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      "I'm going home."

      The man sitting next to Josh Morris revealed yellowing teeth under a bushy mustache. He appeared to be in his mid-forties with weathered skin splintering into wrinkles at his eyes. His black eyes glazed over under heavy eyelids as he leaned back in his seat, preparing for a nap during the flight to Earth. His perfectly pressed navy blue suit showed no creases as he settled into the chair.

      Josh smiled. "Me, too. It's been a while."

      “How long?”

      “Little over a year.” He thought of what it would feel like to leave Base Prime and see the California sun. “Not sure what I’m going to do back in the ‘real’ world.”

      “Wear sunglasses.” The fellow passenger studied him. "If it’s only been a year, that’s nothing. You in Fleet?"

      Josh nodded. "I'm a pilot, yes. You?"

      "Transferring to the EIF.”

      “EIF?”

      The man grinned. “You are new here, aren’t you? Earth Intelligence Force. Was in the CIA, but quit when I was recruited. I served on several forces throughout the Legion in recent years, from planets to the Fringe. I even worked at the capital’s location for a year. Been a while since I was back home, too. Lot longer than a year. When this position came open, I jumped at the chance."

      Josh shook his head. "I didn't realize the Legion recruited cops from Earth."

      The man frowned. "Not just any cop on the beat, but yeah, they recruit who they can. Name's Mike Fischer."

      He offered his hand. "Josh Morris."

      "How long you been a Star Runner?”

      "Just finished flight school, but I’ve been in space since the beginning of last summer."

      "Flight school as tough as they say?"

      Josh paused, thinking about his months on Tarton's Junction. The studying and flight training seemed more like two lifetimes. The endless days of seeing nothing but the nebulae for natural light. What had started off fun and amazing had become a chore. He had only wanted to go to school. A free scholarship for playing Star Runners seemed like a great way to do that—even easier than playing on a football team like Dad wanted. The reality turned out to be more demanding and dangerous than he could have fathomed.

      He sighed. "It ain't easy."

      The freighter Saber rocked as it prepped the curvature drive. The space outside the viewport glowed, a bright mix of fire red and emerald green.

      Fischer grumbled. "I guess nothing ever is. You going on leave?"

      "That's the plan. Probably going to be my last time home for a while. I’ve been told I’ll get my assignment when my leave is up.”

      “Been told that’s a big deal for you flyboys,” Fischer said, closing his eyes.

      “They haven’t said much about it. Any guess where they’ll send me?”

      Fischer sighed, his eyes remaining closed. “Time was, a Star Runner fresh out of flight school could be sent anywhere. I’ve heard stories of you boys being assigned to science vessels and studying the void along the Fringe, doing real exploration like the old days. But those days are long gone, I’m afraid.”

      “Why’s that?”

      His brow furrowed. “Been a long time since the big boys went at it. Rumor has it, it’s coming again.”

      “I see.”

      Josh thought of the fragile peace between the Legion and the Zahl Empire. He wondered if there was any truth to what Fischer had heard. Rumors on Tarton’s Junction traveled with about as much weight as a feather in a hurricane. If he believed every rumor he heard on the station, Austin would be dating one of his flight instructors. Besides, Josh had learned little about the Zahl Empire during his studies, other than how to recognize their fighters. Other than a brief overview of the previous time the two forces went to war, the detailed Zahl history had been left out of any discussions.

      Deciding to change the subject, Josh cleared his throat. “You get any break while you’re on Earth?"

      "I wish. Been ordered home to join a task force."

      "A task force?"

      "That's all I know. It's probably training. Every now and then, Command sends us to a backwater planet like Earth to tighten up our counter-espionage efforts. That's probably what this is."

      Josh snorted, shaking his head. "I'm still learning about this world."

      Fischer stretched into his seat. "They want you to know your fighter inside and out. That's more important than the ins and outs of this world. Believe me, you don’t want to know about the politics of a territory as large as the Legion. Not to mention the constant crap going on between our government and the Zahl Empire.” He sighed. “Where are you from?"

      "Marietta, Georgia."

      "Never been there. I'm from Saint Louis myself. Or I used to be. I got picked up at a Legion school in the suburbs. Legion’s a big place. I move around."

      "I'll bet. Where all have you been?"

      He shrugged. “All around really.”

      “I haven’t been to another planet, yet.”

      “You will. They aren’t all that different really. Just people trying to make ends meet, trying to take care of their families, give their kids a decent shot at life. That’s true on the dark worlds and on the open Legion planets.”

      “You serve on mostly dark worlds?”

      “Served on all kinds. The Fringe, now, that’s a different story.”

      The Saber passed through the curvature drive. Josh's stomach dropped, but he had grown accustomed to the gravity swells that occurred during a curve. He sighed, waiting for the feeling to pass.

      His parents would be excited to have him home. Dad had already bought tickets to the Braves game. Hot dogs and fireworks for Independence Day. It was like a dream. The transition staff had briefed him on the story he would provide his parents. They’d also created a plethora of doctored photographs depicting constructed schools for villages on islands in the south Pacific. Josh had even contracted a "fever" the last month, which was supposed to explain why his skin was pale and why he had lost weight. The officers insisted that the goal of the deception was to supply too much information for family members in order to maintain the illusion. He took his orders. If this was the price to visit home again, so be it.

      Austin would have loved to come with him; too bad they couldn't have started flight school at the same time. Josh's performance in Rockshot had earned him enough points to graduate. Austin would be right behind him. Soon they would be on opposite sides of the galaxy, flying for the Legion. He might not see his friend for a long, long time. Try as he might, the thought of being away from everyone and everything he loved nagged at the back of his mind.

      But the same could be said for his friends on Earth. He would have to check in with Kadyn, see if she would be home for summer as well. Perhaps he would finally find the time to tell her how he felt, use this one last trip home to throw it all out there and see if she felt the same way.

      He had written Kadyn regularly or as often as he could since he’d spent most of the past year on Tarton’s Junction. She seemed to be enjoying art school in Savannah, and rarely mentioned Austin at all. Josh had always thought Kadyn had a thing for his best friend. Maybe he had been wrong about her feelings this entire time? Who knew? But if he had the opportunity on this two-week trip home, he had to see where it could lead. She had to know. If anything happened, he’d talk to Austin before it led anywhere. That’s the least he could do.

      The Saber altered its course. A stack of magazines slid off an empty seat across the aisle.

      "Is that normal?" Fischer asked. “Never happened to be me before, but you’re the pilot. What was that?”

      "Probably a course correction to maintain a position directly behind the moon while the shroud warms up," he offered. "Truthfully, I don't know."

      He gazed at the faint stars peppering the black space.

      The interior lights flickered, shifting to blood red.

      “Attention, this is your captain speaking,” the speakers buzzed. “Two unidentified craft have launched from the dark side of Earth's moon. They are inbound and have not responded to our hails.”

      Josh swallowed. Space craft on the dark side of the moon? That made no sense. The pilot had to be mistaken. Suddenly, the freighter banked harder than it had been designed to do, the space outside his window shooting past. Earth's moon moved across his view, filling his window with the black and gray of the surface. The incoming craft flickered in the starlight as they bore down on the Saber.

      "Protocol says we must turn back,” the pilot continued. “We are prepping the drive. Please remain in your seats."

      Josh leaned against the window, studying the incoming craft. Two smaller modified Trident fighters with wings bristling with weaponry.

      Tyral Pirates.

      He squinted at the third larger vessel. Thick black tentacles extended from the base like a jellyfish. A cold feeling burrowed into his gut like stomach rot.

      "See anything?" Fischer asked, leaning over his shoulder.

      He turned. "They plan to board us."

      "Board us?" His dark eyes widened. "Who?"

      He swallowed, his mouth dry as a sandbox. "Tyral Pirates."

      “Pirates?” Fischer barked. “Here? How in the world did they manage this?”

      “I don’t know.”

      After leaning over Josh’s shoulder and staring out the window for a long moment, Fischer stood and produced a laser pistol from inside his black coat. He checked the charge. "You gotta sidearm?"

      Josh nodded.

      "Good," Fischer said. "Once we know their entry location, we need all the civies as far away from the access point as possible. They’ll probably try to rip open an emergency escape hatch, or they could just blast through the hull."

      Josh blinked several times, gripping the cool steel of his laser pistol. His breathing increased. "Yes, sir."

      Fischer grabbed his shoulder. "Listen, keep your cool. We need to work together. I don’t know how this filth has managed to stage an attack on the dark side of Earth’s moon, but that doesn’t matter now. If that scum is truly coming on board, they are the worst of the lot, the lowest of the low. They’ll come for blood. They have no mercy, so show none. What's your rank?"

      "Lieutenant."

      "Right." Fischer turned to the rest of the passengers who spoke in hushed, harsh tones. "All right, listen up! These pirates might try and board us to steal this freighter. I want everybody with a weapon to come over here and meet Lieutenant Morris at the front of this cabin. The rest of you gather at the rear. The most likely place of entry will be close to the cockpit so they can take control of the ship."

      Three Star Runners wearing the red uniforms of Excalibur Squadron came to the front of the cabin, while Fischer led the other passengers to the rear. The Star Runners nodded and checked their weapons, a grim look on their faces.

      The freighter rumbled, laser fire thumping against the rear shields.

      "All right, this is real,” the tallest Excalibur pilot said, his face growing pale. “I had hoped the freighter captain was a moron. I thought Earth was safe."

      "So did I," Josh said. He glanced at the pilot who looked older than him, the skin around his eyes laced with lines like road map. "You heading home?"

      "I was."

      Josh looked up as the freighter rocked.

      "We're trying to open a curve," another pilot said.

      "They'll follow us," Josh said. "I've seen this happen."

      "So have I,” the older Excalibur pilot said. “Too many times."

      Light flashed from the windows like lightning. His stomach revolved around his core, his vision skipping. The laser fire momentarily halted.

      "Now it depends on where the curve opened and where we came out," the pilot said. "If we’re too far from the Junction, the alert fighters won't get to us in time."

      Laser fire blasted the Saber's shields. Josh leaned over his seat, peering out of the window in search of the welcome sight of Tarton’s Junction. He saw nothing but space and the glowing edge of the nebulae.

      “We’re too far,” he said.

      The outer walls of the freighter behind the cockpit burst, the white light blinding him. Women screamed. The Excalibur pilots tumbled to the ground. Josh fell behind his seat. The vacuum of space howled for two seconds before an energy field from the Tyral boarding craft sealed off the opening.

      The tallest Excalibur Star Runner cried out, tumbling behind the seat onto the ground next to Josh, a blackened burn sizzling his eye socket. Another pilot returned fire. Two bolts struck his chest, sending him flying back across the seats. Pirate fire blasted across the cabin, filling the air with blue light and the smell of burning electronics. Josh risked a glance over the seat, his heart pounding in his ears.

      Six pirates wearing all black flight suits and carrying massive rifles marched with purpose through a jagged hole in the hull as they rained fire across the cabin. Passengers dropped, laser fire mowing them down like grass. Four pirates faced toward him while the other two concentrated on the cockpit door. Laser bolts blasted the seats as Josh took cover. He gripped the pistol hard, his palms sweating. The onslaught ignited the seat’s fabric, starting a fire. The interior lights flickered and dimmed.

      The surviving Excalibur pilot crawled toward him, his chest covered in a smoking patch of blackened flesh. Josh yanked him behind the seat.

      "We-we cannot let them take the cockpit," the pilot said, his teeth chattering.

      "You're in shock!" Josh yelled, firing into the aisle without looking. He glanced down at the man’s wound. He never knew a laser rifle could incinerate a person’s body in such a way.

      "Th-that won't matter if they take the ship,” the pilot said, grabbing Josh’s arm with his good hand. “Nothing will! Stop them!"

      Josh stuck his pistol over the top of the seat and fired. When he looked back to the wounded man, he stared back with lifeless eyes. A frigid chill shot down his spine.

      "Morris!"

      Remaining close to the floor, Josh glanced down the aisle toward the rear of the ship. Fischer crawled toward him, his pistol drawn.

      "Are you all that's left?" he asked.

      Josh nodded.

      "Pirates have also boarded in the rear and the front group has already taken control of the freighter.” Fischer snapped his fingers. "Are you with me?"

      "I am." Josh closed his eyes. "What do we do?"

      With his free hand, Fischer pulled from his jacket pocket a small disk the size of a hockey puck. Laser fire shot over their heads, the chaotic sounds of battle surrounding them. A shower of sparks fell down.

      "This is a flash bang!” Fischer yelled.  “I throw it down there and distract them. We try and take them out before they recover. Got it?"

      Josh gripped his pistol hard, his knuckles turning white. "Do it."

      Fischer pulled his arm back and hurled the flash bang. He held three fingers in front Josh's face, two, one.

      The cabin pulsed with a hot white light. Screams from the pirates joined those of the passengers.

      "Now!"

      Fischer stood up and fired, his pistol burning blue like a pilot light. Josh raised over the seats and added his pistol fire to the mix. Four pirates remained in a rough line at the head of the cabin, their hands over their eyes. Two on the right dropped to the ground as Fischer's bolts exploded into them. Josh hesitated and then killed one of the other pirates with a lucky shot to the face, sending sparks flying as the man crumbled.

      The surviving enemy swung around, his rifle spitting a wave of bolts into the seats, walls, and ceiling. More seats caught fire. A white gas shot down from the ceiling, the fires activating the repression systems. The walls blackened. Fischer yelled as a bolt sizzled into his left arm, sending his gun to the floor. Josh dropped to one knee as a bolt zipped over his head. He took aim, squeezed the trigger, and dropped the final opponent.

      He exhaled and turned to Fischer. "What now?"

      Fischer glanced at the red gash splitting the fabric of his coat, the laser burn eating away at his skin. He slapped a fresh charge into his pistol. "Grab their weapons. Watch the rear."

      "But there's still two in the cockpit!"

      "I'll get in there!” Fischer yelled. “Cover me!"

      Josh ran among the bodies in the forward cabin behind the cockpit, taking care not to allow his gaze to linger on the carnage littering the floor. He grabbed a pirate rifle and knelt down in the aisle as Fischer went to work on the barred cockpit door.

      His heart raced as he gasped for breath, trying to steady the large weapon. He imagined the pirates rushing toward him through the white gas and black smoke. He tried to envision dropping each of them with one shot as he maintained his cool. Austin would tell him to stay frosty, but flying in the cockpit of a Trident was different than shooting a man in front of him.

      Or would the pirates try to move quietly?

      The Saber had to be closing in on Tarton's Junction. Where were the alert fighters? How much longer until they arrived? He thought of Austin watching him leave from the mess hall and hoped his friend wasn't there anymore.

      Stop it, he told himself. Stay frosty.

      "Hurry up, Fischer!" he yelled without turning, his attention aft.

      "I'm trying to bypass the lock so—wait!"

      Laser fire sliced through the inferno. Josh spun around, his finger resting on the rifle's trigger. Fischer fell to the ground, hands clutching at his stomach as two pirates emerged from the cockpit. Josh aimed and squeezed the trigger.

      Nothing happen.

      He squeezed again and again, but no fire burst from the weapon. He couldn’t verify if it were out of charges or the rifle was simply broken. Standing in the aisle, he hurled the weapon at the pirates and yanked his pistol from its holster.

      His world flashed with light like he stood inside a lightning bolt, pain searing at his back. His muscles burned as if they ignited in gasoline. He tumbled to the deck, his body refusing to respond to his commands. His muscles twitched. His head smashed into the base of a seat, fire raging around him.

      "Wicked little toy, isn't it?" the pirate said as he stood over Josh. “You can’t fire another man’s weapon.”

      The pirates roared with laughter. Josh glared at the pirate who had spoken, the man’s face concealed by black fabric. He only saw one bloodshot, watery eye, the other covered in a metal patch.

      "Your muscles are incapacitated,” the pirate sneered. “You are our prisoner. You will regain control of your body if we decide to let you live. For now, it's lights out."

      Before Josh could speak, the butt of the pirate’s rifle smashed into his face.

      The world went dark.
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      The freighter came apart, the Tyral Pirate fighters firing with lethal precision. Josh's body floated through a burning gap in the hull and into the vacuum of space, his hands reaching out as he stared with eyes as black as eight balls.

      "Help me!" His face twisted in pain.

      Austin Stone jolted, kicking the seat in front of him. Blood pumped through his ears with the force of a cannon shot. A bead of sweat dripped down his cheek.

      "You okay?"

      The passenger next to him turned, the tablet in his hands momentarily forgotten. He wore a green flight suit with the Lobera patch.

      Austin blinked and shook his head. "Sorry."

      "Bad dream?"

      He nodded. "Yes."

      "They pass."

      Austin leaned forward and rubbed his face. Outside his window Earth's moon passed, the blackened craters drifting past his view. The freighter's engines whined as the shroud activated, hiding the vessel from any instruments on Earth. It had been a year since he had seen the moon's surface. He remembered Bear and Skylar pressing against the window, their excitement something tangible and real. Their anticipation of what would happen next mixed strangely with the professional boredom of Captain Jonathan Nubern.

      He smiled.

      Before he boarded this freighter for his anticipated flight home, Nubern said the Legion recruited medical personnel. His stomach churned whenever he thought about the impending conversation with his mother. She wouldn't believe him at first, would probably accuse him of doing drugs while he had been at school. He wondered how he would even begin the discussion, and then somehow tell her she might have the opportunity to join him.

      It wasn't something he would bring up right away. He hadn't been home in a year, so he wanted to soak in the next two weeks of leave. He needed to make each day count, maybe even each hour.

      A cold twinge struck his heart. Josh's parents had been notified by now of their son's disappearance. The Legion had an Expiration Protocol for missing pilots and crewmen who hailed from dark worlds like Earth. The families would be told a story of their loved one's disappearance, but Austin dreaded facing the Morris family. He thought of avoiding them for the entire two weeks, but knew it was an impossible task since his mother had probably told Mrs. Morris he was coming home.

      He thought of Josh every day since the Tyral Pirates had taken the Saber within sight of Tarton's Junction. Josh had probably been killed along with the other several hundred passengers. From what he had gathered from the scuttlebutt around the station, the pirates were not known for their humanitarian gestures toward prisoners. In fact, most pirates would either kill the prisoners during interrogations or work them to death through mining, farming, or whatever other work they required. He glared out the window.

      "Don't fight the battles of the past," the passenger said as if he were telepathic.

      "Excuse me?"

      "Your nightmare. It's best to try and let things go."

      Austin sighed. "You didn't lose your best friend."

      "No," the man admitted, "but I've lost comrades. It comes with the territory. For what it's worth, I'm sorry. Are you headed home?”

      He nodded. “You?”

      “Same.” He extended his hand. "Lieutenant Ryan Bean. I'm from Bozeman, Montana."

      "Austin Stone. Atlanta, Georgia."

      "Nice to meet you, Austin. Been flying long?"

      He glanced at the shiny wings on his chest. "Just got these, actually."

      "Ah, going home on the reward leave. Enjoy it. It won't come again for a while."

      "Have you been gone long?"

      Ryan looked out the window. “Three years on a carrier, and one year planet side for training. It’s been long tours of nothing broken by brief sessions of crazy. I've been told most tours are like that on the Fringe."

      "I see," Austin said.

      In his courses, he learned about the boundaries of Legion and Zahl space. However, the infinitely more interesting aspect was the broad regions at the edge of known space, a location the Star Runners referred to as the Fringe. The sparsely populated worlds struggled with marauding bands of vicious pirates, conniving smugglers, and oppressive warlords. The Fringe was a boundary the Legion needed to patrol just as aggressively as the border with the Zahl.

      "Have you received your orders, yet?" Ryan asked.

      "Not yet. I’m supposed to get them after my leave is up."

      Ryan smiled and gazed at the ceiling. "I remember my first trip home. My cousins and I went camping in the Spanish Peaks. We sat around the fire for hours. They wanted to know about my travels, but I had to give them the script of helping people. It's true, I guess, just not the people they thought I was helping. It was hard, but I knew it was important to keep the secret." He exhaled slowly. "That was four years ago."

      Austin looked at Ryan, who was not much older than himself, but the tone of his voice seemed different than that of his classmates, aged and without emotion. Ryan’s mind seemed to be elsewhere, lingering on a memory. "I bet you've seen some things out there."

      Ryan didn’t blink. "I've seen things you wouldn't believe."

      “Like what?”

      He shifted in his seat. “I don’t want to disappoint you. I remember when I was in your shoes.”

      The tone of Ryan’s voice once again sent a chill straight through Austin’s gut. “Go ahead.”

      Looking over his shoulder before he spoke, Ryan leaned closer. “Just be sure, when your term is up, that you really want to continue being one of the Legion’s ‘Star Runners.’”

      Austin frowned as Ryan held his fingers over his head in mock quotes with the words Star Runners. “What do you mean? Why wouldn’t I want to do this?”

      Ryan lowered his voice. “Some people love it—I’m not denying that. But let’s just say they don’t exactly tell you the entire truth during flight academy. Everything’s not puppy dogs and ice cream out there.”

      Austin shook his head, his blood pressure rising. “You don’t know what I’ve seen. The pirates—“

      “Pirates,” Ryan said shaking his head, “they’re nothing.”

      “They killed my friend.”

      “No offense, Stone, but your friend is just one of the million pilots recruited off these Legion backwater worlds. You ever wonder why they recruit from a video game? I mean really wonder about it? And why everything’s set up like a happy flight academy with sim pods and Rockshot competitions? You’re being indoctrinated. They want you so into this that you’ll be willing to go anywhere.”

      Austin thought of Nubern and the entire recruitment process. “I don’t believe that.”

      “It’s why they recruit so young. They identify you have talent, but they are also looking for dreamers; people who want to get out of their current situation.”

      Pausing, Ryan eyed him. “You’ll be sent so far away you won’t even remember what Earth looks like.” He looked down at his hands. “Or what it smells like…feels like. This galaxy’s a big place. There are rumors of factions setting up for another galactic war, who knows if it’s true. Then there are the pirates, warlords, slavers, and the endless vigil of what might come from the Fringe or Dark Space beyond. And we have to patrol all of it. It’s why the Legion desperately needs pilots. You’re giving up the best years of your life for this and they know it.”

      Austin didn’t know what to say. What if Ryan was right?

      The Legion had him locked into service for the next five years until he was allowed to re-enlist or leave. He was so focused on going to college and getting a degree because he knew it was what Dad had wanted for him. He didn’t stop to ask questions and when he did have questions, he just shook them from his mind. Then his wildest dreams came true once the video game he used to escape reality became his reality. Maybe he was too deep into the trees to see the forest for what it was.

      “Look,” Austin said after a long pause, “I want to do this.”

      Ryan held up his hands in a mock surrender. “I just wanted to tell you the truth. Some people love this, are born for it.”

      Austin decided to turn the tables. “So you aren’t? Are you going to re-up?”

      Ryan rubbed his chin. “I’m coming home to think about it. I’m due next year. I just don’t know. I was recruited when the game was brand new. I was so excited.”

      For the first time, Ryan’s eyes softened. Austin relaxed a bit, listening to the other Star Runner speak.

      “Four of us left the school in San Francisco. I remember seeing Atlantis for the first time.” He shook his head. “It was like having the blinders pulled off. And the first time I saw a Trident? Forget it, man. I was hooked.”

      Ryan fiddled with his hands. “I left my girlfriend for this. At first, they don’t tell you how long the tours are going to be—or maybe I just didn’t really get it. You just give the mission trip speech over and over.”

      His face grew rigid. “But right after you are rewarded leave home after flight school and you sign your papers for that first assignment, months turn into years. Command knows you don’t need any cover story after that. Your friends and family give up on you, figure you’re just some reclusive freak because you’ve had to live with vague stories about why you’ve been away so long. They think you just don’t like people or that your antisocial. My girlfriend even said I was agoraphobic because I was always gone and didn’t want to do anything in public when I was home. I got so tired of lying to people with these ridiculous stories.”

      Austin looked at him. “What happened to your girlfriend?”

      “Same thing that happened to all my friends,” he said softly without looking away from the deck. “Sometimes I wish the Legion would take a page from the Zahlian playbook.”

      Austin frowned. “Like what? I thought they are our enemy.”

      Ryan exhaled. “That’s what I’m told. I just know there are no dark worlds in Zahlian space; they have no need for the lies…the secrets.” His eyes bore into the back of the seat in front of him. “I might still have Vanessa if it weren’t for the secrecy.”

      “I thought the Legion didn’t reveal itself in hopes of protecting the systems in their territory and providing natural freedom to progress.”

      Ryan closed his eyes. “I know the line just fine, Stone. They taught me, too.”

      The moon passed out of view. Austin sighed, the dream images of Josh reaching for him searing into his mind once again.

      "We made it," Austin breathed.

      "Made it where?"

      "Past the moon."

      Ryan nodded. "I heard about the Saber. Getting pretty ballsy, those Tyral Pirates. I've never heard of a vessel attacked so close to Earth. I don’t know how they plotted a curve this far out. I've heard agents from the Zahl Empire work on Earth all the time, but not pirates."

      "Why not?"

      "Can't afford shrouding tech and no pirates are going to risk revealing themselves to a dark world unless they have an invasion force.”

      "But the Zahl Empire sends agents to Earth? For what?"

      "Spying, stealing technologies, disrupting our operations." Ryan shrugged. "All unofficially of course."

      Austin thought of Earth's history. "Sounds like the Cold War."

      "It is the Cold War, just on an infinitely larger scale. There’s so much space with so many planets in Zahl and Legion space, I doubt there will ever be a full scale war again. It’d be the end of us all." Ryan placed his tablet in his lap. "Did you lose someone on the Saber?"

      Austin looked out the window, craning his neck for a view of Earth. "My best friend was on board."

      "And you saw it?"

      He nodded. "Once they passed back through the curve at Tarton's, I saw the fighters bearing down on the freighter, the other transport craft attached. It happened too fast for the alert fighters to respond. And then they were gone."

      "He could still be alive."

      Austin sighed and cracked his knuckles, knots forming in his stomach. "Thanks, but I've heard stories about what pirates do to prisoners. If he was taken alive, I hope it wasn’t for long. I don't want to think of Josh living as a slave.”

      “No, you definitely don’t want that.” Ryan turned back to the tablet in his lap.

      They rode in silence, the hum of the engines lulling him to sleep. Despite the lingering doubt brought on by Ryan’s words, Austin focused on reuniting with Mom and Kadyn. It would be good to see them again.

      When he opened his eyes, the blue-green of Earth filled most of his window. The cloudless sky over the Pacific revealed Australia and New Zealand. Passengers started picking up their belongings and Ryan tucked his tablet into a black satchel.

      "Stone," he said, pushing Austin's shoulder, "we should grab a coffee in San Francisco. I didn’t mean to be such a drag. I just have too much on my mind. You need to think about these things now so it’s not such an ordeal when your reenlistment time happens."

      "I will,” he said. “Thanks. I thought you had to get back to Montana?"

      "I have an old friend in the city I want to see first. See if they remember me. Then I'll head out tomorrow."

      Austin thought about traveling back to Georgia. "So do we just take the tubes back to our schools?"

      Ryan peered over Austin's shoulder out the window. "Once you're home, you can take any transport you want. I'll be taking a company car home, though. I've been away from here so long, I’d like to drive when I'm back."

      "Oh."

      "Don't worry, man. They'll have someone there to talk you through. Just ask when we're going through de-con."

      “De-con?” Austin asked. “Decontamination?”

      “They told you about that on the station, right?”

      “They mentioned it, yeah.” He frowned. “Didn’t know I’d have to go through it again.”

      “It’s no big deal,” Ryan said. “It’s pretty standard on all Legion ports.”

      The freighter rumbled into Earth's atmosphere as it descended. His head rocked. He closed his eyes, the sound of the engines growing.

      "Ladies and gentlemen,” the pilot announced over the intercom, “we’re starting our descent to Atlantis and should arrive in the next thirty minutes. Please remain seated and we hope you enjoyed your flight." The pilot paused before adding, "Welcome to Earth."

      Austin watched the atmosphere burn against the freighter's shields, pulsating flashes of orange and yellow throughout cabin.
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        * * *

      

      The freighter descended into the blue deep waters of the Pacific, the light outside the window transitioning from the bright to dark blue like a bruise before going black. When the bubbles disappeared, the view outside his window could have passed for the darkness of space.

      As the vessel descended into the blackness, conversations lessened, the tones softening. Austin glanced around the cabin. The occupants appeared much the same as his first trip when he departed Earth; a mix of civilian clothes and Legion uniforms. The image of the Saber flashed in his mind once again. Josh never made it this far on his first trip home. His mind wandered, picturing Josh in his final moments with the pirates. Had he fought until the end? Did death come quickly?

      He shuddered.

      Austin hadn't been gone as long as Josh, but he earned the right to go home following the incident on Flin Six. Ryker was on her way to a Legion world of Oma for rehab on her leg. Skylar and Bear continued their flight training on Tarton's Junction. Austin found himself alone, again.

      But it was different this time.

      He glanced at Ryan, a fellow Star Runner, who had fallen asleep during the final moments of the descent. Austin had earned his place in the brotherhood of Legion pilots. He was a Star Runner. No one could ever take that away. He would make Josh proud.

      The descent slowed, awakening the dozing passengers. Bubbles flickered past the window. A soft blue light pulsated from below. The freighter banked into a slow turn, revealing the circular dome of Atlantis. They made their way towards the four large saucer-shaped hangar doors. Another freighter, just visible in the low light provided by the landing buoys, drifted away from a hangar door on its way to the surface. He watched the other freighter depart the underwater facility, wondering if any passengers on board were seeing this for the first time. He shook his head, amazed at the clockwork efficiency of Earth's largest and busiest Legion star port.

      "Makes you think, doesn't it?" Ryan asked.

      He turned. "I didn't know you were awake. Yeah, it does." He gazed back out the window. "I've never seen it before—at least, not from up here. On the trip out, it's all dark and you go straight up."

      Ryan nodded. "I remember. Seems like a long time ago."

      Austin pressed against the view port. “I thought I’d be gone longer than this, but I finished up flight school in about a year.”

      "Really?" Ryan sat back, his jaw dropping open. "How’d you manage that? Wait, are you the newbie from the Flin Six mission?"

      Austin's face warmed. "Yes, that was me."

      "Oh, man, we all heard about you just before I was dispatched to Tarton's Junction for leave. That was crazy."

      "Yeah."

      "You scrapped with pirates and rescued two superior officers. Man. You know, someone said you were the fastest newbie through flight school in decades. You feel like talking about it?"

      Austin bit his lip. "Not much to say. Scorpion was down and I had to save her."

      Ryan raised his eyebrows. "A her, eh? Now I see."

      "It wasn't like that."

      "Sure it wasn't." He smiled. "I'm just messing with you. If you ever need a thing, man, don't hesitate to ask. If I decide to stay in the service, I hope we get to serve together sometime."

      Austin gestured toward Ryan's green uniform. "Not likely."

      "Squadrons are stationed at the same places all the time. You can forget that squadron hatred out on tour. All that rivalry stuff’s a bunch of crap anyway. They like to cook it up during flight school for the competition of it all, but when you’re out, we’re all Star Runners. With everything and everyone in the galaxy gunning for us, we better be on the same side when were out there." He grinned like a salesman. “And you could always transfer.”

      "Not a chance. I don’t think Tizona would let me live that down."

      "Probably not."

      The sound of water flowing through pipes filled the air as the hangar’s outer door shut above them. The freighter rocked and came to a stop on the landing pad. Passengers stood and stretched, some grabbing bags from overhead compartments while others spoke with one another.

      "Well, we're here," Ryan said, standing and reaching his arms far over his head. "Weird to be back?"

      Austin nodded. "It is."

      As they gathered their belongings, the freighter taxied from the hangar air lock and into the row of other vessels. Spacecraft of different types, from massive bulky freighters to sleek cutters, were parked side-by-side. Hanging from suspension wires and harnesses, crews swarmed over the vessels to begin maintenance and repairs. Circular burn marks covered the freighter directly adjacent to their own, the crews focusing on the concerned areas. Sparks and wielding tools flashed from a hundred different locations in the massive hangar. The expanse stretched into infinity, the view obscured by the rising smoke of the workers’ wielding torches.

      "I forgot how big this hangar was," Austin said, leaning closer to the window.

      "Come on," Ryan said. "We have a tube bound for San Francisco with our name on it."

      A five-car trolley hovered over the steel grating outside the freighter. Passengers boarded like they traveled to an amusement park. Austin hesitated, staring at the space where he should see wheels.

      “Let’s go,” Ryan said.

      "So how does the wheel-less technology actually work? Is it a thruster of some kind?"

      "It's not," Ryan said as he took a seat in the second car. "You ever play with magnets as a kid?"

      "Yeah," he said as he sat down. "Why?"

      "It's the same thing. I was told it all has to do with magnetics. You haven't traveled to any other Legion worlds, yet?"

      "No."

      "The magtech negates the need for wheels. It's a lot cheaper too when you think about how much people waste on tires. Magtech uses metals found in whatever it is hovering over."

      Austin looked at the metal grating of the hangar floor. "Guess it doesn't work on water?"

      "Not that I know of.”

      The trolley beeped twice before zipping away from the freighter. A hot breeze hit Austin’s face as they passed between the lines of massive starships. His first time in the hangar had been rushed and on foot, so he didn't have time to take in the sights. The trolley moved fast, but he relaxed and marveled at the variety of spacecraft located in the hangar.

      "I thought there were mostly military freighters in Atlantis?" Austin asked.

      "This is the only Legion port on Earth not monopolized completely by the military. All manner of ships come through here."

      "Like what?"

      Ryan stifled a yawn. "Officers on a pleasure cruise, businessmen with clearance to conduct business on Earth, Legion agents conducting counter-espionage. You'd be surprised how much traffic comes through here and no one in the dark has any idea."

      The trolley pulled into a roundabout. The speakers beeped twice.

      In one wave of motion, the passengers left the trolley and marched up the wide, steel stairs leading to three arches. Two veered left, bringing passengers to a business or pleasure destination. Two Legion Marines flanked the arch on the right, laser rifles resting over the chests. They wore black battle dress uniforms and combat helmets. Both surveyed passengers as they filed past, staring through their thick, clear goggles. They appeared ready for a riot to break out at any moment.

      Ryan approached first, his ID card in his right hand. Austin followed his lead. They passed without incident.

      “Are they always there?” he asked.

      “Probably not when you came through the first time,” Ryan said. “They try not to scare the fresh meat.”

      “Great.”

      He laughed. “Relax, man. They’re just keeping the place secure. When you’re stationed on a carrier, you’ll be around marines all the time.”

      “You know many?”

      “Sure. We had a complement during my time fighting in the Orm Minor Rebellion. Got to know a bunch of the guys. Lost a few, too.” Ryan waved his hand as if he wafted at a buzzing fly. “Anyway, no matter what else happens—you’re home for the next two weeks.”

      The arch led to a pathway winding to the right and culminating in a steel wall. Without slowing, Ryan marched toward the gray obstacle. The wall dilated, revealing the Atlantis control room stretching several hundred yards. A massive Earth hologram hovered over the room, tiny points of multicolored light falling in and out of orbit. Radio traffic buzzed in countless conversations. Hundreds of Legion crew members wearing headsets sat at their stations, some reviewing personal holograms while others seemed engrossed in their transmissions. The dark "sky" above the bubble featured no luminescent creatures from the depths like they did on his first visit to Atlantis. Instead, one freighter ascended away from the port, disappearing into the blackness.

      Ryan led him through the sea of terminals and moving crew members wearing light gray uniforms. Austin bumped into a desk as he studied the hologram of Earth. He marveled at the amount of shrouded traffic arriving and departing from all over the globe.

      “How many ports does the Legion operate on Earth?” Austin asked, his gaze fixated on the hologram.

      “I think there are four main ports and several smaller ones they wouldn’t tell a lieutenant about. I’m probably not on a need-to-know status.”

      As they weaved between the lines of control stations, a bulky officer in a red Excalibur uniform stepped up to Ryan, who offered a crisp salute. Austin glanced at the bars over the officer's wings signifying the man was a commander.

      "At ease, Lieutenant Bean,” the commander said, smiling as he shook Ryan's hand. "Made it back from the Orm Minor, I see."

      "Yes, sir."

      The commander’s expression darkened. "Tough as they say?"

      Ryan shifted. "It wasn't easy, sir."

      The commander studied Ryan for a moment, slowly nodding as he rested his hands on his hips. His eyes darted to Austin. "And who's this?"

      "This, sir, is Lieutenant Stone, fresh from flight school."

      Austin saluted, but the commander waved it off.

      "I can see that from his shiny new wings. Where you from LT?"

      "Around Atlanta, sir."

      "Ah, North Georgia's some of the prettiest land this planet has to offer. Name's Commander Carv Wallace, now in my third tour here on Earth." He looked at Ryan. "You stick with Ryan here, okay?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "This guy's seen more of Legion space than most active Star Runners, that's for sure. Orm Minor was a tour…well, let’s just say I’m glad to see you." Commander Wallace saluted. "Nice to meet you, Stone. Safe travels, Bean."

      Once they had strolled out of earshot, Austin whispered, “That guy is a beast."

      "Yeah," Ryan said, glancing at his tablet. "He took me under his wing on my first tour."

      "Where was that?"

      Ryan shrugged. "A backwater in Quadrant Four. We were patrolling the Zahl-Legion border for almost a year."

      "See any action?"

      "Yes."

      Austin smiled. “That must be the tour where you got all your warm fuzzies about flying for the Legion.”

      “Right,” Ryan said, allowing a crooked grin.

      Austin knew he shouldn't press the issue. The experienced Trident drivers on Tarton's Junction never spoke about their tour experiences. Not in detail at least. This left Austin piecing together fragments of information and snippets of stories to form a disjointed narrative of life on tour in the Legion Navy. But maybe he could get some more detailed information from Ryan while they had coffee.

      The door at the back of Atlantis control dilated, revealing the institutional white decontamination room he recalled from his first trip. Staff in tight-fitting white uniforms with silver trim led them to separate slabs floating above the deck. Austin did as instructed and allowed the attendant to begin the examination. They took a blood sample, examined his eyes, and typed his information into the tablet strapped to their arms. The exam took a few minutes.

      "Enjoy your leave, Lieutenant Stone," the attendant said behind a white mask. "You are free to go."

      "Thank you. I will."

      Austin and Ryan jumped off their slabs and walked into the next room. A familiar hum droned inside. The shiny transport tubes lined the floors. Two Star Runners in Excalibur red flight suits stepped out of the nearest tube, nodded, and walked into the decontamination room.

      "Let's get this over with," Ryan said, slinging his bag over his shoulder. He turned to the crew. "Both of us are bound for Base Prime."

      The shorter crew member stepped toward Austin and motioned to a tube. He folded himself into the tube, the intensity of the hum increasing. The crew member slammed the tube shut. Austin had forgotten the gum Nubern gave him the previous time he traveled in a tube. He shut his eyes. The light surrounded him, flashed. He felt his stomach drop and twist, and then it was over.

      The hatch slid open.

      "Welcome to Base Prime," a voice boomed. "If you will please step out of the tube."

      Austin opened his eyes, a migraine piercing his brain like a hot knife through ground beef. "My head's killing me. What happened?"

      "You're still new at this, sir." Two hands gripped under his armpits and yanked him out of the tube. "It'll pass shortly."

      With his eyes still clamped shut, Austin allowed the hands to lead him to a wall. He rubbed his temples with his index fingers. He could barely hear the roar of a crowd walking and talking as they passed around him. Distantly, he heard voices on speakers and the servos of a thousand machines.

      "You look like hell," Ryan said.

      "I feel like I'm going to puke."

      "Did this happen to you the last time?"

      He winced as he thought back. "Not this bad. I chewed gum the last time."

      "Oh, someone was smart enough to tell you about that. Until your brain and body get used to the tube transport, keep chewing the gum."

      Austin nodded and slightly opened his eyes. "I'll remember that next time. It's getting a little better."

      Behind Ryan, people scurried in countless directions like a stadium parking lot after a game.

      "This place sure hasn’t changed. Come on, man," Ryan said, placing his hand on Austin's shoulder. "Let's get you through customs and out for some fresh air."

      "Sounds good."

      Ryan led him slowly through the crowd. Austin's stomach had ceased its tumbling and the pounding in his head lessened. They stood in line for ten minutes leading to customs. A man with thick brimmed glasses and a curved nose shaped like a vulture’s beak sat behind the desk, asking Ryan a few questions Austin did not hear. Ryan turned over his laser pistol and stepped into what looked like a mobile fitting room. When he came out, the Lobera uniform had been replaced by dark blue jeans and a ratty T-shirt. He looked ten years younger.

      "Next!"

      Austin blinked and stepped forward. "Sorry. I have a headache."

      The man looked down at him. "I don't care. Business?"

      "No, I'm on leave."

      The man sighed and looked at the ceiling. "What is your business here?"

      Austin swallowed. "I'm a Star Runner on leave. I am returning home to Atlanta later today."

      "Good for you. I need your weapon, wings, and any other identification marks linking you to your service with the Legion."

      Austin slipped off the wings and unbuckled his holster.

      "Are you carrying any other Legion or off world technologies and/or fruits, vegetables, living organisms, or drugs?"

      "No. Nothing."

      “Did you have any artificial limbs, organs, or other prosthetics installed while off world that you’d like to claim?”

      “Are you serious? Sorry. No fake body parts.”

      "Very well." He pointed to the fitting room. "Change there. Drop your uniform and other belongings into the silver box provided inside. It will be waiting for you upon your return. Next!"

      "Thank you," Austin said.

      He walked to the fitting room and shut the door behind him, placing his duffle bag containing the outfit he wore during his first day at Tizona on the bench. As he changed out of his uniform, he thought of Skylar coming to see him while he packed just before he left Tarton's Junction. She’d felt strange about him leaving. They had arrived at the same time, but now he had graduated before her. With what Ryan said, they could be sent to opposite ends of the galaxy within the next month.

      He put on a dark green collar shirt Mom had given him and buckled his jeans. He took a deep breath and glanced in the mirror.

      A familiar face looked back. The old reflection mirrored one from high school, although leaner with much shorter hair. He had worn nothing but Tizona blue for more than a year. The green shirt felt traitorous.

      He dropped the uniform, wings, identification card, and pistol in the silver box under the mirror and stepped out into the flow of people.

      “You look like a native again,” Ryan said as he walked next to Austin. "Let's go finish the rest of this and get that coffee."
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        * * *

      

      "Good Lord, that's good," Austin said.

      The delightful, bitter taste of coffee washed around his mouth, igniting his taste buds.

      "What?" Ryan said, sipping on his own drink. "They don't have coffee on Tarton's Junction?"

      He took another sip. "Not like this."

      A cool breeze drifted past their table. The California sunshine beamed down, washing everything in a golden hue. Beautiful women clad in bikini tops skated past on roller blades and waved.

      "With military bases all along the California coast, the local women hunt this area," Ryan said with a smile. "You have a girlfriend?"

      Austin winced. He didn't know how to answer that question. He and Skylar shared an awkward kiss earlier in the year, but he had grown close with Ryker since the rescue on Flin Six. He thought of Ryker's rehab, wondered if she had reached her destination. When he had a moment, he would have to send her a message.

      "Man, forget I asked," Ryan said. "If it takes you that long to answer, I'd rather not know."

      "What?" Austin asked, hiding his mouth with his coffee mug.

      "It's cool with me if you want to bat for the other side."

      "It's not that. It's just a difficult answer."

      "Don't worry about it." He glanced at his watch. "I need to catch a cab to Jason’s house. I’ll pick up my Legion ride in the morning. Decided how you’re getting home?"

      "Taking a tube back to my school and going from there."

      "Cool." He handed over a stick of chewing gum. "For the trip. Hey man, stay in touch. I hope we serve together some time."

      “I really want to hear more about your tours and what you’ve seen out there.” Austin thought of the limiting stay he’d had on Tarton’s Junction. “I don’t mean this
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