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Infantry
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Sebis burned white under the midday sun as Kael marched toward the end of his old life. The city had grown in the last few years, and the Vallen home had gone from being surrounded by farmland to hovering on the outskirts of the growing mass of plastic and metal. Earthen bricks clapped under Auctor’s feet as he trailed behind with their mother. They pressed through masses of people, laboring and worshiping, always under the ever-present gaze of Starlit shepherds. 

A weight pressed down upon Kael. He had grown up here, with friends, family, and a home, and was leaving it all behind.

A hand grabbed him and pulled. He fell backward into his brother’s arms. Hover trucks whined as they flew past, gusting air that brushed their faces as the brothers stood. 

There was annoyance in Auctor’s expression. “You walked right out in front of the truck! You know I won’t be there to save you after tomorrow.” Releasing Kael, he turned and walked down the adjoining street. 

Their mother grabbed Kael, looking him up and down. “You must pay more attention. Do you have any idea what that would do to me?”

He hugged her without a word. 

Following Auctor, they turned the corner. A road stretched toward the horizon and ended at the recruitment plaza. 

Kael ran to catch up to Auctor. “Thank you. I wasn’t paying attention.” 

Keeping his pace, Auctor stared ahead. 

Few people milled about on the street ahead, and identical buildings lined either side. And were sharp edges of white and green plastic. Many of which were two story multi-family residences, built on the ground of old torn down wooden farm houses. A pile of the reddish-brown bricks sat where a work crew had dug underground to work on the pipes. 

Kael’s nose wrinkled and his stomach turned at the rot clinging to the air; the scent of fresh bread was woven with sewage. The smell faded as they passed the work crew repairing the underground line. It didn’t matter if it was bread or nutrient blocks, it all smelled terrible in the sewer. 

Kael glanced at Auctor, saw his odd stare, then looked away. “Mom, do you think he’ll know I joined?” 

“If he’s still out there, he’ll know.” Her voice sounded distant, as if she were far off in thought. 

“We barely knew him. Why do you want to follow him?”

Kael scowled at Auctor. “Don’t talk about him like that.” He frowned at the ground for a few steps. “It’s not him I’m following, it’s the idea. The dream of bringing light to the Starless.”

“Auctor, leave your brother be. It’s hard enough, him leaving, without you two fighting.”

“I don’t see how his enlisting in the corps helps us.”

“Haven’t you ever wished to do something greater?” Kael asked, looking up from the ground at his brother.

After hesitating for a moment, Auctor replied, “Why should I care about them? Let idealism and fantasies of glory and honor take others. What I have here is real. Shepherds aren’t a concern as long as I worship and follow the law. I live the life I want.”

Kael clenched his fists, imagining the countless Starless existing without direction or meaning, waiting to be saved. The idea of staying home, of family, of love, filled him with warmth and comfort. However, this comfort was overshadowed by the thought of living out his days tending the same soil, buried beneath the weight of his unfulfilled purpose—his desire to follow his father’s footsteps.

Kael slid to a halt. “What about the life I want?”

“You get to make the choice, Kael, I don’t. I’m stuck here when you're free to leave. I know what you will say—‘Next year I can join you.’ It isn’t good enough.”

“You know how long I’ve waited for this day. I can’t wait another year.”

Hands on her hips, their mother scowled. “That’s enough out of you two. I refuse to spend Kael’s last few hours with us listening to you argue.”

Swallowing, Kael looked down again.

“I won’t change your mind?” Auctor demanded.

Meeting Auctor’s eye, Kael winced. “I can’t stay.”

Resignation flashed in Auctor’s eyes before they returned to cool gray fortresses betraying no feeling.

“You don’t have to accompany me to recruitment.” 

Auctor shrugged. “Why shouldn’t I? My older brother doesn’t take his first steps into the corps every day. Besides, I might learn something.” 

Their mother rubbed her eyes tiredly. “Give him time. He’ll come around.”

“I hope so.”

Buildings shook as a transport shuttle launched from the nearby pad. Sun glinted on the sleek silver cockpit; a hard line ran along its side, ending at the angular cowlings wrapping the engines. The shuttle spewed verdant plasma as it rose into the sky and faded from sight. 

His heart pounded. Tomorrow, he would be flying off into the horizon, transported out into the heavens near and between the stars and taken to places where the God Ruler’s armies would quell the heretical hordes. He could picture it: charging forth, dressed head to toe in a full array of battle gear, fighting side by side with others brave enough to bring God’s light to the darkened masses. 

On the monitors outside the recruitment bureau, where scenes played on repeat, he’d seen men and women shining in beams of glorious starlight, accepting the willing masses of Starless into the Star’s embrace. He pictured himself in those scenes, a glint of armor under the radiant sun, standing tall, chin tilted, gazing hard into the distance. The smells of dust and steel flooded his imagination, and anticipation tingled in his fingertips.

Pushing on through the crowds, they reached the recruitment plaza. Kael marveled at the wide open space. Every time he’d been here, it’d amazed him. The smell of lilacs hung in the air like honey, thick and sweet. Earthen bricks gave way to smooth marble stretching across the plaza. Marble statues stood at twice a man’s height in the likeness of God. The glint of a golden star hovering above each statue caught his eye. They represented the Star’s light, keeping God forever warm in its embrace. 

Moving past the statues, he grabbed his mother’s hand. A round, steel, gray building protruded from the ground like an obscene blister. Yellow-tinted glass windows wrapped around its exterior. The entryway bore a sign on which bold letters were written in the ancient covenant script: “Starlit Recruitment.”

Inside the building, the air shifted, losing its sweet smell. Auctor and their mother found seats while Kael stood in line. Uniformed men and women sat in a row of identical gray desks, calling prospective recruits from the line. The floor looked like black stone but felt like plastic under his feet. After a woman waved him forward, he sat in a chair opposite her. 

Her face was blank, and she nodded in greeting. “Name and age.” Her voice was flat.

“Kael Vallen, eighteen tomorrow.”

She entered information into a computer. “Family and age.”

“Father, Ezra Vallen, forty-two. Mother, Ixia Vallen, thirty-nine. Brother, Auctor Vallen, seventeen.”

“Your father is in the corps?”

“Yes.”

She glanced at Kael then returned her gaze to the dull glow of the computer. “What branch of the corps are you interested in?”

“I want to help Starless accept the Star’s embrace.”

“Infantry.”

He looked around as she input data. Soon, the computer made an affirmative chime and spat out a card small enough to fit in a pocket. After examining the card, the woman handed it to Kael. 

It was cold to the touch, like metal. One side had information etched into it, and the other was a glowing display screen. It held Kael’s name, age, identification number, and DEX modifier. 

“This card links to our system. Any changes to your record or DEX will reflect on the display. DEX is the corps’s acronym for Deployment and Expertise Identifier. It defines rank, primary role, and expertise, if any. As a recruit, your DEX is D0 I X0. Rank recruit, infantry, no expertise.” She stood and saluted. “What is your admonition, recruit?”

Standing, Kael returned the salute. “As long as the Star burns, his will guides the faithful beyond the unknown.”

The woman smiled. “Welcome to the corps, recruit. May you prevail in the Star’s light and stand against the darkness of shadow. Report to the plaza tomorrow at midday, bring nothing except the uniform you're issued.” She handed him a new uniform bundled with a pair of boots. “Dismissed.”

Across the room, Auctor was slipping a paper into his pocket. After waving at him and their mother, Kael left the building. His heart raced like it would burst any second. Adrenaline flooded his body, and his feet were moving before he could think. He sprinted down the street. And for the first time, he was untethered from Sebis, his home, past, and doubts, leaving everything behind with every step. When he stopped, his breath came in heaving gasps. Kael smiled and looked at the sky. 

Auctor and their mother caught up with him halfway down the street. 

“Why did you run?” Auctor asked, eyebrows raised.

“What were those papers you put in your pocket?” Kael asked back.

Auctor glanced at their mother. “Nothing important.” 

Kael laughed between gasps. “I ran because I’m excited.”

Auctor smirked. “Good for you, Kael. Don’t trip over your enthusiasm.”

Kael laughed again, the sound light and free, earlier doubts about leaving Sebis forgotten. 
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Shell

“If one walks the path of shadow, do they not become shells without light to fill them, and if the shell is all that remains... why are they not hollow?”

—question of one who found a new home at the prison Eesbex

Darkness filled Auctor’s vision as he walked the forest path, but Syrelis’s double moons provided enough light for him to navigate the labyrinth. He knew these woods, and every sound and shadowed shape lurking in the dark. 

A familiar cliff face stretched upward, like it was reaching for the stars above. Auctor approached the cave entrance at the cliff base. His breath was even and calm and his heart steady, but his senses were heightened, alert to the nearing danger. 

The caves were filled with Zirb, a dangerous, predatory animal, that stood waist high to a human. Much akin to spiders, they had hard charcoal exoskeletons covered in sparse white wiry hair. Eight legs if you didn’t count the double jointed arm like pincer that sprouted from their foreheads between two rows of eleven eyes. And two fangs each a forearms length they used to inject their paralytic venom. Zirb were nocturnal, aggressive, and territorial. During the day, they slept, and people, including Auctor, collected their large eggs in relative safety. Now, they were awake and hungry. 

His plan was proceeding without a hitch. Looking behind him, he saw the silhouettes of Zirb skittering between trees and over boulders. On reaching the cliff face, he began to climb. The rocks were jagged and cold against his fingers as he pulled his body upward. Vibrations from his assent would reach the creatures, who would emerge to investigate.

Finding a perfect vantage point, he sat just as the Zirb emerged from the cave entrance below him. He watched, motionless, while chaos broke and the creatures fought for their lives, succumbing to the Zirb he lured here from the other side of the forest. Auctor waited while the creatures devoured their kill. After some time, the remaining Zirb crawled toward their nest, slow and sated.

Auctor climbed down; the carnage lay before him as a testament to his genius. A thin smirk lingered upon his lips. Once the cave was clear, Auctor entered it. It was dark and damp, and the drip-drip of water echoed along the rough walls. He made his way forward to the heart of the nest, where thick moss had been collected in neat piles. A heavy, musty odor assaulted his nose as he approached the scattered eggs and placed them into his pack. 

After exiting the cave, he navigated through the mass of bodies strewn about. Faint earthy and mineral smells perked Auctor’s senses as he passed. Blue blood soaked the ground where Zirb had been ripped limb from limb and feasted upon. He stopped at the tree line and turned to look at his work one last time. 

He marched back home and arrived before sunrise. Entering a storage shed, he set his pack on the dirt floor, and placed each egg on the shelves lining one wall. Fourteen in all. Smiling, his thoughts drifted back to the ease of manipulating those creatures to kill one another.

Hearing his family rousing from the house, his smile faded. He scowled at the wall, and his breath came hard and fast. His mind darted, looking for answers out of his grasp. He had tried to make Kael stay and failed. 

Auctor balled his fists, and heat flashed in his cheeks. Striking out, he smashed an egg, sending the liquid inside spraying across the room and himself. He stared at the crushed shell as the egg dripped from his hand. 

Then he smiled again. The papers he had taken yesterday might be helpful. If he couldn’t make Kael stay, maybe he could find a way to enlist.

Pots and pans clanged in the kitchen. Auctor picked up a Zirb egg, shaking off the remaining viscous slime from his hands. His family would think he was thoughtful bringing Zirb eggs home for Kael’s last day. It might even buy him enough goodwill to avoid explaining why he was out in the pre-dawn hours. 

Grasping the door, he looked back at the line of eggs one last time and smirked. 
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Destiny

“Those who walk in the Stars’ eternal path may choose the direction they travel, but destiny sees them arrive at the same destination.”

—Starlit Covenant

The city bustled; it seemed everyone was working hard. Massive crates of supplies marked with various tags were loaded onto shuttles. Dangerous, fragile, perishable, and explosive materials were all moved and loaded into their respective zones. Kael stood tall in the afternoon sun, its warm yellow glow glinting on the silver star of his uniform.

His mother and Auctor had come to see him off near the entrance of the recruitment plaza. A pulsating crowd milled around them and chattered, making it impossible to see the radiant plaza and its golden statues. 

“This is as far as we can go, my son.”

Kael turned back to look at his family. “I will miss you both.” 

His mother wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tight. “I love you, come back to us,” she whispered. 

“I love you, too.”

Releasing him, she examined his uniform, teary-eyed, and brushed it straight where it had wrinkled. “My boy, all grown up.” 

Kael smiled at her before turning to Auctor. “Brother, I will miss you, too. Take care of Mom.” 

Auctor gave him a thin smile.

Kael hugged his mother one last time before entering the plaza. As he walked away, he turned and waved at his family. “Goodbye! May the Star keep you both well.”

“I’ll see you soon,” Auctor called, as Kael was swallowed by the crowd. 

Kael turned back for one last glance, but the crowd pressed in. He came face to face with a large man in a corps uniform. 

“Where are you going, recruit?” The man’s voice was guttural and intense.

Kael’s breath caught in his throat, causing him to stutter. “I-I was going to see my brother.”

“The time for family has passed, recruit. Fall in with the rest.”

“Yes, sir.” Kael made his way toward the other recruits, clenching his trembling hands.

Someone nudged him. The recruit next to him nodded toward an officer who had begun speaking. He stood at attention and listened as the officer continued his oration. The man spoke reverently and intensely, each word filled with emotion:

“Recruits, today you stand at the threshold of transformation, ready to embrace honor and the burden of becoming soldiers of God’s light. Today is not a day of recognition, it is a day of rebirth. You're no longer individuals bound by fears and failures of the past. You're vessels for divine light, cleansed and made anew by the Star’s embrace.” The officer waved his arms about as he spoke, like a reverend speaking with passion. 

Kael’s heart hammered, and he stood tall, looking up at the officer.

“A soldier’s purpose is not to endure but to illuminate the path for others. You will face darkness, despair, and unimaginable trials. You're not here to survive, you're here to shine in the face of darkness, to guide others who falter, and to carry forward a beacon of hope and righteousness.”

Kael could almost see it—himself as a missionary of the Star, guiding lost souls into a world of hope and life.

“Each soldier is a star unto themselves. Together we form a galaxy of light. Remember this truth as you press forward. Alone, your light is significant; together, we are unstoppable. We are not individuals, we are a constellation, a unified force reflecting the will of the God Ruler.” A resonant thud echoed throughout the plaza as the officer slammed his fist on the podium. “Today, you leave behind who you were. Step into a destiny greater than yourself, forged in service to the Star’s eternal brilliance. Go forth, and may your light never waver.”

Kael couldn’t help but let out a cheer. He wasn’t alone; every recruit roared along with him, creating a deafening, thunderous chorus. The ground seemed to shake from the sheer force of their collective voices, carrying their shared anticipation and determination outward from the plaza. 

The officer at the podium remained steadfast, allowing the recruits’ zeal to reverberate and subside before lifting a gloved hand for silence. The sound of their labored breathing and the electric charge of the moment lingered in the air as the boom died down. “You’re prepared.” The officer’s voice was like a sword, sharp and clear. “You're the light meant to shine through the darkness from this day on, so let this be the first roar among many.” 

Kael’s fists were clenched, and his resolve was evident. He was prepared. They all were. 

The officer’s voice boomed out as he waved at the transport ship. “Stand and claim your future.” 

Kael sat on the transport and fastened his belt, which felt like a cage and a comfort. On the one hand, it was a guarantee of security; on the other, it was a prison, keeping the anxiety and excitement inside of him.

The ship filled to bursting with recruits, and the doors groaned shut with an affirmative clang. Inky black filled the compartment before the glow of dim yellow lights ignited. A countdown began, and the computer voice sounded, “Sixty seconds.” Humming of the engines grew louder as they flamed to life, starting the heating process. The recruits became silent as the voice announced, “Thirty seconds.” 

A jolt of the ship had Kael grasping the hard metal sides of his seat. The ship tilted up, bearing its nose to the sky as the countdown sounded, “Ten seconds.” He shifted in his seat and placed his head against the cushioned rest. “Five seconds.” Frantic, he checked his restraint one last time. 

A voice rose from across the shuttle. “For the God Ruler!”

“Two, one.” 

The full force of the engines pushed them upwards. Kael was glued to his seat, unable to lift his head and limbs. Closing his eyes, he focused all his concentration on breathing. His chest was heavy like a boulder was crushing him. Belts dug into his shoulders as they pulled tight, groaning under the strain of gravity.

Minutes were days, then a wave swept through the cabin, pressure eased, and he was weightless. A recruit snatched a coin gliding through the air. 

The intercom squawked, and the pilot spoke. “Welcome to space, recruits. Please remain seated, your restraints secured. We will begin maneuvers for escape velocity and transit speed in a moment.” 

A moment was an understatement. The craft began to accelerate almost as soon as the intercom clicked off, and Kael remained cemented into his seat. He had heard about transit speed before, but he didn’t understand how it worked, not really. His knowledge was limited to the base idea: it altered how the ship interacted with normal spacetime, allowing it to cross vast distances in a short amount of time. 

The intercom once again clicked. “Recruits, we have established transit speed. Once we arrive, there won’t be any time for rest. I suggest you get some while you can.” 

Kael looked around at the other recruits, his eyebrows scrunched. He had expected signs of further acceleration or changes in how time felt. Everything looked as it had when they’d first achieved weightlessness. 

Several others unlatched their harnesses and floated around the cabin, testing the physics of this new sensation. One recruit spun another, and by the time they hit the inner hull, she had become sick and spewed vomit across the compartment, eliciting unified disgust from the entire group. 

Intending to heed the pilot’s advice, Kael shifted in his seat, finding a comfortable position. There was an odd comfort to being weightless, and he let it ease him from awareness. Other recruits and their activities became muted, dull background noise. Kael smiled. He had started fulfilling his dream and soon would realize what it meant to serve under the Star’s light. Hum of the ship’s systems, a soothing rhythm that blended with the chatter of the other recruits, lulled him further into his thoughts.

Kael’s anticipation of the adventures ahead was palpable as he closed his eyes. No longer confined to his home, now he was part of something greater, a galaxy-spanning purpose, a calling he had yearned for since childhood. His destiny.

He felt a weight lifted from his shoulders, a feeling of shedding the burdens of the past and stepping into the unknown. For the first time, he was free.
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Constellations

“Many travel different paths among the stars; he gave us constellations so we might find our way.”

—Starlit Covenant

Space was endless, cold, and dark except in the blinding glare of a star’s embrace. A ship glided through the void, silent and looming. Floodlights illuminated letters spelling out its name: Radiance.

It was no ordinary capital ship; it was one of six cathedral battleships. Its slender, shining hull was a grand canvas sparkling with a golden glow—the constellations etched on its surface waved like starlight. Like the turrets of a celestial cathedral, towering pylons curved down its length, capped with spheres glowing with soft light. The ship, which rose above all who beheld it, symbolized strength and devotion. But under its glorious appearance, the Radiance had a purpose. Deployed to bring supplies and provide command and control for the ongoing war effort, the massive vessel, many hundreds of meters long, flew toward Xalthryn.

And inside, Captain Junova wasn't where one might have expected her to be. She wasn't on the bridge overseeing operations or on the lower decks managing supplies and landing crews. Instead, she had retreated to her quarters. Modest by design but the largest on the ship, the room was barren despite its size.

She sat at her desk, face ashen, breath shallow. The desk beneath her hands was bare, save for one thing. A holo photo rested there, revealing faces she once knew, frozen in time. Despite their smiles, all she could see now was pain. Death. Every person in the image was gone, obliterated. Junova’s gaze lingered on it, the memories as heavy as lead in her chest. She hadn’t taken the order easily; disbelief had stricken her when it had come through.

Insurrection on Corvallion. Secure and eliminate. Even now, the words echoed in her mind, a haunting reminder she couldn’t escape. Friends and family had turned against the Starlit, and he had sent her to restore peace. No, not peace. Submission. Her fists clenched tight, nails biting into her palms, though the sting was distant. It had been a test of loyalty, a cruel affirmation of her faith, one she could not refuse.

Her stomach twisted as nausea set in. Years of loyal service, each promotion a step closer to command, had not prepared her for that moment. She’d reconciled doubts before, brushed them aside as necessary sacrifices for the greater good. But this wasn’t something she could deny.

The grav chair bobbed as she pushed away from the desk, its hum echoing her unsteady breath, her thoughts unraveling.

Her fists unclenched, palms stinging from the marks left behind. She knew the price of defiance. If she defied the God Ruler, he would execute her. The Radiance would remain a tool of genocide, its captain another pawn in his endless game.

She took a deep, unsteady breath. Her decision was fragile but resolute. She could dissuade others from revolution, guide them away from insurrection. It would be worth it if she could save even a handful.

Her eyes flicked back to the holo photo on the desk. Those faces were gone, but she would not let their memory be for nothing. Not while she had the power to act. 

Monotonous chirping pierced the quiet hum in the room. “Captain, you have an incoming transmission.”

She steadied herself before pushing a button on her desk. “I’ll take it here.”

The device routed the transmission, clicking before falling silent. 

“Captain Junova,” she said. 

“Captain, I’m Commander Hernz, commander of corps forces on Xalthryn. I hear Radiance is coming to provide support.”

“Yes, Commander. My crews will start transporting supplies and manpower upon entering a stable orbit.”

“Best news I’ve had in a month.”

“I also have orders to establish a training compound. Bringing recruits here and training them on the planet.”

“I received those orders as well, and I already have my engineers fortifying a clearing.”

“Expect us in two days, Commander.”

“With bated breath, Captain.” 

Coms went silent, and Junova gazed out at the inky black of space.

––––––––
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Time fled all too fast. Radiance was arriving above Xalthryn, and Junova made her way to the bridge. The corridors featured bronze wall panels meant to protect the crew and cover conduits. Alcoves in which statues stood in his likeness were dotted throughout the ship, placed to optimize worship. 

On deck after deck, the crew hurried about performing tasks before their imminent arrival. Stepping into a hypertube, Junova pushed a button and was whisked away through the bowels of the ship. She stepped onto the bridge, where officers and crew saluted her before returning to work. 

The primary bridge was embedded on the dorsal side of the ship, near its middle. Stations were displayed on the port and starboard sides; these controlled and monitored every part of Radiance and a seven-hundred-million-kilometer spherical radius around her. An elevated walkway separated the sides, allowing officers to monitor many displays at once, while a statue of the God Ruler stood at the end as a reminder: he sees all and none escapes his reach. 

After receiving a status update, she walked to the viewport, needing to see this world herself. These people lived in shadow, not knowing the warmth of the Star’s embrace. At least, that was what the Star had told her, but now doubt and curiosity crept in. Touching her jacket pocket, where she kept her photo, she thought again of her friends and family, silenced forever. Her eyes drifted toward the planet that lay before her. 

Xalthryn glowed blue-green, the cyan grasslands shimmering under the faint light of its distant star. Wisps of white mist pooled in the valleys, their soft haze contrasting with the dark streaks of angry mountains. The planet’s surface appeared alive, its strange colors shifting with the Star’s light, as if breathing beneath its thin veil of atmosphere.

A distant voice was calling her name, beckoning her. The ambience around her ebbed, and there was nothing save for Xalthryn and herself. Her ship was a breath of light, and the world below was a breath of mist.

“Captain.”

She remained enthralled, unable to look away. Her inner voice attempted to respond, but its sound was as distant as the voice calling her from upon the bridge. 

“Captain!” the voice called again, and this time a hand grasped her shoulder. Reality rushed back, drawing her away from Xalthryn. “We are on final approach. Your orders?”

Junova turned to face her officer, shaking off the strangeness that had overtaken her. “Commence transfer into orbit.” Approaching navigation, she examined the screens. “What’s our status?”

Astronav Liora was busy inputting and correcting calculations. “Smooth sailing, Captain. Nothing unusual about this planet’s gravity well, and no extraneous space debris.”

“Very well, Astronav. What orbit parameters are we expecting?”

Liora frowned at her display. “We are looking at a stable circular orbit eight hundred kilometers above the surface at seven thousand eight hundred and ninety-three meters a second. Orbital period around Xalthryn will be one hour and forty minutes.”

Liora had been assigned to the Radiance a year prior and showed excellent technical expertise and intuition for being twenty years old. Junova smiled at the drawings stuck around the edges of her console. They were constellations of every star system she’d been to since joining her crew. 

After checking the numbers and making adjustments, Liora bit her lip as Radiance settled into orbit. Xalthryn’s gravity could be felt pulling against the ship’s grav plating, creating an unusual diagonal pull.

The ship’s massive presence loomed over the planet below. Junova let out a breath, relaxing her shoulders. No matter how often they brought Radiance into orbit, it made her anxious. Mistakes, even small ones, could be fatal for a large ship. 

“Excellent work.”

Liora grinned. “Thanks, Captain. Do you think I might visit the surface?”

“We will be busy down there. But I think we could find use for an extra pilot.”

Nodding, Liora turned back to her controls. 

Junova pressed a button on the nav console. “Crew, orbit established. Launch landing craft.” 

Yellow warning lights reflected on the windows, casting fractured shadows on the bridge. Grinding vibrations pulsed through the decking, indicating the opening of the hangar doors. Junova watched from the viewport as numerous small crafts emerged from the hangars and descended toward the surface below. Each one vanished into the clouds like an unanswered prayer. 
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Blinded

“If a person finds themselves blinded, they should ensure they stand in the light and their eyes are open.”

—Shepard of the Covenant

Kael’s fingers, gripping the arms of his seat, turned white. Lights flickered, and the shuttle shuddered in the turbulent atmosphere. It plummeted toward the surface of Xalthryn. Sweat rolled down his face; he could taste the salt of it on his lips. Deafening groans and pops came from the hull as the atmosphere heated the shuttle. Still, Kael held onto his seat, reminding himself to breathe. 

I can do this. Pilots do this every day. It’s safe. Those few minutes felt like years. A jolt sent him reeling against the restraints, which dug into his shoulders. He grimaced. The shuttle leveled, and the turbulence subsided. Releasing the hold on his seat, Kael’s fingers ached. 

Static hissed from the intercom, and the pilot spoke. “Welcome to Xalthryn, recruits.”

The rest of the flight was calm compared to their arrival. The landing gear wailed as it protruded from the shuttle, and there was a resounding thud as it came to a rest on a landing pad. 

Kael exited the shuttle onto this new world. Bright blue light from the sun’s pinprick was a sharp contrast to the shuttle’s dim yellow lights. Kael held up his hand, protecting his eyes while they adjusted. Light caught his arm, casting a spectral shade he didn’t recognize as his own. The sky was a painting of cyan and turquoise hues mixed with wisps of white and gray clouds, nothing like the sky back home. 

Blue light made his vision off-color, as if he were viewing the world through a filter. Cyan grass rippled in the breeze, and trees with broad silvery leaves and black trunks sprouted from the ground. 

Breathing in through his nose, Kael tried to sense the smells of this world but was bombarded by thick and humid air. Taking another breath was more manageable, though it was like breathing liquid. Yet, there was no urge to cough up the watery air. 

Infantry stood at attention, waiting. One by one, they fell out of line and picked a recruit. Kael’s guide was a tall, broad-shouldered man whose appearance was kind, though he wasn't. After a brief introduction, he clarified Kael wasn't to ask questions. His pace was quick and deliberate, and Kael struggled to keep up. They walked along streets named after heroes of the corps; Kael recognized a few as he ran to keep up. The streets were lined with sharp white lights, barracks, a mess hall, and an infirmary. The buildings were low and symmetrical, plastic and metal melded into rectangles. Overhangs attached to buildings held statues of God waiting for the penitent. Even the trees were trimmed into squares.

HQ rose before him, and Kael was guided to a large group of recruits assembled in front of the building. His guide left and added himself to the ranks of soldiers surrounding the area. 

Recruits nearby were murmuring to one another as several individuals walked out onto the second-floor balcony of HQ. A man with a commanding voice shouted, “Recruits! Form ranks and attend.”

The recruits stumbled around Kael, trying to form a cohesive line, while Kael examined the three individuals on the balcony. They wore different uniforms.

The loud man wore the same uniform as the guides, a drab blue color resembling that of Xalthryn’s grass. Behind the loud man was a tall, middle-aged man in a gray uniform adorned with several medals and ribbons. His face bore a scar traveling from his right cheek over his nose and ending on his left. He looked battle-hardened, and his stare was empty. The other individual on the balcony was a woman who appeared to be some years older than Kael. She wore a black uniform with a radiant white star on her left shoulder and five pins upon the right collar of her shirt that looked like golden stars glinting in the blue stars light. 

The three watched from the balcony as the recruits worked out something resembling order. Then the woman stepped forward, examining and scrutinizing each recruit. Kael stood frozen, trying not to make a sound. Even a breath could have broken the silence around him. 

“Welcome,” the woman said. “I, Captain Junova, have been tasked with your training. You will be the first trained here on Xalthryn. We expect you to set the standard high.” 

Pointing at the tall man behind her, she continued. “This is Commander Hernz. He is the corps authority on Xalthryn. His orders come from God, and you will treat them as such. You have all made an honorable dedication to the Star. I bring a message from our great ruler, addressed to you.” She held out a roll of yellowed paper, like all Starlit decrees were written upon. “It is a special privilege to receive guidance from God.” 

She went on to read from the paper. “Recruits, distinguished soldiers, and officers of Xalthryn. Your self-proclaimed ruler and god addresses you as I’ve addressed no other. I had wished to see Xalthryn join the Star and see their path lit. However, I am not immortal, I am passing my throne on to my son, Solovian. These are my last decrees.” Junova stopped reading for a moment and looked back at Hernz. 

Daring a glance around, Kael saw the other recruits looked unsettled and nervous. 

After Junova and Hernz conversed, she returned her attention to the recruits and continued reading. “For years, I allowed the people of Xalthryn to live in peace. My envoys spent decades living with the Starless, forming a relationship of mutual benefit. However, time has abandoned myself and Xalthryn. 

“My first decree. The Starlit Corps will attempt to negotiate with Xalthryn’s leaders. Help them see they are in danger.

“My second decree. Recruits, train well and train hard. As the inevitable comes to pass, your life may depend on it. Never forget this admonition. Give your hand to those in darkness, lead them into the light.

“I quote from the Covenant, ‘Light reveals and blinds in equal measure, a wise man may see the difference.’

“Walk with wisdom, do not become blinded. Those blinded are walking in darkness, unable to see their path.” 

The entire group stood silent. 

Several seconds passed before Junova’s uneasy but firm voice cut through the silence like a razor. “Your DEX has been updated with barracks and squad assignments. I suggest you get rest, training begins tomorrow.” She turned and disappeared into the building with Hernz. 

Recruits began moving about as Kael slipped his DEX from a pocket. The display read D0 I X0 B1 squad one. 

On entering his barracks, he found it housed more than one squad. Forty cots were arranged in a row on the left and right sides of the bunkhouse, leaving a path down the middle. 

Each squad had ten recruits, and the Dravian wool blankets on each cot were dyed squad colors: squad four was a pure and unyielding white, three a dominant and aggressive red, two a bright and loud blue, and one a stalwart and true yellow. 

Some recruits were introducing themselves to others while the rest had sprawled out in various undignified ways on their bunks.

The muscles in Kael’s legs burned as he sat on the edge of his bunk. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d felt so heavy. He lay back on the thin, hard mat, which wasn't uncomfortable after the day he’d had.

Kael hadn’t considered Xalthryn’s days might be longer or shorter. The corps hadn’t told him. And sometime during the night, far too early, music blared somewhere in the camp.

Kael turned over and groaned. The music persisted, giving him no choice but to wake. It was a hymn from the Starlit Covenant, though altered. Its reverent tone quickened, its solemnity replaced by the unforgiving cadence of a military march. He didn’t know it then, but this would be the first of many mornings it roused him from slumber. 

The thin metal door on his bunkhouse clanged open, and lights flickered on. A man entered, his voice booming with an authoritative tone. “God’s light is shinin’, recruits! What’s this, a nursery? Did yer mommas let ye sleep through tae Star’s gift? Outta bed! Five minutes! Exercise gear! Nova pace!”

Scrambling to get on his feet, Kael found he could breathe easier, but the air remained alien. One thing hadn’t changed: he was still heavy. There was one conclusion: Xalthryn had higher gravity. 

Kael and the others dressed and stumbled outside to form, at best, a rank of disoriented and disorganized recruits. The man standing before them was short and stocky. He looked well-rested and was clean-shaven and square-jawed. He glared up and down the ranks of recruits while shaking his head with disgust. “Ye lot move like newborn calves! How did any o’ ye skinny-limbed runts survive tae trip ’ere?”

Shivering in the cold, Kael wondered if he should answer. The man paused as if expecting one, but Kael thought better and remained silent. 

“Ye might be wondering who I am right aboot now. I am Sergeant Krennak. It means one thing to ye runts—I am yer god until ye prove otherwise!” Taking a step forward, he examined the recruits, his gaze so sharp it might pierce their souls. “I see fear. I see weakness. I see children who’d sooner cry an’ cling to their momma’s ankles than set foot on this world. But it ends ’ere. Right now.” 

He let the silence hang in the air before pointing out one recruit. “You! Do ye know why ye’re ’ere?” The recruit gave no immediate answer, and Krennak stepped closer, raising his voice. “Are ye deaf, recruit? Answer me!”

“I’m here to fight Starless,” the recruit said in a weak voice.

Krennak scoffed, pacing. “Ye are ’ere ’cause ye are nothin’. Not ’cause ye’re special, not ’cause ye’re strong, but ’cause tae Star demands it. Ye’ll see me in yer dreams, I’ll tear out yer weakness, forge ye in tae fires o’ tae eternal Star, an’ hammer ye into unbreakable shards o’ light until tae worthy remain.”

Turning, he pointed toward the distant launchpad. “What’re ye waitin’ fer? Ye’ve got untrodden ground to cover. Run! Nova pace!”

Krennak paced, keeping them in line and moving. Kael lost count of how far he and the others ran during the day. They would run for hours then stop and do push-ups, which Krennak called “taking a break.” Then they would run for several more hours. This routine went on for two days: no food, some water, a run, and calisthenics. Krennak made appearances, and his staff of corporals, Ford and Otho, ruled in his absence, keeping Kael and the other recruits hard at work.

Running for days on end wasn’t how he’d imagined himself bringing light into the shadow. It was like he was preparing for more ominous work.

Kael swore to himself Krennak must not need sleep and somehow he had been created by God to make his life miserable. In their limited free time after worship, the recruits would talk about how much they hated Krennak and his corporals. One night, the squad planned how they would hide his body if they killed him, though they would never carry out the thought. All knew the consequences of disobeying the Star. Each bunkhouse had a wall display listing the surest way to punishment. Striking or harming a fellow soldier or superior was featured at the top.

On the third day, Kael rose before daybreak as the march blared. He and the others dressed and formed rank for inspection, expecting another day of the same. 

Krennak was waiting for them, looking as rested and spry as always. “What a pitiful lot we’ve got ’ere. D’ye always look like a bunch o’ half-starved apes lookin’ for mercy? Is that what ye think ye’ll get out there? Mercy?” Krennak paced before them, his gaze sharp. “Tae weak beg. Tae weak break. Tae weak die.” He stopped, leaning close to the nearest recruit, his voice dropping to a growl. “An’ right now, I see corpses wi’ breath in their lungs.”

Kael tensed, frightened to be the first corpse to move.

Krennak’s voice rose again. “But dead men dinne march. So, if ye want to prove me wrong, if ye think ye’re worth tae damn rations, then get up. Move!”

So, they did and ran the entire day with Krennak reminding them how worthless they were and how they would die. Kael’s whole body hurt. Blisters formed on his heels where his boots rubbed. Each step hammered his feet into the hard dirt, and his joints ached. Sweat soaked his clothes in the hot light of Xalthryn’s blue sun.

Stopping them before sunset, Krennak lined them up near the mess tent. “Recruits. Do ye know what time it is?” Krennak paused, staring down the line of recruits. “It wasn’t rhetorical. Answer me.”

“I don’t know what time it is, sir.”

Krennak stepped close to Kael, looking him up and down. “Well, one o’ ye has a voice. Imagine that, apes that speak. Ye bought yerself tae first pass to eat
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