreseeable opportunity to change the tide.”

      “We bloodied them, too.”

      Sonia lowered her head. “You know as well as I do we cannot trade ship-for-ship with the Zahl Empire—or even five to one. If we continue like this, the war will be over soon. I’m torn about our next move. The Pisceans are gone, but the Zahl are pushing us back from our home worlds. What do you recommend as our next course of action?”

      Rudd slid his fingers across the stubble forming on his chin. He looked weary, his eyes bloodshot and cheeks pale. His hair was short and ragged, and his face lined. His lips turned into a sad smile.

      “Give the people something to lift their spirits,” he said, eyes on Oma. “We’ve had mostly setbacks, defeats, and casualties since this whole thing began. Even pushing the Pisceans back only eased the pressure—it didn’t give the people a true victory.”

      Sonia shook her head. “Our other operations behind the lines are still at least weeks away from starting. What are you suggesting?”

      Rudd locked his eyes with hers. “We go with Gist’s operation, Your Excellency.”

      Her eyes narrowed and she swallowed. “You want to rescue the people in Dark Space? Even considering the weapon Gist mentioned?” When he nodded, she said, “But we don’t have the ships to mount such a rescue—especially in Dark Space.”

      “Very true,” Rudd said, placing his hands flat on the table. “But our friends do.”

      Sonia remembered the report of the Shoborian vessel, Jarna, that made a trip to Dark Space. She frowned. “The Shoborian Chancellor was very clear on the boundaries and limitations of our alliance. Marok will not go for an invasion of the Piscean homeworld. In fact, he may believe the reasons for our alliance have come to an end since the invaders have been expelled.”

      Rudd leaned forward, tension lines in his face deepening. “You need to convince him it is necessary.”

      “I will try,” she said, waving him away. “I think I’ve had enough for now. Thank you for everything. Please tell Gantry⁠—”

      She froze, her eyes watering.

      Rudd offered a tight smile at the mention of her dead assistant. “I’ll tell Chicha to send in your next appointment.”

      “Thanks.”

      As Rudd left, Sonia leaned back and gazed at the stars beyond Oma, knowing that Star Runners out there still believed the lie that they could outlast the Zahl Empire in an all-out war.

      She felt like vomiting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INVADERS PUSHED FROM QUADRANT 7

          

        

      

    

    
      NAS Report

      “It wasn’t easy by any means,” Commander Nahom Jameson said during a brief press conference after his carrier, the Liberty Hammer, returned from the victory at Beran. “This enemy required us to learn new tactics, utilize new weaponry, and fight in a different way than ever before. Credit goes to my crew and their determination and bravery during this difficult time.”

      Casualties at Beran are being kept under wraps, but anonymous sources say the overall losses were not as great as expected. Civilians, however, are suffering the effects of the invasion, and relief efforts are being organized across the Legion to help the newest world in the Galactic Legion of Planets.

      Now, Legion officials say a grand redistribution of its navy from Quadrants Seven and Eight to the war against the Zahl Empire is underway, but such an effort will take time…
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        Temporary Officer’s Quarters

        Freighter Archangel, Svikari Class

        Lutimite Space, En Route to Ashia System

        The Fringe

      

      

      The Star Runners sprinted down the corridor, dodging the hissing pipes spewing white gases into their path. Bright pipes, some longer than the height of a person, extended from the ceiling. The Star Runners moved with purpose, bobbing with grace beneath the dials, not one of them dropping their black helmets or flight tablets.

      The clock ticked.

      The lead Star Runner, Kris “Skeeter” Vance, grabbed the ladder with her gloved hand and slid to the deck. Her boots smashed into the grating as she swiveled toward the nearest Trishula, the elite space fighter parked in a line with the rest, glistening under the freighter's flickering, sputtering lights. Climbing the ladder, Skeeter pulled her helmet's tinted visor down with a hiss and thrust herself into the cockpit. The cockpit slid closed, and she loaded her tablets for launch.

      The other Scorpions followed, dashing to their open cockpits, twinkling with working control panels and readouts reflecting off the seats. Hands moved swiftly across the controls, checking systems and prepping the fighters for flight.

      When the final canopy closed, the cargo bay doors opened to the vacuum of space, removing the artificial atmosphere. The Trishulas' engines fired—quicker than a Trident—and the Scorpions exited the freighter, ready for combat.

      “Too slow,” Major Austin Stone exhaled, his voice cutting through the silence. He reached forward and stopped the recording. “That took over a minute for the first of us to get outside the freighter. A minute in battle is suicide. It won’t work. You know that.”

      “I know,” Captain Ricardo “Spike” Jardine sighed. “Who among us is the fastest?”

      “Runner?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Cheetah before her… captivity. Don’t know about now.”

      Ricardo snorted. “Doesn’t matter anyway—that’d only give us a couple of seconds. What we need is some damned launch tubes on this thing.”

      “We're not getting launch tubes. And launching slowly is the same as giving Interceptors target practice.” Austin clicked his tongue. “We need to work on the problem. I⁠— “

      Someone knocked at the hatch.

      “Hang on!” Austin called, leaning his elbows on his knees and staring at the freeze frame of the final Trishula leaving the cargo bay for a long moment. “The fastest fighters in the Legion won’t mean anything if we’re blasted to hell before we reach attack speed.”

      "I know we can't maintain a CAP in enemy territory if we want to remain hidden," Ricardo sighed. “What about shifts?”

      “Go on.”

      “Alert fighters. We leave at least two Scorpions in or near the cockpits at all times. That should at least give us some time.”

      Austin stood and slapped Ricardo’s shoulder. “Start with that, Captain. I want this figured out before we leave Legion space. There’ll be no friendlies past the border.”

      “That’s a certainty, boss.”

      Austin opened the hatch to what had become the officer’s quarters he shared with Ricardo. The hatch squealed like a slaughtered animal as he opened it, the rusty metal grinding.

      “Hey man,” Austin said when he saw Josh Morris standing in the corridor. “What’s up?”

      “Sorry to bother you, Major Stone,” Josh said with a flicker of sarcasm only a lifelong friend would detect. “Waylon wanted me to tell you we’re entering our final stop before crossing into Zahl Space. Thought you’d want to be on the flight deck when we entered the Ashia System.”

      Austin grinned. Ashia.

      Their orders were to stop and obtain Lutimite stores for the Archangel’s cargo bays, allowing for additional fuel to make the journey to link up with Legion operatives on the fringe of the Avalon Sector without stopping at a Zahl refueling station.

      “Would have gotten here quicker with a curvature drive,” Austin said before adding with a wry smile, “Don’t you Barracudas have anything useful on this ship?”

      Josh shook his head. “This is a Zahlian freighter now, Major. And the Zahl outlawed curvature drives, so we’re flying in Lutimite Space. Nothing would blow our cover better than firing off a curvature drive in the middle of one of their space lanes.”

      Austin winced, remembering the invading fleet at Calpria. They had used curvature drives, and the Legion paid the price.

      "I’ll be back in a minute, Spike," Austin said as he stepped into the corridor. "When I come back, I’m sure you’ll have this all figured out."

      "Right," Spike replied, shaking his head.

      The hatch closed with the expected racket, and they strolled down the corridor.

      "Still can’t believe you were there on Tarton’s Junction," Austin said, squeezing Josh's shoulder. "Hadn’t seen you in so long and—boom!—there you were."

      "Yeah," Josh said, revealing a genuine smile for the first time in a while. "Surprised me, too. We were trying to operate like a normal shipping crew, but the things we saw out there, well, we couldn’t just sit this out any longer. Besides, I’m the one who should be amazed."

      "Why’s that?"

      "Major Stone?" Josh paused and looked at Austin’s uniform. "That has to be a record string of promotions, my friend."

      Austin frowned, his eyes unfocused, thoughts lingering on those who had fallen in the war. “Not the way I would have chosen my path. I…”

      Josh tugged at Austin’s elbow. “Come on, man. Talk about something good.”

      Nodding, Austin ducked under a pipe as they made their way to the flight deck. “How’s Kadyn?”

      “Not too happy about this. Iris and Betha headed back home from Tarton’s Junction, so they’ll keep her busy.”

      “You’ve really created a family out there, haven’t you?”

      “I suppose so. I miss them.”

      Austin remembered the other two Barracudas who had been at Tarton’s Junction as they approached the Scorpions. From the look of them, the five appeared to have nothing in common other than the fact that they all wore an assortment of mismatched clothing. Once the mission was established and they assessed the supplies compared to the space on the freighter, the team of freelancing sailors had been reduced to three for the mission to travel to Tarrafa, on the other side of the Zahl Empire.

      Their objectives had simple parameters: find Rufino Rampa on the far side of the Zahl Empire and, hopefully, discover evidence to prove the war had been started under false pretenses. Then, come home. Accomplish this as quickly as possible. But the mission did not provide an expected completion date or even a guess at how long it would take.

      In other words, Kadyn could be waiting a long time.

      So could Mom.

      So could Ryker.

      The war had already taught Austin to make the most of every moment with the two women he loved more than anyone else. Tomorrow was not guaranteed. Perhaps it never was. He thought he’d learned that lesson after his father passed, but he must have been too young or had allowed himself to forget. It bothered him that it took a war to foster an appreciation for the preciousness of each waking moment—especially with loved ones. Those moments might never come again.

      “So,” Josh said, interrupting his thoughts, “can you tell me what you guys were plotting back there? Or is it top secret?”

      “Hardly. We need to find a way to quicken our launch times on this bucket.”

      “Too slow?”

      “Very. Never fully appreciated the launch tubes until now.” Austin cocked his head to the side. “If we run into trouble on this journey, we won’t have much time to launch.”

      “Freighter’s no carrier.”

      “That’s for sure.”

      “Let’s just make sure we really get into the cover story of being a Merchant Marine crew operating in the Zahl Empire, and we won’t need your heroics.”

      Austin slowed, studying his friend. “You know we could always use you back up there, buddy. It’d be great to see you in a cockpit again. If it hits the fan and the bolts start flying, we could⁠—”

      “No,” Josh said, his face rigid. “That life’s behind me now.”

      Austin thought back to the days of playing Star Runners on the computer, turning down the volume so his parents couldn’t hear. Memories from a different life flooded past in an instant. Those memories projected from a different life now, a distant past that seemed almost unreal.

      He once fantasized about being a real Star Runner, flying through space and exploring new worlds. But then reality hit, and nightmares of death and destruction replaced the dreams of exploration and wonder. War had changed him. Even now, as they sailed on a spacecraft toward the first leg of a desperate mission to save the Legion from utter destruction, part of him still longed for those carefree days where anything was possible.

      He turned to Josh, wondering if his friend ever felt the same way. Both had faced such suffering since leaving Earth for the first time. Josh “Razor” Morris had always remained at the top of that video game's leaderboard, with Austin trailing behind him, living in a constant state of confidence and hope bordering on arrogance. But it did not matter. They had been truly happy once, naive and clueless about reality.

      “You could always come back, though," Austin said, almost to himself as he thought of Josh in a Trident. "You were always better than me behind the stick—that’s the secret no one knows around here, you know."

      Josh halted in the corridor’s center and stared at the deck, his face hardening into a cold expression. “The game was always different than being out here." Their eyes met. "You always were—are—the best.”
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        Refugee Camp

        Magafhi Flats

        System – Ashia

        Protectorate of the Galactic Legion of Planets

      

      

      Shanda Vanaad jolted on the cot as a gust whipped through the canvas tent. Her son, Grev, cooed from his crib, rustling against the alien material provided by the Legion humanitarian workers, but the infant did not awaken. She slid her feet into her sandals and strolled across the sandy floor, grains crunching beneath her feet as she pulled the flap back and sighed through the cloth mask.

      The horizon flickered like the embers of a dying fire in the predawn hour. Ashy clouds fell across the desert, covering the tents and sands with a layer of gray powder. The wind howled against the tent, whipping the blue-gray Legion flag atop the nearby pole. The gusting wind blew sand and ash onto the cots and up the canvas, carrying the stench of burning trees.

      For hundreds of leagues to the north, beginning at the Great Forest and stretching beyond the Mazomi Cliffs, the inferno still raged. The land her father, Grev, had controlled many years ago had been ravaged by the Zahlian invaders. She could still see her father at the airship’s bow, his black hair cascading behind him as the wind carried the forest’s damp scent across the deck. Now, the lush forests had become a poisonous land burning from the ore beneath, creating a hellish underworld atop the northern continent that would rage for decades.

      She took a long, deep breath. A bitter taste filled her mouth, a mix of dust and ash, a taste of the changed world she now lived in.

      Nothing would ever be the same again.

      As if prompted by her thoughts, a bulky Legion craft descended across the sky toward the immense camp stretching across the desert sands. Squinting through eyes irritated by the sand and ash, she studied the spacecraft approaching from the orbiting Legion relief fleet. She had learned about the alien ships and saw it was a Karda, probably bringing more medical supplies.

      Shanda shook her head. Medical supplies would be needed here for a long time…

      Survivors from the planetary bombardment had streamed in for weeks. Most were former Mazomi Warriors and the massive, genetically enhanced brutas—remnants of a conquest by the would-be tyrant Adalric—who had miraculously survived the battles and the subsequent onslaught from space. Others trudged in from tribes across the land. Even wounded foreigners spilled into the tents, the remains of the Zahlian invading force.

      After weary and desperate fights broke out between the imperial soldiers and local tribesmen, the relief force placed the abandoned Zahlian personnel in structures surrounded by electrified fences as they were treated for burns and smoke inhalation—just like everyone else in the crowded collection of collateral damage resulting from the battle that sparked the Second Galactic War.

      One of the Legion workers informed Shanda that ten thousand tents and modular prefabricated structures had been erected across the flats, with more on the way when the government could spare them. A group known as the Shoborians, part of the recently formed Galactic Alliance, had also promised to send humanitarian aid. Shanda did not completely understand all the workings of this new universe that had been opened to her in recent years, but she would not turn away help for her people.

      She scoffed. Her people.

      The war had destroyed the world she had known—the structure Ashia’s society had created. No longer would aristocracy reign from a Spire. The clans that jockeyed for position through trade or oppression, falling over one another in the name of power and wealth, no longer existed. Only a bruised and battered people remained, limping in from all directions to the flats where the Spire once stood over all.

      The tents had evolved into small, crowded villages. Civilians and war survivors established their makeshift homes in sprawling craters blasted into the landscape, with temporary shelters erected on the crumbling, smoky ground. Scorch marks from the orbital bombardment's firestorm still marred the earth. A column of smoke smoldered, blackened by the heat. A fresh layer of ash coated everything the moment after a gust swept it away. The air tasted like burnt earth in the nostrils.

      “Can’t sleep?” a deep voice rumbled from the other side of the tent.

      “Not really, love.”

      Atillo Kine stretched from the cot and approached from behind her, draping his broad arms around her shoulders. “Please tell me it’s restlessness, not dreams.”

      She paused, tracing her fingers over his forearms. “Scared of my dreams?”

      He snorted, kissing her ear through his mask. “Only if you are.”

      “I did have a dream.” The grin faded as she recalled the image. “I saw him returning.”

      Atillo tensed. “Who?”

      “Austin Stone.”

      His arms fell from her shoulders. “He’s alive?”

      “Yes. For now.”

      “Why is he coming here?”

      Shanda took a deep breath.

      Although the Galactic War had left Ashia months ago, rumors still swirled around the camp about the current state of affairs. Ashia had lost its uniqueness as other planets suffered the same fate under Zahlian attacks. Legion relief workers spoke of a world known as Calpria being devastated by a battle that possibly claimed millions of lives. Whispers of more defeats and heavy casualties passed from canvas tent to dusty paths interlocking through the camp.

      Even though Ashia was in the early stages of joining the Galactic Legion of Planets and their alliance with the Shoborians, Shanda privately wondered if her world had chosen the losing side in a terrible conflict that would sweep across the entire galaxy, similar to the inferno engulfing her precious northern lands.

      “I believe we are his last stop on a journey that will take him deep into the stars, farther than he has ever been before.” She turned to face her husband and held his bearded face in her hands. “I have to go with him.”

      Atillo’s jaw dropped. “What?”

      Sliding her hand through his black hair peppered with gray, she said, “Our world is destroyed. You know it as well as I do. Yes, we will rebuild—but will we have the chance to do so?”

      He pulled away from her, his feet scuffing the tent’s sandy floor as he peered to the north. Daylight crept over the Western Sea, illuminating the towers of smoke drifting endlessly to the east. He stood in silence for a long moment, hot desert winds brushing against his robe as he stared at the burning horizon.

      “I didn’t think we would survive when the bombing started,” he hissed. “The pounding blasted through the ground like a thousand quakes … I thought it was all over.”

      Shanda stepped beside him, sliding her hand under his left arm.

      “I’ve been fighting so long,” he said, his eyes dropping to the sand. “First as your soldier, then against the invasions. I swore if we lived through that bombardment I would never fight again.”

      She squeezed his bicep. “I understand, love. If you want to stay with our son…”

      Atillo inhaled, releasing his breath slowly. “Sometimes I wish we’d never met him.”

      “Who?”

      He did not look at her. “Austin.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “No?” He spun around, eyebrows raised. “You don’t even know where he’s going.”

      “If he hadn’t arrived, we’d⁠—”

      “Be dead. Sure.” He looked away. “But sometimes I feel he only prolonged the inevitable.”

      “That could be said of us all, of everything we do.” She grabbed his elbow. “The Legion gave us the chance to survive, but we cannot leave it at that. I’m the last of the Seers, the last of my kind. If I can give them an advantage—anything at all—I have to try. I don’t know how, but I feel I can help him. I know I can. I have seen what can happen when the many fail to stand up to the powerful few. Now, it’s happening on a scale we could not have imagined years ago.” She gestured to the tents and structures stretching in every direction. “People are trying to help us—factions from other planets, Atillo. We have no way to pay them, no way to ever compensate them for what they have done to⁠—”

      “But have someone else do their part!”

      Shanda recoiled at his outburst. Atillo placed his hand over his eyes and then down to his lips.

      Grev sniffled and stretched in his crib, a slow whine growing into a cry. Shanda moved to him, whispering sweetly as she lifted the baby into her arms. Rocking him, she kissed his forehead and glanced back at Atillo, who had turned toward the smoky northern skies again.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, still facing away from her. “I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “You have no reason to apologize. Believe me, I wish none of this had happened. I would give everything to return to our life in the North, but it’s gone now. The land we once walked is destroyed, burning. No amount of wishing can change that now. But if we could make a difference out there, don’t you think we should try? Doesn’t Grev deserve a world free from fear of tyranny and conquest?”

      Atillo turned, his eyes watering as he stared at his son. “You’ve always been right.”

      She shook her head, a hundred memories flashing through her mind. “You know better than anyone that’s not true.”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps, but you’ve grown wise, my Queen. I’ll never doubt you. What do we do next?”

      Shanda smiled and held Grev in front of her, staring into his eyes. “We’ll get this beautiful boy ready for the morning first and drop him off with Gretchen—yes, we will!” She bounced him and kissed his forehead before turning to Atillo. “Then, we will approach the Legion headquarters tent to offer our services.”
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      Legion Press Release

      The Zahl Empire is discovering how difficult it is to invade the territory of the freedom-loving Galactic Legion of Planets. A recent enemy offensive began with a cowardly attack on the system defenses of Tal Mara.

      Thanks to the courage of the Legion Navy, the Zahl Empire was decisively pushed back, and the system remains under the blue and gray of the Legion flag.

      “The enemy’s efforts will only become more hampered as resources are transferred from the Piscean front,” Rear Admiral Draven Reau said in a prepared statement. “The time will soon come when the Zahl Empire is driven from our space forever.”

      More details on how you can help the war effort or join the ranks are available at your nearest Legion Recruitment Center.
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