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      Captain Rufino Rampa of the Zahl Empire stared at the holographic star charts surrounding Ashia, contemplating the infinite paths to the conflict his people desired. He had chosen the place. Now, he needed the spark.

      He sipped on the drink, relishing in the artificial energy flowing through his veins. It’d been eighteen hours since his last break, and he needed the extra push.

      Admiral Dagan Bastek had told him he had discretion with his orders, only stating the Zahlian leaders clamoring for expansion wanted results. After his previous operation to convert Star Runners to loyal Imperial pilots had failed, he knew the patience of his superiors would only last so long. But so far the hours of searching for ways to orchestrate his war had been elusive, distant.

      The blue message light flashed from the corner of his control panel, signaling he had a message. Leaning back, he shut down the hologram and checked the incoming file.

      An intelligence summary.

      After contemplating ignoring the message, Rampa decided to give his mind something else to concentrate on for a moment. Sometimes changing the current thought process helped open up new possibilities.

      He shook his head.

      Other times it was procrastination.

      Rampa tossed the file to his tablet. Cycling through the reports, nothing of interest caught his eye in the initial data. Pirate activity had increased on the borders. A mercenary group had tipped the scales in a revolting Frontier system, probably Legion-supported although it would never be proven. The situation in Jubal-Rald and the talks of secession continued to deteriorate.

      He nearly closed the tablet until the final report caught his eye.

      
        
        Agent KIA - System Yesro Vraun

      

      

      It was the system formally known as Tarrafa where he’d taken part in the ceremony welcoming the planet into the Zahl Empire. Ryker Zyan had been by his side that day, observing the new governor take control of the occupied world.

      His stomach turned. Ryker had shown such promise, undoubtedly the best of his subjects. Together they would have started a resurgence in the Zahlian pilot program, rising to rival the talents of the Star Runners so the Empire could count on quality rather than quantity. It would have been a success story for the ages until she was ripped from his clutches by Legion filth.

      It had pained him to activate the security measure inside her brain when it was evident Legion covert forces were in the process of extracting her. The way he looked at it, she had died in service to the Empire.

      Concentrating on the file, he read the initial report.

      Interesting.

      Unknown forces in the Yesro Vraun system’s auxiliary depot on a remote moon assaulted and murdered numerous personnel including Agent Sy Ballad. Looking away from the file, he searched his memory for Ballad and wondered why the name sounded so familiar.

      And then it hit him: Ballad had been the primary agent under the command of Sector Regent Knox Tulin during his attempts at destabilizing the Legion. A talented agent, Ballad had been Tulin's most trusted covert operative and the primary liaison with the forces responsible for attacking the world known as Earth.

      He went deeper into the file. The military police's current theory speculated the incident was an assault from local resistance groups rebelling against Zahlian law, but the resources of a recently annexed system like Yesro Vraun rarely had the means to fully investigate anything. Buried in the file, he found a video of the incident and accessed it.

      The image shifted to the depot’s cargo bay. Bodies of military police littered the area. A figure ran into the screen, turning to fire at an unseen pursuer behind him. A green flash illuminated the chamber, striking the man in the leg. It had to be Ballad. Rampa leaned forward, watching the engagement unfold.

      Four short and stocky assailants entered the screen, dressed in sleek black armor and surveying the area with bright yellow eyes. As his wounded leg burned, Ballad slid on his back away from the attackers. One figure in black stomped on the charred leg, pinning Ballad to the deck. Although the video had no sound, Rampa saw Ballad screaming. He turned his attention to the attackers. He’d never seen such armor. Who were these people?

      A hooded figure strolled into view, marching directly toward Ballad. The four aggressors appeared to defer to the approaching individual, backing away to clear a path to their prey. The flowing robes concealed the newcomer’s frame as the person halted. Rampa couldn’t see his face. Ballad’s expression changed to one of recognition, wincing as he conversed. He shook his head, apparently pleading with the person standing over him.

      The hooded person raised his hand, and the four figures in black fired their weapons, unleashing smoking green liquid onto Ballad’s head. In seconds, his body had melted into a blob of charred flesh.

      The lead assailant moved to the wall, using Ballad’s blood to paint Zahlian glyphs on the wall spelling out “traitor” and “liar” in running streaks. Obviously the primary investigator had used these symbols as the reasoning behind blaming local resistance for the crime. But why or how had the oppressed population gone to such lengths to murder an agent of the Empire?

      Finished with the glyphs, the leader spun around and stomped away from the camera, ignoring the valuable stores worth millions on the black market. Not one container had been opened. The five culprits moved off screen, the leader glancing at the camera for an instant before vanishing.

      Rampa jolted, rewinding and pausing the image. He enhanced the section of the hooded individual’s face, the screen magnifying.

      It couldn’t be.

      He gasped, staring into the face he recognized from Tulin’s past. All files linking Tulin to the man on the screen had been scrubbed, but Rampa remembered seeing this person in the early days of the expansion faction’s efforts to manufacture a war with the Legion.

      It all made sense. This was no simple attack on occupying Zahlian forces. The assault was focused on Ballad. It was a revenge killing, pure and simple. And it was accomplished with a team capable of infiltrating a Zahlian installation.

      Folding his arms across his chest, Rampa smiled.
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      “We’re starting our approach, Boss,” Tocol’s deep voice boomed over the roaring engines and the circuit boards' sizzle on the Sparkling Light’s bridge.

      Waylon Neary wiped his eyes and leaned forward with a grunt, his muscles aching from the long and complicated journey to Ashia. The recently renewed traffic on the Legion-Zahl border made navigation a bit tricky and required creative choices, necessitating two more curves than usual to bypass suspicious governmental eyes, but the journey had been otherwise non-eventful. He shuddered to think the "civilized" factions of the universe might soon overrun his “cash cow” discovery of the planet's precious Lutimite vein.

      “Any company?” he asked, his voice scratchy and gruff as he took a sip of the hard stuff Matta had made back on the Rock, wincing as it burned down his throat and wishing she had been able to make the journey.

      “Is there ever?” Tocol snorted.

      Sitting up and shaking his head, Tocol hunched his broad shoulders over the sensor. His black hair fell over his face, blocking his view.

      “System scan shows we’re alone,” he said, tying his hair back without looking away from the display. “Not another transponder signal squawking anywhere around this star.”

      “Very good,” Waylon said, taking another drink. “Continue toward forty-seven degrees north by one-twenty-five west and take her down.”

      Tocol fed the coordinates into the computer. “You ever think about running a geological scan on the rest of the world? We thought of doing that while you were, uh, away, but never found the time.”

      Waylon pursed his lips. Tocol referred to his time “away” as if it were some vacation. Being held captive by the Tyral Pirates under Dax Rodon was anything but time off. He had the scars—and the recurring nightmares—to prove it.

      Although he tried hard in front of his wife and son to pretend the time in captivity didn’t bother him, he couldn’t hide the sweat-soaked sheets in the middle of the night or the heart-thumping dreams. If it hadn’t been for the Earth native Star Runner Josh Morris, he probably would have died out there.

      He smiled, his thoughts focusing on his new and unlikely friend. A rookie Star Runner with brand new wings, Josh had seemed weak and soft when they first met in the asteroid mining camp. How wrong he had been. The young pilot had split off from their group during the evacuation following the sudden arrival of the Zahlian capital ship, hurrying back to Earth to warn his commanders of the impending attack. Waylon hadn’t heard from him since.

      He swallowed, forcing the worst thoughts into the recesses of his mind.

      “Whatta ya say, Boss?”

      Waylon shook his head. “I surveyed the planet on my first visit here back in the day. Nothing else as rich as what’s under those cliffs. I’ll take what we can get for now. Truth be told I never thought I’d get more than one or two trips to Ashia before the sky would fill with scavengers.”

      Tocol cocked his head. “Whatever you say. Coordinates fed in now. She’s all yours.”

      Settling in behind the helm, Waylon activated the nav guides on the HUD. Green rectangles appeared, courtesy of Tocol’s coordinates. He eased forward on the throttle, bringing the Sparkling Light on a safe approach through the atmosphere.

      The shields flickered and rippled, fighting against the planet. Loose items rattled. Tocol’s coffee mug tipped over and rolled off the dashboard. With a quick flick of his hand, he caught the black ceramic cup.

      “Nice,” Waylon said under his breath, his attention still on the landing.

      Easing back on the approach, he took some stress off the vessel's power as the downward angle lessened. The shields still dropped—normal for atmospheric entry—but weren’t falling so rapidly.

      Three minutes later, the clouds broke and revealed the sea. Waylon exhaled.

      “How was it last time you were here?” he asked, leaning back.

      “You mean while you were away?”

      “You don’t have to remind me every time.”

      “I know,” Tocol said with a smile. “Just like getting under your skin.”

      “Well, don’t. I’d rather not think about it.”

      “Ease off. Anyways, things down there always seem odd, you know? Conflict raged last time we were here, but I made the drop and got the Lutimite as you would've done.”

      Waylon frowned. “What sort of conflict?”

      “Does it matter? These natives are always fighting over something. The guy didn’t elaborate.”

      “Guy?” Waylon looked at him. “You didn’t meet with Shanda?”

      Tocol shook his head. “No.”

      “What did this guy say?”

      “I don’t know. He said something about things were upside down at the moment. We fixed his engines, dropped the guns, got the rocks. That’s it. Same as always. You once told me it only matters if we can get the goods for the lowest price possible. That’s how business runs, right?”

      Nodding, Waylon focused on the horizon. The familiar cliffs poked through the haze in the distance. The locals called the place the Mazomi Cliffs. When he had first come here, the Barracudas were on the verge of bankruptcy. With the Lutimite discovered here, he used the wealth to coax his business back from the edge. Nothing lasts forever, but he’d exclusively traded with the local, Grev, and later his daughter for longer than he’d ever thought possible—all for cheap old laser rifles nobody else in the known galaxy would want.

      “Bringing her high over the cliffs to let them see us,” Waylon breathed, leveling out the descent.

      Tocol nodded. “I remember the drill.”

      The cliffs bustled with activity, a hundred eyes staring at the incoming vessel. Waylon remembered the first time he had arrived to trade with Grev’s people. With jaws dropping open and frantic eyes sweeping over the ship, the indigenous population had looked at them like gods descending from the heavens. Some had been brave enough to reach out and touch his vessel, darting backward as if the hull would strike out. Others kept back, their trembling hands on swords or fingering the string on tightly fitted bows.

      It had taken some time to negotiate the first time. He knew the possible dangers of revealing yourself to dark worlds like Ashia, but the Lutimite deposits appeared too rich to ignore. Fortunately, he had been right.

      Staring down at the people pointing to his ship, he saw none of the awe evident on that first visit. Excitement, possibly, but no respect. The people had grown accustomed to visitors from space. Now, the expressions on their faces looked more like the anticipation of a future trade, the possibility of a new delivery of weapons and technology currently impossible on Ashia. All they had to do was give up a bit of a mineral they considered inexhaustible. He’d seen the same story on other worlds where the natives thought their resources could never run out.

      The lines in his face deepened as he banked over the settlement, a thought buzzing around his mind.

      The way of life on Ashia won’t last forever.

      He shook his head, flipping the switch to start the landing cycle.

      “We’re coming in,” he muttered, eyes fixated on the field empty of the Ashian airships he’d seen on the previous voyage. “Head back to help Tima and Drad with the crates.”

      Tocol stared back, his eyebrows arching in a hurt expression. “Don’t you need me up here?”

      “Trying to get out of work?”

      “Yes,” he shot back.

      Waylon jerked his head toward the corridor. “Get out of here.”

      Unstrapping his harness and gripping the headrest for balance as the ship banked, Tocol stomped out.

      Waylon settled the Sparkling Light onto the wet grasses. The engines groaned to a stop. Leaving the bridge, he marched through the corridor to the landing ramp. The forest's cold, musty air rushed through into the ship. He closed his eyes, relishing the fresh air as his crew stepped behind him.

      Reaching down, he checked the laser pistol in his holster and snapped the button to secure it. “All right boys,” he said, “let’s make some money.”

      Tilting his head back, he gave his best “captain” impression for the benefit of the Ashians and marched down the ramp. His crew dropped the crates filled with single shot laser rifles on two lift carts and followed.

      Shielding his eyes from the bright daylight, he surveyed the landscape. A crowd of people, their clothes tattered and ruined, huddled amongst the rocks. Some remained on the ground under well-worn animal hides serving as a shelter, looking toward him with weary eyes.

      A beautiful woman approached, followed by three armed men in black. She wore flowing orange robes and a beaded headpiece like polished obsidian visible under her thin hood. Her dark skin shimmered in the sunlight.

      Behind her followed an aide and two guards wearing the leather armor he’d seen in previous visits, the attire of a Mazomi Warrior.

      But Shanda was not with them.

      Hiding his concern, Waylon swallowed and raised his hand, trying to ignore the terrifying prospect Tocol had been right about the conflict on Ashia.

      “Greetings. I am Waylon Neary.”

      “You speak my language?” she asked, gasping.

      “Yes,” he said, offering a full smile. “One of the universe's wonderful ironies. I speak six languages, and you happen to communicate using one of them. It's how I've been able to come to the previous agreements with the others.”

      She nodded. “I see. My name is Thankara Brileigh, an emissary sent by the Guardian of Ashia.”

      Waylon suppressed his surprise at the title. So the Queen was no longer in power.

      “A pleasure to meet you,” he offered, cycling through the possibilities. If Shanda had not informed these people of their previous agreement, the afternoon might get interesting—not to mention his return trip if he couldn’t pay for what he brought to trade. “Forgive me, Thankara, if I'm speaking out of turn, but the situation here seems to have changed since our last visit.”

      Her grin faded. “A terrible war has taken place. Another great ship from the stars arrived during the last cycle.”

      Waylon braced himself. “A ship?”

      She pursed her lips. “One bearing the kin of our ancestors. They were bent on revenge, determined to conquer our world and force our population into bondage. The losses were terrible, but Queen Vanaad was able to withstand the efforts of the Cartada and lead us to victory. We're beginning a new era of peace.”

      “I see,” he said. “You may realize the Queen had made a deal with us for—”

      “Of course!” she exclaimed. “Why else would we be here? The Queen has abdicated the throne, and we’re preparing for elections. However, the Guardian has requested we continue our arrangement with you as before in the name of maintaining peace and order in the realm. The battle staffs enable our authorities to do this. We would also like to continue trade for flying engines for our airships.”

      The tension in his chest eased. “That is superb news. My men are here with our latest shipment and—”

      The ground thumped. Swinging around, he slid the pistol from its holster and turned. His men drew their weapons and stepped back, mouths agape.

      A hulking humanoid standing a foot taller than Waylon loomed, approaching from the trees. Bulging biceps rippling, the creature paused and glared at him, each breath sounding like an enormous beast. It wore scarred sable armor, dented and cracked. Its dull emerald eyes appeared human but radiated an unworldly glow.

      “Wait!” Thankara cried, hurling herself between Waylon and the brute.

      Taking a step back, he held his pistol on the monster’s face, his hand trembling. “What the hell is this?”

      She puffed. “His name is Corthaw, and he has come to the cliffs seeking refuge.”

      “He’s with you?” Waylon didn’t dare lower his pistol and instead took another stride backward.

      “Of course he’s with me,” she said, two Mazomi Guards stepping behind her. “He’s here to help unload the shipment and bring the payment aboard your ship.”

      Still shaken by the creature’s sudden arrival, Waylon gestured to his men to lower their weapons.

      “Surely this individual isn’t human,” he said, holstering his weapon but leaving his hand on his belt. “I’ve never in all my travels seen something like it.”

      Thankara turned back to Corthaw and tapped his bicep as thick as a tree. “Go ahead,” she whispered. “They won’t harm you.”

      Corthaw grimaced, curling his mouth over his yellow teeth as he passed Waylon and stepped to the lift cart. With one sweeping motion, the immense Corthaw lifted the transport into the air and hauled it toward the cliffs' opening.

      “I’m going to need that back,” Waylon said, pointing to the lift cart now on the giant's shoulder. “Does he understand?”

      “I will make sure he knows,” Thankara said, shaking her head. “This is his first time here. He only arrived with the others two nights ago.”

      Waylon sighed, his eyes still fixated on the lumbering Corthaw. The other natives didn’t even give the thing a second look. Glancing back at Tocol, he saw he wasn’t alone in his shock.

      “What is he?” Waylon managed to ask. “Is he some mutant?”

      Thankara licked her lips, pausing as if she wanted to take a moment to craft her answer. “They are our kin.”

      He blinked. “That thing is human?”

      She nodded. “Twisted and warped by years of training, torture. Entire generations bred for war, for taking over Ashia. The evil one, Adalric, called them brutas. Once part of the lower class, the brutas were implanted with devices allowing them to be psychically controlled in times of war. They were the perfect warrior.” Her eyes narrowed. “The most dreadful enemy. But, following the war, Shanda decided to embrace them as citizens.”

      Waylon watched Corthaw descend into the caverns. He had, of course, heard of genetic manipulation and DNA experiments to enhance strength, sight or other attributes. In fact, entire worlds in the Zahl Empire focused on the science of altering the human body. But never in all his life had he seen such a transformation. Corthaw looked like a muscular man crossed with a bull and a bear.

      “Shanda wants those things as citizens?” he asked.

      “It is not the fault of the captive when the captor engages in lowly acts. They deserve a chance to rehabilitate, to enter the world as citizens of the new era. It is why Corthaw and others went on a pilgrimage north to find Shanda for her blessing as well as her treatment.”

      “Treatment?”

      “Yes. The former Queen uses her powers as a Seer to hold the mind in stasis while the psychic magnifiers are removed.” She cocked her head toward the cliffs. “Corthaw was able to see her and have his device taken out. He wanted to make sure no one would ever be able to control him again.”

      “I see,” Waylon said, although he didn’t entirely.

      Seers. Giants. Airships that looked like sailing ships from yesteryear. Such a peculiar world.

      “Shall we continue our business here?”

      Thankara took a deep breath, her face softening. “I have been instructed to request another round of weapons when you can return.”

      “It will take some time,” Waylon said, “but I can return with more of what you seek.”
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        * * *

      

      "There's another one, boss,” Tocol said, warning bells wailing from his station.

      Grumbling, Waylon looked away from the curvature drive display, his leather flight suit stretching. He plunged his fingers into the wild fiery beard extending from his pale square jaw as his boots clanged on the steel deck of the Sparkling Light’s bridge.

      “Are you sure?” Waylon asked, resting his arm on the back of Tocol's seat as he peered at his old ship’s ancient readout. "You send our ID ping?"

      "No response."

      Touching his translator, Waylon pressed the headset to his ear and clenched his jaw as he listened for any local transmissions. "That blasted rat man and his giant oaf making a run on our world again?"

      Tocol cocked his head to the side as he fixated on the display. "It's strange, man," he murmured, ignoring Waylon's question. "I'm picking up a cluster of four ships beyond Ashia’s moon nearly halfway to the fifth planet in the system, then the signal scrambled and turned into twelve before the sensors were blinded again.” He locked eyes with Waylon. "Shrouds?"

      In all the years he'd traded with the natives on Ashia, the only other competition he’d dealt with had been the odd pair of Ravi and Blaine—never an outfit rich enough to afford working shrouds or numerous vessels.

      “That wouldn’t scramble our sensors,” Waylon said. “Pirates?”

      “Scanning.” Tocol’s computer beeped. “The ship types aren’t in our library. Never before seen or recorded use by any known syndicate.”

      “They just appeared?”

      “Yep. I guess our instruments could’ve missed an opening curve, but I doubt it.”

      “Sky’s getting awfully crowded,” he breathed.

      With his back rigid, Waylon rested his hands on his hips and stared out the forward viewport, watching as they left the atmosphere of Ashia.

      “We just got hit with a sensor sweep!” Tocol shouted. “One of the unknown ships is moving to intercept and—wait!”

      “What?”

      Tocol hesitated. “It disappeared and reappeared fifty MUs from our position!”

      Waylon balled his fists as his heart fluttered. “Activate the quad turrets. Start your calculations for Tormada."

      "Right." Tocol grabbed the handset with one hand, flicked the interior lights to battle stations with the other. “Tima, Drad, get to the guns."

      Static squelched from the rusted speakers. "Something up?"

      "Just do it!" Tocol yelled, his fingers pounding into the keyboard.

      In an instant, the distinct whine of the curvature drive filled the ship, sending slight vibrations tickling under their feet.

      "How long?" Waylon asked, falling into the pilot's chair and grabbing the controls.

      "Two minutes."

      “Hurry!” He looked toward the Ashia moon. "They're coming in hot!"

      "You'll have to lose them!"

      Wrapping his fingers around the wheel, Waylon keyed for the intercom to the two aft turret guns. "You guys get ready for a scrap!"

      Without waiting for a response, Waylon eased more power into the engines. Sparkling Light’s standard engines wailed, the bulkheads snapping and popping with the increased stress. He glanced starboard toward the local moon, saw the glint of metal flashing from the system's star. Whoever they were, they were bearing down in a hurry.

      A high-pitched beep pulsed through the bridge. Waylon winced.

      "Something else is probing us, boss," Tocol said. "Sensors of some kind."

      "Jam it."

      "Scrambled it best I could. No good. Sensors slicing right through."

      "I'm going to skip us across atmo, confuse any kind of a lock and give you the time to complete the calculations.”

      "Shields won't last long down there, Boss."

      "Yeah." Waylon tightened his grip on the controls. "Don't think they'll last too long up here, anyhow."

      The space in front of the bow flashed with green light followed by a swirling gas cloud. The Sparkling Light bounced through the ominous mist.

      "What the hell was that?" Waylon shouted. "Report!"

      The intercom crackled. "Shot came from the vessels," Drad said. "I—"

      "Pulse laser of some kind?" Tocol interrupted.

      “More like a liquid."

      "A liquid?" Tocol spun around and stared at Waylon. "You ever seen something like that?"

      His stomach turned. "I've never even heard of something like that."

      The sound of boiling water surrounded the ship, hissing throughout the bridge. His control board burned a deep red.

      "Shields are failing!” Tocol snapped. "What is it?"

      Waylon transferred all power from the engines to shields. They still dropped to eighty percent, then fifty. He watched the energy on the display board ripple.

      "This is no good."

      "What?"

      Waylon tugged at his beard. "That green stuff’s attached to our shields, and it's bleeding it dry."

      "How?" Tocol asked, standing and stomping behind him. "Shields are pure energy! Nothing can—"

      The hull thumped, and the Sparkling Light listed forward. Tocol tumbled, bracing himself on the dashboard. Klaxons wailed, signifying a break in the hull's integrity.

      Waylon searched for answers before Tocol thrust his finger forward.

      "Rear shield amplifier’s been melted through! It's eating right through the hull!”

      “What is?”

      “That stuff! How’s that possible?"

      "Doesn't matter!" Waylon screamed, shutting down the shield generator.

      "What the hell are you doing?"

      "We'll be floating corpses if we leave it on!"

      The Sparkling Light dipped into a forward spin, sending Ashia in and out of the viewport. Wiping the sweat from his brow, Waylon watched the parasitic cloud eating through his shields disperse as the final power wave ceased.

      Tocol gasped. ”How'd you know that would work?"

      “I didn’t.”

      Leaning over his shoulder, Tocol focused on the cloud dropping away from the ship. The haze bounced and spun. "What was that?"

      His mouth dry, Waylon stared with his jaw dropped open. "It's like it was feeding off the shield power—like nanotech or maybe some kind of organic weapon."

      "A biologic weapon?" Tocol asked. "Are you smashed?"

      "I didn't say it made any sense," he said as a sickening feeling burned into his gut. "We need to figure out how to get out of here!"

      Nodding, Tocol moved back to his station. "Curvature drive's still warming up."

      "Got it," he said, pressing the transmit button. "You boys return fire when they're in range—we need all the time you can give us!"

      As the turret guns pounded and reverberated through the ship, Waylon coaxed power into the engines to stop the spin and aimed at the planet. The ship's aging primary power generator struggled to restore the shields sapped by the parasite cloud, but the turret weapons, fortunately, operated off the auxiliary power.

      "Hit two incoming bogeys, boss."

      "Good!"

      "No," Drad said in a deep voice, "they accelerated with each direct hit."

      Waylon tensed. "How close are—"

      The Sparkling Light lunged forward, the interior lights flickering twice before going dark. Battery-powered blue bulbs burned at the bridge’s base, bathing the room in a ghostly aura. All the control boards went out, the curvature drive navigation screen shimmering in white static.

      And then the entire ship fell into silence. No engines, no life support—nothing but the quiet hiss of blank radio waves.

      "We've lost everything,” Tocol whispered.

      "I can see that." Waylon craned his neck toward the bridge viewport.

      Sleek obsidian fighters, shaped at the rear like snails with sharpened tentacles protruding from the bow, formed a perimeter around the Sparkling Light. A triangular shuttle passed the fighters and moved toward them.

      "I see five fighters,” Waylon said. “Looks like that shuttle is heading right for us."

      Tocol grunted. "They mean to board us?"

      Staring at his hands, Waylon shuddered as he remembered the other time he’d been in captivity. The Tyral Pirates and their abuse, Cyclops with his whips.

      Closing his eyes, he rested his fingers on the heavy laser pistol in his thigh holster, the same weapon he used to first impress the Ashian natives long before their war with the invaders and their mind-controlled beasts.

      Footsteps pounded the deck leading to the bridge.

      "Boss!" Drad yelled, storming inside. "All power's out!"

      "Yeah!" Tima screamed, peeking over Drad’s broad shoulders. "I thought you said this would be a milk run!"

      "Shut up!" Tocol barked, turning his muscular frame toward Waylon and placing his hand on the old projectile pistols at his hips. "I know you don't plan on letting them taking the ship without a fight.”

      Waylon offered a lopsided grin. "They won't take my ship at all. Set the self-destruct for ten minutes. We'll put up a fight until then."

      Tocol's face hardened as he picked up the laser rifle beside his station. "Fate be good."

      He nodded. "Fate be good."

      They moved with urgency to the primary hatch, tossing empty crates in the path of the only way to board.

      As Tima and Drad set up repeating laser rifles on either side of the corridor leading to the hatch, Waylon pressed his hands on their shoulders for silent support.

      From behind them, Tocol climbed from the engine room and stood in front of Waylon, his face white as frost revealing the self-destruct had been set. He swallowed and shook Tocol’s hand, his cheek twitching.

      A cutting tool blasted through the hatch, sending a tight orange beam to the deck. Waylon winced at the sight, watching as the burning light sliced a square through the hatch. He gripped the pistol tight as a droplet of sweat slithered down his neck and onto his back.

      The metal fell to the deck with a crash.

      A figure covered in glistening black armor dropped to its knees. Energy waves pulsated over the flawless suit as it stood, slowly turning to face them. As Waylon stared into the piercing yellow eyes, he knew what had just boarded his ship was no man.

      "Fire!" he yelled, his voice cracking as the alien creature stood and marched toward him.

      Tima and Drad opened up, followed by Tocol's laser, filling the tight space with a flurry of energy bolts. Misplaced shots sent sparks flying from the walls, but the direct hits absorbed into the alien's armor as it stormed forward.

      Tima stood from behind the crate, the repeating laser firing until the energy pack hissed dry. The intruder raised its forearm, a three-pronged hose rising from the black armor. Bright green gel erupted from the nozzle, covering Tima’s face and chest. The smell of burning flesh filled the compartment as Tima unleashed an inhuman shriek. He writhed against the bulkhead, his hands moving to his face as the gel ate through his skin.

      Ripping his attention from his crewman, Waylon raised his pistol and fired on the alien's armored face. Three bolts struck its helmet and chest, fizzling out as the yellow eyes widened.

      Tocol yelled, hurling his laser rifle to the deck as the energy pack drained. Drawing his pistols from their holsters, he fired, adding bullets to the chaos. Each shot from the guns boomed, filling the dimly lit hallway with a smoky haze and the distinctive odor of gunpowder.

      To Waylon's surprise, the alien's armor splintered and cracked. Sparks burst from the surface, and the entire figure ignited. It roared, spinning around the corridor in its fiery death throes. He lowered the laser pistol, watching as the creature died.

      He turned to Tima, the remains of his face a slumped heap of blood and tissue.

      "No!” he shouted, moving toward his crewman and—

      His body froze, an electric current burning through his muscles. Falling to one knee, he winced and looked to Tocol who also stood motionless.

      "What's happening?" Tocol growled through his teeth.

      "I don't know," Waylon said, trying to come to his feet. "I can't move."

      "It's like ... I can't ..."

      Tocol never finished his sentence. He tumbled forward on his face, his forehead hitting the steel grating with a loud thud behind Drad's incapacitated body. Waylon managed to collapse against the corridor’s far side, facing Tima’s remains.

      They hadn't put up the fight he’d wanted, but any moment now, the self-destruct would incinerate the ship and kill their attackers.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Waylon watched two more figures drop to the corridor, studying their surroundings. They moved with catlike fluidity, stepping over his crewman. One stopped next to the burning corpse of their comrade and extinguished the smoking remains.

      The other alien stood in front of Waylon, peering down with his burning yellow eyes. It tilted its head to the side. For a moment, he wondered if this thing would end him before the ship exploded.

      "Leave him!" a voice yelled into Waylon's translator. "Head to the engine room, disable their self-destruct."

      Bolting upright, the alien hesitated for an instant before sprinting away.

      But the distant voice lingered in Waylon's head, something familiar, originating from nightmares. Slow, methodic footsteps echoed down the corridor in his direction.

      “I’ve been looking for you a long time, Waylon Neary,” the same voice cooed. “Oh, I’m going to enjoy this.”

      Unable to turn his head because of the electric force preventing his muscles from responding, Waylon looked up at the figure standing in the corridor.

      “Who are you?" he asked. "What are these things? What do you want from us?"

      The man kneeled.

      "It can't be," Waylon whispered, staring in disbelief at the black hair and familiar eyes studying him. "You died."

      "Did you think I’d allow myself to fall that easily?” he sneered. "A good man always has a backup plan.”

      "You aren't a good man. You—"

      "Shh." He put one finger over Waylon’s lips and smiled. “You’re going to die, but not before I destroy all you hold dear. You’re coming with me.”

      "And where's that?"

      “We're bound for the Dark."

      Before Waylon could respond, light filled the corridor and darkness took him.
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      Crack!

      Josh Morris jolted, kicking his legs out from underneath the soiled sheets. The sound of the whip mixed with the blood thumping in his ears as he stared at the ceiling. His thoughts raced through the memories conjured from the nightmare. The stench of garbage and rotting flesh. Delmar dying in the sand. The whip splitting his back as Cyclops stood above it all, his cackling laugh part of life as a Tyral Pirate prisoner. Waylon, his eyes a cold steel, providing silent support.

      Reaching over his shoulder, he slid his fingers across the twisted and scarred skin—his permanent reminder the nightmare had been real.

      Taking a deep breath, Josh stretched and looked around the room. Leaves cast a flurry of shadows dancing from the streetlight outside his apartment.

      "I've slept enough," he said aloud, kicking off the last corner of the sheet still covering his left foot. He slid his legs onto the floor and wiped his eyes.

      The red clock showed it was only 4 a.m. He'd slept a little longer than any other night this week. Rolling his head around until his neck popped, he stood and tucked his feet into the bedroom slippers Mom and Dad had given him long ago.

      He shuffled through the bland apartment with white countertops, white walls, white cabinets and white appliances. Stopping at the fridge, he grabbed a ginger ale and walked to his office, pausing at the desk with his computer. Allowing his index finger to linger on the flight stick used for his current job, he continued to the balcony overlooking the parking lot spotted with used vehicles in various stages of disrepair. He pushed the sliding glass door to the side and collapsed into the plastic chair, taking a sip as he leaned his head back. A cool breeze touched his face as the beverage tingled his tongue and bubbled down his throat.

      The dark blue of the early morning sky lightened the horizon, the stars still gleaming as a constant reminder of the "real" world.

      He snorted, the memories of shooting down the pirate fighter over the nameless world in the Amade Cluster returning as they often had for nearly two years. The craft had come apart in a brilliant fire, splitting into bright embers as they streaked across the atmosphere. A man had been on board the fighter as it disintegrated, a human being he’d killed.

      Shaking his head, he told himself the pirate would’ve killed him if given a chance, that he’d only done what he needed to do to survive and make it home. Sometimes he even fooled himself into believing the killing didn't bother him, but those days were few and far between.

      Josh sat in silence, the events with the Barracudas burning into his mind. Waylon and his motley crew of smugglers had adopted him as one of their own, even going so far to call him family. They'd been under fire together, bolts zipping by their heads before they’d escaped into the asteroid field.

      Waylon let Josh take Matta's ship back to Earth to warn of the attack with the promise he’d return it—a promise he had yet to fulfill.

      He sighed.

      The cell phone alarm went off.

      Finishing the drink, he stood and hurried back to his computer. The load screen of Star Runners flickered to life, the updates showing Tridents dogfighting with Zahlian Interceptors as the game prepared to run. He remembered playing this simulation in high school when all he wanted to do was stay ahead of Austin's score. In fact, it was once his only care in the world.

      Staring at the black desk illuminated by his desk lamp, Josh gripped the stick.

      Time to get to work.
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      Josh blinked away sunspots as he viewed the vast array of artistic booths in downtown Duluth. Under a cloudless Georgia sky, dozens of artists stood behind tables full of everything from glassworks to paintings to embroidered trinkets with witty sayings. The crowd murmured as deals were conducted, punctuated by the occasional child chasing another. Dogs snarled and squared off as their owners attempted to mask their embarrassment.

      He remembered coming to this Fall Festival with his parents a long time ago. Dad even bought him a pop gun with a cork in the muzzle, back when the idea of fighting battles filled him with excitement and adventure.

      "You okay?" Austin Stone asked as they strolled along the row of booths.

      Josh looked at his friend. "Yeah. I suppose so."

      Running a hand over his hair that had finally grown slightly from his scalp, Austin nodded toward Kadyn and Ryker who had paused at a woodworker's tent. "Today's a good day," he whispered. "Thanks for coming."

      Josh frowned, watching Ryker's hands tremble as they held a wooden carving of a squirrel with an acorn. "Her recovery still going okay?"

      A shadow fell over Austin's face. “Let’s focus on today.”

      And Josh left it alone.

      Since Austin had returned from wherever the Legion had sent him, he’d spoken little about Ryker's condition other than to say she had a long road of rehabilitation ahead. Following a round of promotions, Major Jonathan Nubern had an opening in Quadrant Eight's recruitment, and Austin had fallen into the role quite nicely, turning in his quarterly prospect reports on time and presenting detailed updates during their meetings at Base Prime in California.

      But there was something brewing beneath the surface of his friend's professionalism, a cold resolve Josh hadn't dared to stir. Today wouldn't be any different.

      They spent the morning shopping. Kadyn bought a red pillow with the word "PEACE" stenciled in white on the surface from a lady with silver hair and large round eyes, who seemed excited with the sale. Ten other pillows with similar sayings lined her table.

      Ryker offered a lopsided smile in silence, never straying too far from Austin's side. When she did speak, her voice was muffled and strained as if she’d suffered a stroke. Her body’s right side hung limp, but the fact she moved without a walker anymore was a vast improvement from when Josh first saw her at the coffee shop.

      As the sun reached the midday, they bought hotdogs, soda, and popcorn. Settling under a broad umbrella near the grassy center of town, the four friends ate as the wind picked up, swaying the trees near city hall and sending a fresh pile of leaves over the playground. From the stage, a band played banjos and fiddles. Heads nodded and feet tapped to the beat.

      "I've never been here before," Austin said, sipping from a large straw with red stripes. "Can't believe it."

      "I've only been once." Josh glanced at Kadyn. "You?"

      She shook her head, her eyes fixated on a roaring fire in a barrel used for roasting s’mores, the hotdog half-eaten in her fingertips.

      He reached over and touched her hand. "Kadyn?"

      Jolting back, she blurted, “Huh?"

      "You okay?"

      "Yeah ... it's just the fire."

      As Kadyn took a drink, Josh and Austin shared a glance.

      When the mercenary Phantoms had been assassinating Star Runners in the prelude to Dax Rodon's attempt to conquer Earth, Austin had taken Kadyn deep into the Georgia mountains to await extraction. The ensuing firefight and blaze created in the trees had been the source of countless hours of therapy for Kadyn and many late night conversations. Now, the sight of fire seemed to put her right back into that forest, laser bolts sizzling through the air.

      She finished her hotdog and tugged at Ryker's elbow. "Wanna get closer to the music?"

      "Sound good," Ryker said, rising to her feet and following Kadyn into the grass.

      Austin watched them, chewing on his hotdog as he leaned back in the chair and crumpled a napkin. "She still having nightmares?”

      "Aren't we all?"

      Ryker clapped at the end of a banjo solo. Kadyn wrapped her arm around her friend's shoulder as they danced.

      Leaning his elbows on the table, Josh tapped Austin's forearm. "Does it bother you?"

      "Does what bother me?"

      He leaned closer as if someone would overhear. "The … killing. Shooting down another person. Ending a life. Do you get used to it?"

      "No. You don't."

      After listening to another song, Austin took a deep breath and continued, “Late at night, I used to think of the fighters I've seen exploding, twisting and turning, imagining the terror in the pilot's face as they knew their end was near."

      Josh held his breath, not knowing why. "So it still bothers you?"

      "Not anymore." He looked back to Ryker. "I don't know exactly what they did to her up there. Maybe I don't want to know. When I get back up there, I’ll not hesitate. I'll kill every one of them I see."

      A shiver shot down Josh's back as he looked over Austin's shoulder. "You ever wish we could go back to when it was all a game?"

      "And lie to ourselves?" He shook his head. "No. Those who serve a government like the Zahl deserve to die. And once she's better, I'll do what I can to see they pay. The Legion needs you, too, buddy. Once you've figured out what's going on in your head, I hope you'll join me."

      Josh stared at him, wondering what Austin had seen out there in his time in space. The soul was missing from his eyes, the spark gone. A hatred, pure and primal, had replaced it.

      "What have we become?" Josh whispered, his eyes falling back to his napkin now twisted and hardened from hotdog grease.

      Austin didn't move his eyes from his straw. "We're Star Runners."
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      "Who all's going to be there?"

      Josh stared out the window, watching the Christmas lights. Darkness came so early this time of year, allowing the holiday spirit to paint the yards and streets in dazzling greens, reds, and whites. He stared at an inflatable Santa Claus, tipping over until his head touched the gutter of a brick house.

      "Josh?" Kadyn asked.

      "I'm sorry," he said, turning back to her and smiling as she drove through the Marietta streets. "My mind's wandering."

      She sighed. "Mine, too, sweetie. Gets worse at Christmas."

      He clasped her hand. "I could’ve driven, you know."

      "I know. I'd rather drive. Keeps my mind occupied."

      “I remember watching you and Austin leave school all the time. You were always driving."

      She laughed. "Bum never had a car."

      "Yeah," he said, admiring her face as the Christmas lights reflected on her skin. "Always drove me a little crazy to see you guys so close."

      "Oh, really? Tell me more."

      "You've heard it all before."

      He squeezed her hand.

      She turned onto the street of elegant townhomes glowing with lights and wreaths with bright red bows where Austin and Ryker had moved to be closer to her rehabilitation facility.

      "So do you know?"

      He looked at her. "Know what?"

      "Who's going to be there?"

      "Oh, Austin and Ryker," he said, clearing his throat. "He said a couple of other people might show up. I really don't know."

      She paused. "He didn't say?"

      "Not really." He frowned. "Listen, we don't have to stay long. I know how you feel about these things."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "If it's a bunch of officers, we don't have to stay."

      She sighed. "It's not that I don't like them, you know. I just, well, I don't like the reminders."

      "Listen," he said, leaning across the car, "it's Christmas. Let's just have fun tonight, okay?"

      He kissed her cheek, smelled her perfume.

      "Okay," she said, rubbing her ear on her shoulder to fight off the chills from his kiss. "I will."

      Josh opened the door before the car came to a complete stop, and he hopped around to the trunk. Grabbing the presents with one hand, he offered his arm to Kadyn.

      "Shall we?" he called out in grand fashion.

      "Well, thank you, kind sir."

      They walked up the stairs. The door flew open so fast the wreath banged, sending a cascade of fake pine needles to the welcome mat. Wearing a bright red sweater with white snowflakes, Austin stood in the doorway with a glass of eggnog.

      "My friends," he said, holding his arms out wide and setting the glass down. "Merry Christmas!”

      "Buddy," Josh said, embracing him and stepping into the warmth of the townhome.

      While Austin greeted Kadyn, Josh nodded as Ryker shuffled down the hall, her limp barely evident in the low light.

      "Miss Ryker,” he said, “how you doing?"

      "Goo," she said with a smile, holding out a tray of brownies. "I tied to make these for
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