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      “He’s dead, sir.”

      Captain Rufino Rampa watched as the Star Runner’s body twitched. The dying man, who had been brought to Nesteel last month, lost control of his bodily functions in the final moments. He had been the day’s third failure.

      “Moving on,” Rampa said, staring at his tablet. “Who is next?”

      The technician, a young man named Daren Suh, studied his display. His shimmering black lab coat reflected the underground bunker’s florescent lighting.

      Suh made a smacking sound with his lips. “Let’s see,” he said, releasing something between a grunt and a moan. “We have several. There are two captured from a recent sweeping action on the Frontier. We also have three new Star Runners brought in earlier this week.”

      Rampa smiled. “Splendid.”

      As they strolled down the corridor toward the next observation room, Rampa thought of the good fortune he’d received in the past four days. Thanks to recent activity inside the border, he had a new group of Legion Star Runners to utilize for his experiments. He had learned little about why the Star Runners were captured or how. The report only stated they were caught in Zahlian Territory in unmarked Tridents and carried no identification. As a result, they had no universal rights as Legion officers.

      “I’d like to conduct the next experiment on one of the new Star Runners,” Rampa said, lowering his voice.

      “Very well, Captain,” Suh said, typing into his tablet. “I’ll have one brought in immediately.”

      Rampa nodded, crossing his arms over his chest as he stepped in front of the operation room and the thick two-way mirror capable of withstanding a laser bolt. Inside, a metal chair protruded from the stainless steel floor with a single shiny drain allowing for efficient cleaning after a completed procedure. Only four such rooms existed on Nesteel, and each required frequent attention.

      Zahlian Marines forced a restrained Star Runner wearing a non-descriptive tan coverall into the chamber. Bruises swelled under both eyes and blood trickled from his nose. Rampa remembered his interrogation the previous night. Command insisted on providing Zahlian Agents to his base who questioned Star Runners for hours without obtaining useful information.

      The Marines strapped the prisoner to the chair and exited.

      Believing he was alone, the Star Runner wept. Rampa watched him convulsing as tears streamed down his face.

      “Proceed,” Rampa said with a sigh and leaned against the glass.

      The ceiling retracted, and the Star Runner stopped crying. A silver orb descended. The captive struggled, his body writhing under the restraints until his wrists bled. The sphere stopped, and the Star Runner stared at it, sweat beads forming on his forehead.

      A robotic clamp shot from the orb, pressing the Star Runner’s head into the chair. With his head secure, two other arms extended and moved toward his temples. They halted at the side of his face and started spinning, releasing a soft whine.

      Rampa glanced at his tablet to a three-dimensional image of the man’s brain. Drills entered the man’s skull, penetrating bone and soft tissue. The Star Runner shrieked, unleashing a sound born more of terror than pain. The metal arms would clear the way for the implant. Following an adjustment period, his technicians would be able to monitor the success of the—

      “Captain, you have a communication marked ‘Gold Priority.’”

      “Gold?” Rampa blinked, looking at Suh. He gestured to an empty operation room. “Have another patient moved to operation room B and strapped in. Do not proceed without my authorization.”

      Suh bowed. “As you wish, Captain.”

      Rampa marched away from the man, hiding his discontent. His former assistant, Nik O’Paul, had been more efficient and always provided perfect analysis. When given an operation of this nature, detailed reports were what separated success from failure. Suh was merely…competent.

      O’Paul had been pulled away from this operation nearly a year ago. The young scientist was called in to work on Sector Regent Knox Tulin’s secret project. The Empire poured resources into Tulin’s dream project, whatever it had been. O’Paul had been reassigned and died on board the Dauntless following its reactor accident.

      Rampa heard all the rumors of Tulin’s project and knew the news of the accident was rubbish. While the Zahlian All-purpose Response Cruiser, or ARC, was a new ship with some possible bugs, a “reactor accident” was out of the question. Something had happened on board the Dauntless, and O’Paul was now dead, leaving Rampa with an incompetent drone like Suh.

      Entering into the communications center, Rampa bolted the door and strolled into the dim chamber with a lone terminal. Foam walls blocked noise from the corridor, leaving only the sound of the humming computer. A faint smell of overheated circuits hit him as he grabbed his key card and slid it into the machine. The thumb pad glowed blue, and he pressed it.

      “Proceed with retinal scan,” the computer announced.

      Pushing his eye to the terminal, Rampa sighed. The screen glowed blue as a red Zahlian symbol appeared onto the screen, gold glyphs lingering below to indicate the priority message.

      CONNECTING … CONNECTING … CONNECTING …

      The image materialized. Rampa’s jaw dropped.

      “Admiral,” he said, bowing. “It’s an honor to converse with you, sir.”

      “It has been too long, Captain Rampa.”

      He swallowed, knowing the wrong words could get his project terminated.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure, Admiral?”

      “We believe it’s time to ramp up your experiments. How soon do you estimate full implementation?”

      “By the end of the year, sir.”

      “Excellent.” The admiral glanced off screen for an instant. “Can you tell me about the experiments thus far?”

      He wet his lips and considered his response. “There’ve been some unforeseen difficulties enhancing the captured technology. For example, taking control of the subject is easy. However, we lose some of their natural talents in the process. We’re trying to isolate the functions of the brain prohibiting us from harnessing the subject’s abilities while simultaneously removing the will for defiance.”

      “And have you been successful?”

      Rampa hesitated, the battle for deceit and truth raging in his mind. Truth, he decided, was best. “Not at the moment, sir.”

      “Tell me of the moles you’ve implanted.”

      So you know about that. “We’re still assessing the situation and awaiting news. As you know, these things take time. The mole is but our first actual test in foreign territory.”

      “We need to expedite the situation,” the admiral said without hesitation. “I want your moles activated immediately. Assess and report ASAP. What do you require for success?”

      He frowned. The previous time they conversed, he was led to believe his project came a distant second to Tulin’s. Now, it seemed, priorities had shifted.

      “Begging your pardon, sir,” he said, “has something changed?”

      He exhaled. “The priority list has been altered. I’ve been authorized to grant you full funding.”

      Rampa attempted to hide his excitement. “Full funding? That’s…excellent, sir. What about Tulin’s project?”

      “Tulin was a fool,” he said, his lips curling back over his teeth, “but he was propelled by the right idea. The Empire must expand. His benefactors continue to operate in the shadows, and they’re growing impatient. We’ve delayed his project, but it’s still moving forward slowly. With relations between our people and the Legion cooling, we have time to explore other options.”

      “May I ask of the nature of his project?”

      “You may ask,” he said, leaning into the camera. “I’m going to send a team for your use, and they’ll explain the situation in greater detail. What I need from you are qualified pilots, and I need them soon. What do you need to make this happen?”

      Rampa hesitated.

      It was no secret the quality of the Zahlian Interceptor pilots had waned in recent years. As the Zahlian Empire expanded, flight training in the academies was expedited to meet current needs of security in an ever-expanding Empire. No one would say so in the open, but Legion Star Runners were now the best fighter pilots in the galaxy. Impressing them into Imperial service by enhancing mysterious technology might prove difficult, but it would be essential to the security and continued success of the Empire.

      “May I speak freely, Admiral?”

      “Of course.”

      Rampa stared at him. “I need more Star Runners, sir.”

      “You will get them.”
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      Seaside’s aqua-blue water pulled away as the shuttle ascended into the clouds. A collection of beach craft bobbed on the surface. The cloud cover broke, revealing a blanket of pure white. The angle of ascent increased, gravity pressing down. The vessel rocked, and Lieutenant Austin Stone’s forehead pressed against the glass as he watched Oma disappear.

      It had been the first place he and Ryker were truly alone together.

      It had also been the last place…

      Taking one last look at the clouds, he closed his eyes.

      “Sleeping already?”

      He opened his eyes and turned to David “Bear” Keller. His friend grinned his familiar and goofy smile, shoving Austin’s elbow off the armrest between them. While he had the short haircut required of all Legion personnel, his obnoxious Hawaiian shirt screamed tourist.

      Austin glanced at the black shirt covered in dancing hula girls. “Where did you get that?”

      Bear gestured to his shirt. “Like it? My parents brought it back from Hawaii when I was in high school. It’s one of the only personal shirts I still have from home.”

      Austin grumbled an affirmative. He understood the feeling. Objects from Earth were beginning to take on a special meaning. He looked at his plain blue T-shirt and tattered jeans he wore at the fruit stand after Dad died.

      He glanced around the shuttle’s cabin. Skylar sat across the aisle, her attention on a tablet in her lap. She wore a red T-shirt with jeans, her blonde hair tied behind her head like when they had studied together at the Tizona Academy.

      Passengers of all types filled the shuttle, but none wore Legion Navy gray or any of the squadron colors. It had been odd to receive his orders to travel by a commercial flight. Considering the fact Austin was legally “dead,” Major Ty Braddock had given the orders in person, providing temporary papers to travel under the name “Jon Smith.” Since he was joining a covert squadron, he would only be required to use his false papers while in public areas. In Legion military locations, his new squadron would be treated with the same secrecy and reverence as the legendary Serpents.

      Following a shower and a quick meal overlooking Seaside’s water canals, Austin and the others had left for their new assignment.

      “Bear?”

      “Hmm?” he asked, his eyes focused on his tablet.

      “Sky told me about our new assignment,” Austin whispered, slouching down. “What have you heard?”

      Bear ducked his head. With his size, this maneuver did little to hide his massive frame. “I know the three of us are the only Star Runners from our squadron to go.”

      “Why?”

      “I have no idea.” He leaned over. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you before, but I’m glad you’re not dead.”

      He snorted. “I’m happy you’re not dead, man.”

      “No,” Bear said, placing his hand on his shoulder, “I’m not good at this kind of stuff. It’s just, uh, you’re a good friend.”

      Bear’s eyes lingered on the seat behind Austin. “You going soft on me?”

      “Nah.” He waved his hand in front of his face. “We don’t know how long we’ve got, you know? I mean, we go out and go on this mission and that mission. It can’t go on forever. Sometime we’ll have a bad day or some stinkin’ pirate on the Fringe will get lucky, and we’ll forget to check our six and—boom! It’ll be all over, and I think we should take the time to let our friends know we appreciate them. That’s all.”

      Austin frowned, his thoughts returning to Ryker. He blinked, her face flashing in his mind. Nodding, he turned back to the window. The sky had gone black. A second later, he felt the twinge in his stomach as the shuttle’s artificial gravity replaced Oma’s.

      “I agree, man,” he said, his voice cracking. He cleared his throat. “How’s Curly taking your new orders?”

      Bear’s face reddened at the mention of his girlfriend. “Oh, she understands. You know, it’s part of our job.” He frowned. “I still didn’t like telling her what my assignment would be or, well, what I’m supposed to say it’ll be.”

      “Right.”

      While Austin’s new job had proven easier given his unique legal status with the Legion Navy, Bear and Skylar had received vague orders about joining a science vessel bound for the farthest reaches of known space. Their file would be updated so any enemies seeking information about their whereabouts would see they had been assigned to remote escort duty along the Fringe. The truth would be a bit more interesting.

      Skylar had told him of the rumor about the Legion forming an elite fighter squadron known as the “Scorpions.” Braddock confirmed it but said little else other than mentioning the Legion hadn’t created a new squadron in generations. Austin had started to wonder how much the Wraith had indeed changed things in the universe. It seemed the ripple effect of his mission was still moving across Legion and Zahlian space.

      The shuttle’s engine faded, then stopped. The familiar whine of the curvature drive whistled throughout the cabin. The interior lights dimmed and the space outside his viewport shimmered.

      Austin pulled out his travel ticket and stared at the destination. “You ever heard of this place?”

      Bear glanced at the card. “Divokost Junction?” He shook his head. “Not a thing. You’re the expert on espionage now. Surprised you don’t know.”

      “I think I remember seeing it at the edge of a map on Legion Space. Kind of like the end of the line. I believe it was the farthest station in our territory—even farther than Earth.”

      “Must be out there, then.”

      “Yeah.”

      Bear stared at the ceiling, lost in thought. “I couldn’t believe that was you back there.”

      He tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

      “When we curved in to…that place.” He glanced over his shoulder as if he held the galaxy’s greatest secret. “I never seen such a fight…even back in the days when this was just a game. Corvos and Tridents launched everything. And then, right in the middle of it all, there you were.” He smiled. “You got some serious balls, dude.”

      Austin laughed, leaning his head back. It had been so long…he couldn’t remember the last time he laughed.

      “I have to tell you,” he said, wiping his mouth. “I didn’t really know what I was getting myself into.” He shook his head, the smile vanishing as he thought of Tia, Val and the others who died to make Mission Wraith a success. Lowering his brow, he added, “I…really didn’t.”

      Bear jabbed a finger in Austin’s shoulder. “You’ll have to tell me about that sometime, man.”

      After pausing, he locked eyes with him. “No, I don’t.”
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      Divokost Junction looked like the location where all spare parts in the entire Legion ended for recycling. As they debarked the shuttle and strolled into the hangar, Austin stared at the oil-stained deck and various pieces of machinery strewn in front of them. Most of the rooms along the dirty corridor had no lights while others had their hatches closed. The smell of fuel and rotten eggs filled the hall. White towers of gasses shot up from the deck as they walked away from their terminal.

      “Not like Tarton’s Junction,” Skylar said, lifting her leg high over a collection of metal cylinders. “Are we sure there hasn’t been some mistake?”

      Austin shook his head, watching as the other passengers from the shuttle moved toward a connecting freighter. He glanced at his ticket again and adjusted the satchel hanging over his shoulder. “Our orders have us arriving here.”

      “Maybe we’re supposed to wait?” Bear asked.

      He looked at him. “I find it amazing sometimes that you can fly a fighter.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He smiled. “You’re right. Let’s find a place to wait.”

      “How about there?” Skylar asked, pointing toward the only bright room in sight. “Maybe we could find some information?”

      “Good a place as any,” Austin said.

      Yellow light glowed from three rectangles embedded into the grimy ceiling as they entered. A man holding a filthy brown towel stood behind the bar washing a glass. He didn’t even look up as they stepped through the doorway. Discarded cans and paper trash littered the floor, which was covered in what Austin hoped was water, but thought it might be urine.

      “Wanna sit?” Austin asked.

      “No.” Skylar shook her head. “We’d be better off waiting in the corridor.”

      “Come on,” he said, gesturing to the man behind the bar. “I’m sure there’s some great food waiting back there.”

      “Not hungry.”

      “Drink, then?”

      “I’ll pass.”

      Bear laughed and strolled to a table. “I’ll have a drink.”

      The bartender glanced up at this comment. He had a white beard like sandpaper covering his round face. Using his identification card or, rather, Jon Smith’s card, Austin bought three drinks.

      “Worked here long?” Austin asked.

      “The hell you care,” he grumbled, passing over bubbling green drinks in mason jars.

      “Any other shuttles coming through here today?”

      “I don’t pay attention to that stuff. I get paid to serve drinks, and that’s what I do.” He turned around. “Scram. I got things to do.”

      Austin took the emerald drinks over to the table. Bear leaned back, studying his bubbling beverage. Skylar, on the other hand, sat at her seat’s edge with her back rigid as if the chair would swallow her whole.

      Austin took a drink. The liquid burned his tongue like battery acid but tasted better on his second sip. They sat in silence, listening to the hissing gasses from the corridor’s deck.

      “Amazing, isn’t it?”

      “What’s that?” Skylar asked.

      “The vastness of it all.”

      Bear took a long drink and coughed. “Vastness? Of space?”

      “Yeah, I guess.” He leaned on his elbows. “You ever think about it? Remember when we first got to the Tizona Academy? I thought I had come so far. Then, we get zipped to California, Atlantis, and Tarton’s Junction. Now look at us, at a station so far out it’s like the Legion forgot to maintain the thing.”

      Bear glanced at Skylar. “He’s already drunk.”

      “No,” he said, staring into the murky green liquid. “Not drunk at all. Just pondering, I guess.”

      “That’s what the heavy stuff’ll do to you.” Bear raised his glass and drained it. His face contorted and blushed. Slamming his fist on the table, he coughed. “That is some serious stuff.”

      Skylar waved her hand toward Bear. “I know what you’re saying. I do. I’ve been trying not to dwell on the future and the past. I’m trying to focus on my duty. That’s what—um, that’s what I’ve been taught.”

      He looked at her. “By Ryker?”

      Skylar slumped her shoulders. “Yes. She taught me a lot while you were gone. A lot…about everything.”

      “I miss her, too.” He reached across the table and placed his hand over hers. “More and more every minute.”

      Bear slapped his hand on the table again. “I’m going to hit the head before you guys start crying. Been enough to complain about the past few weeks without searching for it.” He stood up and shifted his balance. “Whoa…be back in a bit. Stuff’s a bit stronger than I thought.”

      “That’s tolerance, man,” Austin said. “You haven’t had a drink since I’ve known you.”

      “What about you?”

      “I hide it well.”

      Bear nodded. “Be right back.”

      Austin stared into his third jar still three-quarters full. He looked at Skylar.

      “What?” he asked.

      She tilted her head and grinned. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Me, too.”

      “I can only imagine what you went through or what you’ve seen. If you ever need to talk about it, I’m here. I’m always here.”

      He squeezed her hand. “I know, Sky.” He took another drink. “When was the last time the three of us sat quietly like this?”

      She shook her head. “I have no idea. Tarton’s Junction, maybe. I don’t know.”

      “We’ll take the time to do this more often.” He glanced out in the corridor. “How long do you think we’ll have to wait here until we get some orders?”

      “No idea.” She shrugged. “I don’t think there’s anything normal about our new assignment. We’ll find out soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s that?”

      Austin rubbed his eyes and raised his head from the cold bulkhead in the corridor of Divokost Junction. The emerald drinks from the bartender of “Stink Station,” as Bear had called it, provided a dull headache.

      “Right there,” Skylar said and repeated, “what’s that?”

      Peering through the viewport, Austin watched as blinking position lights bore down on the station. The distance was too far to identify the vessel’s shape, but he squinted all the same. He glanced over at Bear, who was sprawled out on the floor like he was ready to spend the night.

      “Hey, man,” he said, kicking at Bear’s leg, “check this out.”

      Bear pressed his fingers to his eyeballs and rubbed. “Why don’t you just give me a report, huh?”

      Austin smiled. They had finished their final drink and wandered out into the corridor, dodging a robotic floor buffer as it moved across the deck. For the past hour or more—he hadn’t bothered to check the time—they lingered in the corridor staring at the darkest space he had seen since joining the Legion. The buzz from the drinks morphed into a lingering headache. He had considered getting something to eat from “Stink Station’s” bar, but he didn’t know what kind of meat would exist on such a remote station…or what state the meat would be in when it finally arrived out here, in the middle of nowhere.

      “Transport of some kind maybe?” Skylar asked, pressing against the viewport.

      Austin shook his head. “Looks like a Karda from here. No matter what, it’s the first traffic we’ve seen through Divokost Junction since we arrived.”

      She rapped her fingers on the wall. “This is a Legion station, right?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “I just, well, I never considered we’d have such a, uh, well, I never thought we’d let a station fall into such disrepair.”

      “Huh.”

      Austin knew there was still a lot he had to learn about his employers. Legion Space, as he was beginning to realize more and more, was an incredibly vast place. Perhaps there were numerous rural areas that had fallen by the wayside.

      A stray memory clicked. Mom and Dad had taken him on a road trip to Florida when he was in middle school long before Dad got sick. They had decided to drive backroads because Dad liked to eat at old restaurants off the beaten path. He grew tired of the Interstate Oasis where every few miles you could get the same fast food meal. Some of the towns where they stopped seemed forgotten by time, full of abandoned motels and huge, dark signs like “Steven’s” no longer lit up at night. Places people once constructed with care and love, now forgotten.

      Just like Divokost Junction.

      I wonder if the Zahlian Empire have derelict places like this neglected station, he thought. Their territory dwarfed Legion Space, so he figured they had to have many dilapidated areas like Divokost Junction.

      He shook his head and focused on the inbound vessel. It changed course, moving across their viewport.

      “Guess we’ll find out soon enough,” he said, kicking at Bear once more. “Let’s go, man.”

      They hurried toward the terminal. Blinking lights surrounded the hatch. A robotic voice instructed them to keep clear of the opening. They took a step back, watching in silence.

      The lights ceased blinking, glowing bright and bathing the corridor in blue. Metal bolts popped and screeched. Gas released with a snap followed by a slow, hissing sound like air discharging from a tire. Austin gripped the strap on his satchel, wondering what waited for them on the other side.

      “I’ve never heard an airlock sound like that,” Bear said.

      “No one has,” Skylar said and glanced at them, a mischievous look in her eye. “No one born in the last fifty years, anyway.”

      Austin smiled and looked back at the hatch. It shuddered once, and then, with the sound of shrieking metal, it opened like the lens on a camera. He took a step back, expecting a flood of passengers to bring life into the quiet station.

      He frowned.

      A lone figure in a tight-fitting black flight suit with no insignia or rank strolled down the ramp. His polished boots pounded the steel deck. As he stepped into the light, white hairs glistened throughout his neat mustache. Faint lines crept from the corners of his gray eyes. He halted five feet from them, clicking his heels on the deck.

      They all stood in silence, staring at one another.

      Austin glanced over the man’s shoulder.

      “I’m the only one,” the man said in a loud, confident voice. He looked at each of them, the movement revealing a black tattoo of a sword on the base of his neck. “Are you Stone, Kincaid, and Keller?”

      They exchanged glances. Remembering the Phantoms on Earth who had come to kill him, Austin wondered if this man was an assassin sent to target Star Runners. If that was the case, all three of them were unarmed in an isolated space station.

      “Well?” the man asked, still standing at attention and sliding his hand through his crew cut.

      Austin cleared his throat. “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m Major Cayo Wilkos, but you will call me ‘Major’ or ‘Sir.’ You now belong to me. Before we leave, we need to get some things straight. First, I hate disrespect and will not tolerate it in my command. Some of you have had leniency in the past given your accomplishments. That means jack here. I don’t care what you’ve done or what you think you deserve. That means you ask questions if you’ve got them. I don’t give a damn for a Star Runner who is too scared to ask a question. Worse, I’ll eat you alive if you’re too full of pride to ask when you aren’t sure. You aren’t perfect. You never have been.” He took a long stride forward, his eyes taking in each of them for an awkward moment. “Questions?”

      Austin locked eyes with Wilkos. “No, sir.”

      “Good.” Wilkos nodded and took a step back, extending his hand toward the ramp. “Board the shuttle. We leave immediately.”
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      The trip dragged. Even with the curvature drive, the ride surpassed one hour. Austin sighed. No planetary bodies revealed themselves out his porthole. He had glanced around the shuttle’s cabin when he first stepped in and guessed more than a dozen other men and women were on board, all wearing civilian clothes.

      During the trip, Austin found it difficult to sit still, his mind racing about this new assignment. Technically, the Legion Navy could do whatever they wanted with him. He signed their papers, devoting the next five years of his life to the service.

      But nothing about his recent transfer had been like anything he had experienced since leaving Earth and joining the Legion. On his first trip from Atlantis and off Earth, he had Jonathan Nubern at his side to guide him each step of the way.

      Major Nubern was now in charge of recruitment efforts in Quadrant Eight. The Legion still needed more Star Runners even though tension between the Zahl and Legion had decreased since the death of Sector Regent Knox Tulin. Between patrolling the border and maintaining order within Legion Space, all while keeping a loose eye on the Fringe and Dark Space, it seemed the Star Runners would never be at a loss for things to do.

      Shaking his head, he glanced around the cabin. Skylar had taken a seat on the other side of the aisle again. Her eyes were focused on the tablet. Knowing her, she was probably reading up on combat tactics or the latest news within the Legion Navy.

      He turned to Bear, who slept with his mouth gaped open like he was drugged. He raised his hand to nudge his friend awake, but hesitated. Bear probably deserved some sleep. Who knew when he would get another chance?

      “We are now approaching our destination,” a calm voice hissed over the intercom. “Prepare for landing in ten.”

      Peering out the porthole, he saw light beaming from a star in the distance.

      “See anything?” Bear grumbled through a yawn.

      “Light up ahead. A whole bunch of nothing.”

      He put his hand to his mouth, stifling another yawn. “Thought we saw enough nothing at our last stop.”

      “Seriously.” He leaned his head back. “Drink still getting to you?”

      Bear rolled his eyes. “Not sure it was just the drink, but it started the whole thing.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Been tired lately.”

      “You getting sick?”

      “Nah. We’d been going nonstop on the Formidable after you, uh, left. Before that…well, still can’t believe I almost got snuffed out.”

      Austin looked at him. Bear’s close encounter with the Wraith was also the engagement claiming the life of Gan Patro.

      He winced at the thought. “You all right, man?”

      “Yeah.” Bear paused a moment. Slowly, he shook his head.

      “I understand. Takes a while to get something like that out of your head.”

      “You ever get used to it?”

      “No. You just cope.”

      Adjusting his attention toward the porthole, Bear said, “Looks like that’s our stop.”

      Austin turned. A small moon moved into view, a line of blinking white and red lights coming to life on the dark side. Pockmarked with craters of various sizes, the gray surface looked a lot like Earth’s moon. The shuttle veered toward the lights on the surface. Far in the distance, a green and white planet crept just over the horizon.

      “Reminds me of when I told you I could see Armstrong’s flag.”

      Austin turned toward the aisle. Skylar had left her seat and leaned over Bear’s shoulder.

      He shook his head. “I didn’t believe it, you know.”

      “Yeah,” she said with a smile, “you did. You used to be so gullible.”

      Bear snorted. “Used to be?”

      “Okay,” Austin said, turning back toward the window.

      The shuttle slowed. Austin stared down, watching as the vessel dipped into a canyon splitting the rocky surface. He craned his neck, pressing his nose against the window as he tried to get a better look at their destination.

      The shuttle paused, hanging over the canyon’s floor.

      “Well, I don’t see any green men,” Austin whispered, his eyes sweeping across the canyon.

      “You were expecting green men?” Bear asked.

      Austin looked at him. “You didn’t read that report?”

      Bear stared at him, then glanced at Skylar. “What report?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Skylar said, taking the prompt. “I was just reading something about that.”

      “You guys are full of it.”

      “All right,” Austin said with a shrug. “Believe what you want, but we need to keep an eye out. Reports of little green men infiltrating Legion bases on the edge of known space have been filling up the latest reports.”

      “I didn’t see any reports on that.” Bear hesitated, blinking as he looked at them. “You mean like aliens?”

      Skylar tapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I got your back.”

      Bear nudged Austin’s arm. “Anything I should know about?”

      “No one’s really sure, but they think some of these intruders are seen when starlight hits gasses and forms, you know, a rainbow.”

      “A rainbow?” Bear asked.

      “And that’s when the trouble starts,” Skylar said, placing her hand over her mouth. “Some people say they wreak havoc with systems and cause problems all over a station.”

      “Have people died?” Bear asked.

      “It’s all been minor so far,” Skylar said, her eyes flicking to Austin’s. “Haven’t they?”

      “Yeah,” he said, his voice cracking. “Command’s worried about these lifeforms, though. Not sure if they’re aliens or what, but they’re humanoid. And short. They get really touchy when you get near the end of the rainbow…and the pot of gold.”

      Bear punched Austin in the shoulder. “Leprechauns?”

      They burst into laughter.

      Bear crossed his arms over his chest. “Seriously, not funny.”

      Still laughing, Austin shook his head. “You really fell for that?”

      “I didn’t believe you.”

      “Yes,” Skylar said, propping her elbow on his shoulder and rubbing his hair, “you did.”

      The shuttle moved forward, passing into an expanse like a warehouse. The polished floor was smaller than the deck of the Formidable. A line of fuel and maintenance trucks filled his view as the shuttle passed over. Their craft halted and turned as it landed.

      And then he saw them.

      Twenty Tridents glistened in a line under the artificial lighting. The wings were folded into the landing position, tucked over the fuselage like a predator’s wings waiting to strike.

      He sighed. “That’s a good sign.”

      “A very good sign,” Skylar said.
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        * * *

      

      Upon leaving the shuttle, Major Wilkos snapped his fingers and led them off the deck, passing a dozen enlisted men and women wearing regulation gray. Judging by the grease stains on their coveralls and the hair matted to their skulls, Austin knew they were the “grease lykers” for this base…wherever it was located.

      They marched in silence through the winding corridors, their footfalls echoing. The rock walls had chisel marks moving vertically from the ceiling to the steel floor, revealing the underground base was dug into the moon. Rather than the angular halls on the Formidable, this base weaved through the stone organically. Little traffic filled the halls other than two people, a tall man and a shorter woman wearing green lab coats, who passed without looking at them.

      Wilkos came to a black hatch in the shape of an octagon. He pounded on the surface. A popping sound shot across the corridor, followed by a screech of metal. Austin winced at the noise, the passengers around him taking a step back.

      The hatch parted, and Austin’s jaw dropped.

      A tall woman with vibrant red hair stomped through the opening and stood at attention. With her muscular arms clasped behind her back, she locked eyes with Wilkos and saluted.

      “Captain Senza!” Wilkos yelled, responding with a crisp salute. “Status report?”

      “Sir!” She lowered her hand. “Scorpions’ Nest is fully operational and ready for your orders, sir.”

      “Is the briefing room prepared?”

      “Sir, yes, sir!”

      Wilkos nodded. “Very well, Captain. Lead these Star Runners inside.”

      Austin glanced at the passengers around him. Although he had assumed he traveled with fellow Star Runners, it hadn’t been confirmed until now.

      “Yes, sir!” Snapping her heel to the floor, she took a step back and outstretched her left hand. “I am Captain Manami Senza. Proceed inside and take a seat. Briefing begins in two minutes!”

      As they passed through the hatch, a man whispered, “Laying it on a little thick, aren’t they?”

      “Halt!” Wilkos shouted. “Attention!”

      The group stopped. Wilkos marched behind him, but Austin didn’t dare turn his head. The situation reminded him of the PT drills at the Tizona Academy when Javin Sharkey spent countless afternoons screaming about discipline and order.

      “Something you’d like to say, Lieutenant?” Wilkos hissed.

      “Sir! No, sir!” another team member yelled.

      “Oh! So you’re saying I’m hearing things? Is that it?”

      “Sir…not at—”

      “You think I’m crazy, then? Huh? Speak!”

      “No, sir. I didn’t say anything, sir.”

      “So, now I’m deaf and mute? Is that what you’re telling me?”

      “Sir, I—”

      “Shut up!” Wilkos stepped to the front of the group, each boot hitting the deck like a thunderclap. “Drop your bags! All of you!”

      Austin did as instructed, allowing his satchel to fall to the floor. He stood at attention.

      “When one of you steps out of line, all of you suffer.” Wilkos glanced at each of them. “Now, run.”

      The Star Runners glanced at each other.

      “Run!”

      “You heard the major!” Senza yelled, her eyes wild like a rabid animal. “Run, you lykers! Run!”

      They turned and jogged down the corridor. Senza followed, barking orders and goading them to run faster. Bear and Skylar moved next to Austin as they ran through the corridors. The line of Star Runners weaved through boulders, leading to the deck where the shuttle landed, and ran around the hangar’s perimeter.

      They lapped the area six times, Senza screaming the entire way. Sweat ran down Austin’s face. Others gasped. He hadn’t run like this since before his mission to steal the Wraith. His lungs burned like they filled with fire and smoke. Skylar pulled out in front several times but dropped back to stay right at his side. Despite his fatigue, he smiled each time she made her maneuver. She had always been the better runner back at the Academy.

      On their sixth lap, Bear vomited onto the deck. Green, pulpy liquid trickled down his hula girl shirt. Fragments lingered at his mouth, but he wiped them away and continued running.

      With a sudden burst of speed, Senza sprinted ahead of the group. She spun around at the entrance leading back to the corridors and pointed toward Bear.

      “All of you head back—except you!” She grinned. “You go back and clean up your mess.”

      Bear sighed but pulled away from the others.

      They entered the corridors, Senza falling in behind them.

      “Good! Remember, you stay together at all times! We eat together! Sleep together! Train together! Get out of line—we’re punished together! Got it?”

      A couple of Star Runners grumbled an affirmative.

      “What?”

      “Got it!” they yelled in unison.

      Senza clapped her hands once. “That’s better!”

      When they rounded the last corner, Wilkos stood where they had left him with his arms crossed over his chest. He held up one hand.

      “Scorpions—halt!” Senza yelled.

      The group stopped. Skylar stood close to Austin, their shoulders touching. The corridor reeked of body odor.

      Wilkos clasped his hands behind his back. “Anyone else got something to say?” When no one spoke, he cocked his head to the side and leaned his ear toward them. “Anything?”

      “Sir, no, sir!” Austin yelled.

      Wilkos stared at him, his face hard as if carved from marble. “Very good, Lieutenant.”

      Clicking his heels, Wilkos turned to face Senza. “Captain, are you ready to begin your briefing?”

      “Yes, sir!”

      “Good,” he said, glancing back at the Star Runners, “I’ve had enough of them for now. Proceed.”

      Senza ordered the Star Runners to pick up their personal items, and they filed into the featureless gray briefing room. Austin collapsed into one of the black chairs with the connected desk like those found in his high school. The other Star Runners filed in, grunting as they sat.

      Austin completed a count of his new comrades: fifteen, including Bear out cleaning up his vomit. He burst into the room a minute after the rest of Star Runners sat down, finding a seat near the back.

      Stepping to the front of the room, Senza clicked her heels. “Welcome to Lola,” she said, her eyes falling onto each of them. “For the foreseeable future, this will be the Scorpions’ Nest. You’re all a part of something special now, something never attempted.”

      She tilted her head back. “From this day forth, you’ll all forget your past squadrons. False assignments have been filed for each and every one of you, officially taking you from your previous jobs and providing a cover for this assignment. This was done to allow you to become what Command believes you’re capable of becoming. You were selected because your superior officers have seen something special in you. You’re the best the Legion has to offer.” She held her hands out to her side. “Today is your first day as a Scorpion. Congratulations.”

      She paced as she continued. “This means you’ll be sent to areas where the Legion needs you most, into the darkest and most dangerous operations in the galaxy. You’re already great. You’re here to become better. When you’re done with training, you’ll be unstoppable. The galaxy will fear you. Marauders on the Fringe will tremble when you approach. Pirates will scurry away at the mere mention of your name. Your presence on the border will terrorize the dreams of Zahlian pilots.” She smiled and nodded. “Now, Scorpions, let’s get to work.”
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      Ryker brought a numb hand to her face. Feeling around, her fingers halted at a gash in her helmet. Something had split it from the top of her skull down the right side leading to her jaw.

      Shaking her head, she pressed the release. The collar released its vice grip, and it split away. Humid air surrounded her as she wiped a sticky liquid from her face.

      She squinted as her blurry vision cleared.

      A purple mushroom loomed over her.

      Bright daylight beamed onto her damp face as she crawled out of the devastated escape pod. She grabbed the pod’s survival pack and climbed away from the wreckage. Taking a deep breath, she stretched and turned around.

      Behind her on the opposite side of the ravine, a trail of broken ground and shattered rocks speckled the hill to her escape pod. Metallic debris littered the canyon, making it easy to see from the air. Looking to the impact area, she shook her head.

      The escape pods were designed to automatically safeguard a Star Runner’s life, adjusting course and speed in the event the pilot was unconscious. Following the explosion, her pod must have brought her to the planet. Without it, she’d be dead.

      As she reached the summit, she passed another enormous purple mushroom. She leaned against it and wiped sweat from her face.

      Far in the distance, a cloud of smoke darkened the clear sky. Kneeling, she opened her pack. Standard in all pods, the survival pack included signal flares, binoculars, a pistol, protein bars, and enough water for three days. It also included a Whisper encryption transmitter in the event the Legion sent a rescue party.

      She froze, staring at the Whisper about the size of her fist.

      Would they send a rescue party?

      She thought back to her final hours on board the Formidable. Before they departed, Major Braddock had provided few details about their mission to protect the “asset” which turned out to be the Wraith. Flying a motley-looking squadron of Tridents, Corvos, and one Karda with all identification marks removed, the team curved to a remote star system within Zahlian Space to retrieve the stealth ship.

      The resulting battle had been the most chaotic she had ever witnessed. Unmarked Tridents battled Zahlian Interceptors in deep space. What had happened after they destroyed her Trident? Was the mission successful? Had the Wraith escaped? Had Austin?

      Shaking her head, she focused on the present situation. This planet was located inside Zahlian space, so any potential rescue would take time. Pressing the binoculars to her eyes, she scanned the horizon. Black smoke floated into the sky, but no spacecraft descended on the location.

      Could this smoke be from another crash site? Had more ships crashed to the surface during the battle? Or, perhaps, it was the valley where she’d dropped the Serpents in their attempts at securing the Wraith’s escape?

      The Wraith.

      Her thoughts drifted to Austin. Thank the stars he was alive. She thought of him swimming in Oma’s warm waters, his body next to hers in their room in Seaside.

      If she wanted to see him again, she needed to get away from this crash site. She thrust the binoculars back into her pack and continued moving.
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        * * *

      

      Daylight faded, revealing a sky full of stars. Other than her brief experience on Flin Six, Ryker had never visited an uncharted planet. Austin had come to the worthless ball of dust for her, despite all orders to flee back to Tarton’s Junction. He’d risked his life to save her and Jonathan Nubern. She had never witnessed such devotion from anyone, let alone anyone caring for…her.

      Austin always looked at her and not the image she tried to project. He never saw a flight instructor or, later, a Captain. Despite all the terrible things she’d said to him about hiding their relationship, he never broke a promise. He never sought revenge. He loved her. And she loved him.

      She leaned against a mushroom and gazed into the sky. Nothing moved across the blackness. Peering into the stars, she prayed Austin could hear her thoughts. Would you rescue me again? Would that be too much to ask?

      Smiling, she stretched her legs. Other than bruises and cuts, the crash had done little to affect her body. She took a long, slow drink from one of her three canteens. The water soothed her throat. Taking a deep breath, she sat in silence as a soft breeze moved through the mushroom field. She leaned her head into the soft trunk and closed her eyes.

      Before the daylight faded, she had hiked through the wilderness for six hours in an attempt to put distance between the escape pod and her current position. Any Zahlian forces coming to inspect the crash site would be sorely disappointed. If Legion forces arrived, well, that’s where the Whisper would come in handy.

      She pulled the transmitter out of her satchel and held it in her hand for a moment. Casting a wary eye on the empty sky, she activated it.

      “Mayday, mayday,” she murmured. “Downed Star Runner requesting assistance. Please respond.”

      Static.

      Sighing, she thrust the Whisper back into the satchel and crossed her arms over her chest.

      She was alone.

      She imagined Austin wrapping his arms around her.

      Her rank…her career meant nothing to her now. When she made it through this, things would be different. Her career was important, but her love for Austin transcended everything. She thought he knew that…she hoped he did.

      “I’ll give you everything I’ve got.”

      It was the last thing she’d said to him.

      The crackling of the gamma wave during Austin’s last transmission buzzed in her mind.

      “I know. You always have.”
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        * * *

      

      A laser blast ripped through the air. She gasped, her heard thudding. A cold sweat covered her. She searched the darkness.

      The sound echoed.

      Pressing against the mushroom, she controlled her breathing. Blood rushed through her ears with each heartbeat.

      The feeling reminded her of being awakened as a child on Lian. During her time in the bunkers under the war-torn world, artillery fire often ripped her from sleep—sometimes several times a night. Even though it had been years since she had been on her home planet, the memories lingered.

      She stared at the stars and listened. Nothing.

      The laser had originated from the distance, but the bolt had not landed close. And there had only been one.

      One shot seemed deliberate. Two would have been careless. She remembered a line from her post-Gauntlet survival training: Two shots and your enemy can locate your position.

      What if the Serpents were still in the valley? She thought of where she’d dropped the men out of her Karda to defend the Wraith. While their mission to protect the stolen fighter had obviously been successful, had they survived? Perhaps she should head in that direction.
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        * * *

      

      At daybreak, she stood and headed toward the valley where she hoped the Serpents remained. Shaking away a lingering thought she might be waltzing into a detachment of Zahlian Marines, she started hiking up a hill covered in a mix of trees and mushrooms.

      Taking a drink from her canteen, she drained the first day’s ration. Two more remained in her satchel, but she needed to keep an eye out for more water sources. She had no idea how long she would be on this small moon.

      By midday, she’d reached a second summit. She paused and surveyed the horizon. The smoke in the distance transitioned to faint streaks like eraser marks on a piece of paper. She shook her head.

      It was still far away, she thought. She wouldn’t make it today. Night would fall in a few hours, and rolling hills covered the ground between this position and her target.

      Turning her binoculars to the land, she swept left to right and saw no water. Trees and more mushrooms dotted the landscape. Perhaps she could find water down there and a place to sleep.

      She worked her way down the hill, her eyes flicking from the sky to the ground. If a Zahl ship were coming, she’d hear it long before it came within weapon’s range. If the ARC was still in orbit, however, well, it didn’t matter what she did—they’d find her.

      Walking under cover of taller trees at the base of the ravine, she stepped through damp grass and allowed her eyes a moment to adjust. Cooler air surrounded her. She reached out and touched moss-covered bark as she passed.

      The plant life opened to a clearing, revealing the darkening sky. She stopped in front of a giant mushroom and dropped her satchel. She collapsed with a grunt, her muscles sore. Opening the satchel, she took three gulps of water before remembering to conserve. She ripped open one of the protein bars and took a bite, trying to imagine she was chewing a fresh apple or chocolate…or anything but this powdery bar with the consistency of sand grinding between her teeth.

      Finishing the protein bar, she leaned against the mushroom’s trunk and gazed into the stars. She pulled out the Whisper and ran through diagnostics. The device seemed to be operating normally. Closing her eyes, she called out into the darkness. Perhaps this was the time someone would hear her distress call.

      After trying three times, she shut down the Whisper to conserve power and placed it back into her satchel.

      Austin would have insisted on a rescue mission. Braddock would have, too. She hadn’t been Captain long, but she was sure some of the Thirty-Second Tizona would want to save her as well. If she had known Austin was still alive following his staged funeral, she would have gone after him.

      A cold reality fell over her.

      They think I’m dead.

      In the chaos of battle, she knew all too well it was easy to lose track of casualties in space. Star Runners missing in action happened more often when the conflicts occurred close to Zahlian territory. Without the ability to mount a rescue operation, the Legion might have accepted the losses as an unfortunate price of the mission.

      She sighed. They may never come.
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        * * *

      

      What was that?

      Ryker leaned forward and strained to focus. Something moved in the stars.

      There! Something wavered in the sky. A flash of
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