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Warning signals flashed a bright red. Laser fire splattered across his forward view, the energy battling against his shields. His Legion X4 Trident fighter craft couldn’t take much more from the Tyral Pirates bearing down on him from above.

He yanked back, the stick crackling under stress. The stars spun as he veered away from his attackers, flying deeper into the asteroid field, banking and turning as he increased speed. He checked his sensors; three pirates still on his tail, one closer than the others. He risked a glance in his rear view. The pirates in their modified Tridents pursued like bloodhounds catching a fresh scent.

“Could use a little help, Razor,” Austin Stone said under his breath.

Razor engaged a pair of fighters on the far side of the asteroid field. They had split up in the furball of spacecraft that was crashing together during the start of the engagement: Razor taking the four bogeys on the right, Austin zeroing in on the other three. Razor made quick work of the first two pirate craft, knocking them out with missile fire. Austin did the same with the first bogey, but the other two refused to go down.

Four new pirate Tridents appeared, bearing down from the rear. The incoming bogeys were too far away for identification. Austin wondered if one of them might be Scorpion.

“Razor,” he said, pressing the headset microphone closer to his mouth, “we’ve got more bogeys coming in. Looks like they’ve just spawned.”

He glanced at the time; it was almost over.

Pulling the Trident’s power from the shields to the engines, Austin veered his fighter around one of the larger asteroids, nearly skipping across the surface of the massive rock. Crimson lasers flashed past his fighter’s nose, blasting asteroid chunks into space. A little faster and he would be out of sight. When the laser fire stopped, he escaped the enemy’s crosshairs. He slammed his engines into full reverse, spinning the Trident horizontally and bringing his fighter to a full stop. Keying for missile activation, his fingers rested on the trigger. He watched the asteroid spin for a moment before his prey zipped around the edge of the rock. Austin fired.

The cockpit image rocked as the missile shot forward. His enemy had fired off two laser bursts, but it was too late. Austin smiled as the missile struck the enemy’s cockpit and the pirate exploded.

“Nice shot, Rock,” Razor said, his voice surrounded with static.

Austin glanced at the sensors; the four incoming bogeys flew alone. Razor had taken out his two targets and the remaining bogey on his tail. “Good. We’ve got less than two minutes.”

He balanced the power systems, diverting energy back into the shields. He brought the Trident over the giant asteroid. The four incoming pirate fighters flew in a tight formation. He keyed for a twelve o’clock view. Above, sulking behind a perfectly sized asteroid, floated the darkened silhouette of Razor’s Trident. Razor had powered down the fighter to avoid being picked up on a sensor sweep, but left the wings lowered below the fuselage.

Good idea, Austin thought. I’ll draw them out.

He popped his knuckles and rested his right hand on the stick. His fingers flew across the keys, diverting most of the shield power forward while putting the remaining energy into the engines. He glanced down: one missile left. It would be just enough for his plan to work.

The Trident shot forward like a dart and Austin watched his speed reach maximum. Alerted to his presence, the four bogeys split into pairs. One pair maneuvered right while the other remained focused on him. He keyed for missile activation and tried for a lock. The moment his crosshairs settled on the lead fighter, the target craft pulled up. He changed course to match. Two more seconds and he would have him. Despite enemy fire pelting his fighter’s underbelly, he remained trained on his mark.

The warning tone screeched. His display flashed red: Shields were down thirty percent. His crosshairs finally showed a lock; the steady high-pitched buzz of the missile gearing up filled the air. He squeezed the trigger and watched the missile smash into his enemy. The pirate fighter disintegrated, but three more bore down on him.

He pulled back on the stick and turned for safety, speeding towards the same massive rock that had saved him before.

As enemy laser bolts filled the space around him, Austin pulled left and back again, zigzagging across the asteroid field, avoiding spinning rocks and pirate fire. His shields dropped to ten percent. He pressed two keys and shifted all power to the engines and rear shields. The cockpit controls sizzled, sparks showering the display.

Razor erupted from his hiding place, his lasers spitting a lethal red onslaught. The fire shattered into an enemy fighter, sending it twirling into the asteroids. Another craft spun away damaged, crashing into a cloud of smaller rocks. The remaining pirate veered for the safety of an asteroid cluster. Austin changed course to pursue.

He diverted all power into his lasers, leaving his shields with none, and squeezed off two bursts. He missed. The identification of the enemy fighter popped on the display as his crosshairs fell on the target.

“I knew it,” he said.

Scorpion.

“I’m going after him.”

Austin looked at the sensors. Razor’s Trident flew out of position, but he banked left to swing back into the fight. Austin was closer to the final enemy. He blinked away fatigue and sat up in his seat.

“Come on, come on,” Austin said, squeezing off several shots. His damaged Trident strained as he coaxed more power out of the engines.

Scorpion’s Trident reached the asteroid cluster and shot upward, disappearing behind the rocks. Austin pulled back gently on the stick and rested his crosshairs on the top half of the cluster. The moment Scorpion decided to make his big reveal, it would be all over, and they would finally have victory. His pulse quickened. He pressed forward toward the top of the cluster. His fingers rested on the trigger as he waited on Scorpion to fly out into the open. A shadow passed over his crosshairs, and he fired.

An asteroid shattered into pieces. Austin sank into his seat and exhaled, cursing himself for giving away his position.

“Rock,” Razor said, “he’s looped back around the bottom of that cluster! Get out of there!”

His earphones released the familiar high-pitched wail, signaling Scorpion had missile lock. Austin pulled back on the stick and sent the stars spinning. He keyed for a flare in hopes that it would divert the inbound missile. Austin watched the small red dot on his sensors inch closer. He put power into his shields and saw it fluctuating at ten percent. After searching for a solution, he released the stick as the missile made contact and everything went dark.

Austin gazed at the dark green text on the screen:



Game Over


 


 


 

He waited for the session report. When the screen updated, his friend Josh Morris, nicknamed Razor, had eight kills in the ten-minute match. Austin had three. It wasn’t too bad considering it was the elite server. The session report transitioned to the server’s overall standings. The best of the best competed on the elite server and Austin, sitting at number six in the standings, was as good a pilot online as anyone else. Of course, Josh edged him in the standings, currently second only to Scorpion, who boasted thousands of kills without a single defeat. Somehow, Scorpion always showed up when they were having a perfect session.

Austin slipped off his headset and buried his face in his hands. The computer beeped, notifying him of an instant message.

RAZOR: Tough break tonight man.

ROCK: Yeah. You get him?

RAZOR: No. We chased around the ‘roid field for a while, but I couldn’t get him. Session timed out. Nite.

ROCK: Right. See you tomorrow.

Austin logged out and turned off the monitor. He spun his chair around to face his room. A collage of sports posters, spaceships, and bikini-clad women covered the walls, including an eight-by-ten image of the Trident, the best fighter on all the servers. Dirty clothing topped with empty bags of chips and pretzels littered the floor, concealing the carpet. Laundry doesn’t get done on Labor Day weekend.

He sighed. The special online tournament of Star Runners would end at midnight and the weekend would be over. His skin stuck to the back of the old leather chair as he stood and stretched. Kicking over a pile of dirty shirts, he stumbled to the door and walked down the hall.

The dark living room flickered in the blue light of late-night television. His mother was slumped on the couch, one leg draped over the coffee table while the other was stretched on the armrest. A melting carton of ice cream sat on the side table. It squished as he picked it up.

“Cal? Is that you?”

Austin winced. “No, Mom. Just me.”

She mumbled and tucked in her legs. Austin placed the ice cream in the freezer, grabbed a grape-flavored Popsicle and closed the door. Shuffling his feet across the carpet, he ignored the fact he had to go back to school tomorrow. He picked up the blanket from behind the couch and placed it over his mother. She murmured.

He sat in the recliner and flipped stations, passing the nightly dramas and ending on the news. According to the weather lady, it would be a stormy week. Perfect.

Austin turned the TV off and looked at his sleeping mother. He stood and stretched. The clock ticked above the fireplace and rang the bell to announce it was eleven o’clock. He exhaled and went to his room, leaving Mom in the living room.

As he shut the door, he glanced at his computer. He looked at the alarm clock, then back at the computer. Josh is at the top of the standings, and Austin had settled for sixth.

One more game won’t hurt.

* * *
 

The alarm clock set off a muffled buzz. Austin rolled over to hit snooze but knocked the clock to the carpeted floor, his dirty laundry cushioning the fall. He grumbled, swinging his legs out from beneath the covers. He rubbed his eyes and leaned over to silence the alarm. As he stood, his tired reflection in the mirror stared back. His brown hair hung over eyes half shut. Dryness invaded his mouth. His elbow ached. He must have slept with his mouth hanging open and his arm off the edge of the bed.

After a shower, Austin inched down the hallway. He stopped when he reached the kitchen. Mom sat at the table, staring into a bowl of soggy cereal. Her sandy-colored hair tangled in swirls and curls as it fell away from her head. She wore the same red T-shirt and tattered gray sweatpants as the day before. She gazed at him with bloodshot eyes for a moment before smiling.

“Good morning.”

Austin walked into the room, his socks sliding across cracked linoleum. “Morning.”

He grabbed a breakfast bar with one hand and a glass in the other. Rubbing his elbow, he poured some milk and collapsed into the chair across from her. She studied him with light blue eyes.

“How late were you up last night?”

“I don’t know.” He crunched on the bar, tasting the sweetness of the strawberry center.

“What do you mean, ‘I don’t know’?’”

“I mean I don’t know. I didn’t check the time.”

She pointed at his face. “You need to take better care of yourself, young man. You need to keep your grades up and stay healthy for ball in the spring.”

“I’m seventeen, Mom, give me a break.”

“Don’t give me that. If I didn’t say anything, you’d never leave that game. You’d still be in there. I sometimes wish your father had never bought you that computer.”

She grimaced and stared at him for a moment. With worry creased between her eyes, she reached over the table and placed her soft hands over his. “I shouldn’t have said that, honey.”

Austin grabbed his milk and drained it. “I have to go. I’ll be late for school.”

He left her sitting alone with her rapidly dissolving cereal and lukewarm milk.

* * *
 

The dull roar of the lunchroom surrounded him. The noise increased, each student yelling over the other. Laughter mixed with hushed profanity. School gossip spread around the tables. Austin sat with Josh on the far side of the lunchroom under the stained skylight. They sat in the designated area all seniors congregated to.

Josh engulfed his second sandwich and grabbed a dozen chips, hurling them into his mouth. He glanced around the room as if he was waiting for something more exciting to happen. His leg bounced like a jackhammer under the table, his muscular frame barely fitting into the blue plastic chair. With his closely cropped hair and sharp blue eyes, Josh looked like a poster-boy for a military recruitment center.

“You gonna eat that?” Josh asked, reaching for Austin’s bag of pretzels.

“Go ahead.”

Stealing the pretzels, Josh leaned back. Austin stared out the window at the sunlight. Beams of light shined down from the skylight, creating shimmering pools on the tile floors.

“You ready for the game this weekend?” Austin asked.

“I guess so,” Josh said and shrugged. He might be the best player in the region and one of the most prominent to play at Central High School, but he never cared too much about the game. “You coming?”

“Sure, I’ll be there.”

Josh glanced over his shoulder and leaned forward. “You up for Star Runners tonight?”

He grinned.

When they both bought Star Runners, it had been on the market for almost a year. The game’s popularity soared at first, and everyone at school talked about it. No longer a popular topic, Austin and Josh kept their addiction to themselves.

“Sure, I think I could fit it in.”

“Fit what in?”

Josh’s eyes grew wide as Nicole Snell plopped down in the chair next to him, leaning on his shoulder. Her brown hair frizzed from her head, bouncing on her shoulders like it was alive. Her neon pink shirt glowed so bright it looked electrified, but the strength of her perfume quickly overpowered her fluorescent shirt.

“Nothing, Nicole,” Josh said, the energy leaving his face.

Nicole had followed Josh most of the year, always appearing just as he talked about Star Runners. She asked him another question just as a slap echoed across the lunchroom. Yellow and brown banana fragments launched into the air and landed on their table. Josh slammed his hands down and spun around. Banana oozed down his back, saturating his shirt. Austin stared, not sure what had happened.

Josh marched toward the source of the flying food. The table with the wrestling team and their girlfriends was bursting with laughter. Josh stopped and spoke to one of the team’s best wrestlers, Walt Taylor, a beast of a student with arms thick as tree trunks.

“What’s he doing?” Nicole asked.

“Shhh.” Austin stood and walked toward his friend.

Josh lifted a lunch tray from the table, dumping the warmed cafeteria meatloaf and mashed potatoes on Walt’s head. Walt stood and tackled Josh. The two fell to the floor and out of sight as all the students in the lunch room stood and cheered.

“Fight! Fight! Fight!”

Austin ran through the crowd until Coach Hearn stood in his path.

“Don’t even think about it,” he said in a deep voice.

The administrators descended on the fight scene like concerned mother hens and pulled apart the two athletes. The lunch room cheered and screamed as if willing the fight to continue. Students jostled past Austin for a better view as debates started over who had won the scuffle.

Talk of this fight would last well beyond lunch period.

* * *
 

“I heard he’s going to be suspended for like a week,” Kadyn Joyce said, turning her car into Austin’s neighborhood. “Can’t believe I missed the whole thing.”

Austin snorted. “Wasn’t much to see unless you were close. I should have followed him right away. I feel like I let him down.”

“How could you have known he was going to go all Rambo in the lunch room?” Kadyn shook her head, her brown hair draping onto her shoulders. She turned up the radio and swayed as the music blared from the speakers. She closed her hazel eyes at a stop sign and used her cell phone as a microphone to sing along with the radio. Austin smiled and wondered what he would be doing if his friend didn’t give him rides after school. He could ride the bus, but only the biggest losers did that their senior year. Kadyn had always been there throughout high school, and she seemed happy to help.

The Honda had sat in the garage untouched since his father died. It needed a transmission and new tires, probably a paint job too since the champagne color now looked more like a rusted gray. Austin didn’t know how he would pay for any of it. The baseball season chewed up half his year and left no time for steady work. He’d worked last fall at the nearby farmer’s market, loading pumpkins for Halloween and Christmas trees after Thanksgiving. He managed to save some money, but not enough for a car plus insurance. And gas. And maintenance.

“Is Josh going to miss the opening game?”

He sighed. He hadn’t thought about this week’s opening game against South. With Josh out three days, he wouldn’t be able to practice Tuesday, Wednesday, or Thursday. Coach Pennington might not even let him play Friday.

“Don’t know. Guess we’ll find out.”

Kadyn turned down his street. “How’s your mom?”

Austin blinked and stared at the mailboxes going past the window. The wind touched his face. “Fine.”

She eyed him before turning back to the road. “If there’s anything you need, you let me know.”

“I know.”

They pulled into his driveway. Austin popped the door open before the car stopped.

“Thanks for the ride.”

“What are you doing this weekend?”

Austin swung his backpack over his right shoulder. Kadyn leaned over the passenger side seat.

“I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

“Well,” she leaned back and put the car in reverse. “Call me if you do anything.”

The car backed out of the driveway. Austin watched her drive away.

After walking through the front door, Austin turned into his father’s office and paused.

Without thinking, he wanted to tell Dad about what happened with Josh. He wanted to tell him about the fight and all the happenings of this week. He stood in the office doorway for a long moment. The keepsakes from Dad’s coworkers still lined the desk as they did before he quit his job, when cancer made continuing impossible. A photo of Austin and his father took up a large portion of the desk. He walked over and gripped the photo, pulling it close.

Dad was much younger, and Austin was five. They stood on a beach, their hair blowing in the wind.

He set the frame back on the table.

“Austin? Is that you?”

Austin wiped at his face and cleared his throat. “Yeah, Mom, I’m here.”

He walked into the living room. Mom sat in the recliner. A trashy talk show squawked in the background, a guest screaming a profanity-laced speech.

“How are you, honey?”

“Fine.” Austin sat on the couch.

“Anything happen at school today?”

He chuckled. “Josh got suspended from school.”

“What? Why?”

Austin told the story of the cafeteria battle. Later, over macaroni and cheese, hot dogs, and chocolate pudding, he finished the story, omitting the part where he attempted to rush to the rescue.

* * *
 

After dinner, Austin took out the trash. He wheeled the reeking can out of the garage and set it next to the house. He leaned against the brick and looked up.

He gazed at the deep blue sky as it transitioned to darkness. The stars came out for their nightly display. He watched one move slowly and figured it must be a satellite. He dreamed of being up there.

He thought of his homework. School had started two weeks ago, and the teachers were already piling it on. He had to complete two essays, a lab assignment, and read three chapters of history by Monday. Of course, he also had math homework, and he started work at the farmer’s market Sunday afternoon.

His cell phone vibrated, startling him. He glanced at the display and accepted the call.

“Hey man, how’s the heavyweight champion?”

“Funny,” Josh grumbled. “I knew you’d be a smart ass.”

“Seriously, you okay?”

Josh exhaled into the phone hard enough to cause static. “I guess. More ticked about getting suspended than anything else.”

“A week?”

“Three days.”

“Sorry.”

“Me, too.”

Austin paused. “Sorry I didn’t have your back today. I was behind you, but not close enough.”

“That’s no big deal. Forget it.”

The tension in his chest left. “Next time, tell me you’re planning on attacking someone in the middle of a cafeteria and I’ll back you up.”

Josh laughed. “I didn’t know I was going to do that.”

Austin walked into the grass, and it tickled his feet. “So what are you going to do with your little vacation?”

“Get to the top of our server. Wouldn’t you do the same?”

“I guess I would.” Austin thought about spending three uninterrupted days racking up kills and statistics. “You might actually do it.”

“Did you still want to play Star Runners tonight?”

Austin shrugged and moved toward the house. “You don’t have any plans tonight? I thought you were taking out Nicole.”

“Not funny. With what happened to me today, I’m grounded. About all I’ll be doing for the next few days is playing online. Dad’s pretty mad about this whole thing and even madder I’m missing three days of practice.”

“Can you play this week?”

“Team rule is if you don’t practice, you don’t play. I don’t know. Coach is not too happy, either. Maybe I’ll get in later. Who knows?”

“All right, man. I’m up for a little Star Runners. Give me a few minutes and I’ll log in.”

Josh hung up. Despite the fact he’d fought at school and got suspended, all Josh cared about was getting more game time.

Closing his eyes, Austin rested his head against the cool brick of the house. Mom had spent another day at home. Ever since she quit her nursing job at the hospital to take care of Dad, she never left the house.

He opened his eyes and stared at the sky as a shooting star passed overhead.
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The cool air whistled through Kadyn’s car windows. The smell of freshly cut grass swept in, and the drone of lawnmowers mixed with the buzz of leaf blowers.

“Josh’s coming back to school tomorrow, right?” Kadyn asked.

“Yeah, I called him yesterday to see how the forced vacation was. He sounded tired. Wish I could be worn out from three days off.”

She laughed. “You don’t want three days off that way!”

She turned left and veered onto Austin’s street. He lifted his hand and held it out the window, allowing the air to lift his arm like flaps on a plane.

“Why is it short weeks always seem longer?” he asked.

“Dunno, but they do.”

Austin’s house came into view. In the driveway, Mom shuffled back toward the house. She wore a bathrobe and torn bedroom slippers. She slid her feet across the pavement as she flipped through the mail.

He turned down the radio. “Keep going.”

“What?”

“Drive past my house,” he said, leaning back in the seat.

He glanced at Mom as the car passed. Her hair curled and tangled away from her head like an animal had made a nest inside. She barely lifted her feet and looked as if she could have been eighty years old.

He sighed.

“Where do you want me to go?” Kadyn asked as the car continued away from his house.

Austin shuddered.

She reached down and touched his hand. “I’ll drive around for a while, ‘K?”

Austin sat in silence, watching the neighborhood pass. The car went around the large curve near the neighborhood lake. Kaydn stopped near an empty tennis court and shut off the engine. He leaned back in his seat and stared at the cloudless blue sky.

“Thanks.”

She shrugged. “What are friends for?”

He listened to the birds singing. “I saw a shooting star the other night.”

“Really? Never seen one.”

“Yeah. Made me think about Dad.”

She placed her hand on his shoulder. “Are you all right?”

He nodded.

“I hadn’t seen your mom since the funeral.”

Austin snorted. “Not many have.”

“The night shift will do that to people.”

He blinked. “Nightshift?”

“Didn’t she go back to the hospital?”

“No. She ran out of leave time. They replaced her, but I don’t think she even tried to go back. She just sits at home. She cries a lot. It’s like I lost them both at the same time.”

She squeezed his shoulder. “That must be tough.”

He looked at her. Her hair, rustled by the wind, blew past her ears and glowed in the afternoon sunlight. With her eyebrows arched and her lips slightly parted, she either wanted to say something or was waiting for him to say something brilliant. He grinned and gently squeezed her hand.

“Thanks. I just didn’t want you to see her like that; that’s all.”

She smiled and nodded. “I understand. I’ll take you back.”

* * *
 

Austin woke Friday morning with a pain in his stomach. As he sat up in bed, his gut bubbled, and he felt like running for the bathroom. A dry, acidic taste filled his mouth, and his tongue was swollen like an overused sponge. Empty bags of chips and crushed cola cans littered his computer desk.

He laughed. While fighting Tyral Pirates online until long past midnight, he ate nothing but cheese-flavored chips.

Reaching his hands above his head, he stretched and felt the soreness from sitting in his computer chair for eight hours. The missions against his online opponents had, after all, been worth it. His overall skill score had increased three hundred and ten points. Playing on the “sortie” server wouldn’t gain him as much experience as dogfighting on the elite server, but he could also lose points on the elite server every time he died. On the sortie server, he flew alongside strangers for most of the night save for a few exceptions.

The “dogfight” server held unforgiving competition, especially at the upper echelon level where he and Josh flew. Pilots had to reach a certain level of flying prowess to compete on the elite server. Every time you lost a fighter, your points decreased. A pilot could survive a poor session, but could eventually get booted. Playing on the elite server was not relaxing.

He got out of bed and walked over to the computer. Booting up the game, he collapsed into the chair with a grunt.

“You awake?”

Austin spun his chair around. “Morning, Mom.”

“Good morning to you, too.” She tilted her head to the side. “I came in to see you last night, but your speakers were up so loud I didn’t think you heard me.”

“I was playing online.”

“I figured. Don’t hurt your ears doing that.”

“I won’t,” he sighed.

“Josh called last night and said your phone went straight to voicemail. I told him I could get you, but he said he would just see you today at school.”

“Sounds good.”

She lingered for a moment in his doorway before walking away.

Locking his fingers together, he pulled back until they popped. Let’s see how the standings are shaping up on the elite server before I get ready for school.

“Oh, man.”

His mouth hung open like a caught fish. The standings glowed on the screen, and he stared in silence. He had slipped a ranking, probably the result of playing on the sortie server last night. But he didn’t care about that as much as the other numbers. Since he had achieved the right to compete with the elite, one call sign always loomed at the top of the chart: Scorpion.

Now, a different but familiar call sign took the top spot: Razor.

Josh had done it.

Austin didn’t know how, but his friend had become the top pilot on the server while he had fallen to fourth. He logged out.

He brushed his teeth and got ready for school, wondering how Josh managed to catapult his scores past the legendary Scorpion.

* * *
 

The air in the house was stale. Mom stretched out across the couch.

“Hi, sweetie,” she said, flipping through the mail.

“Hi.” He tossed his bag onto the floor.

He raided the pantry, grabbing a bag of chips and a cola from the refrigerator, and walked back to his room. Kicking dirty laundry across the floor, he stepped to his computer and moved the mouse. The screen flickered and came to life. He didn’t care about homework. He wanted to play Star Runners.

He launched the game. The familiar loading image of the Legion X4 Trident fighters clashing with Interceptors from the Zahl Empire flashed onto the monitor. The Tridents, their wings stretching downward and forward from the side of the craft, bore down on their horseshoe-shaped foe. He hadn’t battled with Zahlian forces in a while. The servers focused the Legion forces on Tyral Pirate craft all the time. Although a different challenge existed when facing the pirate forces, he missed the skill of the computer-controlled Zahl fighters.

The neon green bar at the bottom of the image crept across the screen as the game loaded. Waiting, he munched on the chips and took a few gulps of his drink. He propped his feet up on the desk and leaned back. He heard his mother watching television from the other room, so he slipped on his earphones Dad had given him for Christmas two years back.

He smiled and pushed away the memory.

The old joystick with the cracked black plastic on the handle sat next to the keyboard, and he calibrated it for play when the load screen disappeared. A dark screen with the game’s title, Star Runners, in a shining silver font, replaced the load screen. The star field drifted beneath the options. He considered logging onto the “sorties” server and doing a couple of missions. He liked the “dogfight” server, but sometimes he wanted a different objective than killing everything in sight.

Cranking the volume on his earphones, he decided to proceed with a nice Legion-assigned escort mission and see if he could protect the civilians from a Tyral Pirate attack.

The game launched, and he disappeared into another world.

* * *
 

The sunlight hurt his eyes. He shielded himself with his left hand while rummaging through his bag with the other. The school needed more windows. The afternoon light shocked his system after being inside all day under flickering fluorescent lights.

He found his sunglasses and blinked several times.

Students milled near the doorways while others made a mad dash for the parking lot. Conversations centered on plans for the weekend. A large group of guys spoke about seeing a movie. A collection of poor saps shuffled toward the line of buses roaring and rattling to life as they prepared to file out of school for the final time that week. At the far end of the school, Kadyn walked out carrying several books. She wore large black sunglasses. Austin swung his bag over his shoulder and strolled toward her as the breeze touched his face.

The school day had gone by fast. His teachers didn’t give any homework, but his math teacher, Mr. Abney, threatened a pop quiz on Monday. He didn’t plan on studying Sunday night, not after seeing the scores Josh had posted online. Because of a meeting with his football coaches, Josh did not come to the lunchroom that day, so Austin spent the period listening to Nicole drone on about her weekend plans. He avoided sharing his own. A movie in history class ended out the day, courtesy of Mr. Roell.

The movie discussed the first seafaring vessels that embarked on journeys into unknown waters to discover faraway lands. The Spanish swept through South America, bringing war and disease. Austin daydreamed about massive war galleons doing battle on the ocean with dozens of cannons sending metal crashing into their enemy.

Like most things, the movie made him want to play online and create battles of his own.

Kadyn waved when she saw him leaving the building. The afternoon sunlight beamed down golden rays through the cloud cover, illuminating her brown hair. She smiled and pulled the books to her chest.

“Hey you,” she said.

“Hey.”

He reached out a hand and blinked.

“Oh, my books? Thank you.”

“Chivalry is not dead.” He tucked the books under his arm. “Have you seen Josh today?”

Kadyn ran her fingers through her hair, tucking the wild strands behind her ear. “I saw him talking to Coach Pennington earlier, but that was around lunch time.”

“Oh,” he said, turning to survey the parking lot. “You ready to go?”

“Austin!”

Josh jogged through the cars.

“Hey!” he yelled. “We were just talking about you.”

Josh caught his breath. Sweat glistened on his forehead as he nodded to Kadyn. As usual, Josh wasn’t carrying a book bag home for the weekend.

“So, where you been?” Austin asked.

Josh’s blue eyes went wide and darted toward Kadyn. “Uh, well, I had a busy day coming back from my suspension.”

Austin followed his gaze. “It’s okay, man. She’s cool.”

Josh nodded. “Cool. You guys want to go get a snack or something? I have a lot to tell you.”

“It’s okay with me, I guess.” He turned to Kadyn. “I’m not the one who has to drive there, though. It’s Kadyn’s gas.”

Kadyn rolled her eyes. “It’s Friday. Let’s go.”

* * *
 

The coffee shop looked like every other in town. Dark browns mixed with aqua blues and light greens on the walls. Retro photos hung in crisp black and white. Austin’s gaze lingered on a photograph of Marilyn Monroe standing over a street vent as she tried to prevent her skirt from flying up. The smell of coffee permeated the air and seeped into his clothes. He ordered a fruit drink and bought Kadyn a sweet roll. She cleared her throat as he gazed at Marilyn, so he turned his attention back to Josh, who walked back with his coffee.

“Got to fuel up for tonight,” he said with a grin.

“Oh, you got big plans since you can’t play in the game?” Kadyn asked, chewing on her sweet roll.

Josh slumped his shoulders and frowned. “Uh, not really.”

Austin chuckled. “I told you; she’s cool.”

Kadyn looked between the two of them. “Oh, God, you guys are playing that game on a Friday night?”

“Why not?” Josh asked.

“She’s kidding,” Austin said, sipping on his drink. He winced, unsure what flavor he had ordered.

She cocked her head, clicking her tongue against her teeth. “Only a little, but I can’t judge if I’ve never played.”

Austin looked at her. “You should try it sometime.”

She eyed him. “Maybe I will.”

The life returned to Josh’s face, and he leaned in close. “It’s actually the game I want to talk to you about.”

“What about it?” Austin asked.

Josh looked over his shoulder as if disclosing a state secret. “I’ve been playing a little the past three days and something happened.”

“You broke your computer.” Austin glanced at Kadyn. “Seriously, this guy took his suspension and played the game for almost seventy hours straight.”

“Jeez, don’t you ever pee?” she asked.

They laughed and Josh leaned back, his eyebrows raised. “Oh yeah? Well, maybe I won’t tell you my news.”

Austin repressed his laughter. “Go ahead. I want to know how in the world you passed Scorpion. I didn’t think that guy would ever fall to second.”

“I didn’t think so, either. I played seven straight sessions and fought off a mix of Tridents and modified Tyral Pirate Craft. They just kept coming.”

“Seven sessions?” Austin asked. “Back-to-back? How’d you balance your power levels?”

Josh set his drink down and grinned. “I’d take out two from a distance with the missiles and try to scrap close with the guns until my power was down fifty percent. ’Then I’d jet back to the largest rock I could find and let the cells recharge.”

Kadyn held up her hand from the sweet roll. “What are you guys talking about?”

Austin frowned. “Sorry.”

“Uh, yeah,” Josh said as his leg bounced under the table. “It’s a great game.”

“He’s doing really well,” Austin said. “He’s got enough kills to be number one on the server.”

Kadyn shrugged and focused on her sweet roll. Austin nodded for Josh to proceed.

“So I was on a roll, right? Racking up kill after kill and hardly taking a scratch.”

“That’s ‘cause you were playing in the middle of the day on a Wednesday.”

“That doesn’t matter, and you know it,” Josh snapped.

“So, you guys fly these ships in the game?” Kadyn asked without interest.

“Yeah,” Austin said with a nod. “There are different servers, but we play mostly on the elite. It’s like an online club where you get kicked out if you suck.”

“Yeah,” Josh laughed, “but we don’t suck.”

“I see,” Kadyn said, rolling her eyes.

“You could play, too,” Josh said. “Girls can be pretty good.”

“That’s the most sexist thing I’ve ever heard,” Kadyn said, still focused on her sweet roll. “There’s probably tons of girls on that server and you don’t even know it.”

“I doubt it,” Josh said, leaning forward. “So anyway, I was racking up these kills for the first two days. I really didn’t pay a lot of attention to my scores because I’d just play another round right after another. I was grounded so what else could I do? Then, Mom and Dad came home from work on Thursday and wanted to have this big family meeting about how I shouldn’t fight in school, how I could get kicked off the team and that a one-game suspension could jeopardize my scholarship potential, blah, blah, blah.”

Josh took two sips of coffee and stared at the wall. Austin followed his gaze and saw Marilyn.

“And?” Austin said, nudging Josh’s shoulder.

“Yeah, so I logged off and went through the lecture with my parents. When I logged back on before I was going to bed, I had an incoming transmission.”

“A what?” Kadyn asked.

“It means a message ‘in game,’” Austin said. “If Josh and I were on at the same time, we could send messages like texts. Sometimes the game will also make announcements that way.”

Josh backhanded Austin’s arm. “Right! So this message was from the game when I was logged in.”

“So?”

He crossed his arms and leaned back. “I’ve been offered a chance at a scholarship.”

Austin felt the air leave the room.

His mother made no attempt at hiding the fact he would have to struggle to afford college. His father’s life insurance policy had allowed them to pay off family debt, but not much more. While he was a good catcher for the baseball team, no colleges had contacted him other than the local community college with a partial scholarship.

“What do you mean?” Kadyn asked.

Josh’s head rocked as he allowed a tight smile. “Now you’re interested.”

She leaned over the table. “It doesn’t make any sense. It’s a scam.”

“Nope,” he said. “I got an email saying I’ve been selected for a prestigious scholarship to attend this private school in San Francisco on a probationary basis. A recruiter is coming by my house to meet with me and my parents on Sunday afternoon.”

“For real?” Austin asked.

“I told you it was good news.”

“But all you’re doing is playing a game,” Kadyn said. “What does that have to do with school?”

“Look, man, I don’t know. The message gave me a number to call and said I was being considered for a scholarship to this school. You know I hadn’t made up my mind on where to go anyway.”

“What’s the name of this school?” Austin asked.

“LSE San Francisco.”

“LSD?”

“No, stupid, L. S. E. Stands for ‘Lobera School of Excellence’ or something like that. It’s an elite private college.”

“Never heard of it,” Kadyn said.

“Doesn’t mean anything.”

Austin laughed. “It sounds like a school for medieval re-enactors or something. I still don’t understand why you’re getting this for playing a game.”

“Oh, I got placed in a drawing for being number one on the server. That’s all. I got lucky. The guy said I had a good GPA and a good record.”

“He knew that already?”

“Records aren’t hard for these colleges to get if they really want to know,” Josh said and stood. “Look, I hate to cut this short, but my folks are still keeping me on a short leash after what happened this week.”

Austin finished his drink. “It’s cool. I’ll see you online later.”

Josh waltzed out of the coffee house.

“Doesn’t this sound like one of those emails you get from some prince in a third-world country who can’t get access to his money?” Kadyn asked in a low voice.

“You mean the ones that will give you three million just to check an email or something stupid like that?”

“Yep. I never heard of someone getting a full scholarship to anywhere for playing a video game.”

Austin sighed. “Me, either. It’d be sweet, though.”
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On Sunday, before setting about doing his chores, Austin searched the Internet. There had to be some evidence of this Lobera School of Excellence in San Francisco. The main LSE Website required a login and password just to view details about the school. Apparently, the school worked through individual recruiters. A few hits on the search engine turned up references to people’s online resumes and applications, but nothing else.

Several hits on his search mentioned affiliate schools in Saint Charles in Missouri, Fairport in New York, and Bristol in Virginia. He had never heard of any of these towns before. One blog mentioned a Lobera-related school in South Georgia near Savannah. He thought about Josh’s meeting with the recruiter.

Austin’s cell phone rang, so he hurried to his room, slammed the door, and plopped onto his bed so hard he bounced. He answered the call, and Josh’s voice shot out.

“Austin! We’re done!”

Loud voices and rock music mixed in the background as Austin strained to hear.

“I can’t hear you very well. Where are you?”

“We’re celebrating at The Bull. You want to come join us?”

His stomach dropped. “I don’t have a car, remember?”

“Oh sorry. Anyway, I got it, and I’m taking it!”

“The scholarship?”

“Yeah, what do you think? It’s a full ride, and I can start at the first of the year.”

Austin inhaled. “First of the year? What about high school?”

“That’s the best part. I have enough credits to go ahead and start college if I want to. Any remaining credits I need can be done at my new school as joint enrollment.”

Austin swallowed. “That’s great, man. I’m happy for you. So what’s the deal?”

“It’s like a boarding school. I have to get a pass to leave on the weekends, but the school has educated some of the best in the world. They don’t accept many each year, so I feel lucky.”

Both paused for a moment before Josh cut through the silence. “I’ve never been farther west than Mississippi and now I’m going to school in San Francisco for free.”

Austin buried his face in his free hand. “I can’t believe you get to leave.”

“Yeah, I’m leaving two days after Christmas so I can move in and be ready to start the spring semester.”

“So what’s so great about this school?”

“You mean other than the fact that it’s free?” Josh said. He paused, saying something inaudible to someone nearby before he returned. “Anyway, people throughout history have received the best undergraduate education from this school. They didn’t provide specific details, but Lobera has graduates in the top levels of government and the private sector.”

“So the recruiter really turned your head? Be careful of those kinds of people.”

“I’ll be careful. I’m on probation the first semester. If it doesn’t work out, they send me home. Hey, ask your mom if you can come out to meet us for dinner or at least dessert.”

Austin gazed out his bedroom window. “I can’t. We’ll catch up later. I’m really happy for you.”

“Thanks, buddy. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

“Have a great time celebrating.”

The call disconnected. Austin dropped his phone on the computer desk. He stared out the window and watched a flutter of wind jostle the leaves.

Right now, Josh was celebrating his scholarship with his parents, probably talking about the future. Other students Austin talked to at school spoke of colleges and universities they would attend next year. He always changed the subject or remained silent. Whenever he was asked, he replied with uncertainty about where he would go to college or said he was narrowing down his choices. It had been the same answer for three years now.

It had been different with Josh. They never spoke about college. Instead of talking about math, geometry, and scholarships, they discussed comics, games, and movies. Hanging out with Josh had been a true escape from the rest of the world. After Dad had died, flying side-by-side in their Tridents through an asteroid field allowed him to disappear from his empty, silent house. His father’s deep voice no longer echoed down the hall. The energy he used to bring home would never come again. When Mom cried, Austin welcomed the earphones as he played Star Runners. There was never any need to talk about the future.

How could this game take his best friend away? And not just away, but across the country? Worse, what would Austin do after graduation? He didn’t want things to change. He had been glad to have another year of high school to figure it out. Now he couldn’t ignore the fact he had no plans beyond high school.

He rested his face in his hands, suppressing the lump in his throat. Mom wanted him to go to the local community college, but he would have to go into debt. Dad would have known what to do, what to say.

“Austin?”

He jolted forward and rested his elbows on his desk. He wiped at his face, pretending to take notes on a sticky note.

“What?”

His mother walked in. “I thought I heard you on the phone,” she said. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

Her bedroom slippers kicked through the dirty laundry on the floor. His old bed, the bed his father grew up using, creaked as she sat down. For several moments, she just sat there.

“If you need to talk, I’m here.”

Austin slid his fingers across his face. “Nothing to talk about.”

“Yes, there is. I heard about Josh.”

He leaned back in the chair. “Yeah, he called.”

“Mrs. Morris called me about the same time you were on the phone.”

“Oh.”

Mom reached forward and touched his shoulder. “Look at me.”

He turned the chair around, but wouldn’t make eye contact.

“I know he’s your best friend and I haven’t been there for you.” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “Don’t give up. We’re going to find a way. I promise. You need to buckle down, and I’ll start looking for work. You will go to college or do whatever it is you want to do, all right?”

Thoughts of Dad waiting for him after baseball games filled his mind for some reason. Dad always came to the fence behind the dugout to tell him “good hit” or “nice play.” Being a catcher, it took time to put on his equipment. As he did so, Dad always found the right words to say at the right time. Austin hadn’t heard those right words in a long time.

Grandpa used to visit a couple of times a year before he passed away. Austin remembered watching Mom and Grandpa sit on the back porch while they sipped on sweet tea. They talked for hours into the night.

Austin cleared his throat. “Who did you talk to when Grandpa died?”

She frowned, her face crumpling. She brought her hands to her face, sitting in silence with her face obscured until she whispered, “I talked to your father.”

Until that moment, he’d never thought of his mother being alone. He’d complained to the world about his luck and cursed fate, but he’d never considered thinking about what she had been through, the man she had lost. He stood and embraced her.

They cried as the leaves waved outside the window.
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A Christmas song performed by a chorus played on the old stereo in Austin’s living room. The colorful lights twinkled, reflecting rays of rainbows off picture frames on the wall. A dozen wrapped gifts were lined in a row under the tree. Josh placed his present in the front before plopping onto the couch.

Flurries fell past the window.

Austin looked back to his friend, who stared at the Christmas tree.

“This is the big week, eh?”

Josh grumbled, “I guess it is.”

“You going to see your grandparents tomorrow?”

“Yeah, then I’m leaving the day after Christmas. Mom and Dad wanted to spend some time with me and drive me to San Francisco. Cheaper that way, right?”

“I suppose so. When do classes start?”

“The fifth.” Josh raised his eyebrows. “You know I get computer access from my dorm? We can still play Star Runners, Skype, do whatever.”

Austin smiled. “That would be cool.”

He walked to the Christmas tree, his feet scuffing the carpet. The ornaments all carried memories. A collector’s edition of the Star Runners’ Trident fighter hung from one branch, its wings in a downward position as if ready to attack. A gold lightning bolt spread the length of the fighter, splitting the blue paint. On the branch below it, a Zahlian Imperial Interceptor with black and red colors, swayed as if fleeing the attack. He sighed. Both were gifts from Dad following long business trips.

“I always thought those things were so cool,” Josh said, touching the Trident fighter with his index finger. “Why don’t you open your present? My parents want me back soon.”

“Oh, okay.” Austin picked up the package for Josh. “This is from me and Mom.” Then Austin sat on the floor and tore apart the ornament-covered wrapping paper. He didn’t recognize the black box as he tossed the crumpled paper to the side. He turned it over and saw a graphic novel based on the Star Runners’ universe taped to the side.

“Cool!”

He pulled back the rest of the paper, revealing a Flight Explorer joystick officially endorsed by the Star Runners game.

“This is too much,” Austin said. “I don’t, uh, I don’t know what to say.”

Josh shrugged. “It’s cool. You always complained about that old joystick. I’ve seen you play a couple times. You’re pretty rough on the thing. This stick’ll hold up even for you.” He turned to his present. “Whatta we have here?”

“Like I said; it’s not much.”

Josh tore past the wrapping paper, revealing a dark green satchel with Josh’s initials stenciled on the top. “Cool! It’s like a military bag, right?”

Austin exhaled. “Yeah, we thought it would come in handy for your books and whatnot.”

Josh held the satchel in the air like a tournament prize. “Thanks, man.”

Austin nodded and placed his presents on the coffee table.

“Well, I guess you better get going unless you want a drink or something to eat?”

“Wish I could, but I have to go.”

Josh stood and grabbed his leather jacket. His car keys jingled and fell to the floor. As he picked up the keys, he turned to Austin. “I know the past few months have been super crazy. With football winding down, we didn’t get to hang out that much.”

Austin shrugged. “I don’t care about that.”

“I know you don’t, but I need to say it anyway.” He swallowed, his brow wrinkled in thought. “You’re my best friend. I’m going to miss you.”

He lumbered across the living room and hugged Austin.

“I’ll be in touch. I’ll give you a call when I get there.”

He turned and left through the front door.

Austin sat on the couch, staring at nothing. He thought of waking Mom, but she was sleeping for once instead of watching mindless television. Since she started her medical assisting job after Thanksgiving, she hadn’t wasted time doing anything but housework, giving Austin rides to his job at the fruit stand, and going to work.

Mom planned on making breakfast for Christmas tomorrow, and they would spend the morning opening presents. There would be no visitors, parties, or events. It would be a quiet day.

Austin watched the wind tussle with the trees outside. He took a deep breath and released it. The couch engulfed him. Propping his feet up, he locked his fingers behind his head and leaned back farther. He thought of all the events during the past year and knew the next year would be different. Everyone he had known in the past four years of high school would scatter like grains of sand in the wind searching for their own paths in life. Kadyn would probably go to the local college. Josh would be on the West Coast. And Austin didn’t know where he would be.

He cleared his throat and sat forward. Deciding on his life path wasn’t a decision he’d make on Christmas Eve. He smiled. Unplugging the tree lights and grabbing his new joystick, he walked back to his room, suppressing a yawn. He wasn’t ready to sleep. With a jiggle to the mouse, his computer fluttered to life, and he plugged in the massive joystick. The new plastic smell filled the air. He rested his hand on the stick and squeezed the trigger.

Sweet.

He rolled his head twice while the computer finished coming alive and then double-clicked the Star Runners icon on his desktop.

The images of the Star Runners’ universe flashed as the game loaded: Legion Tridents dogfighting Zahl Interceptors, Tyral Pirates firing on Legion freighters, and chaotic space battles full of laser fire and missiles.

While he waited, Austin checked out the graphic novel Josh had given him. The red words ““Rodon’s Wrath”“ flared across the top in a massive, bold font. As he flipped through the book, he marveled at the colorful illustrations bringing Star Runners to life. The Legion forces consisted of noble warriors, who fought the evil Tyral Pirates led by the infamous Dax Rodon. The graphic novel played off of the recent Tyral Pirate expansion for the main game. Legion Trident fighters fought off waves of Tyral Pirates attacking a freighter convoy, but Dax Rodon, of course, escaped to terrorize Quadrant Eight another day.

Austin grinned.

The game had nearly finished loading. Perhaps he would fly some missions and could take down Dax Rodon’s motley crew of pirates. To play the expansion, though, he’d have to fly sortie missions, and he would rather work on his elite server score.

When the start-up screen appeared, Josh’s call sign, Razor, was listed as offline.

He logged onto the elite server without his wingman. Since it was Christmas Eve, the servers held little competition. The game siphoned through several screens as Austin waited with his feet propped on the desk.

The “dogfight” server boasted fifteen pilots at the moment. He clicked to enter and closed his bedroom door while the game loaded. Slipping on his headset, he interlocked his fingers and felt his knuckles pop. Time to see what this Flight Explorer joystick can do.

He rapped his fingertips on the desk until the cockpit of the Trident appeared on the screen. This particular server provided a fight for your life situation with no missions or teams. He and Josh teamed in this arena, but they would fight each other when all the other players had been destroyed.

The list of pilots superimposed over his cockpit screen. He didn’t recognize any call signs. Beyond his cockpit, the edge of the hangar bay fluttered with activity and the dark of space beckoned beyond. Austin appreciated all the details of this game, even showing hangar bay activity on the carrier.

The clock ticked down.

3...2...1.

The Trident zipped away from the carrier. Austin rested his right hand on the joystick, and his left hand hovered over the keyboard. The Trident passed through a colorful curve in space and entered into pirate territory. He scanned the sensors, saw the spawn points. All fighters in this session entered the game from random points. No clusters this time. Austin’s Trident appeared at the edge of the game space. He veered left and took the fighter along the boundary as the rest of the Trident fighters flew straight into the center of the area. It would be a bloodbath.

After waiting a moment, Austin set his shields to full power on the front and adjusted his course for the center of the gaming space. Flashes of laser fire colored the darkness. The players chatted over the game’s intercoms, talking trash and spouting various threats and insults. He pulled his microphone away from his mouth. The game updates at the top right corner of his screen notified him of two casualties. He squinted, transferring power to his engines.

The Trident came with four long range missiles. He armed two and altered his course toward a pair of fighters trailing off from the pack. The crosshairs at the front of his fighter drifted to the left and hovered over the rear target. The pair wasn’t attempting much of a dogfight. The lead fighter swayed back and forth as the rear fighter fired with his lasers.

The high-pitched wail of missile lock filled his ears. The moment the missile lock sounded, Austin’s target veered and spiraled downward in a belated attempt to lose the lock. He squeezed the trigger and watched his missile soar. Four seconds later, the enemy Trident exploded as the missile struck its engines.

Without waiting to watch the fiery wreckage, Austin settled in behind the fighter his victim had been chasing. The enemy Trident tilted back and flew up, trying hard to get out of his range. With precision, he yanked back on the new joystick and led his target while he squeezed the trigger. The laser bolts spit out ahead of his prey, and the fighter exploded. The other guy had weakened him just enough to allow for Austin’s victory. Two kills in forty-five seconds.

Not too shabby.

* * *
 

Before the ten-minute timer expired, Austin had racked up eleven kills among the fifteen pilots on the server to rank number one in the session. No one else even seared his shields.

The next two games ended the same with nine and twelve kills. Nothing hit him. He studied the game reports. He outranked the other pilots. When he finally glanced at the clock and saw that it was one in the morning, he shrugged. After all, tomorrow was Christmas.

But Mom would want to have breakfast together and probably didn’t want him sleeping all day. The next game would be his last.

The screen loaded and revealed the cockpit. He leaned back and watched his opponents load. Twelve pilots to fight for the final session of the night.

He inhaled.

There, at the top of the screen:

Scorpion.

He hovered his mouse over Scorpion’s call sign and clicked for the statistics. The kills stretched off the chart with more than one thousand, and only a solid zero in the defeat column. The guy had never been killed. Enemy pilots had killed Austin more than forty times on the elite server.

He sighed and considered quitting for the night. The opponent list faded from view and the game clock appeared. Game on. He sighed and leaned forward.

The Trident launched and soared into space. A moment later, the craft passed through the curve in space and entered the game area.

Laser fire flashed across the nose of his fighter. One lucky player had spawned behind him. Austin grimaced and jerked the fighter to the left, tossing all his power into the engines. After two seconds, he fired his reverse thrusters and pulled back, bringing the enemy into his crosshairs, squeezing the trigger and spewing laser fire. The enemy’s fighter disappeared in a cloud of fire and gas.

Austin’s eyes grew wide. Had that been Scorpion?

The game data text across the lower third of the screen revealed in a light blue font, “Rock destroys Cowboy, LASER.”

Cowboy. He shrugged.

He brought the ship to the edge of permitted space, keying for a rear view. The battle raged as fighters descended onto one location in a furball of laser bolts and missile shots. The remaining ten fighters would make for easy targets at this range.

Bringing the Trident to bear down on the cluster of battling fighters, Austin activated his missiles. The system searched for a lock.

The game data feed beeped to life and started rattling off messages like Morse Code:

Scorpion destroys Angel Fire, LASER.

Scorpion destroys Deathmaker, LASER.

Scorpion destroys LIL’Lucy90, LASER.

Scorpion destroys WilyWalt, MISSILE.

Austin grimaced. How was this guy so good?

He eased more power into the engines and continued to bear down on the cluster of fighters. His headset screeched: Incoming missile.

Austin yanked back on the joystick and dropped countermeasures. Someone had tried a blind shot without achieving a lock. The missile zipped over the top of his cockpit, and he brought the fighter back on course toward the enemy.

Scorpion destroys KillRGurl19, LASER.

Scorpion destroys DooNutKing, LASER.

Austin locked a fighter and fired a missile at long range. A fighter flashed in a fiery death. Got him.

Rock destroys Patriot900, MISSILE.

Austin’s Trident soared into the middle of the chaos. The two remaining fighters twirled and spun around him. He veered his fighter left, then right, trying to get a clean shot at either one of the enemies. He balanced his shields as a stray bolt sizzled into his rear engines. The lights on the control board flickered but remained solid.

Scorpion destroys BykerBoy2008, LASER.

He swallowed. I’m the only one left. Just me and Scorpion.

He brought the Trident around in a long, sweeping loop, trying to increase the distance from Scorpion. He activated the two missiles he still had left. If he could keep this guy off him for a few seconds, he could fire two blind shots and might get lucky.

But Scorpion stayed close. He fired at Austin until his energy banks must have emptied. Austin’s rear shields dropped to nothing. He clenched his teeth and sent his remaining power to the rear shields. At the same time, he changed course and sent the fighter into a deep dive. Animated sparks shot from his dashboard as Scorpion landed two more shots with the lasers.

Austin again changed course, but this time placed what power remained back into his engines and set for full reverse. The star field stopped spinning. He brought the nose of the craft straight up. Scorpion’s Trident overshot him by the length of half a fighter and Austin squeezed the trigger twice.

Fire and light filled the screen with a blinding light. His shields disintegrated, and the warning bells fired. The “eject” warning sounded and flashed. The control board went dark, and his ship spun. He had no shield power, engines, or weapons. The explosion of his missiles had destroyed most of his ship, but he remained spinning into oblivion. He only had to wait for Scorpion to fly back and strafe him.

He sighed. He had given it his best shot.

Wait, that’s strange.

No other fighter showed up on the sensors.

His jaw dropped.

The stars stopped spinning, and the session results appeared on the screen.

He’d won the match. Scorpion’s name appeared at the number two spot in the dogfight.

He wasn’t sure how, but he had defeated the invincible Scorpion. His overall statistics showed him only at number three on the top ten list, but at least Scorpion now had one defeat next to his call sign.

Austin logged out. A base orbiting a moon loomed in the distance as he stared at the screen.

A loud beep filled his headset. He glanced at the bottom of the Star Runners screen. Someone had sent him a message.

Rock,

Nice job out there. Next time, I won’t be caught sleeping.

Look forward to a rematch.

Scorpion

Austin grinned. A few seconds later, his inbox filled with messages from other pilots. News of his victory over Scorpion spread. Most of the messages consisted of congratulations while others wanted to know how he had done it. One even accused him of cheating with a special code.

He didn’t know how to explain the luck.

After Austin shut down his computer and crawled into bed, he gazed at the ceiling for hours.
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Tiny pebbles crunched between his teeth while he flipped a sunflower seed with his tongue. The salty taste blended with the dirt of the baseball field. A hot breeze rushed in from the outfield like a furnace. Heat seared down from the cloudless blue sky. Many in the small crowd remarked on the beautiful weather. Austin scoffed at the comments. I wonder how they’d like it if they had to wear this equipment. His blue shirt dripped with sweat, making it a full shade darker than his teammates. He had drained his water bottle three times since the game started.

Austin sighed and surveyed the stands. Two men sat behind home plate, one with a radar gun and the other a notepad. As the opposing pitcher warmed up, the men jotted down notes in silence. Scouts attended games all the time and had probably traveled to see his teammate Mark Davis in the final game of his high school career.

At the beginning of the season, Austin had hoped to shine on the field and attract enough attention to grab a scholarship. Coach Lucas Hearn told him after every game to practice the skills and learn the game. He gave the team everything. He arrived early to practice. He stayed late. He hit the batting cages. He did calisthenics at home. If he could find a ride, then he’d stay in the school gym after classes. He woke early, ran through the neighborhood, and ate high protein breakfasts when all he really wanted was a donut.

The workouts paid off, and he dropped fifteen pounds during the season. He believed Coach Hearn and knew the scholarship was his route to college.

Despite his efforts, the scouts never called. The Blue Devils fought hard to end up with a .500 record and a solid third place in the region standings, but the team failed to make the playoffs. Regardless of the outcome of this game against the Cardinals, the season would end today.

Austin squinted. Kadyn waved back at him from behind the scouts. He tipped his cap to his only “fan” at the game. She laughed. Even though Mom tried to get a more permanent job than the part-time medical assisting gig, she couldn’t find anything with better hours. She missed most of his games, always working the late afternoon shift at a local doc-in-the-box. Kadyn came to all the games, though, cheering and whooping from the stands.

He stared at his black leather batting gloves. The threads at the finger were split and the palms worn through on his right hand, but he wouldn’t get rid of the glove Dad gave him last season.

“Stone! You’re on deck!” Hearn yelled from the end of the dugout.

Austin grabbed his bat and stepped out into the intense heat. He glanced at the scoreboard displaying two outs. Coach Hearn pinch hit with the junior, Jordan Frank, who’d been itching to play this final game. He took a few practice swings.

The ball cracked against Jordan’s bat and looped in between the shortstop and third baseman. The small crowd clapped, but the Blue Devils still trailed by six in the final inning.

“Austin!”

He turned to his coach.

“Be patient and keep this season alive,” Coach Hearn said. “Wait for your pitch!”

Austin nodded. His stomach ascended into his throat. His pulse increased. Kicking dirt around and holding up his hand for the umpire, he settled into the box. He spit out the final remnants of a sunflower seed and stared down the pitcher, who towered on the mound. With massive biceps and broad shoulders, the pitcher looked like he could be a linebacker for his school. He glared with colorless eyes from behind his glove as he waited for a signal from the catcher. Austin swayed in the box and readied his bat.

The pitcher wound up and released the ball. Sizzle-POP.

The ball soared by him. Strike one.

Austin stepped back from the box and took a deep breath.

“Come on, Austin! Bring me home!” Jordan called from first base.

When he stepped back into the box, Austin knew the next pitch would be a curve.

Sizzle-POP.

Austin swung and missed. He cursed under his breath.

“Time!” Coach Hearn yelled.

Austin went to the dugout. Coach Hearn placed his thick hands on Austin’s shoulders.

“You okay?”

Austin looked at the pitcher. “Yes, sir.”

“Hey, look at me. Not him. Just have fun out there, son, okay? Take a deep breath and hit the ball.”

Austin nodded and turned back to the box. He glanced at the stands. The scouts had put away their notebooks and radar gun. The one on the left crossed his arms over his chest while the other worked on his cell phone. Behind them, Kadyn brought her hands to her face as if she waited for a bomb to go off. He looked away. His heart pulsed in his ears.

He stood in the box and prepared for the pitch.

The muscular pitcher wound up with a grin and released the ball.

Austin swung hard, pouring the frustration of the season, the scouts ignoring him, all the pain of losing Dad and his best friend, into the swing. The bat met the ball perfectly on the sweet spot and lifted from his view.

He didn’t stay in the box to admire it. He remembered Dad’s advice before every game, “Run like wolves are after you!”

Austin sprinted down the first base line. He glanced up when he crossed first base. The ball dropped from the sky and landed far enough to be a home run, but fell foul. His shoulders slumped as he walked back to the plate.

“Just a loud strike, Bryan!” the opposing coach yelled.

Austin sighed and readied for the next pitch.

“Come on, Austin. Straighten that puppy out!”

“Do it again, Austin!”

“Let’s go, Austin. Outta here!”

The pitcher stared at his catcher, his brow wrinkled. The ball left the pitcher’s hand.

The ball sank toward the dirt. Austin started his swing too early. He tried to pull back, but he had already committed. He couldn’t stop. The ball sailed below his bat into the powdery red dirt.

“Strike three!”

The opposing catcher tagged Austin out to make sure the game ended. Remaining at home plate, he stood in the sea of Cardinals celebrating their victory.

* * *
 

Austin tossed his empty water bottle and glove into his bag. He hadn’t heard a word of the coach’s speech. Someone mentioned a season party, but he didn’t listen. He struck out to end the season, so he spent most of Hearn’s speech studying the cracked concrete floor of the dugout.

He swung his bat over his shoulder.

“Austin, can we talk before you leave?”

He sighed. “Yes, Coach.”

Coach Hearn nodded at the other players as they filed out of the dugout before he turned back to Austin. “You had a heck of a year, son. I’ve never had a player work so hard.”

Austin stared at his feet.

Coach Hearn cleared his throat. “I know this has been hard.”

“Did any college contact you?” he whispered.

“Son, that’s not important. You worked hard, and I know that you could walk on and try out at any college you choose. Others coaches will see what I see. If they don’t, you have them call me.”

Austin rubbed his eyes. It sounded good, but the only college he could afford would be the local community school. And that school didn’t have a good baseball team. The only way he could walk on a good team would be to attend that particular college, but it didn’t look like that was going to be happening.

He wanted to say this to Coach Hearn, wanted to tell him the situation.

“Thanks, Coach. Thanks for everything.”

His voice broke with the last word and Austin hurried out of the dugout. Wiping at his face, he jogged out into the parking lot. Kadyn stood leaning against her car. She wore a Blue Devils baseball hat and allowed a crooked smile. She crossed her arms over a white T-shirt. He walked closer. In the fading light of day, Kadyn looked beautiful.

“Hey you,” she said.

He gazed to the right.

She touched his arm. “You wanna go home?”

Austin nodded, and they got into the car.

They rode in silence. Austin leaned back and watched the neighborhoods pass. When they turned onto Austin’s street, he cleared his throat.

“So, uh, you hear back from the art school?”

Kadyn smiled and shrugged. “Not sure, yet. I have to check the mail at home.”

He looked at her. She pressed her lips together. “Liar.”

She smacked his knee. “How do you always know?”

The tension left his chest. “Just do. So you got in?”

She nodded. “I got in.”

“I’m happy for you. Your dreams are coming true.”

Her smile vanished. “Everything will work out. I promise it will.”

He lowered his gaze. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“I don’t need that,” he snapped. “My coach tried to do the same thing.”

Kadyn stopped the car at a stop sign and looked at him. “What are you talking about? What did the coach say?”

Austin stared out the window and brought his hand to his mouth. “I’m not getting a scholarship. I’ll be lucky if I can go anywhere.”

“I thought Coach Hearn said scouts would come looking for a catcher.”

“Not this catcher.” He gestured forward. “Let’s just go. I’m sorry. Really, I am. I’m just not in a very good mood.”

Kadyn paused for a long moment. She touched his knee and drove to Austin’s house. When they pulled into his driveway, he looked at her. He opened his mouth, but the words died before he said anything. He nodded.

“See you Monday?” she asked.

“Yep.” He hesitated. “Thanks.”

The outside heat after the car’s air conditioning shocked him. The air stuck to his shirt, and he fought back a shiver.

Mom stood at the front door, a stack of mail in her hands. She flipped through the envelopes as if looking for something. As he approached, she pushed open the door.

“Hi, honey. How was the game?”

He shrugged. “Fine.” He eyed the mail. “Anything good?”

“Bills.”

“Of course.”

Their eyes met. “Are you all right?”

“Tough day.”

She murmured and slipped off his hat. “You’re drenched. Come in and take a shower. We’ll have dinner in a little bit.”

The cool air in the house surrounded his sweaty body. He tossed his baseball bag on the floor and walked to the bathroom.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t make it today,” she called from the kitchen.

“You didn’t miss anything.”

The shower had started off as cold as possible before he warmed it to relax his muscles. Afterward, he slipped on shorts and an old, ragged T-shirt before he collapsed in front of the computer. Perhaps a few sessions before dinner would get his mind off the game. The image of his bat missing the final pitch flashed in his mind.

He smiled when the Star Runners game screen opened. He waited while the computer made the connection. The speakers pinged, announcing he had received a request from Josh for a live video chat.

“Wow,” he said.

Josh had been gone the entire spring. He’d called several times and wrote emails the first two weeks. The early correspondence centered on Josh missing Atlanta and how he wanted to know what was happening at school. Austin placated his friend but didn’t care to gossip about the dating scene or the latest word on the cheerleading squad. In February, however, the phone calls stopped. Josh’s emails became less frequent and more cryptic. When Austin asked how things were going at the Lobera School of Excellence, Josh wrote, “Been busy” or “These college courses are hard.” He never went into detail about the school or what classes he took.

Josh’s status showed he was awaiting acknowledgment of the video chat.

Austin slipped on his headset and turned up the volume. He opened the chat room provided on the Star Runners server, and a rectangular video screen loaded. The grainy image shifted and popped, revealing a small bookshelf in the background and a half empty cola bottle in front of the screen. A dozen books and papers littered the bookshelf. The dim lighting obscured the book titles and the writing on the papers. An air conditioner hummed in his earphones.

Austin cleared his throat. “Uh, hello?”

“Hang on!”

Austin’s head shot back at the sound. His heart thumped in his chest like it tried to escape.

A figure settled into a chair in front of the screen. “Sorry, I was finishing up some things and hoped you would eventually log in tonight.”

Austin’s jaw dropped. The person on the computer screen looked familiar but older. A leaner, tougher-looking Josh with cropped hair stared at him. He smiled, his eyes filled with cold steel.

“Uh, yeah,” Austin said.

“Sorry, it’s been so long, man. Things here have been interesting.”

He nodded. “So you like it then? I was beginning to wonder.”

Josh exhaled. “No, no, nothing bad. I was calling to see how the game went?”

He blinked. “Game?”

“I saw online today was the final game, right?”

Austin sighed and thought of how to change the subject. “Yeah, it was fine. Is that your room?”

Josh turned around and shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. Nothing much to write home about.”

“You still coming home Memorial Day?”

The emotion left Josh’s gaunt face. For several moments, he stared back into the camera. Austin thought he’d lost the connection.

“No,” Josh said. “Doesn’t look like it.”

Austin sighed. He missed his friend, but he didn’t want to be annoying. “So, when do you think you’ll be back? July? Labor Day?”

Josh sighed. “Probably not this summer.”

Austin glanced at the ceiling. “I have to go eat.”

Josh leaned forward. “Hey, man, I wish I could say more.”

Wish you could say more? What does that mean? “I don’t get it. You haven’t logged onto the game in months. No emails. What’s going on? Are you okay?”

“Oh, we have a LAN here at the school. I’ve been playing a lot here.” He sighed and looked off camera. “I might not have a chance to write for a while. We have a special trip coming up soon.”

“Special trip? Like what?”

Josh glanced at his desk. “We’re going on a humanitarian aid mission.”

He crossed his arms. “You read that off a script or something?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Look, I have to go eat. I know you got more important things to do than talk to a high school student. I don’t want to bother you.”

“Austin,” Josh said in a deeper, calm voice. His face looked like a stone carving as he leaned close into the camera and obscured the room behind him. When his face filled the entire screen, he spoke in a hushed voice so slight, it sent a chill shooting down Austin’s neck. “I wish I could tell you how cool this is.”

The image froze on Josh’s eyes and an error popped on the screen. The connection had been lost. He sat at his desk for several minutes, alternating his view from the error message and back to the window. The evening sunlight beamed in through the glass.

“What a jerk,” Austin said, tossing his headset down onto the desk.

“Austin,” Mom called as she knocked on the door. “I’ve been calling you for dinner. You okay?”

He stood and exhaled. “Sorry, I was online.”

“That game again?”

“No, Josh and I were chatting.”

“Oh.” She stepped back. “You haven’t talked about him in a while. How is he?”

“Too cool for me.”

Her expression softened as she touched his shoulder. “Hey, let’s go eat.”

She cooked breakfast for supper. The pancakes were stacked high on a platter, and the house smelled of bacon. His stomach grumbled when he walked into the kitchen.

“Tell me what’s up,” she said, pointing at the table.

Austin grabbed the syrup and watched it make a maple pool on his top pancake. The syrup tumbled over the sides, creating tiny golden rivers of tasty goodness as it spread out on the plate. He scooped up some bacon and placed it at the edge of the plate.

“This is awesome,” he said, taking his first bite.

“Well, thank you,” Mom said, sipping milk from her glass, “but you can’t change the subject.”

He chewed his food and tried to think of his next words. “Josh’s changed. He doesn’t really seem to want to talk, and he ended that last conversation like some freak.”

She grinned and placed a hand over her mouth.

“Are you laughing?”

“No,” she said. “It was just the way you phrased that.” She cleared her throat. “You know, college changes some people. They are never the same. I had friends in high school that I thought would be by my side forever. A couple of them, I haven’t seen since graduation. Some tried to stay in touch during college, but all of them eventually faded.”

He frowned. “So I have to say goodbye to everyone?”

“Not really, the good ones will stay put no matter what. It will never be the same again, though. Life will take you in different directions, and you probably won’t keep in touch like you used to, but you’ll still be friends with some of them.”

They ate in silence.

“Did Josh’s parents say anything about his school?”

“I haven’t talked to Roxanne in a while, but they said he was happy. Last time we did talk, she said she hadn’t spoken to him as much as she would have liked. That’s college.”

“You think I would have a chance to go there?”

Mom’s head swayed to the left as she eyed him with a sympathetic look on her face. “Is that what this is about?”

He polished off the last bite of his first pancake and held a piece of bacon. “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” he said, twirling the bacon in his hand. “I want to go to college, but I don’t know how that’s going to happen. I know we can’t afford it. Josh’s off in California. Kadyn’s going to art school. What do I do?”

“We talked about this, honey. I’m making enough to help you go to community college. We’ll have to take out a loan, but you don’t have to pay those back right away. You get the grades, and you can transfer to wherever you’d like, maybe even get a scholarship.”

“Coach pretty much said I had to walk on.”

“There are other scholarships than just baseball, you know.”

He snorted. “I’m not good at anything else. I’ve never played football, and I don’t want to wrestle.”

“Academic scholarships,” Mom said, shaking her head. “Come on now, you’ve got good grades, and you spend more time playing that computer than anything else. Just imagine if you applied yourself.”

He rolled his eyes. “I know.”

“Besides, you don’t want to go to California to Josh’s school.”

“Why?”

“Roxanne said they have regular exercises and workouts that are mandatory. Healthy students were good students or something like that. I know how much you hate practices.”

Josh’s school also made him shave his head and prevented him from communicating with his friends. He took so many classes he looked tired. On top of all that, the school required him to take part in regular workouts. At least that accounted for why he had lost so much weight.

They finished dinner, and Austin helped load the plates in the dishwasher.

“This is all going to work out in the end,” Mom said. “You know that, don’t you?”

Austin held her gaze and managed a smile. “I know.”

He dragged his feet back to his room, wondering if Mom had believed him.
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The air conditioning blasted from the old car’s vents, sending particles flurrying around his face like a dust storm. Austin leaned back in the driver seat and enjoyed the lack of traffic. When Mom had been hired at the doctor’s office, they’d used a credit card to fix Dad’s old Honda. The final bill covered a new transmission, new tires, and an overall tune up. Of course, Austin rarely got to drive it, and Kadyn didn’t seem to mind driving him to school.

But the summer had been different. Austin had found creative ways to get to his job at the fruit stand. Kadyn had been sweet enough to take him a few times already, and it was only the third week of summer. When she was off from work, Mom let him have the car. Twice, he had to get a ride from one of his coworkers. He struggled for a job paying minimum wage, but they needed the money. Every penny went into his college fund.

He felt his stomach twist.

Every time the subject of college came up in conversation or inside his mind, Austin fought a wave of nausea. Josh had been gone six months and communication with him had slowed to a trickle. The previous email was short: Josh would not be coming back this summer due to the school’s relief trips. Mom said yesterday he would have to take the minimum number of classes to remain a full-time student to lower the cost of books and give him time to get a job closer to school. College would take forever.

He stared at the coffee shop as he sat idling in the parking lot, listening to the last song on the radio. Kadyn waited for him inside, but he lingered in the car. He turned off the engine and strolled across the parking lot, marveling at the crowd. Even on a hot June afternoon, people still wanted their coffee.

The powerful smell of coffee and sweets bombarded him as he entered the shop. Music played over the buzzing crowd, but he couldn’t make out the tune. A girl behind the counter looked up and smiled as he entered. She looked familiar. It took a moment, but he realized she was in the class behind him in high school.

Kadyn sat at a table near the black and white Marilyn Monroe photo, flipping through the pages of a tattered paperback. She wore a light blue T-shirt and well-worn jeans. She pulled her brown hair back into a ponytail as she bit down on her lip.

He towered over Kadyn’s table before she glanced up from her book.

“It must be a good one,” he said and sat down.

Kadyn grinned and placed the book on the table. “It is. You aren’t getting anything?”

“I have to go to work after this, unfortunately,” he said with a sigh. “I get tired of peeing in the woods behind the fruit stand.”

“I don’t blame you.”

An awkward silence fell over the table. Austin popped his knuckles and nodded to the music even though he had never heard the song before. Kadyn brought her hand to her lips and fidgeted.

“You excited about leaving today?” he asked.

“I guess. Have you heard from Josh?”

“Not recently. Got an e-mail saying he was going on another relief mission to help starving people or build a school. I get them all mixed up.”

“It’s good he’s trying to make a difference.”

He shrugged. “Yeah, I know.”

He glanced up at Marilyn, the thought of Josh drooling at the photo the last time the three of them hung out in the coffee shop flashing through his mind. He smiled.

“I’ve been thinking about something,” Kadyn said as she tore apart a napkin on the table. Her almond eyes shot back to his. “Would you like to come down to visit me this summer?”

He stared at the napkin as she tore it into strips. “To Savannah?”

“Yeah.”

Austin swallowed. “I don’t know if I could afford it, honestly, but I would love to save up to come visit.”

“That would be great. I’m going to miss you.”

“I’m going to miss you, too.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “I can’t believe this is all over.”

“Over?”

“High school, graduation. All of it. It doesn’t seem real.” He gazed out the window and watched the traffic. “I thought it would be different.”

“Lots of people start off at a community college before transferring,” she said, her voice lowering as if someone else would hear. “There is nothing wrong with that.”

“Yeah, but no one tells you that you’re going to be the only one left in the town when you start at the community college.”

“There will be lots of people you know there.”

“People I know doesn’t mean it’s people I want to be around.”

She laughed. “Yeah, that’s true.”

He glanced at his watch. “I have to get going to work. Travel safe and be careful once you’re down there.”

“I will.”

They embraced. She squeezed him hard, and she sniffled. He eased his hug, but she squeezed harder, so they held one another as other patrons pretended not to look. Austin glanced around the room and noticed the staff staring. Kadyn wrapped her hands around his neck. She brought her mouth to his ear.

“Don’t forget me,” she whispered.

“How could I forget you?”

She breathed in his ear for a moment and then kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll miss you.”

* * *
 

Austin drove to work, his thoughts on Kadyn. He left the radio off and became lost in his thoughts. He nearly missed the turn to work. The gravel of the parking lot rattled against the base of his car as he brought it to a stop. The Georgia heat surrounded him as he walked to the fruit stand. The thick air stuck to his skin as if he could move it with his hands. Sweat formed on his skin the moment he exited the car.

“All right, Austin,” Rick Snell, the owner of the fruit stand, called. “Let’s get to work. Gotta truckload of ‘maters back there that need unloading.”

“Yes, sir.”

Rick wore baseball hats with fishnet backings and strange logos on the front Austin never recognized. His twenty-year-old T-shirts always needed to be washed. The ragged blue jeans topped off his work “uniform.” Austin had turned fourteen the week before Rick hired him, and he was always paid in cash. Dad got him the job even though Austin would rather have been playing Star Runners online with Josh. Over the years, Rick had been a tough and fair boss. He’d even given Austin a raise after he’d been there a year.

“I’d like this done before you leave today,” Rick said in his thick Southern accent.

“Yes, sir.” Austin lifted the back door of the truck. Rick used this same truck to transport thousands of pumpkins for Halloween and hundreds of Christmas trees. Like Rick’s baseball hats, this truck could have been decades old.

“You all right, son?”

He frowned as he walked back into the truck. “Yes, sir. Why?”

“You don’t seem like yourself.”

Austin sighed and slipped on his work gloves. “Lot going on right now.”

“Well, your birthday’s coming up, ain’t it?”

“Yes, sir, July 13th.”

“I reckon you’re going to want some time off then.”

“Hadn’t thought about it.”

Rick laughed. “Sure you have. Nineteen, right?”

“That’s right.”

Leaning against the back of the truck, Rick gazed off at the bales of hay behind the fruit stand. “I’ve been thinking about something.”

Austin stopped moving. The last time Rick started a sentence like this, Austin had received a raise.

“You’ve been working for me for about five years now. You’re always on time, and you’ve managed to never miss a day except for ballgames and school stuff. I’d like to give you some more responsibilities. Maybe make you the assistant manager here.”

Austin looked down. Being an assistant manager of a fruit stand in the middle of suburbia with all of its modern day mega grocery stores seemed like joining the Pony Express while telegraph lines ascended on your route. He didn’t plan on living around here for the rest of his life. Did he?

Again, Austin thought of all his friends now gone. Kadyn was traveling to Savannah. Josh attended an elite college and saved poor countries from whatever. He had no baseball team to look forward to playing on and he could never go back to high school.

“I am taking a few classes this fall,” he said.

“Yeah, I know. A man needs to earn a living, though. Right?” Rick shrugged. “Besides, how long is this college thing going to last anyway?”

“Four years, I hope,” he said through his teeth.

“Come on. Get real. Those fancy degrees don’t mean as much as they used to. You’d be better off staying here and not wasting your mama’s money.”

Shaking his head, Austin grabbed the next box of tomatoes. “We’ll see, sir.”

“Great!”

And with that, Rick left Austin with a truckload of tomatoes.

Maybe he was right. Maybe college didn’t mean much or maybe it just wasn’t for someone like him. He had no savings and no real money on hand. The cash he earned from Rick went to his savings and paid his car insurance, gas, and little else. But managing fruits and vegetables every day and looking forward to the arrival of pumpkins and Christmas trees did not sound like an appealing way to spend his life.

He ignored the clock ticking in his mind.

* * *
 

Austin went to his room after work. He turned on his computer and his inbox had a message waiting for him.

Austin,

Hey, man! Hope all is well. Looks like I’m not coming home for the 4th. Sorry about that. Still holding out hope for Labor Day.

Gotta go. Just wanted to check in. Talk soon.

Josh

Austin closed his e-mail. Stretching his arms and legs, he felt every box of tomatoes he had lifted. He didn’t have to go into work until ten tomorrow morning. He thought about asking for the day off but knew a day off meant no pay.

He logged into Star Runners, planning to take out a few poor souls who wandered onto the elite server. Once he logged in, the messages on his account topped two hundred. Two hundred? What’s going on?

More players asked for pointers since everyone on the server knew ““Rock took down Scorpion.”“ He smiled at the thought. While his real world spun tires, his online persona lifted off.

The first two games passed with ease. Austin never took a hit and earned the highest number of kills in both contests. The third game opened the same way. Sixteen fighters spawned at different locations throughout the space. The battle took place in the orbit of a blue-green planet like Earth. The other fighters splintered off to take on nearby enemies, but one took a different path. This bogey bore down directly on his position.

He allowed his Trident to drift to the right while the sensors obtained an identification.

Scorpion.

Austin shifted power into the forward shields. Scorpion must have taken their last meeting personally. The guy was heading straight for him. He keyed for a missile’s activation. The crosshairs blinked yellow as the sensors tried to achieve a lock.

A high-pitched wail screeched in his headset. Another fighter had come in behind him while he was focused on Scorpion. He killed the engines, pitched the craft up from his current position, and gave all the power he had back into the primary drive.

Too late.

Sparks flew from the dashboard and around his cockpit. Pieces of electronics and sensors dangled from multi-colored wires on his display. While he was trying to evade the two enemies, he had neglected to toss power back into his rear shields. The incoming missile ripped away all his energy to the weapons and shields. Austin powered the Trident away from danger and keyed for a rear view. Scorpion was closing in. The other fighter, the one who had fired a lucky shot, disappeared from the sensor. Scorpion must have taken him out.

Austin yanked the joystick back and launched into evasive action. Scorpion pursued with lethal precision and destroyed him with spitting laser fire.



You Are Dead!


 


 

It had been a long time since he had seen that on his screen. The red lettering covered the free camera showing the rest of the match. Austin remained logged in so he could see the results. Scorpion made short work of the remaining pilots.

If he’d had a wingman, this third match of the day would have been different. He sipped on a soda and watched Scorpion cutting through the rest of the competition with ease. Sure would like to have him as a wingman.

Austin blinked.

He’d never thought about it before, but Scorpion always flew alone. In all the games and contests in the past years, Scorpion always played alone. No other player so highly ranked flew alone every single time.

Austin placed the can on the desk and keyed for an instant message to Scorpion. He wouldn’t receive it during the match, but would be notified afterward. When the game had first come out, sending IMs to pilots during a match was considered a cheap but extremely widespread tactic for throwing your enemy off their game. Recent patches prevented this from being possible.

ROCK: Nice one out there today. I’d love to get some pointers from you on what I did wrong. Also, let me know if you ever need a wingman. Nobody should fly alone all the time.

After he had sent the message, Austin stood and stretched while Scorpion mopped up the remaining enemy fighters. He was considering raiding the kitchen for another soda and some snacks when the computer beeped. The match had ended, and Scorpion had written him back.

SCORPION: Thx. I fly alone. Pointer would be to not get in the habit of trusting someone to watch your back. Razor used to cover you. Don’t get caught sleeping out there. Stay unfocused if you want to die.

Austin laughed. Somebody took this too seriously.

He sat back at the keyboard.

ROCK: Let me know if you change your mind. I would love to fly with you. Appreciate the tips. I’ll keep it in mind next time. Just trying not to fall off the leaderboard.

Austin thought Scorpion had logged off until a beeping caught his attention.

SCORPION: Fall off? Go check the leader board. See you soon.

Austin clicked on the leader board when the game screen popped up. He swallowed hard and placed the soda back on his desk. It took a moment for the image on the screen to register.

He had surpassed Josh on the server’s leaders. He hadn’t paid attention to his statistics this summer although he knew he had been improving. He didn’t know he had improved this much, however. He smiled and lingered on the screen. He’d earned a spot at the top of the elite server in Star Runners. Any minute, Austin would receive an e-mail promising a scholarship to a real university. He hoped Josh hadn’t just been lucky. He hoped the scholarship deal still existed. After all, he had been the only pilot to take down Scorpion in a dogfight.

Austin leaned back after a few minutes. He hit refresh on the screen and watched his in-game messages. Two messages from other pilots came across the screen. Both asked for detailed tips on how to take down Scorpion. Every time Scorpion took down a pilot, the victims would look up his statistics page and see that Rock had been the only pilot to beat the legend.

But Austin didn’t care about his momentary fame. After ten minutes, no other message arrived in his inbox. He’d never given it much thought before, but he knew now why he had been obsessed with Star Runners all summer. With Josh receiving a scholarship by excelling at the game, Austin figured he would be able to do the same.

The dream, it seemed, was not going to happen tonight.
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“I thought it seemed like a fine school.”

“I suppose,” Austin replied, looking at the community college’s campus as they drove away.

“I know they don’t have a baseball team,” Mom continued, her voice rising, “but they have intramurals you could play when you’re not working.”

Austin sighed. She had been attempting to improve his mood all morning. The orientation at his new college had been a snooze fest. Speakers started the day with lame jokes followed by even worse attempts at pretending to be excited about the new school year. Some in the audience laughed, but most flipped through information packets or remained buried in their smart phones or tablets. Austin would be taking three classes: college algebra, U.S. history, and biology.

Mom had worked hard to get him this chance, and he knew it. Perhaps everyone was right about this school being a stepping stone. Perhaps he would go on to bigger and better things. Acing his courses here could lead to a scholarship to a state or Ivy League school.

The financial aid representative said they did not provide grants for would-be baseball players, which came as no surprise. He didn’t participate in any clubs, didn’t have any other extracurricular activities, and didn’t have a high grade point average. Austin felt like a paying customer, not like a valuable addition to their school.

However, he qualified for a number of different loans, all of them with high interest. He wouldn’t have to pay them back until he graduated, but faced a staggering amount of debt later. Mom stayed positive but mentioned they should start saving now.

He opened his orientation packet and glanced at the flyer on campus safety, but he kept thinking about his Star Runners’ score. When Josh excelled in the game he was whisked off to California to attend a prestigious private school, so difficult to gain admission it was nearly a complete secret. Austin had surpassed Josh’s score last week and had still heard nothing. His expression darkened. He thought of Josh on the beach with gorgeous girls swimming in the Pacific. He thought of Kadyn in Savannah attending the art school of her dreams.

“Want some ice cream?” Mom interrupted his thoughts.

“Sure.”

* * *
 

As the chocolate ice cream melted in his mouth, Austin let his thoughts drift to school.

“I can get the mail,” he said as they turned onto their street.

Finishing the rest of the cone in one large bite, Austin hopped out of the car at the end of the driveway. He pulled back the mailbox door and paused. A glossy, blue packet topped the pile of mail. Austin swallowed the last piece of the ice cream cone as he stared at the packet. It felt cool to the touch as he slipped it out of the mailbox.

A sleek silver line stretched across the top of the dark blue. Austin’s reflection gleamed in the glossy finish. He turned it over. On the opposite side, a bright silver emblem with a sword in the center glistened in the afternoon sunlight. The word “Tizona” appeared under the emblem in a solid font as if it had been carved into the packet.

Austin’s brow crinkled in thought. He had never heard the word “Tizona” before, but the silver sticker at the bottom of the packet had his name on it. Clenching his jaw, he slid his finger under the dark blue tape sealing the packet and pulled it back.

The right side of the packet contained a small stack of papers and pamphlets. He looked past the business card with the shiny sword symbol to the business letter on the left side of the packet. A silver sword letterhead gleamed at the top of the page. His name and address were below the symbol. He read the first words:

Mr. Austin Stone,

We would like to congratulate you on being selected as a candidate for a full scholarship to the prestigious Tizona School of Excellence…

Austin slapped the packet on his thigh and screamed. He glanced around to see if anyone heard and ran back to the house. His heart raced as he sprinted into the garage. He smashed into Mom on the way.

“What is it? Are you okay?” she asked.

“Am I okay? Look!” He jabbed the packet into her face.

She jumped back and laughed. “What in the world?” she asked and started reading. “Oh, my God!”

“I did it, Mom! I did it!”

He threw his arms around her neck and squeezed.

“Austin, honey, let’s not get too excited, yet. We need to look into this first.”

Austin nodded. He didn’t even know where Tizona was located. What type of school is it? What did any of this mean?

“I know,” he said. “It’s just...I never thought I would get a letter like this.”

She touched his shoulder. “I know, honey. Come on, let’s go inside and give this thing a look.”

* * *
 

Austin glanced at the clock for the tenth time, the anticipation building with every minute that passed by. The recruiter for the Tizona School of Excellence, Jonathan Nubern, would be arriving any minute. Nubern’s card listed a number and nothing else. It hadn’t seemed strange to Austin until Mom pointed it out. She also mentioned the packet contained vague information about the “greatness” of the school and provided no substance.

“It’s all icing without the cake,” she had said.

Small plates surrounded butter cookies on the coffee table and freshly brewed coffee simmered in the kitchen. For the first time since graduation, Austin wore khaki pants and a button up shirt.

Mom sat across from him and studied the packet. She wore a dress with red and blue flowers. She’d gone to the salon yesterday to get her hair done, and topped off the ensemble with her favorite jewelry. Austin stared at the golden dolphin necklace Dad had given her.

He smiled, but it faltered. Dad should be here.

The doorbell rang. Austin inhaled and, for a moment, he and his mother just looked at each other.

Mom laughed. “I think someone’s at the door.”

Austin stood, took one last look in the mirror, flattened his hair, and hurried to the front door. The recruiter stood on the front porch and stared into the front yard with his back to the house.

He took a breath and opened the door.

The recruiter, dressed in a dark blue suit and a crisp white shirt, turned around. He tucked a blue packet identical to the one Austin had received under his arm. He smiled and reached out his hand. “Austin Stone?”

Austin clasped the man’s hand in a solid handshake. “Yes, sir.”

“Jonathan Nubern,” he said in a deep voice. He studied Austin with steel gray eyes and a slender face. “I am with the Tizona School of Excellence. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“Pleasure to meet you as well.” Austin turned and gestured toward the house. “Would you like to come in?”

“Yes, of course.”

Nubern strolled into the living room. He nodded to Mom and offered his hand. “Good afternoon, ma’am.”

“Mr. Nubern. Welcome to our home. I’m Eileen, Austin’s mother.”

She led them to the living room where the coffee and butter cookies awaited. The trio sat around the table. Mom smiled as they settled. Silence passed for a moment as Nubern crossed his leg and produced a black tablet from his pocket. He placed it on his lap before raising his gaze to Austin’s.

Austin stared into Nubern’s gray eyes before reaching for a butter cookie. When he looked back, Nubern continued studying him.

“Well,” Mom said as if to break the odd quiet hanging over the room like a morning fog, “we are looking forward to hearing about the school.”

Austin glanced at Mom.

“Why do you want to attend Tizona?” Nubern asked, his voice steady and deep, almost robotic.

“I, ah, have heard it is an excellent school.”

“That’s implied in the name. I want to know why you want to attend.”

Austin shifted in his seat and stared at the ceiling for a second. “I want to go to college.”

“Why?”

“I want an education.”

Nubern leaned forward on his knees, his eyes fixed on Austin. “And why, might I ask, would you like an education?”

He folded his arms over his chest and exhaled. “Because I want more than a dead end job. I want to do something with my life. I think there has to be more.”

The corner of Nubern’s mouth raised slightly. “That is wonderful to hear, Mr. Stone.”

He made a note in his tablet before looking up. When he did, his expression had softened, and his shoulders raised. “An education is exactly what I have to offer you. Even though the semester starts in two weeks, we always hold open a few spots for students that might have been missed in our normal admissions process. We are very proud to offer you this chance at a secondary education. However, this is more than the normal college experience. You are going to experience an entirely new way of life, a new way to view the world.”

“Can you tell us a little about the program?” Mom asked as she poured a cup of coffee for Nubern.

“Of course, Mrs. Stone.”

“Please call me Eileen.” She handed over the mug of steaming coffee.

“Of course.” Nubern took the mug and nodded. He took a long, slow sip before continuing.

“First, Tizona is a boarding school. There are other schools throughout the world that are a part of our program. I will start with the basics every potential student and parent wants to hear: There is no leaving the school campus except during certain designated times. We feel it is important to become saturated with the culture of Tizona in order to be successful.”

“Sounds like a military school,” Mom said with a shrug.

“Mom!”

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” she said. “Are you, Mr. Nubern, associated with the military?”

Nubern held up his hand. “It is a fair assumption and we get this question often. We have no desire to take the place of your West Point or the Naval Academy or any other military institution. No, our schools offer discipline and order with the goal of sharpening our students into successful members of society.”

He turned to Austin. “Any idea of your chosen field of study?”

“No, not yet.”

“That is fine. At Tizona, you will be given the chance to choose any manner of study. Our graduates have gone on to become CEOs of major companies, NASA engineers, scientists, and many other occupations. There is no limit to your potential at this school. You will, without a doubt, receive the greatest education available on this planet. Afterward, I can guarantee you will make a difference you cannot begin to fathom.”

Austin and his Mom exchanged a brief smile.

“What about cost?” she asked.

Austin tensed. The memory of the community college and the nightmare of financial aid came into his mind.

“There would be no cost,” Nubern said as he drank from the coffee mug. His eyebrows raised. “Delicious.”

“Oh, thank you,” she said, her face turning a shade of red. “Did I hear you right? There would be no cost?”

“I cannot exactly say ‘no cost’ since you will have to expend gasoline to get to the school, but the actual education will cost you nothing. If traveling to the school is an expense your family cannot handle, certain arrangements can be made to secure transport to the school.”

Mom’s mouth dropped open, and she stared at Austin.

Austin broke the awkward pause. “So I will get a degree for free?”

Nubern’s face hardened. “There are certain requirements to grant your ability to stay at the school, but there will be no cost. Books, meals, your room, and tuition will be fully covered. However, you will be on probationary status for the first semester. During that time, you will be indoctrinated into our expectations and culture. We require all first years to maintain a high level of physical activity and standards. I understand you are an athlete?”

“I played for the baseball team.”

“Excellent. You should not find our physical expectations difficult. Regular physical training will be part of your daily routine. A sharp mind is infinitely more effective when the body is at peak condition. Following your successful completion of the first semester, you will be granted full access to the school for the remainder of your four years. If the school does not meet your expectations after the first semester or you fail to meet any of these requirements, you will be sent home with no charge to your family.”

Nubern studied his tablet. “I should also mention you will have full access to the Internet, both in your room and in the common areas. Technology is an integral aspect of the learning process and is also important for maintaining contact with your family.”

“What is the expected class load?” Mom asked.

Nubern rubbed his hands together and cracked his knuckles. “Actually, Eileen, we like to keep the details of our education techniques quiet at this stage. Each curriculum load is tailored to the individual student. The first semester will contain orientation courses and basic core curriculum classes. Math, science, you understand. Once past the orientation stage, the courses will become more focused and will highlight and enhance your son’s potential.”

“This all sounds very impressive, I have to admit,” Mom said. “Do you have any questions, Austin?”

“Can you tell me a little about the campus?”

“Of course. The campus is located about forty-five minutes south, southwest of Savannah, on a secure property that spans several hundred acres.”

“Is there anything there, like a city or something?”

Nubern stared at Austin without blinking. “You are asking if there is anything to do on campus? I assure you; you will not have idle time. Your courses and training will keep you busy.” He leaned back. “But if you are asking about the community, the school is self-sufficient and does not require the assistance of the outside world. There is no city or town. The school campus is surrounded by forests and swampland. We feel it is important to create your world view and focus on your potential. To do that, there must be no distractions.”

It did sound like a military school. “You said there were other schools in your program out there. Would I be able to transfer to another school if I wanted?”

“I am going to be up front with you, Mr. Stone. The openings at our schools are extremely limited. We only allow a very few into the program and even less remain in the program past the probationary semester. With that being said, granting a student transfer to another school is usually not allowed.”

Austin nodded.

Nubern looked at him. “I think we have gone over everything I have come here to present. I am driving back to Tizona tonight. Please call the number on my card if you have any questions. I am leaving this packet for your use, but you will be able to complete all of the registration online. Since this is a full scholarship, registration will be relatively easy, and you will not have any financial aid entanglements. We will need to hear back from you by next week in order to secure your spot for the upcoming school year.”

Mom blinked. “So soon?”

“It is common during a late recruitment such as this.”

“Well all right then.”

They stood and shook hands.

Thoughts of being at a new school and in a different life in two weeks fluttered around Austin’s mind.

“Thank you for coming all this way to speak with us,” Mom said.

“It has been a pleasure, Eileen.”

“Thank you, Mr. Nubern.”

Nubern stood in the front doorway and faced Austin. “I meant what I said, Austin. You call me if you have any questions. Tizona wants you, and I believe you would benefit from our school. Please think about it. Ma’am, have a wonderful evening. I look forward to hearing from you.”

* * *
 

“There’s just something off about this whole thing.”

Austin listened and leaned back into the couch. A few butter cookies remained on the table. Coffee turned a milky brown in cooling mugs. The light outside the living room windows transitioned from gold to indigo. Nubern’s packet remained on the table where he had left it, his business card still on top.

“It might be the only way I’ll go to college without getting into debt,” Austin said, looking out the front window.

Mom sighed. “But did you hear what he said? It sounded like a military school. No visitors and you would only be allowed to leave at designated times. The physical requirements. I don’t know how I feel about that. I don’t know how you would feel about that.”

Austin stood and moved over by the window. “But what if this is a chance that won’t come again? It’s a free scholarship, Mom. It’s not like other schools are lining up to take me.”

“But Roxanne said Josh’s school is one of these schools of excellence and look what happened to him.”

Austin glared at her. “You’ve talked to Mrs. Morris about this?”

Mom looked at her hands. “I asked her what the Lobera school experience had been like for her and her family; you even said yourself Josh was different.”

“And you said college makes people act differently sometimes. That’s all this is.”

She stood, her dress swaying as she paced the floor in front of the coffee table like a politician waiting on election results. “I just think we shouldn’t rush this. You should wait for a school that you want to go to and not one that simply happened to come find you. What if you hate it?”

He stepped toward her. “Mom, if I hate it I’ll come home. Mr. Nubern said there would be no charge if it didn’t work out the first semester, and I’ll be home by Christmas. I can even ask Mr. Snell to hold my job open until we decide if I can stay at the school or not. There’s nothing to lose.”

“You want this so bad,” she whispered, touching his face.

Austin nodded. “I do. I always have. I have to do this.”

“What if you don’t come back? What if you disappear like Josh did? Roxanne said he was supposed to come home several times this summer and never did.”

Austin smiled and reached for her hands. “You know that won’t happen. I’m doing this for us. If I don’t try it, I’m going to regret it. And Dad would have wanted me to go.”

She tilted her head. “That’s not fair bringing your father into this, but you’re right. He would have been so proud of you.”

Shrugging her shoulders, she wandered over to the bookcase displaying photos of their lives. Her gaze lingered on a photo of Austin as a baby, his father guiding him as he crawled across the living room floor. Austin looked down at the same beige carpet and thought of the times he had chatted with Dad about baseball, video games, and school.

“My little boy had to grow up some day, I guess.” Her brow crinkled, her lips pursed. “This is hard for me, but you know how proud I am of you, don’t you?”

Austin nodded his head. “I know. It’ll be fine.”

“Well,” she said, rubbing her hands together, “I guess we’ve got some work to do if we’re going to have you ready by next week.”

He leaned forward. “So I can go then?”

“Of course you can.”
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“We take this exit and then go a few miles.”

Austin studied the map. He designated the Tizona School of Excellence by highlighting in a bright yellow circle the land south of Interstate 16 near Savannah. After completing his registration online and the other necessary documents, he’d received an email with an address and general directions. A little further digging online revealed the school’s land had once been owned by a local family and leased for a hunting camp before it had been purchased by the school several decades ago.

He glanced at his two bags and box of personal items in the back seat.

“Don’t worry,” Mom said, “I’m sure you haven’t forgotten anything. Even if you have, it’s not like you can’t come back home.”

Austin rolled his eyes and looked out the window. “Come on, Mom, you know you’ll see me again.”

“I know. It doesn’t hurt to remind you every chance I get.”

The car rolled to a stop at the exit ramp. Mom waited as a logging truck rumbled past on the two-lane highway – a big difference from the congestion and construction of Atlanta. Ever since they had driven through Macon, the interstate traffic and the gas stations had become sparse. The vast land stretched for miles on either side of the highway and was dotted with cows and abandoned, decaying homes. The view didn’t change as they continued on this smaller state highway. They passed more empty land comprised of rolling hills, fields, and ponds.

“It sure is different down here,” she said as the car crested another hill. “Very open.”

“And we’re only about four hours from home,” he said.

Austin looked back at the map. The school should be about thirty miles from I-16. The email instructions said the property had a silver statue of a sword on either side of a two-path road near the main highway.

They passed a gas station with a crooked closed sign inside of a cracked window pane. Rusted pumps stood in front of the station like ancient sentries frozen at their posts. Weeds punched through concrete in places cars once parked on their way to Florida in the days before interstate highways.

“We should be close,” he said, squinting in the midday sun. He pulled down the sun visor. Through the dirty windshield, about a mile away at the crest of a hill, two silver swords flanked a small two-path road on the left side of the highway. “There it is!”

His stomach flipped and a lump formed in his throat. The day he had waited for had arrived, and a wave of nerves washed over him. Mom activated the turn signal and slowed the car.

The two-path road looked like it was straight out of the poetry he’d read in American Literature. A single greenish-brown line of grass stretched down the center of the road flanked by two strips of well-worn dirt. Once they were past the swords guarding the entrance, the grass and weeds on either side of the road brushed against the sides of the car. Tall trees lined the path as their car rolled off the pavement and onto the dirt. The tree branches and long weeds created a tunnel effect as they traveled in silence toward the unseen school.

The unpaved road swayed to the left, to the right, and then the tree canopy opened to pristine grass fields immaculately cut like a golf course fairway. Ahead, the road came to a wide cul-de-sac and a long, one-story building. Behind the structure, thick vegetation blocked the view beyond.

“Here we are,” Mom said as she turned down the radio.

Austin nodded. As they neared the lone building at the end of the road, a man in a dark blue suit stood on the porch lined with thick, white columns. He wore a simple hat and a single, silver sword logo glistened on his breast pocket.

Austin fidgeted with his personal bag, checking for his toothbrush and deodorant. The car rolled to a stop. Mom touched his hand.

“It’s all right,” she said and then repeated, much softer as if he were a younger child once again, “it’s all right.”

He looked into her eyes for the first time since the car ventured down the long, dirt road.

“You’ve prepared for this,” she said after a pause. “You’re ready. I am so proud of you.”

Austin nodded and hugged her. Then he jumped out of the car. The muggy heat engulfed him. Taking a labored deep breath, he stretched and felt his back pop.

“Welcome to Tizona,” the man called from the porch.

Austin used his hand as a visor in the afternoon sunlight. “Thank you.”

“You must be Austin Stone,” he said, strolling toward the car with his hands in his pockets. “I am Security Chief Javin Sharkey. I’m in charge of the safety and order here at the school.”

Austin shook his hand, felt the vice-like grip. “Nice to meet you, sir.” He turned to Mom, who stepped out of the car. “This is my mom.”

Sharkey nodded. “Ma’am. Welcome to Tizona. Would you both please follow me?”

The man was built like a catcher, on the shorter side with broad, muscular shoulders and forearms thick as slabs of meat. As they stepped onto the porch, Sharkey gestured to two other staff members dressed in the same simple, blue suits. They disappeared behind white doors labeled “Employees Only.”

“This is our main gate office,” Sharkey said, holding the door open. “All traffic entering the Tizona School must pass through this building. We have security checks and metal detectors.”

The marble floor alternated with black and white squares. It shined enough to reflect light. The crown molding twisted and turned in organic shapes. In the center of the room stood a sculpture of a man raising a sword toward the horizon. Water surrounded the sculpture and trickled down the sides.

“It’s like the Parthenon,” Austin whispered.

“We think it’s better.”

He grinned. “Yes, sir.”

“Now, Ms. Stone,” Sharkey pushed open a large white door to the left of the room, “this is where you will wait for your son if you ever come to visit. As you know, no one but faculty, staff, and students are allowed on the campus.”

“Yes, Mr. Nubern explained that to me.”

The room had no windows. Bookshelves stretched from floor to ceiling. Several dark leather couches and chairs surrounded polished tables. A thick brown rug covered the floor. The tall grandfather clock chimed from the corner, announcing the time was four in the afternoon.

“No windows?” Austin asked.

Sharkey shook his head. “Negative. This room was once utilized as a study hall and still can be, but rarely is. Notice the books and the study areas? Yes, well, parents waiting for their students are often dismayed by the amount of time it takes to summon their children. Instructional time here at Tizona is very time-consuming and intense. We try not to interrupt whenever possible.”

“I see,” Mom said. She slid her fingers across the back of the closest leather chair. “Well, I guess this is it.”

Sharkey lowered his head. “Yes, ma’am. Your son is our last arrival for the semester. Usually there are many other parents saying their farewells, but Recruit Stone here had the honor of being our final selection for the semester. I am at your service to help you bring your personals to the main dormitory when you are ready.”

The security chief left the room, leaving only the sound of the ticking clock.

Austin shrugged his shoulders. “I guess I have to go, Mom.”

She nodded. “I’m going to miss you.”

They embraced.

“Will you email me when you can? Let me know when I can come visit or take you out to Savannah?”

“I will.”

Mom sniffled. “Let’s get your stuff. I don’t want it to be weird for you since you are the last one here.”

Austin thought of the times they’d had to move when he was in elementary school. Dad was transferred every few years, and they always moved at Christmas time. He started school in a new place in January, all of the other students staring at him as they wondered about the latest arrival.

“You know I’m used to being the new kid,” he said with a smile.

She laughed for the first time since the car had turned off the highway onto the road leading to the school. She touched his cheek. “Take care of yourself.”

* * *
 

The dampness of his mother’s tears remained on his neck as the golf cart powered away from the main gate. Sharkey had said nothing as he’d loaded the silver golf cart with Austin’s two bags. Instead, Sharkey’s attention focused on the earpiece, muttering sentences filled with numbers and strange code words into the radio.

Austin leaned back in the seat, ignoring the hot, thick air. The golf cart traveled down the two-path road splitting through vibrant green grass surrounding the main gate. At the edge of the circle, dense vegetation blocked his view. The path wound through a tree canopy.

Minutes passed as the golf cart bounced over the rough path. Austin braced himself by grabbing the bottom of his seat to prevent falling out. He gazed through the trees. After more time passed and he continued to be jostled around the front of the golf cart, Austin snorted.

“How large is this campus?”

Sharkey’s eyes remained fixed on the path. “Several hundred acres. We are almost at the main campus.”

The path veered to the right, and the incline increased. As the cart reached the top of the incline, a wooden bridge wide enough for one cart stretched over murky swamp water. Stumps of trees peppered the water like stepping-stones. A thick green scum covered large portions of the water’s glass-like surface. The trees blocked out the sunlight, and darkness fell over the bridge.

“I didn’t know the campus was in a swamp?”

“It’s not, exactly. You’ll see.”

The bridge rattled as the cart bounced across the uneven surface. It reminded Austin of a train passing over a bridge. Rat tat ta tat ta tat tat. He stared at water so black he wondered if something stared back. Alligators attacked people all the time in the swamps this close to Florida. He remembered reading about kids using a rope swing into the water somewhere in South Georgia and one boy surfaced with one of his hands missing, taken by an alligator.

“Any wildlife in this swamp?”

Sharkey grinned. “Thinking of taking a swim?”

“Yeah,” Austin said.

With one last groan of the wooden planks, the cart bounced into a small puddle at the base of the bridge. Austin leaned forward to brace himself, grabbing the dashboard. Sharkey said nothing. He stepped on the gas as it went up another incline. The trees opened to another grass field. Bright sunlight beamed through the opening like it had been set free, rays of golden light shooting in all directions.

“Not much farther,” Sharkey said.

“Sounds great,” Austin replied through his teeth.

The cart burst into the sunlight. Austin shielded his eyes with his hand. Closely cut green grass stretched for a hundred yards toward the tree line. The dirt path transitioned to white, crushed gravel crackling and popping under the cart’s wheels.

As they passed a four-foot marble statue of a sword, Sharkey cleared his throat. “You are now officially on the main campus.”

Austin nodded. His eyes adjusted to the light. A four-story stone building, decorated with intricate carvings along the trim, towered like a beacon over the rest of the campus. A stone figure with a sword pointed toward the sky stood at the crest of a steeple in the center of the building.

“That tall building you see there is the primary building on campus known as the Terminus Building,” Sharkey said, the tone of his voice transforming into a tour guide. “All pathways on the campus lead to this building. Most of your instruction will take place there, as will other campus events or group study hall. These smaller buildings have various uses as well, some for instruction, others for lab, and a few are for tools to keep the grounds clean.”

The architecture looked like stone structures built in medieval Europe. The Terminus Building was a castle without the moat. The smaller buildings surrounding Terminus were also built from the same gray stone. They passed a flat building with a rock carving of a sword adjacent to the front door.

“Behind the main building around this path, you’ll find the main dormitory,” Sharkey said as the path came to a fork. He brought the cart to the left. “We are heading there now so you can get situated.”

The Terminus Building loomed over the courtyard. The paths encircled the vast patch of uninterrupted grass. At the top of a stone staircase, a guard stood by the door of the main building. Austin gazed at the statue at the top of Terminus, the silhouette clear against the cloudless blue sky. He looked at the windows, the bright sunlight reflecting the green of the grass and the brilliant blue of the sky.

The path led around the side of Terminus toward two smaller buildings.

“You said these are used for classrooms as well?” he asked.

“Yes, for the most part. Some are for gardening and maintenance tools, but most buildings are reserved for different classes.” Sharkey gestured forward. “The main campus consists of a circle that spans about three hundred acres. Behind the dormitory, there are fields for the physical aspect of your education.”

Austin frowned. “Fields for the physical aspect” did not sound encouraging. He knew from Nubern’s first meeting the physical requirements of enrollment with the Tizona School, but he thought they meant like a P.E. class in high school. The dormitory came into view as the cart rounded the massive Terminus Building. The dormitory was a simple two-story building with a slanted roof and stucco siding. Steel staircases led to the second floor.

The cart rolled to a stop.

“It’s quiet.”

“It’s study hall right now, as I said.” Sharkey stepped out of the cart and walked around to the back. He unhooked the strap holding Austin’s baggage. “Welcome to the dorm.”

He produced a tablet from his belt and keyed a couple screens. “You are in Room 209. Second floor at the end of the building on this side. Chow’s at six. You are expected to wear your uniform during normal school hours. You will find two uniforms in your room as well as workout attire. All other information can be found in your welcome packet. Good luck.”

Austin grabbed his two bags. Before Austin said another word, Sharkey jumped back into the cart and drove away. The back tires spit gravel on his feet.

“Thanks,” he muttered.

The sound of the cart faded as it drove out of sight. A soft wind touched his face as he took a deep breath of humid air. He glanced to his right at the side of the Terminus Building. On the top floor, a face peered out of a window.

Austin held his hand up to block the sun. For a moment, he thought a blonde girl stared out the window at him. When he squinted, he saw only the sky’s reflection.

He shrugged, adjusted his grip on the bags, and stepped toward the dormitory.

* * *
 

Two small beds fit into the room. Posters decorated the wall closest to the window. One poster showed baseball fields around the country and another an altered photograph of a tidal wave hitting the Golden Gate Bridge. An alarm clock blinked on the side table. A hot breeze blew in from the window as Austin set his bags on the bed.

His side of the room was vacant. His study area had been recently cleaned, the smell of bleach filling the air. A yellowish light flickered to life above his desk. Bulletin boards flanked his desk. In between the two study desks, his roommate had already taken his half of the closet. Austin glanced at the clothing hanging neatly inside. A dark blue suit hung on the far side of the closet. He pulled it out and examined it. The coverall was the dark Tizona blue with a white stripe down the left pant leg and a silver sword on the breast pocket.

He placed what few clothes he brought into the closet.

After finishing, Austin opened his school bag with pencils, pens, notebooks, and all the other ingredients required for school.

“Austin,” a familiar voice called from the hallway.

He turned. Jonathan Nubern stood in the doorway. He was dressed much differently than their first encounter when he’d worn a business suit. He wore the same one-piece blue coverall Austin had in his closet and a hat covered his salt and pepper hair. He looked like a member of the SWAT team. A lanyard hung from his neck with three identification badges attached. A clipboard rested in his left hand, and a tablet blinked at his belt.

“Mr. Nubern, I didn’t know you would be here today.”

“Yes? Well, here I am,” he said in the nonsense-free tone he had used during their first meeting. “You are the last recruit for this class. Given that the rest of the students have been here three days, and they have already had the benefit of orientation, you get the private tour. Be downstairs in your uniform in five minutes. We have a lot to do if we plan to make chow by six. Move it!”

Nubern left.

Austin stood in silence for a moment, unsure of how to react to Nubern’s greeting. He tossed his school bag on the desk and closed the door as he changed into the Tizona blue suit. The coverall fit perfectly. He checked the various pockets: two on each arm, four on the torso, two on each leg. He grabbed two pencils and put them in his breast pocket. He tucked the information packet under his arm and hurried down the hall. Nubern stood with his back to him, studying the tablet in his hand.

“Let’s have a look around. As we go on this little tour, ask any questions. Don’t be shy.”

“Yes, sir.”

Nubern nodded and walked toward the Terminus Building. “A lot of what I’m going to tell you can be found in your information packet, but I’m going to hit the highlights you must not forget. First of all, I’m your official mentor. All students are assigned mentors for their education at Tizona. Since all of the other mentors have already been assigned, I have been assigned to you. My purpose is to help you get acclimated to college and the Tizona lifestyle, understood?”

“Understood,” Austin said, hurrying to keep up with Nubern.

Nubern spun around and faced the dormitory. “Behind your dorm, you will find the athletic fields. You should utilize them to keep up with the physical requirements. You are required to be at chow by six in the morning, so the athletic fields are popular at four or five. Be careful, though, as you are not admitted to chow after six-fifteen. Classes start at seven and continue for most of the day. You have your schedule in your packet?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good, I would study that tonight and be sure you aren’t late on your first day. Your instructors are already going to be annoyed you have showed up on day four of classes.” He spun back around toward the Terminus Building. “Let’s check out Terminus, shall we?”

The gravel crunched under their feet.

“When you say you are my mentor, are you talking about classes?”

“I’m not a tutor, nor should you expect me to be. I am merely your guide. Many aspects of the school will seem strange at first. I would recommend following the rules to the letter during your first few weeks until it becomes second nature. Soon, you will not even be thinking about the rules.”

They stepped up a stone staircase and Nubern propped open the door.

Inside, the shining marble floor reflected the light. It looked similar to the main gate building where he had left Mom. A sense of sadness fell over him as he considered Mom driving back by herself. He should email her.

“There are fifty-eight students in your class, including yourself,” Nubern continued in a softer voice. Even after lowering his voice, it echoed in the silent hallways. “Terminus has twenty different classrooms. The third floor is for special instruction and labs. There are other rooms you will be introduced to as you advance in your studies.”

“Is there a computer lab?”

“Computers are available in two labs on the third floor and in the common area, where I am taking you right now. All labs are equipped so students may compete in LAN tournaments whenever time permits.”

Austin blinked. They encouraged local area network tournaments?

He glanced in the classrooms as they passed. In each room, a dozen students wearing the same Tizona blue uniform listened to a teacher’s lecture. One teacher used an interactive digital board to show a microscopic view of cells splitting. The second teacher was administering a test. Already?

“Keep up, Recruit,” Nubern snapped from the end of the hall.

Austin increased his stride. “Sorry, sir.”

Nubern led him into an open area where dozens of personal study areas were lined up in neat rows. Each desk had a computer, a light, and a cup of pencils. Built-in bookshelves lined the walls. The ceiling stretched thirty feet above the floor. Massive windows filled the room with the afternoon light.

“This is great,” Austin said.

“The Terminus Common Area. If you have a break between classes, this is an adequate place to spend that break.” Nubern gestured to the walls. “The books on the walls may not leave this room, but they will help you with your study. The computers are also available for your use. Your login information is available in your packet. Any questions?”

He shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

“Good.” He looked at his watch. “Chow’s in fifteen minutes. That time is yours.” He pointed out the front door. “Chow hall is just outside to the left of the Grand Lawn.”

“That’s the circle of grass in front of Terminus?”

“Yes.” He offered his hand. “It’s a pleasure to have you here, Recruit.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Nubern turned and marched down the hall, his footsteps echoing in the common area. Austin stared at the ceiling and then strolled along the bookshelves, studying the different titles and authors. He sat in front of one of the computers and logged in using the information in his packet.

A browser opened, and a red screen flashed with a white font, warning all Internet activity is recorded on campus. He clicked “I understand” and logged into his personal email. He wrote his Mom a quick email to check in and let her know everything was going fine. Then, he keyed in Kadyn’s address.

Hey Kadyn,

How’s it going? You enjoying Savannah?

I’m getting situated here at my new school. I’m not too far from you. Only a couple hours. Not sure when we get a break here, but I’ll let you know. It’s a weird place, seems very serious and full of rules, but at least I made it to college. That’s all I ever wanted. I don’t think they have a baseball team. HA!

Let me know how classes are going when you get a chance. It would be great to hear from you.

Pretty crazy to think this time last year we were seniors. Time flies.

Anyway, I have to get going to make sure I have time for dinner. Take care of yourself.

Austin

* * *
 

Voices droned on the other side of the green door.

Austin opened the mess hall door. Four long tables sat side-by-side the length of the hall, each filled with students downing food as they spoke. One student near the door laughed as the guy next to him shot milk out of his nose. The students at the table nearest the door glanced up at Austin’s approach. He looked away, but soon all eyes in the room fell on him.

He offered a smile before strolling across the room to the buffet line. Clouds of steam erupted from the kitchen door as staff dumped food onto a massive receptacle. Austin grabbed a roll, some green beans, and a hot dog before he rushed back to an empty table near the front of the room.

Staring at his food, Austin ate in silence as the room buzzed with conversation.

“You ready for that test next week?” one student called to another.

“It’s the first one. How hard could it be?”

“Sterling will be out of here by Christmas.”

With zingers flying across the room like paper airplanes and spitballs, it didn’t seem much different than the cafeteria at his high school. He felt the tension ease from his shoulders as he finished the last bite of the hot dog and washed it down with some milk.

“Attention!”

A hush fell over the mess hall.

Austin glanced around. A man in a sleek business suit stood in the doorway, flanked by Chief Sharkey and another security officer Austin hadn’t met. The broad-shouldered newcomer with a tight flat top marched into the mess hall. He studied the room with confidence, surveying each table as he rubbed a graying goatee. When his eyes fell on Austin, the man clapped his hands once.

“Now that we are all finally here,” he announced in a solid, booming voice, “we can begin.”

Several students nearest Austin looked at him with widened eyes.

“The rest of you have been here three days now. I hope you are getting acclimated to the Tizona culture.” The man clasped his hands behind his back and strolled between the tables. “My name is Lovick Pierce and I am the president of this institution. It is my duty to ensure you all receive the best education in order to prepare you for what’s to come. Only the best and the brightest graduate from Tizona. I want you to look around this room.”

Austin raised his eyes from the empty plate. A girl stared at him from another table. Her eyes darted away. Did he know her?

“We have a total of fifty-eight students here at this very moment,” President Pierce said. “It is an average class for us and you may think it is small. Well, Recruits, it will only get smaller from here. At least half of you will be gone by the end of the semester. Some will quit, while others will be asked to leave and finish up the semester at a location away from this campus. I implore you to not waste our time or yours.”

The girl looked at him again, but she didn’t turn away this time. She wore her platinum blonde hair back in a tight ponytail, and her eyes were the color of an autumn sky. She grinned and sipped on her drink.

“Should you want to leave, I ask you to go to the statue of the sword past the lawn. Place your hand on the hilt of the sword and Security Chief Sharkey, whom I believe you all have met at one time or another, will be there shortly to meet you. Neither you or your family will be charged for your time here at Tizona.”

Pierce stopped at the front of the room and leaned against one of the buffet tables. “But,” he said in a much softer voice, “if you decide to stay, if you decide this school has something to offer, if you decide greatness and honor are part of your future, then I welcome you.”

He stood with outstretched arms. “I welcome you!”

Pierce took another look over the room. Austin met his gaze. Pierce smiled and marched between the tables, his eyes fixed on the door. When he stepped out of the mess hall, the groan of conversation resumed.

Austin looked back to the table with the blonde. She stood and walked out.

* * *
 

The shadows grew long across the Grand Lawn as Austin prepared to spend his first night at Tizona. Insects crackled. A cool breeze drifted from the swamp as the temperature subsided.

Austin thrust his hands in his pockets and strolled across the gravel path between the Grand Lawn and Terminus. Lights flickered on from various floors. Students filing out of the mess hall scattered in different directions. Four guys tossed a football while the majority walked toward Terminus. One guy challenged others to a LAN party, but some rejected the idea in favor of studying.

Austin headed back to his room.

As he passed by the different dorm rooms with their doors open, he saw students lounging on their beds with their noses stuck in books, laptops, or tablets. Across from his room, a guy with curly blond hair wearing nothing but socks and boxers sat in a beanbag chair on the floor. He was playing a console game on a small television sitting on top of egg crates.

“‘Sup!” he called without turning from the video game.

“Hey,” Austin said. He lingered in the hallway before shuffling into his room.

He unzipped his uniform down to the stomach and sighed, collapsing in his chair. He flipped through the packet. His first class, calculus, started at eight in the morning followed by biology and cartography. Lunch would follow and the afternoon was booked with physics, astronomy, and physical training.

Weird schedule, he thought and rolled his neck around on his shoulders.

“Uh, hello?”

Austin turned. A student who appeared years younger than Austin stood in the doorway and stared back through thick black-rimmed glasses.

“Yes?”

“I’m Stetson Levien, and this is my room,” he said, pushing his glasses back up the bridge of his nose.

“Oh, hey, I’m Austin Stone.” He stood and offered his hand. Stetson shook it, his grip soft and lifeless. “I guess I’m your roommate.”

“Ah, I guess you are.” Stetson shuffled to his desk.

The guy carried a blue laptop case tucked under his arm. He unhooked the case and produced a state-of-the-art computer with slick neon green stripes and colorful stickers on the back. He started the computer and sat as it booted.

Austin stood in the center of their room, unsure if Stetson was finished speaking. Finally he shrugged and sat at his desk.

“Damn it!” the student yelled from across the hall, tossing his controller across the room.

Stetson sighed and stood. He walked to the door and turned back to Austin. “You mind if I close the door?”

“No, it’s cool.”

“Thanks. Curt does this every night.”

“That’s Curt across the hall?”

Stetson nodded and sat at the laptop. “Curt Osby. He’s a jock. He won’t last at this school if he plays games every night.”

“Yeah, I was looking at my schedule. Seems tough.”

Stetson shrugged. “It’s not too bad if you study. The PT is the toughest.”

“PT?”

“Physical Training. It’s worse than PE back in school.”

“Where you from?”

“Nashville. You?”

“Around Atlanta.”

“Oh.” Stetson turned back to his computer.

Flipping through the welcome packet, Austin paused on the letter from President Pierce. The professional profile photo showed Pierce in front of the blue Tizona symbol. “What’s the deal with our school president?”

“He hasn’t said much that didn’t sound like a sales pitch, honestly. He likes the Tizona.”

“What? The school?”

“The Tizona. It’s the name of the sword you see everywhere.”

“Ah, right.” Austin nodded. He studied the school map and found all of his classes except for astronomy and physical training took place in the Terminus Building. “Any advice for my first day?”

“Don’t be late,” Stetson said without delay, “and be quiet.”

“Fair enough,” he said with a sigh. He noticed a familiar load screen on Stetson’s computer. “You play Star Runners online?”

Stetson shifted in his seat. “Yes. Will it bother you?”

“Not at all. I love that game. I’ll miss it.”

Stetson grinned. “You can play when you want. I’m glad you like this game. I can give you some tips. I’ve just started playing on the elite server.”

Austin returned the smile. “I’d like that.”
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Austin pounded the steel spoon on the plate, knocking off mashed potatoes that were as thick as rubber cement. He continued down the line. The mess hall slowly rumbled to life as more students arrived for lunch.

The first day of classes overwhelmed him. His head pounded, and his back ached from the tiny desk chairs lining each room of Terminus. He collapsed like a sack of dirty laundry into his seat at the nearest table. Staring into the potatoes mixing with the juice of the green beans, he thought of the dozens of projects with due dates and upcoming tests.

“Mind if I sit?”

Austin stared. The girl with the blonde hair from yesterday stood over him, a soft expression on her face. “No. I mean yes, of course.”

Laughing, she sat at the table and fixed her ponytail. She grinned and started at her salad. “I’m Skylar Kincaid.”

“Austin Stone.”

“I know.”

He blinked. “You know?”

“Everybody knows. You were the last student recruited.”

“So?”

Skylar played with the straw in her water and nibbled on the end. “So people are wondering why you were added at the last minute?”

“Don’t people have other things to worry about?”

“Yeah, but people still talk.”

“They sent you over here to spy on me.”

“No, I wanted to come over.”

Austin took a bite of the mashed potatoes and watched Skylar poking at her salad. “Well, what are people saying?”

“Some say you come from a rich family and they bought your way in. Others say you’re part of a charity program.”

Austin winced. That last ‘“rumor’“ was probably more of the truth. “It doesn’t matter. I’m here now.”

“Oh, so you’re the mysterious type. Fair enough.” She sipped on her water and looked at another table, a rebellious strand of golden hair falling on her shoulder. “How are your classes?”

“Tough. You?”

“It hasn’t been easy and we haven’t even made it a week.” She shrugged. “I have a pretty tough astronomy class at two.”

Austin’s raised his shoulders. “I’m in that class, too. Maybe I’ll see you there.”

She eyed him. “Maybe.”

They ate in silence for a moment.

“Do you like running?”

Austin frowned. “Do I like running? I wouldn’t say I like it. Why?”

“I ran track back home. I love it.”

“Well, I do like running sometimes. I played baseball back home.”

“We can run together this afternoon if you want, you know, during our PT?”

“What’s the deal with that anyway? I read the packet last night, and it said we had to meet certain requirements, and that was it.”

“Yeah, well they’ve been a little vague about it. The time is our own. There’s a gym, a track, and a trail to run. They said the physical tests would come later on. I think they want us to be self-motivated, so I’m not taking any chances. I need this scholarship.”

“You’re on a scholarship, too?”

She tilted her head. “I couldn’t afford this place. God knows what the regular tuition is for a place this pretentious.”

He laughed. “No kidding. Hey, can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” she said finishing her salad and wiping at her mouth.

Austin leaned forward. “We’re all supposed to be part of the same class, right?”

“Yeah, so?”

“Well, there’s about fifty of us and all the staff and faculty seem to be working with us, and there’s only one dorm, right? This is a four-year school, isn’t it?”

Skylar snorted. “It’d better be.”

“So where are the sophomores?”

Skylar’s mouth opened as if to answer, but she fell silent. She looked around the mess hall at the other students all wearing their blue uniforms. “That’s a good question.” She leaned forward, her eyes cold. “You think the teachers ate them?”

He sighed and dropped his fork. “I’m serious!”

“Come on! I don’t know where they are. Why don’t we ask someone? I’m sure it’s not a conspiracy or anything.” She stood and laughed. “I have to get some studying done before the afternoon classes. Want to meet up after at the track behind the dorm?”

He grinned. “See you then.”

* * *
 

His lungs burned with each gasp. As she had done the past three weeks, Skylar pulled out ahead of him as they rounded the track for the last mile, her blonde ponytail bouncing on her gray sweatshirt. Austin wiped his sweaty brow and pressed forward, the fallen leaves crunching under his feet.

The fading golden sunlight dipped behind the trees by the time they finished their afternoon run. Austin clasped his hands behind his head as he slowed to a walk. Skylar grabbed their water bottles from the bench and tossed one to him.

“Nice run!”

He gulped twice and nodded. “You, too. I still have trouble beating you on the distance.”

Skylar smiled and lowered the bottle from her lips. “I didn’t know we were racing.”

He laughed. “No point. You win every time.”

A group of students ran past. Austin looked back toward the main campus. Students milled about the Terminus Building and the dormitory. Two tossed a disc around near the track. Others sat on blankets and studied. Austin’s stomach turned at the sight.

Study.

He had two tests this week. Homework took up the majority of his evenings. Stetson had an easier time with it and played more Star Runners than Austin. He often wondered if he still remained at the top of the leader board of the elite server.

“What’s wrong?” Skylar asked as they strolled back toward the dorm.

“Too much studying to do.”

“Yeah, well, that’s what we’re here for.”

He would much rather be here than back at the fruit stand loading vegetables and tomatoes. It would be October soon, when the pumpkins arrived by the truckload.

Near the tree line, a student walked near one of the smaller buildings. It looked like a gardening shack.

Austin nodded. “Any idea what that building is for?”

Skylar followed his gaze. “No. I heard it was a lab, but I haven’t had a class there.”

“Interesting.”

“Yeah, I guess. I don’t need to think of any more classes right now. I just hope I make it to next semester.”

“Okay Miss ‘all-As.’”

“Laugh all you want. One bad test grade and the scholarship goes with it.”

They reached the girls’ dorm. Austin tossed his water bottle into a recycle container.

“Guess I better shower and hit the books.”

“Hold up.” Skylar reached out and balanced herself by touching his shoulder so she could stretch her legs. Somehow, she still smelled good. “Okay, see you in the morning.”

She hurried up the stairs with a spring in her step. At the second floor, she turned and winked before she disappeared behind the wall.

Austin walked back to his section of the dorm. Knocking on his door, he entered his room. Stetson sat at his desk, while Curt Osby sprawled out on Austin’s bed. Darrion Lamego sat near the window with a cigarette between his fingers, and Elroy Arrius sat at Austin’s desk, doodling on a pad.

“Just in time, Stone!” Curt said, standing to face him.

Austin stepped in front of his clothes. “I need to shower.”

“What’s the hurry?” Curt said, standing behind Austin. “Whew!” He clasped his fingers over his nose. “You do need a shower!”

“All right then,” Austin said as he grabbed his towel, a T-shirt, and clean sweat pants. As he slipped into his slimy shower shoes, he looked around the room. “What’s going on?”

Curt’s eyes darted between Stetson and Austin. “Your roomie was just having a conversation with us.”

Austin looked to Stetson, who stared at the floor. “Oh, really? About what?”

“Should we tell him?” Curt asked, looking back to Darrion and Elroy. “I think we should tell him.”

He sighed. “If this is all we’re going to do then I have a shower and studying to get to.”

Curt stepped in front of the door and shut it. “You and Stetson both have calculus in the mornings, and us three have it in the afternoons.”

“Wow, that’s some serious investigative work,” Austin said.

Curt’s expression hardened. “All right, smart ass. We’ve heard Professor Heath uses the same tests on test days.”

“So?”

“So.” Curt set his hand on Austin’s shoulder. “We want to meet up during lunch and go over the answers. Now we know Stetson might miss a few questions here and there, so it would really help him out to have a partner in this.”

Austin shook his head and turned to his roommate. “You agreed to this?”

Stetson said nothing, but nodded like a child caught in a lie in front of his parents.

“Do you mind?” Austin asked, turning back to face Curt.

Curt stepped out of the way. “Think about it, Stone.”

Austin marched toward the bathroom, his feet squishing in his rubber shoes, still wet from his morning shower. When he returned to his room, the three “guests” had left. Stetson sat at his computer, flipping around a website with photos of spacecraft from the Star Runners game. Austin entered in silence and sat on his bed, the springs creaking.

“You okay, man?”

Stetson rested his head on his hand. “I guess.”

“It’s none of my business, but you should tell those guys ‘no.’ They just want to use you.”

“It’s not like I have a choice.”

“Sure you do.”

Stetson raised his head, his eyes red. “You’re bigger than me. It’s easier to be the jock-type and not get picked on.”

Austin winced at being referred to as a jock. “So what if they pick on you? You say ‘no’ and next test they’ll go after someone else.”

“No, they won’t. They never let up. It always happens this way.”

“Listen, you’ve seen how serious this school is about everything. You get caught, and they’re gonna throw you out.”

“I wouldn’t get caught if you helped me.”

He frowned. “Can’t do it. If I get booted out of here, that’s it for me.” He thought of the fruit stand job, and his boss acting as if he expected Austin to work there the rest of his life. He leaned back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling.

Stetson turned back to his computer as if a weight pressed down on his shoulders. “I don’t really like people,” he whispered. “They’ve always seemed like an unavoidable side-effect of life. But you, you’ve been nice to me. I won’t forget that.”

Austin smiled but didn’t know what to say. Minutes passed as he stared at his biology book. His attention kept being drawn back to Stetson, who gazed at the wall.

* * *
 

“Ow!”

The pain flashed like a bee sting at the base of his neck. Austin threw his hand over the spot.

“Is there a problem, Mr. Stone?” Professor Downs asked.

Rubbing his neck, Austin shook his head. “Sorry, sir.”

As the class lecture on chromosomes continued, students turned their attention back to the teacher. Austin tried to take notes and ignore the throbbing pain in his neck. He rubbed at his neck once more and felt dampness on his fingertips. It was blood. A glimmer on the floor caught his eye. Near his shoe sat a folded piece of paper with tape covering the edges; the end was capped with a staple. He bent down and picked it up. He looked over his shoulder to the hallway, but whoever shot the projectile had left.

He flipped it around between his fingers. Although he had never been hit by one, he had seen them used in high school. Some called it a “wasp.” Students used a rubber band to fling it at their target. Sometimes the target would be paper cups on the cafeteria table at lunch time. Most of the time, the target was a helpless kid the older students singled out. Austin had never had this trouble before.

He raised his hand. “May I go to the restroom, sir?”

Downs nodded. “Make it quick.”

Covering his neck, Austin hurried out into the hallway. He passed several classrooms. Skylar sat in her calculus class and winked at him. He smiled but continued toward the bathroom.

The cold water soaked into the paper towel and he placed it on his neck. The pain subsided, and the bleeding had finally stopped.

“Something wrong, Austin?”

Curt appeared from a stall at the end of the bathroom.

Austin seethed, clenching his teeth. Blood rushed to his face. Curt washed his hands while keeping an eye on Austin.

“I hate to see my classmates get hurt.”

“I bet.” Austin turned to leave, but Curt grabbed his elbow.

“We have to stick together, you know, cover each other’s back.”

Austin looked at Curt’s hand and then back at his face. He yanked his elbow away. “I have to get back to class.”

* * *
 

The mess hall filled with students as it did every day. Two more “wasps” had hit him in the past two days, one in the back and the other in the neck. Stetson mostly received verbal threats in the hallway except for a few shoves into the dorm walls.

It made Austin sick.

“You haven’t eaten anything today.” Skylar studied him, her eyebrows wrinkled. “What’s been up with you lately?”

“Nothing.” He grabbed a bite of his green beans. It tasted like metal, more like the can the beans came in than the actual vegetables.

“And you haven’t been yourself during PT either,” she said. “Can I help you with something? Is it the classes?”

“No, it’s not the classes.” Austin couldn’t look at her.

“Then, what?”

The question hung over the table.

Suddenly, Austin noticed something. “Have you seen Stetson?”

She blinked. “Not since this morning in calculus.”

“He isn’t at lunch, either.” He saw Peyton Rathenow, the guy from Boston, sitting at the end of his table. Peyton had been the only guy Austin had seen Stetson hang out with on campus. “Hey, Peyton, you seen Stetson?”

Peyton looked up. “Haven’t seen him since last night.”

Austin leaned back. Could Stetson be back in the room?

“What is it?” Skylar asked.

Austin grabbed his tray and stood. “I need to check on something. I’m sorry. I’ll see you at PT.”

Tossing his trash away, Austin hurried out of the mess hall. He nearly crashed into Jonathan Nubern on the way out.

“Whoa! Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

Austin stood up straight. “I need to get back to my room to study, sir.”

“Wait a minute,” Nubern said in a low voice. “Is something wrong?”

“No, sir.”

Nubern eyed him. “You know I’m your mentor. I’m supposed to help you with the transition into being a full-time student. You haven’t asked me anything since you got here, and now I catch you running out of mess hall with your eyes wide, breathing heavy like something’s wrong. What is it?”

He took a deep breath. “Nothing, sir. Really. I just forgot something back in my dorm room. I should get it before this afternoon’s class.”

Nubern paused. “No problem then. Remember I’m here if you need anything. Good luck with your classes.”

“Thank you, sir.”

As soon as Nubern went into the mess hall, Austin ran. He sprinted across the gravel path around Terminus and toward the dormitory. He rushed up the stairs and into his room. Stetson was in his bed under the covers facing the wall. He didn’t move when Austin entered.

“You all right, man?” Austin whispered.

Stetson’s shoulders moved.

Austin sat in his desk chair. A screen saver of a spaceship danced across Stetson’s computer.

“They won’t leave me alone,” Stetson said as he exhaled.

“What did they do?”

“Just keep threatening. I’ll be glad when the test is over tomorrow.”

Austin ran his hand over his mouth and stared at the floor. “You could always say ‘no.’”

Stetson sat up in the bed and turned around. Austin gasped.

The left side of Stetson’s glasses had no lens. A dull purple and blue bruise covered a swell under his eye. A small circle of blood pooled in his nostril. Stetson sniffled, making a gurgling sound as fluids rumbled in his throat.

“I tried that. You kept telling me to say ‘no’ and look what happened.”

Austin stared. “When did this happen?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Stetson said, collapsing back on the bed. “You think you’ve got it so rough. I’ve heard the things you’ve said to me since you got here. ‘I’m so poor. My family’s got it so rough.’ You have no idea.”

Austin’s temper flared. He took in a deep breath before he responded. “Just because you got your ass kicked doesn’t mean you have to attack me, too.”

“It’s different for you,” Stetson said. “You’re athletic. You can handle yourself. That’s why Curt hasn’t tried to beat you up to get you to cheat. You guys are the same size, but look at me. I’m a wimp with nothing to offer.” He placed his hand on his forehead. “I thought a small school would be different, but it’s all the same. The whole world is the same.”

Austin opened his mouth to speak but hesitated. Receiving the sting of a rubber band-flicked wasp did not compare to what Stetson had experienced. He leaned forward and took another look at his roommate. Stetson seemed to drift off to sleep.

Austin turned to his books and prepared for his afternoon classes, his thoughts consumed with the cheating situation.

* * *
 

“What happened to your neck, anyway?”

Austin flinched. He looked at Skylar as he pulled up his collar. “Got a bee sting, I think.”

She smirked. “Yeah, right. You okay?”

“Yeah, why?” He glanced at the table two rows away. Stetson sat with Curt, both of them looking over their shoulders like hunted prey. Teachers routinely strolled the aisles to keep an eye on the students. Skylar followed his gaze and he reached out, placing his hand on top of hers, soft and delicate under his skin. She spun around. A smile formed at the corner of her mouth. He pulled his hand away.

“Just, uh, don’t look over there.”

“What’s going on?”

“I can trust you, right?”

“You’ve been my closest friend since I got here. I hope you can trust me.”

Austin leaned over his cafeteria meatloaf. “You saw Stetson this morning?”

“The bruises, yeah. I heard it happen during PT yesterday.”

He shook his head. “No. Some guys roughed him up.”

“Really? Why? He’s such a...”

She trailed off, her sentence unfinished.

“I know,” he said. “They wanted his calculus answers.”

“From the test you took this morning?”

“Yeah.” He sighed and stabbed at his meatloaf. The test had been difficult. “They asked me to help give the answers. I didn’t agree. Now, I wish I had.”

He watched Stetson and Curt, two guys who never sat together at lunch, speaking as if they had been best friends since childhood.

“What did they do to you?” Skylar asked.

“Nothing like that.”

She took a glance over her shoulder. “They’re doing it here?” she asked in a harsh whisper. “That’s crazy!”

“I guess they thought they wouldn’t get caught out in the open. I don’t know. The whole thing’s making me sick. I should have helped him.”

“If you had gotten caught, you’d be expelled. I don’t think the school reacts too well to this sort of thing.”

Austin shrugged. “We’ll see. I still feel guilty.”

Nubern entered the mess hall and strolled to the food line. He spoke to staff and scooped some salad. He surveyed the room and his gaze lingered on Stetson’s table. Austin’s stomach turned as Nubern walked in that direction. He thought about moving to ask Nubern a question, but he couldn’t get out of the seat. He couldn’t turn away either. As Nubern closed in on Stetson with each step, Austin failed to move. Nubern slowed as he passed behind the table, but kept walking.

Austin exhaled. “Huh.”

“What is it?” she asked.

He wet his lips, his mouth dry. “I thought that was it.”

“Relax. You’ve done the right thing.” Skylar took another bite of her lunch and glanced at her watch. “Let’s go for a walk before we have to go back to class. It’ll be good to get some fresh air.”

As they left the mess hall, Austin took one last glance backward. Curt focused as he wrote on a piece of paper. Stetson watched Austin leave, his eyes wide, skin pale as a glass of milk.

Austin moved through the door and into the afternoon sunlight.

* * *
 

He lingered on the edge of a cliff. Something waited to push him into the darkness. A sound boomed in the far distance. His eyes shot open and he rolled over to look at the clock, but instead he was greeted by someone standing over his bed, clad in all black. Austin was about to scream or speak, but a firm hand pressed over his mouth.

“Shhh.”

Austin took short breaths, the hand continuing to press down on his mouth. He tried to sit up, but the unseen force pushed him back. He looked at the man holding him down. The man had no distinctive features, just a black shadow in the darkness of the room. He heard others moving around the room. A muffled voice said something Austin couldn’t understand.

Minutes stretched. What were they doing here? Was he being robbed?

He closed his eyes until the sound of movement ceased, replaced by the swamp insects and the air conditioning unit. For a moment, he wondered if it had been a dream. Like a child waking from a nightmare, he opened his eyes to slits and squinted in the darkness. All electronics from the other side of the room had vanished. The laptop at the desk was gone. Stetson’s alarm clock was dark. Stetson was not snoring.

“Stetson,” Austin whispered.

No answer.

He flipped on the lamp next to his bed.

Stetson’s side of the room was completely empty. Even the bed sheets were removed. The note cards Stetson had pinned on the bulletin board as study points and reminders were taken. Austin glanced at the closet. Only his own clothes remained.

The cold floor chilled his feet as he crept toward the door. When he stepped into the hallway, other students poked their heads out of their rooms, eyebrows raised. Across the hall, Curt had left his door open. Austin stepped forward to see.

The same void filled Curt’s room.

“What happened?” students asked one another.

Austin shrugged and hurried down the stairs. The blue light on top of the emergency phone illuminated the porch in a soft glow. He picked up the phone and waited, his heart pounding in his ears.

“Security,” a deep voice answered.

“Yes, this is Austin Stone in the male dormitory. There’s been a robbery or something.”

The voice grumbled in what must have been a chuckle. “Stone, there’s been no robbery. Get the students back to sleep.”

Austin clenched his teeth as he recognized the sarcasm. “Chief Sharkey, I’m not making this up. Something’s happened over here.”

“Oh, I know something’s happened,” Sharkey said with confidence. “Several students have been removed from campus for academic dishonesty. The sole penalty for this is expulsion.”

“Expulsion?”

“Yes. Will there be anything else?”

Austin paused. Sharkey killed the line.

Standing in the eerie blue light, Austin held the phone in his hand as he peered into the darkness.

* * *
 

The email from President Pierce explaining the students’ expulsion didn’t do anything to calm nerves around campus the next day. Austin also received several emails from Mom and Kadyn but decided to read them later. In his email, Pierce mentioned “academic dishonesty” the same way Sharkey had the night before. Everyone spoke in hushed voices, stoic and solemn. One month into the semester and students had already disappeared.

Austin skipped lunch. After his classes, he wandered the paths around the Terminus Building and ended up by the training facilities. He sat on a bench looking out over the field where he and Skylar spent every afternoon since they had arrived on campus. A gentle breeze moved across the field. The air had cooled since he arrived.

He closed his eyes, leaned back and allowed the wind to wash over him. He thought of Stetson and the empty side of his room. The guy had been so scared of Curt and his cronies. Now, he would have to return home in shame and face his parents. He would be pelted with accusations and questions as he tried to regain the trust of his parents. Austin’s stomach hurt.

He stretched his legs and rubbed his thighs.

Footsteps crunched on the gravel behind him.

“May I join you?” Nubern asked. “Or would you rather be alone.”

Austin jolted forward. “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.”

Nubern sat with a sigh. He peered at the grass, a strange look in his steel gray eyes. “I used to have a field like this near my home when I was growing up. All the children would get together for sports every afternoon following our lessons.” He swallowed. “It was wonderful.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I know this has been a difficult day for you. I am here if you need to talk.”

Austin gazed at the trees across the field. “I don’t know.”

“These things happen, you know. Not everyone will graduate.”

“I know, but Stetson didn’t deserve this. He was pressured into cheating, and now he is forced to leave?” Austin’s temper flared, his voice growing louder. “How is that fair?”

“As you know, life is not fair. Listen, Stetson was too weak to face opposition and peer pressure. That was his fault, his weakness. You think the only time he will be pressured by others will be in school? You think that will be the only time others ask him to do something he feels is wrong?” He lowered his voice. “Stetson has been taught a valuable lesson, one he must heed or he will be forced to stay on the sidelines for the rest of his life. If he allows people to control him now, he will be doing it forever.”

“But I should have done something.”

Nubern nodded. “Perhaps, but it was his choice. Had you helped him cheat, it would have been both of you being removed from campus in the middle of the night.” He placed his hand on Austin’s shoulder. “And you are too valuable to this school.”

He grinned. “Thank you, sir.”

“Keep up with your studies. School is only going to get harder.” He smacked his hand on Austin’s knee and turned to walk away. “It’s probably time for you to get back to class, is it not?”

Austin stood. “Yes, sir. And sir?” Nubern turned to face him. “Thank you.”

* * *
 

Austin finished writing the letter and gave it a look. He signed it and folded it into the envelope. Mom always liked getting handwritten messages. He included a copy of his midterm grades. His only correspondence since Stetson’s expulsion had been to Mom and Kadyn. Kadyn’s emails had been short and sweet. She missed him but said she loved exploring Savannah.

A cool wind moved through his dorm room window screen. Papers fluttered across his desk, and he slapped his hand down to keep them from blowing off. The sound echoed in his room. Beyond his window, a female student holding a duffel bag lingered near the Tizona Sword statue at the edge of the Grand Lawn. He exhaled.

Another dropout.

In a few minutes, Javin Sharkey pulled up in the golf cart. He hurled her bag onto the cart, and the two of them drove into the dense swamp on their way back to the welcome center.

After the initial round of cheaters were caught, other students disappeared in the middle of the night. Some of his classes dwindled to less than ten students. Six students attended calculus. Two had left on their own last week.

He laced his shoes and walked toward Terminus. He zipped his uniform to the neck as the cold air nipped at his skin. The sun had started its ascent and peeked through the trees, splitting rays across the Grand Lawn. The side door of the Terminus Building shut behind him, the sound echoing through the halls. Austin hurried to the mail room and dropped Mom’s letter into the slot for outgoing student mail.

He had fifteen minutes before his first class.

He walked to the main room. Two students at opposite ends of the room were hunched over books and held their heads with their hands. He settled in at a computer and logged in. As the computer started, he stared at the high, coffered ceiling. Sunlight beamed through the windows as the day began. More students filtered into the hallways as conversations shattered the silence. Soon, Terminus would be alive with activity.

Austin opened his school email address and found Kadyn’s last email.

He smiled as he thought of her brown hair flying as she drove away from their high school with the windows down, the music blaring. He missed her smile. He missed her constant support when things got weird at home or school. He missed her soft voice on the other end of the telephone, announcing she would give him a ride to school.

After he sent a brief note to Kadyn, he turned his attention to Josh. His best friend had been silent on the email front since Austin arrived in Tizona. He typed Josh’s name and started an opening sentence, but hesitated. The last time they spoke, Josh was preparing for some mission trip, and the connection had ended. So much had happened since that time.

Josh,

Hey buddy, hope you’re well. Drop me a line when you get a chance. I hope the trip went well. We have a lot to catch up on.

You take care of yourself.

Austin

He stared at the screen.

Shaking his head, Austin sent the email and glanced at the clock. He still had five minutes until his first class.

He checked his Star Runners account. Despite the fact it had been several weeks since he had logged in using Stetson’s laptop, his account still worked and the load screen flickered onto the screen. He smiled at the image of Trident fighters locked in mortal combat with Tyral Pirates in the midst of a thick asteroid belt. He sat up in his seat and closer to the screen in case others walked behind him. He logged into the elite server and waited.

The numbers and statistics popped up on the screen. His call sign, Rock, remained at the top of the leader board. Some of the stats had changed below his name, but he still boasted the highest kill/death ratio on the server. The top three remained Austin, Scorpion, and Josh. He clicked on Josh’s call sign, Razor.

Josh had not logged in since the summer and had not even recorded a match. He used to love this game and now it seemed he had outgrown it. Austin longed for the days of playing online late into the night and into the early morning hours. He remembered when the next online match was the most important thing to him during those long summer nights.

The electronic bell signifying class change interrupted his thoughts. Students rose from their desks in the main study room and hurried down the halls. Austin grabbed his bag and rushed to calculus, weaving through the mass of students piling into the Terminus Building.

When he reached the classroom at the end of the hall, Austin sat near the window facing the dorm. The sun had finished rising above the tree line into the cloudless sky and now bathed the campus in the golden light of fall.

Professor Heath, clad in a corduroy jacket and dark slacks, strolled into the class. He pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose and stood in front of the class with his hands in his back pockets. He shifted his weight. “Good morning, class.”

The class responded with its usual moan.

“We have something a bit different today,” Heath said. “There will be an announcement from President Pierce in a few minutes that will be broadcast in all of the classrooms.”

He turned around and searched the top drawer of his desk. Heath rummaged through staplers, calculators, and pens before he produced a small remote control the size of a cell phone. He pointed it at the ceiling. After a moment, a section of the ceiling slid away, and a screen dropped down and covered the chalkboard. The screen looked space age in the otherwise classic classroom, which held nothing more modern than Heath’s laptop on the dark oak desk.

The students looked at one another. Connor King, a tall student from a mid-western town Austin could never remember the name of, stared from the seat next to him, his eyebrows raised. Austin shrugged and fiddled with his pen.

“Did you know that was there?” David Keller, the giant student everyone called “Bear,” whispered from the back of the class.

“Yes, I did,” Heath answered.

Austin glanced at Bear, whose face burned a deep red.

“You whisper louder than some people talk,” the professor said. “Everyone please be quiet.”

The screen flickered to life. An image of the Tizona sword on the dark blue background dissolved into view. The sword transitioned to President Pierce sitting at his desk.

“Good morning to all of you,” Pierce said, his voice booming the same way it had when he first addressed the class in the mess hall. “Today is a special day, one that will change your future enrollment here at the Tizona School of Excellence.”

As Pierce paused to sort through papers on his desk, Connor and Austin exchanged glances. What could this be? Pierce had only been seen on campus a few times in the past twelve weeks, and he had not made a school announcement since the first week of class.

“Please pay attention to the following list of names,” Pierce announced.

Pierce read off names, some of them familiar. Austin counted the names. Ansley Thompson. Christine Burrows.

Christine sat at the front of Austin’s row. She inhaled and jolted forward in her seat as if something pushed her. She glanced around the room for answers but found none as the other students threw their hands in the air.

The names continued.

Zac Paul. Philip Gripes.

Austin replayed the names in his head and counted on his fingers. One, two, three, four.

The names continued and, for a moment, Austin wondered if Pierce was going to call roll for the entire school. Eight names. Ten. Twelve. How many more was he going to call?

Eighteen. Twenty-two.

Austin held his breath.

Pierce cleared his throat after he read off the twenty-third name. “If your name has been called,” he said in a softer tone, “I respectfully request you return to the dormitory and begin packing your personal items. You are being transferred to our sister facility in Savannah to continue your studies for the remainder of the semester. When the semester draws to a close, your scholarship will be terminated, and you will be free to transfer your earned credits to another institution. It has been an honor having you at Tizona. On behalf of the faculty and staff, I would like to wish you the best of luck in your future endeavors. If you have any further questions, Chief Sharkey will be waiting for you at the dorms for transport back to the main gate.”

Pierce blinked and continued in his standard, booming voice. “The rest of you may wait in your classrooms until the others have left, at which time you will continue your studies. That is all.”

Austin closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. He had made the cut. His scholarship would continue.

Christine slammed her calculus book shut. “Did you know that was about to happen?” she asked, staring at Professor Heath.

“They do this every semester.”

“What a joke!” Christine hurled her belongings into her bag and stormed out of the room.

Austin glanced at Connor, who offered a crooked smile.

Pierce had called twenty-three names out of the remaining students. Austin wasn’t sure of the exact number, but there couldn’t be much more than twenty left at the school. He’d known it would be competitive, but he wondered if his experience at Tizona would change.

Two other students, Zac Paul and Ansley Thompson, stood and dragged their feet as they moved out of the classroom. Heath nodded at the students as they left the room. Ansley turned and glared at Austin before she disappeared into the hall, her face drooping as she brushed a stray hair away from her eyes. His eyes darted to the floor.

Outside the window, three golf carts pulled in front of the dorm. Sharkey and four security guards hopped out of the carts. As Heath continued class with the remaining six students, the dismissed students were loaded into the golf carts. Sharkey, typing into his tablet, strolled between them like a drill sergeant inspecting his troops.

By the time class ended, the loaded golf carts had taken the twenty-three students away from the dormitory. On the last cart in line, Christine Burrows sat with her shoulders slumped.

Austin sighed. That could have been me. I could have been on my way back.

* * *
 

Skylar surveyed the mess hall as she counted. She mouthed the numbers, her rose-red lips moving in silence. She raised off her seat and pushed her blonde hair away from her forehead.

“Twenty-two,” she whispered, sitting back down at the table.

Austin looked over his shoulder. “What are you being quiet for? It’s not like there’s anyone to hear you.”

They laughed and continued their lunch. Even though he had been making jokes all morning about the mass expulsion of students, his stomach rolled like a washing machine. His mind raced through the possibilities. Half the class had been expelled, transferred, or had dropped out by the twelve-week mark.

“We might have been on to something when we talked about sophomores,” Skylar said as she tore off a piece of bread.

He blinked. “What? You mean the fact there are no students from other classes?”

“Right. Maybe they all couldn’t cut it and got kicked out.”

“That couldn’t be true, could it?”

She looked down at the table. “I really have no idea. What would your parents say about all this?”

Austin flinched. “Well, my mom is just glad I made it to college.”

She eyed him. “Your dad’s not around? You’ve never told me that.”

“Yeah. He passed away a few years ago. It’s just me and Mom.”

“Oh,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“Me, too,” he said, tearing apart a napkin.

Near the end of lunch, Nubern and Sharkey marched in from the back of the mess hall and stopped behind Austin. The remaining students ceased eating and stared at the two faculty members.

“Attention!” Nubern yelled. “I’m only going to say this once: When I say attention, you will stand at attention!”

Austin stared at Skylar, who stood promptly. Austin followed her lead as others around the room did the same.

“Good,” Nubern said with a nod. “Fast learners. That’s part of the reason you are here today. Chief Sharkey and I are here to let you in on what could be the last five weeks of your enrollment at Tizona if you don’t listen up.”

Austin swallowed.

“From this day forward, PT is going to change. You will now be monitored and coached through your exercises. All of you will be issued new uniforms to be worn on campus during class times and an exercise uniform as well. A new policy on hair regulations will be enforced starting tomorrow. Men will have their hair cut neat and women will be required to wear hair in a bun. Sharkey here will be enforcing the details. Questions? Ask him later.”

Nubern paced the front of the room. “Your PT will increase in intensity for the next three weeks,” he continued. “Some of you won’t hack it, and will be transferred off campus to finish the semester. Nothing more will be said of any who do not make it. You should be honored to have made it this far. Your afternoon PT will include a new class of survival training. In the event you are ever lost in the woods or stranded because of a vehicle failure, this additional training could save your life.”

Austin shuddered at the thought of leaving the school after putting in so much time. He glanced at Skylar. She remained fixated on Nubern, her eyes wide with concern.

“You may ask what this is all leading to? The first semester for all Tizona students ends in something we like to call the Gauntlet.” Nubern cocked an eyebrow. “The Gauntlet is a pure test of your mettle, of what you can endure. It will test your physical prowess as well as your mind. It is the ultimate accomplishment of your enrollment at Tizona. Fail this, and you will be sent home.”

The students inhaled. Connor King leaned over to Jimmy Whitmore. “This is stupid,” he whispered.

“Is it now?” Nubern boomed and squared off in front of Connor’s table, an icy resolve in his face. “Is it really stupid to challenge yourself? Is it really?”

Connor lowered his head, staring at the table like a scolded child.

Nubern held his glare at Connor for a moment before addressing the students as a whole. “All of this news does not come without some added benefits. If you will all follow us, we will escort you to the new rec facilities.”

* * *
 

The students marched along a gravel path in front of the Terminus building, their feet crunching on the gravel in the silent afternoon. Austin rubbed his shoulder against Skylar’s several times as they walked at the front of the line.

Nubern led the students while Sharkey remained at the rear. With all the recruits wearing the same uniform and marching in unison, Austin felt like a prisoner being escorted to clean up a highway. Two guards stood at the front door of the Terminus building as they filed past.

“Are we still having our afternoon classes?” a student asked at the back of the line.

“For the most part, yes,” Sharkey answered. “This will only take a few moments.”

Nubern led the students around Terminus and continued toward the PT facilities. Up ahead, standing at the edge of the tree line was the small, intriguing building. He and Skylar had discussed its purpose weeks ago and had concluded it was for the groundskeepers. He reached out and touched Skylar’s hand with his index finger. She glanced at Austin and followed his gaze.

Standing at the front of the one-story building with his hand on the rusted metal door, Nubern turned around and took in the entire group. “I know some of what I said might sound like it will be difficult, and it certainly will be, but there are perks to this program. I want you all to enter this building with an open mind. Continue down the stairs and line up against the wall to your right when you reach the bottom. Understood?”

Nubern pulled back the metal door. A musty smell like a damp basement drifted out of the building. The student line inched forward. Austin took one look at the bright sunlight before he descended the first steps. Light bulbs hung above the rickety wooden staircase. Water dripped. Austin reached out and slid his fingers across the damp rock covered with moss.

When they reached the bottom, they filed to the right as ordered. Cables thick as baseball bats crossed the cement flooring. Circular shapes as tall as a person and as wide as a compact car loomed in the darkness. The stale air felt cooler than above. The students stood, shoulders touching, with their backs against the wall. Skylar reached out and grabbed Austin’s hand. Embarrassed by the sweat on his palm, Austin loosened his grip. Her hand trembled. He swallowed, his pulse pounding in his ears.

“All right, that’s everyone!” Nubern announced, his voice echoing. “I said there would be some perks and this is it!”

Austin frowned. A forgotten, abandoned wine cellar smelling of mold and rot was not a “perk” in his mind.

“Chief Sharkey, hit the lights.”

One by one, lights flickered and popped to life, illuminating the area. The lighting revealed a slender room fifty yards long lined with black pods large enough to hold a person.

“There are twenty-two simulators in this room, one for each of you,” Nubern said. He approached the nearest pod. “This rec room is now mandatory for all students to avoid having a mental breakdown. Recreation is a crucial aspect of your schooling. We have seen it time and time again where students burn out. Some of your classmates have already succumbed to the pressure. This room was created to combat that outcome.”

He pressed a circular button on the nearest pod. With a hissing sound, the pod door slid upward and revealed one black seat. “All of you here have logged time on a certain online computer game called Star Runners, yes?”

The pressure on Austin’s chest eased.

“Well, these pods are linked simulators where you and your classmates may participate in various events and competitions in the game. Think of it as a massive LAN party for your amusement.” Nubern gestured toward Austin. “I believe you are the best here, Austin, or should I say Rock?”

Skylar spun around, her mouth gaping open. “You’re Rock?”

Austin nodded. His feet dragged forward as all eyes in the room turned toward him. The other students nodded as he passed by, some whispering. He stepped in front of the pod and looked at Nubern. “What do I do?”

“Just sit and the computer will run you through the start-up sequence. It should be similar to the game you’ve played online. These games are not online but are just played here on campus. We will keep the statistics so you guys can see who the best in the class will be at the end of the semester. The class will be able to watch on the main monitors out here.” He turned to address the students. “This recreation time will now be mandatory, at least one hour each day. Should you arrive and a game is in progress, watch the monitors and wait for the conclusion of the current match.”

Austin slipped into the simulation pod as Nubern spoke. The comfortable seat boasted a safety harness. He pulled the pod door down. Three large screens, one in the front and the others on either side, surrounded him. Green and red lights blinked as the pod restarted. A stick rose from the floor. He placed his hand on it and allowed his fingers to rest on the trigger. It felt more solid than his joystick at home, even better than the expensive joystick Josh had given him last Christmas. As the lights finished blinking, and his eyes adjusted, the cockpit came into view.

Austin gasped.

Rather than utilizing a keyboard to activate the functions of the Trident fighter, this simulation had buttons and switches for each function. Laser guns, missiles, shields – all functions had a button in the cockpit or a switch on either side. A throttle was on his right. Rather than hit a function key to look left or right, he would simply look in the direction he wanted to see. It was like being in a real Trident.

“Unbelievable,” he breathed.

It amazed Austin to think that the school would go to such lengths to ensure they had their recreational time. After twelve weeks of no-nonsense education, they add a rec room like this?

The three screens wavered and revealed the inside of a starport. Other parked Trident fighters lined up on either side of him. Straight ahead, a brilliant star field called to him. These screens had a higher resolution than his computer back home and Stetson’s laptop.

“Welcome, Star Runner,” a female voice announced. “Please put on your headset.”

Grinning, Austin looked at the black headset on the front console. He slipped it on, pulling the mouthpiece closer to his lips.

“Prepare for your simulation,” the voice continued in his earpiece. “For today’s exercise, we will be taking on a pair of Tyral Pirates attempting to attack Legion freighters leaving Tarton’s Junction, an important spaceport within Legion space. Throttle forward when ready.”

Austin adjusted the headset and rested his hand on the throttle. He had flown a Trident on the computer, but this felt real.

“Rock? This is Nubern. We are all waiting for you out here.”

“Yes, sir. Just getting my bearings.”

He eased forward on the throttle. His seat rumbled as his fighter moved past the other craft and out into space. The star field surrounded his view. The space wavered as his curvature drive opened the bend in the void. A circular screen above the stick showed his current sensor readout rather than it being on the HUD. That would take some getting used to, but all other systems seemed to be in place. He squinted as he searched for weapons select. Two red buttons glowed at his fingertips just beyond the throttle control. He selected his missiles with his right hand. Rather than searching for buttons on a keyboard, he could work more with his hands which would allow for quicker reactions.

After he had passed through the curve, three red dots emerged on his radar. Austin turned the Trident to bear down on the pirates, still amazed at how the star field adjusted to his movement. He glanced left and right, watching as space debris shot past the window. They should post these simulations in malls across the country.

“Enemy fighters in bound,” the female voice cooed in his headset.

“Got it,” Austin said.

The crosshairs blinked yellow as the fighters came into range. When they changed to a searing red, he squeezed the trigger. The seat rumbled as the missile left his fighter and shot at its target. A moment later, a bright explosion flickered in the distance.

One less pirate.

The other two split off in different directions. Austin veered right, attempting to stay near the closest fighter. In an effort to keep the enemy in front of him, he rolled and accelerated. The pirate fighter filled his crosshairs and Austin fired again, not waiting for a lock.

Miss.

He looked down and found the button for laser guns. When he looked back to the screen, the enemy had vanished.

The pod’s seat rumbled, and the lights on the dashboard flickered as he took fire from the rear. Both pirate fighters had worked their way behind him. Austin yanked left, then right, then pulled back into a loop. Warning bells sounded, and the lights in his cockpit glowed a blood red. His fighter wouldn’t take much more of this.

He killed the engines and powered his reverse thrusters at full. His Trident slowed. The two pirates shot into his forward view.

Austin pulled the trigger. His stick vibrated as the laser guns fired red bolts into the closest pirate fighter. Sparks flew from the enemy craft before it disintegrated into a fiery wreck. It didn’t take long before the other enemy fighter met the same fate.

“This introductory exercise has been completed,” the female voice announced. “Well done, Star Runner.”

“Nice job, Rock,” Nubern said into Austin’s headset. “Nice job.”

The pod door opened, and Austin took off his headset. Nubern stood with his arms crossed. The students all pressed forward for a better look at the cockpit.

“How was it?” Skylar asked.

“Amazing,” Austin said, his eyes back on the cockpit. “Absolutely amazing.”

* * *
 

During his afternoon classes, Austin could not shake the simulation pod from his mind. It had been so real. His reactions were slower as he had to find the correct buttons in the cockpit, but he wanted to get better. He felt drawn to the rec room in a way he had not felt since he and Josh first started playing Star Runners.

And then there was the reaction of the other students.

All twenty-two remaining students had reacted in surprise at his online ID as if they had all heard it before. Skylar’s shocked face was etched in his mind; her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open. She had gazed at him with such respect and awe, as if she had never seen him before. Was it possible they were all gamers? No, that couldn’t be it. The recreation room smelled of mold as if it had been there a long time. Perhaps the simulation pods were new?

He had other things to worry about at the moment.

His final class of the day ended, and the students filed out of the Terminus Building to the Grand Lawn. Chief Sharkey stood in front of five guards, hands clasped behind his back. A wooden barstool sat in front of each guard.

“Nubern advised all of you that new hair regulations would be enforced starting tomorrow.” He turned and gestured toward the five guards. “I want all you men to form five lines. The women will report immediately to the chow hall.”

The male students grumbled into line while the women walked toward the mess hall. The haircuts didn’t take long. The guards buzzed the student’s’ hair with battery-powered clippers. The five clippers buzzing reminded Austin of a bee hive. Huge clumps of hair fell off into the grass, the wind taking it away.

When it was Austin’s turn, he sat and allowed the guard to do his work. It didn’t bother him as his hair was already short. However, some of the guys complained and walked away feeling their newly exposed scalps. Austin slid his right hand over his head, feeling the remaining prickly hairs. The guard motioned for him to leave, and the next guy sat down.

Following the haircuts, Sharkey took the students to the PT field.

“Now it’s time for your first class in survival training,” he announced, placing his hands behind his back. “This will be a mandatory additional class at the end of each day for the next three weeks. Now pay attention! Don’t screw around with this class. Some of what you learn might save your life.”

Sharkey reached into the front pocket of his black pants and pulled out a silver whistle which glistened in the sunlight.

“But before we have our first class,” he said, placing the whistle to his lips, “we run.”

The students looked at each other.

Sharkey blew the whistle. “I said run, you worthless sacks! RUN!”

He leaned forward as if to hit someone. Austin flinched, dropped his books and started running. He didn’t turn to see if the others followed. He didn’t care. He increased his pace as he reached the PT track and left behind the sound of Sharkey’s whistle. He missed Skylar.

The other male students fell in behind Austin. They jogged three laps before Sharkey started his whistle blowing once again. Austin glanced over his shoulder. Several students lagged behind the pack. Four laps equaled a mile, but many students struggled to pass even that milestone.

Skylar’s standard afternoon workout was eight laps, but sometimes went for twelve. Austin had struggled at the beginning of the semester but had grown used to the workout. He would have to thank her later.

As the group reached their sixth lap, some students slowed. Connor bent over at the side of the track and vomited. The acidic smell drifted over to Austin as he ran past. The humid breeze coming from the swamp blew the stench away.

Connor wasn’t alone. When the eighth lap commenced, half the students barely ran. Most had their hands on their hips and stared into the sky.

Sharkey screamed, “Get up! What do you think this is? Get up, now! Run, you worthless sacks of lyker dung! Run!”

Austin frowned as he wiped the sweat from his brow. He wasn’t sure what a “lyker” was or how that was even an insult, but he kept moving forward.

His lungs burned, and his thighs ached as he finished lap number twelve.

The whistle sounded once more.

“That’s it for today! It is the first day, after all,” Sharkey said. “Everyone take a knee over here.”

Austin and the other students who had finished the twelve laps moved to where they had left their books. He did a quick count: eight students made the three miles. Austin used his uniform sleeve to dab the sweat from his face. The other six limped and walked along different portions of the track, trying to hurry toward Sharkey’s location.

“Nice of you ladies to finally join us,” he said once all fourteen male students knelt around him like he was a football coach at the end of practice. “There’s no sugar-coating this today, gentlemen. This was a disgrace. Half of you failed to make it twelve laps. Starting tomorrow, we do sixteen. The next day twenty. Then, I want the standard workout to be six miles before we even start the survival class. Understood?”

The group nodded.

“Some of you have kept up with your fitness this semester and are now being rewarded for your persistence. The rest of you will have to step it up if you want to stay on this campus.” He glanced at his watch. “That’s it for today. Be ready to run tomorrow. Dismissed.”

* * *
 

Warmth touched his face. Austin curled his toes and raised his arms over his head, burying them deep into the pillow. As he forced his eyes open, rays of sunlight burst into the room and blinded him. He glanced at the clock: 7 a.m. on a Saturday. He smiled, remembering when being awake at such an hour on the first day of the weekend felt like a crime.

Ignoring the pain in his thighs, Austin shifted his legs out from under the covers and touched his feet to the cool tile floor. His muscles ached. He sat forward and the book he had been reading, Survival in the Woods, fell from his chest to his lap. He tossed the book to the side and sat at the end of the bed. He stared at the floor.

Every muscle in his body burned after this first week of PT with Sharkey. He tried to study last night but fell asleep. He didn’t even remember to shut off his reading light. Sharkey had not lightened up at all. Instead, he’d intensified the work out regime. At first, Austin had been able to hold his own with the program. Now, as his feet throbbed when they touched the floor, he wondered if he would make it the final four weeks of class.

And the physical aspect wasn’t the only thing on his mind.

With the new change in routine at Tizona, more classes were added to the mix. As if the primary classes weren’t hard enough, now Sharkey and Nubern taught basic survival skills in the event students were ever stranded or lost in the woods. Teachers taught the afternoon classes in spurts. Some days they ran. Other days they powered through obstacles on the ropes course. While he didn’t know if he would ever need it, Austin was interested in learning about what plant life and bugs he could eat if he did find himself lost in the woods. Creating a natural compass out of a needle and a pool of water was cool stuff. David and Austin spent hours after the classes talking about going on a cross-country road trip when this was all over. These survival classes would make camping in the wilderness a breeze. It was nice to feel like he was making a close friend again.

But not all of the students shared their enthusiasm. Connor was vocal about his displeasure in having the new classes tacked on to his workload.

“God, this is so stupid!” he said more than once after class or while they ran. “When will I ever use this crap?”

Austin ignored him. He didn’t know when he would use this information either, but he would do whatever it took for him to stay in school and keep the scholarship. He would not return home to tell Mom he quit. And what would Dad have said if that happened?

After the first two days of the new class format, Connor disappeared. Rumor had it the guy was taken from his dorm room in the middle of the night, the same as Stetson. Austin shuddered when he thought of Stetson. He figured the rest of the male students knew to keep their mouths shut. Among the remaining thirteen, Austin knew none of them except for David. The others looked familiar, of course, but they had been quiet during their time at Tizona. All of them, though, had an icy stare either from determination or fear, possibly a little of both.

The stack of books loomed on Austin’s desk. He had a calculus test next week he needed to study for and plenty of homework to do, including assigned reading from the survival book Sharkey had given them at the end of their PT yesterday.

He put on his dark blue Tizona jumpsuit and running shoes. The homework could wait until after his morning run.

Wiping the sleep out of his eyes and sliding his hand over his short hair, Austin left his dorm room and hustled down the stairs. He never thought he would enjoy it, but somehow Skylar’s love of running had grown on him. Now, he wondered how he ever did without it.

He stretched in front of the dormitory. A morning fog lingered over the wet grass in the PT field. The November air carried with it a chill he hadn’t noticed earlier in the week. Winter would soon be here and, with it, a break from school. He would be able to return home and tell Mom about his new life and, hopefully, what classes he would be taking next semester. He grinned as he leaned on his leg in one final stretch and felt the muscle pull.

“Mind if I join you?”

Austin turned around. Skylar, dressed in her Tizona blue leggings and a sweatshirt, stood on the gravel path.

“Man, it’s good to see you.” He rushed over and hugged her. “Happy Saturday to you.”

“What a greeting,” she said with a smile. “I should get up early on Saturday’s more often.”

The blood rushed to his face. “Yeah, I thought I’d go for a run to start the day. I’m buried in homework I don’t feel like doing. Luckily, PT is homework now.”

“Let’s go.”

Three miles went by much faster than they did back when Austin first arrived at Tizona. Skylar motioned toward the bench along the edge of the campus. She stretched in silence and faced the dense woods leading to the swamp beyond.

“I wrote my mom today,” she said, pulling her left leg toward her. “I didn’t know what to say. Miami’s a long ways from here.”

“What do you mean?”

Skylar rubbed her nose. “They’re always asking about the classes and what we’re doing. It’s hard to explain this is like a military school without the military.”

Austin paced in front of the bench. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

She pointed to his shaved head. “No?”

He laughed and slid his hand over the top of his head. “I guess you’re right. How are things with the girls?”

“We’ve been running like crazy. A female security guard, Jenalee Donadio, has been taking over our PT in the afternoon. She’s a hard ass. Really likes yelling at all of us.”

“That seems to be going around. Did you write your father, too?”

She shook her head. “What’s the point?”

Austin knelt to tie his shoe and avoided eye contact. Skylar had only mentioned her dad once at lunch a few weeks ago. He was fired from his job for stealing when she was in high school. After serving time in prison and getting a divorce, her father had been out of the picture. Skylar held an empty stare when she spoke of him. Austin had tried bringing it up again, but never pushed the issue. If Skylar wanted to talk about it, she would.

Skylar rolled her shoulders to loosen up. “Then we’ve been discussing survival techniques,” she continued as if Austin hadn’t asked about her dad. “How to eat bugs if we’re starving, really fun stuff that just makes you want to go camping, you know what I mean?”

She took in a deep breath and turned back toward the Terminus Building. Rolling plumes of fog lifted from the wet grasses as the sunlight illuminated the campus. “So why didn’t you ever tell me?”

He frowned. “Tell you about what?”

“About being the legendary Rock; the guy who took down the Scorpion.”

His eyebrows raised. Ever since Nubern called him by his online alter ego earlier that week, none of the other guys had said anything. “I thought you had forgotten about that.”

“No way.” She turned to face him. “You’re not the only one who plays Star Runners. It’s not just for guys, you know. Some of the girls in PT were talking about it after one of our runs.”

“I know,” he said with a smile. “I guess I didn’t want to come off as a nerd. It’s not something you spout off to people when you first meet them. At least, I don’t.”

Skylar made a clicking sound with her tongue against her teeth. “You should know by now you can talk to me about anything. I’ve been wanting to ask the famous Rock this since I saw it on the leaderboards: How did you do it?”

Austin sighed and gestured to start walking down the path before they continued their run. “It happened before I really knew what I had done. Between you and me, I think it must have been dumb luck.”

She whistled. “That’s some pretty awesome dumb luck.”

“So what about you? How long you been playing?”

“Ever since the game came out. I’ve been on the elite server for a while now. I love that game.”

“Have you been able to try out the new rec room?”

“Hardly,” she said as they picked up the pace, increasing from walking to jogging. “You?”

“No. Too much studying to do. Maybe we should go this afternoon?”

“Maybe so.”

They finished another three miles. By this time, the sun had warmed the campus. The swamp insects buzzed around and infiltrated their eyes and mouth. Strolling back toward the dormitories, Skylar slapped Austin on the shoulder.

“Thanks for the run.”

“Thanks for joining me. We should do this more often on the weekends now that we have to train separately in the afternoons.”

“Sounds good to me.”

They sat on the cool grass and looked back toward the PT field. Sweat dripped down his back, and he thought about taking a shower.

“What are you going to do after all this?” Skylar asked.

“You mean school? I don’t know. Kind of want to make sure I stay first. We only have a month left.” Austin blinked. “Did you hear about Connor King?”

She nodded. “Another middle of the night disappearance. Fun stuff. Heard he was being a moron in class.”

“Yeah.”

She exhaled. “What do you think about the Gauntlet?”

Austin fought back a yawn. “Probably a ropes course. Honestly, I’m not worried about it. If they want to put me through all these crazy physical tests and still give me a free ride through school, I’m all for it.”

“It’s strange, though. I’m nervous, and I don’t even know what it is.”

He tapped her knee. “Don’t worry so much. We’ll know about it when it gets here. Besides, I won’t let you fail.”

She looked at him and smiled. “Really?”

“Really.”

“Well, I better shower.”

He clasped her hand and helped her stand.

As she turned to go, she said, “I hope we’re friends forever, Austin. You really meant what you just said, didn’t you? About not letting me fail.”

“Sure. You’re not going anywhere.”

She grinned and loosened her ponytail. “I’ll see you this afternoon in the rec room. Three o’clock good?”

“See you then.”

* * *
 

The next two weeks were filled with intense physical training, long classes, recreational time in the simulation pod, and Sharkey screaming at the guys as they ran PT twice a day. It didn’t bother Austin in the afternoons, but the high-pitched wailing from that man in the mornings grated his nerves. Since the time change, the morning runs took place in complete darkness. Six guys had dropped out in the last two weeks bringing the total number to seven. Skylar said five of the girls had dropped out, two in the middle of the night after snapping back at the instructor and three more because they just couldn’t take the new schedule. It wasn’t a shock when he realized only ten students remained in his class.

Besides Skylar, Austin spoke to no one except David “Bear” Keller. The remaining guys in his group continued to remain silent during their workouts. Smart-ass remarks or the ragging on each other disappeared, replaced by a cold steel concentration on the matters at hand. He didn’t really know the remaining six other than Bear, who lived at the end of his hall in the dormitory, a massive, hairy linebacker from St. Louis. He needed to shave twice a day just to maintain regulations. Austin found out the others called him “Bear” because of his overabundance of testosterone.

The other guys must live on the bottom floor of the dormitory because Austin didn’t even know their full names. He had heard Sharkey call to a few of them: a guy named Ashley, another named Patrick, and a shorter blue-eyed guy named Doug who used to smile a lot more before these three weeks of PT; then there was Mark and Jason. Austin never took the time to learn more about these other students. What was the point? With the current rate of “departures,” as Nubern called them, most of these students would be gone by the end of their final week.

It wasn’t easy. He wanted to help the other guys whenever they fell or stumbled during PT, but Sharkey wouldn’t allow it. After the first week, Austin’s muscles and joints ached like never before. Now, three weeks in, he hardly noticed the running anymore. His thighs felt like a solid rock and the PT barely registered.

With finals next week, Austin felt confident he would be able to stay next semester. He had solid grades in all of his classes. All that remained was the mysterious Gauntlet Sharkey kept warning them about. The Gauntlet would take place sometime before the finals, which the school scheduled for the last week. Then it would be Christmas break.

He thought of Mom and home several times a day during the final weeks of regular classes. As November rolled into December and the days grew shorter and the nights cooler, it reminded him of last Christmas. He and Josh were sitting in the living room, talking about the future and what would happen when Josh left for California. Austin remembered the depression hanging over him like a fog when his best friend left. Now, he didn’t know what he would say to Josh if he ever showed up at Tizona to hang out.

After he finished his classes on the final regular Friday of the semester, Austin strolled back to his dormitory in the fading light of the December afternoon. The final obstacle before Christmas break was a weekend of studying, finals, and the Gauntlet. Then he would be home again with Mom, sitting in front of their sparkling Christmas tree and a crackling fire, eating ham omelets and sipping hot chocolate.
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The door crashed, smacking against the cement block wall of his dorm room and ripping him from a dreamless sleep. His heart thudded in his ears as he jolted up, his eyes wide.

“What?”

“Silence!” a male voice snapped.

Three figures entered Austin’s dorm room. They thrust a thick fabric over his face. The garment blocked out light from the hallway. He took deep breaths, the fabric clinging to his mouth every time he inhaled. He sensed the three figures standing in front of him as he sat at the edge of his bed. His fingers gripped the mattress, balling the blankets into his fists. It had happened. These men were removing him from campus. He had failed.

“Good,” a deep voice broke the silence. “You were smart enough not to speak. Well done.”

Two pairs of hands gripped him under the arms and pulled him to his feet. “Simple rules: take the sack off your head and you fail. Ask questions and you fail. Cry out for it to end and you fail. The rest of your instructions will be awaiting you at your final destination.”

After a pause, Austin nodded. The Gauntlet. He remained silent as strong arms pushed him out of his dorm room and down the hall. He would follow their rules until he reached the ropes course or whatever it was they had in store for him. He heard other students being roused from their rooms. Some complained at the hour.

“It’s three o’clock in the morning!” one student yelled.

They moved down the stairs and into the cool night air. The chill ran up his naked legs and through his boxers. He should have slept in his flannel pants. He heard a soft discussion somewhere nearby and tried to make out the words. It sounded like gibberish, numbers and degrees given off as coordinates or code. Somewhere behind him, a person gasped for air. Must be another student with a sack over his head.

“All right, move it!” the same deep voice boomed.

Hands forced Austin down into a seat. An engine sputtered to life. Someone pushed him to the other side of a seat and a second person sat next to him. The person breathed heavily.

The transport moved away from the dorm. They traveled toward the main gate where Mom had dropped him off in August. He paid attention to direction changes and now wished he’d paid more attention to the survival training.

He shivered as the vehicle increased speed and bounced along the path. The wheels hit something hard. He nearly fell out and placed his hand forward for balance. He grasped what felt like someone’s shoulder.

“Get off!” a voice barked.

Austin moved in his seat and grabbed the metal side. He recalled the ride in with Sharkey on his first day. Was he driving the cart now? The path at that time had been bad. He’d wondered if the school took place in a shack and remembered that the rickety bridge seemed ready to collapse at any moment.

He took note of his surroundings. The temperature dropped, and he assumed they had entered the forest. During their survival training, Sharkey said when you had no visibility you should make better use of your other senses and remain calm. He listened to the insects. Each branch the cart wheels ran over popped and crackled. The dank odor of mold and rot filled the air.

The cart changed direction, this time to the right. The cart turned again as it bounced down a rougher path. Left, right, east, north. By the time the cart rumbled to a stop, any fatigue Austin had felt at the beginning of the journey had abated. Adrenaline pumped through his veins. By now, it had to be at least four in the morning, but he didn’t feel weary. His heart raced as he wondered about the Gauntlet. He knew one thing; he owed Skylar an apology. This definitely wasn’t a ropes course.

Another pair of strong hands shoved Austin out of the cart, and he stumbled a few steps until he smacked his shoulder into the bark of a tree. He fought the urge to swear since his only instructions thus far indicated he should be silent. He stood and rubbed his shoulder.

“This one there,” the male voice said. “This one goes here.”

The hands led him forward. With his shoulder throbbing, Austin held his left hand out in case he ran into another tree. The ground, once squishy with each step like he walked in mud, changed to a firm and hollow surface.

Ice water shot through his veins. They weren’t going to throw him into the swamp and make him swim back, were they? He thought of the insects living in the swamp like leeches, ticks, and other creepy critters. What about alligators?

The hands pulled back on his shoulder and Austin winced at the pain. “Stop here,” a different, higher-pitched voice said. “Step down.”

Austin tensed, bracing for the cold muck of the swamp. Instead, his foot landed on a slick, plastic surface. He rocked to the side.

“Sit down or you’ll tip the boat.”

He complied and sighed. At least he wasn’t in the water. Not yet.

An engine rumbled to life in the distance a moment before his own boat cranked up. He wanted to cover his ears. The engine blasted, unlike any boat Austin ever heard, almost like a lawn mower crossed with a helicopter. The engine strained and whined and the boat moved forward. As the boat increased speed, droplets of water and a cool mist fell over him. Austin shivered, unable to hide his discomfort any longer.

The boat turned several times, once in a complete circle. It stopped, started, sped up, and slowed down. Austin struggled to keep his head straight. He gripped the sides of the boat as it accelerated once again, skipping across the waters. He wondered if this was an air boat like the one he had seen on television in one of those swamp shows, the boats with massive fans on the back. He had lost all sense of direction and focused on the memory of watching those shows with Josh. Anything to keep his mind off the cold. He touched the soaked boxers sticking to his skin.

They slowed. The engines stopped, and the boat slid against something.

“Out.” The hands gripped under his armpit once again. “Come on, get out.”

Like a man stepping into a minefield, Austin hung his foot over the side of the boat. He felt the ground beneath his feet. His bare foot sunk into the mud. He exhaled and brought his other foot down.

“Count to one hundred. Start counting when we restart the engines. Do not take off your cover before then. If you do, we will know.” A heavy object landed on the ground next to him. “Good luck, Recruit.”

Austin nodded. The engine roared to life and he began his countdown. Water splashed around him as the boat moved away. The engine faded in the distance by the time he counted to sixty. By eighty, the droning engine had disappeared. He stood shivering in the midst of a chorus of insects, his feet sinking into the frigid mud.

At one hundred, he slipped off the fabric covering his head with his shaking hands, half expecting this all to be a joke. As his eyes adjusted to the faint light, he realized it wasn’t a joke. Not at all.

In the faint moonlight, dark outlines of trees reflected off the water. He squinted but saw little other than the small, muddy island. He collapsed. So the Gauntlet was leaving him for dead in the swamp?

He smashed his fist into the mud. Seething, he took a deep breath. Think about it, he thought. Think this through. Don’t lose your cool. They are expecting you to use your survival skills, right? Okay, wait until first light when you can take in your surroundings. You are safe for the moment. Try to relax.

He snorted. Yeah, relax.

He pulled his legs into his arms and rocked, trying to stay warm in nothing more than a T-shirt and his boxers.

The water stirred nearby. He tensed and remained still. Just a fish, I’m sure. Not large enough to be an alligator.

It took an eternity for the sky to transition from pitch-black to the dull blue of early morning. The stars winked out one by one and soon Austin studied his surroundings. Trees blocked his view on all sides, concealing the terrain beyond a dozen yards. Thick moss hung down from the trees like unruly hair and dipped into the water. Birds darted through the maze of trees with accuracy as if they memorized the location of each branch.

Austin looked around his tiny island, finally noticing a brown package in the dark mud. He frowned and then remembered the sound of something being dropped next to him before the boat left.

Still shivering, he moved toward the package wrapped in brown paper and tied with silver twine. He loosened it, and the paper revealed its contents. He sighed, relieved at the sight of his dark blue Tizona uniform, blue hat, and school running shoes. He put on the clothing and zipped the one-piece uniform to his neck. The chill remained.

A typed note sat at the bottom of the package next to a red cylindrical object like a large marker. He rubbed his hands together and grabbed it.

Recruit,

Your Gauntlet test has begun. Congratulations. You have undoubtedly found your Tizona uniform. This constitutes the only help you will receive from the school or the faculty.

Your ultimate goal in completing the Gauntlet is to return to campus without being caught. You are currently beginning day one of the test. By the end of day one, the faculty will begin searching the swamp for you. Using your training, you will elude them if possible and make your way back to the school. No recruit in the history of Tizona has ever made it to campus. Perhaps you will be the first.

If you feel you cannot proceed with the test at any time, or you feel your safety is in question, simply use the flare in the enclosed package and you will be picked up shortly. Points will be granted to you based on the amount of time you remain undetected, so use the flare wisely.

Best of luck, Recruit.

Tizona staff

Austin stared at the note and read it a second time.

That’s it? I’m supposed to sneak back to the school?

He glanced around at the swamp. He didn’t even know where he was or what direction they had taken him.

He inhaled a deep breath of the musty, swamp air and released. Stay calm. They would start hunting him by the end of the day, so the first order of business should be...what was it Sharkey had said? If safety is a concern, find a secure location so you can plan your next move. Try not to be in the open.

Right. Try not to be in the open when you’re on a tiny island in the middle of the swamp. Yeah, okay.

He turned around. A cluster of trees grew from the swamp twenty yards from his island. Perhaps there would be land there, and he could take a little time to figure out what to do next. Bending down, he pulled a rotten stick from the ground and part of it crumbled in his hands. He thrust the stick into the water and hit the muddy floor. The water was only about two feet deep.

Guess it was time for a walk.

* * *
 

The mushy bottom ripped at his shoes as he trudged through the swamp. He took his time, unsure if he would be able to find his shoe if the swamp claimed it. By the time he reached the group of trees, the sun had ascended into the sky. It had to be mid-morning by now, and his stomach growled during his trek.

His guess had been correct: A patch of dry land was in the center of the trees. Dropping the walking stick to the ground, he hurried to the land and collapsed on his back. He stared at the blue sky and caught his breath. Dragging his feet through the muck had been a workout on an empty stomach. He fought back hunger and focused, wishing he slept with granola bars in his boxers.

He chuckled at the thought and leaned back into the mud. His body ached. The reality of the current situation fell over him. In a few hours, the Tizona staff would start hunting for him as part of this game. He had to figure out what direction would lead him to the campus so he could win this test. The boat had turned so many times. He played it back in his head. They had started traveling south, hadn’t they? Then took a right, east, left, right and spun around in a circle. Or was that wrong?

Austin lifted his head off the ground and dropped it to the mud. He repeated the action over and over again. Think! Everything depends on you remembering this!

He sighed after several minutes. He got lost his first day in high school between third and fourth period. How did he expect to find the Tizona campus? Why couldn’t he have gotten accepted to a normal school instead of this cult in the middle of a swamp that thought it was West Point? Why did everything in his life have to be so hard? He hurled his walking stick into the brush and fell back into the dirt.

He closed his eyes, the sunlight warming his face.

When he opened his eyes, he wasn’t sure how much time had passed. The sun had moved and hid behind the trees on his tiny island. He wiped his face and the drool trailing down his cheek. How long had he been asleep?

Austin stood and stretched. He shook his head. Throwing a tantrum in the middle of the swamp wouldn’t help anything. He had done worse jobs at the fruit stand. He remembered one Halloween when a few hundred pounds of pumpkins had rotted at the bottom of a truck. The orange goo transformed into a casserole of gray mold and dull brown sludge topped with a dose of scurrying maggots. The cleanup resulted in one of the worst afternoons of his life, complete with a wretched shovel and sopping wet work gloves. He could never go back to that job. Ever.

He ignored the memory and focused.

The Tizona hunting parties would be coming soon. He stepped to the small island’s edge where the water met the mud and plunged his hand into the cold. The clay would work as a paste. With a suction sound, he pulled up a handful of the clay and let it plop to the mud like a wad of dough, same as when Mom used to make cookies. He scooped some of the swamp water and dropped it on the pile of clay and rubbed it together. He applied it to his face and covered his uniform. Soon, the dark blue of the uniform had turned a murky brown. Sharkey had said camouflage was crucial when trying to avoid capture in an unsafe territory. Smearing this muck across his body should help.

Austin stood and felt the hardened clay crack over his skin. He took his Tizona hat off and crumpled it into his pocket. He stuck mud and moss into his hair. If they wanted to play hide and seek in the middle of a swamp, he’d play all the way.

After debating the direction of the campus, Austin figured he would head west. He wasn’t sure why, but sitting still wouldn’t help and changing direction was a bad idea. He sank knee-deep into the swamp and trudged toward the nearest set of trees. His legs caused ripples to trail across the water, disturbing the glass-like surface of the swamp. The sun cast long shadows across the wetland.

Austin moved from a group of trees to a rotting log. Movement in the swamp would become more difficult when the hunting parties searched. He glanced at the sun. They’d said the first teams would start searching that night. Ignoring his rumbling stomach and increasing dizziness, he decided to find a spot to hole up for the night. He found a fallen tree surrounded by brush and rested. He wouldn’t risk a fire, not at night. Perhaps in the morning.

He looked at the damp wood around him.

He probably couldn’t start a fire out here anyway.

Night fell as Austin dozed in and out of consciousness.

He heard a motor nearby and the splashing of a wake rippling off the trees. He didn’t move. It could have been one of the hunting parties, he thought before the weariness took him.

* * *
 

He woke and brushed insects from his face. The boat patrols continued for most of the night. Flashlight beams cut through the haze of the swamp. Voices echoed in the distance. Austin wondered if a student had given up or if the staff had caught one yet. He pulled moss over his head and stared into the sky. The brilliant field of stars twinkled, and he imagined he were somewhere else: a warm beach during the first part of the night. The weariness wore on, dreams infiltrating his conscious mind. He imagined being on a camping trip with Mom and Dad. It helped pass the time.

When the sun rose on his second day in the swamp, Austin decided he would shake off the chill by risking a fire. It took him a good portion of the morning to discover dry land again. After what seemed like two hours, he found another small island. He tore down the broken branches. Shivering, he worked to create a fire. His teeth chattered as he exhaled. He found a dry twig and rubbed it against bark the best way he remembered from Sharkey’s class.

By midday, a small fire burned. The smoke was light, but he didn’t care if it sent a signal to the entire coast. The warmth was intoxicating. He closed his eyes and rubbed his chest, rocking in front of the crackling fire. The smell of burning wood reminded him of a cookout: sizzling steaks dripping into the fire, hot dogs turning black. He laid on his shoulder in front of the fire and let the warmth wash over him. He glanced at the darkening sky and wondered if Skylar had made it. How many of his classmates remained in the swamp? Was he the only one left?

His heavy eyelids clamped shut, and he fell into a dreamless sleep.

When he woke, darkness had fallen over the swamp. The boat patrols made noise in the distance but seemed far away. He fought off stiff joints, rolling his head around on his neck and reaching his arms toward the sky. His back popped. His poor excuse for a fire smoldered and popped.

When he gathered strength to stand, Austin leaned against the nearest tree for several minutes. The way before him had little land or trees. The pains in his stomach intensified. He needed food and water. Tomorrow would be the third day. He wouldn’t make it a fourth without some water. He doused his fire and set off.

He spent the rest of the precious daylight heading north and northwest. As the second night fell over the swamp, Austin leaned against a moss-covered tree. He struggled to sleep. Instead, he stared at nothing for hours. The next day would decide his fate. If he found nothing to eat, he might have to give himself up. If only he had a container of some kind, something he could boil water in, he could risk drinking the swamp water. Staring at the murky brown water, he considered it a last resort.

The insects grew louder as night fell. He leaned against a tree and hoped for sleep.

That’s it, he thought. Insects.

Sharkey had droned on about the “amount of food sources available.” As he’d listed different plants and edible leaves, roots and mushrooms, as well as the nutritional value of insects of all shapes and sizes, Austin had turned out his instructor. After all, the guy had been a security chief the entire semester, and Austin was supposed to accept him as a survivalist? He shook his head.

His stomach rumbled. He opened his eyes and ran his tongue over his cracked lips. He gazed at the sky and the clouds rolling in from the west. After heading through the swamp for two days, he didn’t feel he was any closer to the campus. His body ached. His knees pounded. His sore feet had shriveled like raisins. He rubbed his arches and wondered how much farther his feet could take him.

Two boat patrols passed nearby. A light mist fell, coating everything with a thin layer of water. The cloud cover blocked the moonlight he’d had the first night. Something crawled up his arm, and he grabbed it. It felt like a cricket; tiny legs struggled between his thumb and index finger.

He had to eat something.

Imagining the cricket was covered in chocolate, Austin thrust it into his mouth and swallowed. The legs scraped against his tongue like plastic fork prongs. He gulped, and the insect slid down his throat.

“Good lord!” he said and coughed a few times.

I had better win this thing.

* * *
 

A short time later another boat patrol rumbled by, this time using a trolling motor Austin had seen fishermen use at Lake Allatoona. He pressed himself into the dirt and watched through the thickets. Two men stood at the front of the air boat holding bright flashlights, while another sat at the back controlling the motor. He squinted and peered through the swamp, enjoying his first good look at the boat used by the Tizona staff.

It had been an airboat with a massive fan on the back that had dropped him off here in the middle of nowhere. Austin crawled forward a bit to get a better view of the men at the front of the boat. One was tall and slender, the other shorter and muscular.

“Austin Stone! Can you hear me?” Nubern called into a megaphone.

He hesitated. Sharkey said the school would use tricks to get students to fail the Gauntlet. The goal was the campus. Anything else would be a failure.

“Austin, come on now,” Nubern said. “You’ve done well, but the contest is over.”

He pushed a branch out of the way and watched the boat drift.

“It’s time to stop. Your mother has called and needs to speak with you. I am sorry to say she is not doing well, so, please, come in the boat and we’ll take you back to the campus!”

Austin flinched at the thought of Mom being sick, but he remained silent.

“We’ll have to tell her something! If you don’t come into the boat, we’ll tell her you didn’t want to speak with her! What else can we say? Tell us!”

Austin grimaced. Nubern wouldn’t act like this.

Nubern lowered the megaphone and touched Sharkey’s shoulder. The airboat cranked, exploding through the silence. Birds fluttered through the treetops. The boat made a wide sweeping turn and traveled east. Could it be possible he was heading in the correct direction? Where else would they be going if not back to campus?

Satisfied, Austin crossed his arms over his chest and rocked. Soon, morning would come, and he would be walking on campus.

* * *
 

Rain soaked him to the skin and the Tizona uniform stuck to his body. The mud paste he’d smeared over his body the first day had washed off. After eating two more crickets, Austin set off in the rain. Water collected on nearby leaves, so he was able to drink. He felt tired but strong. He hadn’t felt like this since Mom and Dad took him to a baseball tournament in Knoxville when he was in eighth grade. By the time he’d played his seventh game of the weekend, he had struggled to lift the bat.

Boat patrols intensified. Once he had to drop into the water when dry land was not close enough. His knees plunged into the mush of the swamp floor. He leaned his head back, so only his face was visible. With some luck, the patrol didn’t stop. He pressed onward toward the campus. It had to be close, just a little farther to the west. To keep his mind off potential encounters with snakes, alligators, and whatever else the swamp could throw at him, he imagined telling Mom he’d passed the first semester with honors. He could hear the sound of her voice, the excitement building with each step of the story. Or perhaps meeting Kadyn in Savannah for a coffee, talking about all the experiences of their first semester in college. His semester has probably been much different than hers.

As he pushed aside a fresh layer of green scum floating in his path, his head spun. He leaned against a tree and peered westward. The campus had to be close. How much farther could it be? The night he was taken from campus, the boat had traveled maybe ten minutes, at most twenty. He turned around, a sickening feeling in the pit of his stomach. Was he going the wrong way? Could campus have been east?

He plopped down on the best excuse he found for dry land. His rear sunk into the mud, and he collapsed on his back. He needed to rest. Whatever energy he had gathered from eating insects and drinking muddy water off leaves had passed. It felt like the land moved beneath him.

The sky turned an ashy gray. Soon, the light would be gone and the third day would be over. He dragged himself through the mud to a rotten stump. He lay down and rested his head. If he died out here, would they even notice? Would anyone at Tizona even care?

He lifted his hand and dropped it again into the mud. He wondered if he could rise again. If a patrol passed tonight, he might have to call out.

No, he was going to finish this thing. Campus had to be west. If he just rested a minute, he would be able to continue.

* * *
 

Two air boats passed nearby, beams of light shooting from their flashlights like lasers in the darkness. The swamp sent off steam and gasses like a sauna. Austin’s fingertips had pruned so badly, his skin was peeling.

“Austin! Your mother wasn’t too happy you decided not to check on her!”

He sighed and sank into the mud. Not this again.

He crawled forward. Each movement felt like the last, but he forced his body forward. When he thought he couldn’t manage much more, he convinced himself one more thrust would take him to the campus, just one more.

The air boats whined around him like mosquitoes, but he stayed so low to the ground he figured they wouldn’t be able to see him unless they were right on top of him.

“The Gauntlet is over, Austin!” Nubern yelled. “Please, give it up! It’s time to stop. You are endangering the rest of your classmates.”

No, I’m not. I’ll keep going.

Despite the darkness, he slid through the mud and into the water. His muscles burned. He reached his foot down to rest on the bottom of the swamp floor but felt nothing. Where was the bottom? He moved his foot in search of solid soil. The water was too deep.

He pressed on, swimming in the same direction. There had to be something up ahead.

The impact shocked him, his face crashing into crumbling bark. Pain flashed, and he cried out. The salty taste of blood filled his mouth, clashing with the bitterness of the swamp water. Reaching with all his strength, he plunged his finger nails into the rotting tree and kept his head above water.

“Austin Stone!” a different voice echoed in the swamp. “This is President Pierce. The Gauntlet test has gone on long enough. You have the entire staff worried. Your mother is terrified, and all the other students have quit. If you do not turn yourself in soon, you will be left out here.”

He smiled. There’s no way they would do that.

“Come in and get a hot meal.”

Austin lowered his head. I am going to get to campus.

“Austin, it’s Nubern,” he said. “We are going to have to go back. We won’t be back until morning. We just found Skylar a little while ago.”

He perked up.

“It’s, uh, it’s not good, Austin. She’s banged up. You two were the only ones left out here and, well, she’s hurt too bad for us to wait. If you delay us any longer, it could be bad for her. We need to get her to a hospital.”

Austin thought of Skylar in pain, thought of the possibility of being responsible for something happening to her. She had always been there for him since he’d arrived, his only true friend.

“I guess you’re willing to take that chance! We’re leaving!”

Austin cleared his throat and spit swamp water out. “Wait! Wait! I’m here! I’m over here!”

The beams found him. Austin squinted at the blinding light. Two boats used trolling motors to flank him. Austin loosened his claw grip on the tree stump and reached for the boat. Nubern stood over him, a pleased look on his face.

“Gotcha.”

Nubern pulled him from the water. Austin collapsed onto the floor. His body fell limp, and he struggled to turn over. When he did so, he stared at the boat’s passengers.

There, at the end of the boat, sat Skylar in a muddied Tizona uniform, her cheeks wet with tears. She had no visible injuries, no reason to go to the hospital.

She mouthed the words, “I’m sorry.”

Nubern nudged Austin with his boot. “We get everyone eventually, Stone, sooner or later. You did well. You were the last one we picked up. Need to work on your sense of direction, though. You went the farthest away from the campus of any other student.” He turned to Sharkey. “Let’s head back to campus, Chief.”

Austin gazed into the featureless sky as the air boat’s engines rumbled to life.
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Austin pulled the Trident starboard toward his targets. Three Tyral Pirates exited the asteroid field, heading away from him.

“I don’t think they see us, yet,” he said into his headset.

“Right behind you,” Skylar’s voice came back.

Austin eased more power into his engines and keyed for missile activation. He smiled. I wish I had one of these simulators at home.

When they reached firing distance, the three pirate fighters broke formation. Two veered left and the other upward. Austin stayed on the pair, achieved missile lock, and squeezed the trigger. The missile shot forward from underneath his left wing and zipped toward his target. The pirate fighter tried in vain to evade, but the missile soon found its mark. Through the view screen on his right, the enemy craft burned, spinning for a moment before it exploded.

Austin turned his attention to the other fighter, but Skylar had moved past him, zeroing in for the kill. As he moved in on her wing, he glanced at the sensors for the third pirate who had broken off at the beginning of the engagement. The ship parked behind some of the stray asteroids to avoid detection.

This artificial intelligence is awesome.

“Hurry up and finish him,” he said, adjusting his course to stay on Skylar’s wing. “We’ve got a lurker nearby.”

“Got it.”

Laser fire spit from Skylar’s Trident, sending burning flashes across the darkness. Most of the fire found its mark, sizzling on the pirate’s rear shields. Austin glanced at his sensors as the pirate’s rear shields collapsed.

“Finish him!”

The pirate slowed, escaping Skylar’s field of fire. Austin remained farther behind and in a better position to counter the pirate’s move. He squeezed the trigger. The fighter exploded instantly, filling his view with a fiery wreck.

“Hey! That was mine!”

He shook his head. “Sorry. I didn’t want him getting away.”

“Next one’s mine.”

“You got it.”

Skylar shot in front of him, her engines at full burn. The last remaining Tyral Pirate headed back into the asteroid field.

“We don’t want to lose him in here,” Austin said, dipping under a large asteroid. “This thing’s dense.”

“I know. Never liked ‘roids.”

He couldn’t stay too close to Skylar without risking a collision, so he backed off, deciding instead to keep a track on their little friend. The pirate was good, weaving in and out of the asteroids.

Skylar grunted. “I can’t get a lock. I’m switching to guns.”

She fired into the asteroid field, shattering some rocks. The pirate veered off toward a massive asteroid. They pursued, but the pirate extended the distance.

“We don’t want to lose him,” Austin said.

“No, really?”

The pirate ducked behind the top side of the asteroid. Ahead of Austin, Skylar adjusted her course to the lower pole, apparently anticipating the pirate would come out the other end. He backed off and slowed his engines. After stealing her kill outside of the asteroid field, he better let her have this one or he would never hear the end of it.

The pirate appeared on the top side while Skylar still flew around the lower end.

“He’s just come back out the top side. Loop back or he’s got you!”

Skylar adjusted course. The pirate was too quick. He bore down on her position, his fighter unleashing a hail of laser fire into her shields.

“Okay,” she said. “I need your help.”

The disgust in her voice made him smile as he threw power into his engines. With his engines powered low, the pirate must not have been able to pick up Austin on his sensors. He achieved lock on the pirate and released a missile.

The engagement ended eight seconds later.

* * *
 

The simulation pod arched open with a hiss as Austin wiped his eyes. The light in the underground recreation room shone brightly after the darkness of simulated space.

“Another victory for the Rock,” a familiar voice echoed in the room.

Nubern stood at the observation post, dozens of small screens flickering behind him. He smiled as he studied Austin.

Ignoring his sore muscles and aching joints, Austin slid his legs out of the cockpit and stood. Even three days after completing the Gauntlet, he still struggled with pain from the ordeal.

“I can’t believe you took that guy! I had him!” Skylar hurried through the rows of simulation pods and halted as if she’d hit a wall. She swallowed and looked at Nubern. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t know you were there.”

“Think nothing of it. A little competition between our students is never a bad thing.” He turned to Austin. “May I speak with you a moment, son?”

“Sure.” Austin slid off his headset and placed it in the cockpit. “I’ll see you later, Sky.”

“I’ve got some more practice to do here.” She headed back to her simulation pod and pulled the door down.

Nubern gave an approving nod. “Glad to see you guys are enjoying the rec room. Wish more of the students would spend some time down here, especially with the semester almost over.” He stared off into the distance, his eyes grim, face expressionless. He blinked. “Let’s take a walk.”

They marched up the stairs and out into the fall sunshine. Austin yanked a half-finished bottle of water from the deep pockets of his Tizona uniform.

“Thirsty?”

Austin took two mouthfuls. “Yes, sir. Been so since the Gauntlet.”

Nubern nodded. “You were dehydrated. It happens after an ordeal like that. How is everything else?”

“Still sore all over, but it’s getting better. I’ll try to restart PT over the break.”

“And your classes?”

“I finished my finals. I don’t think they were too bad.”

Nubern gestured to the path leading back to Terminus, and they strolled in silence for a moment. “I wanted to tell you how well you’ve done. You’re getting better at the simulation.”

He blinked. “Simulation? Oh, you mean the game?”

Nubern nodded. “Yes, the game. Your discipline has helped you maintain the highest grade point average of the remaining students here, and don’t get me started on how well you did with the Gauntlet. Superb.”

Blood rushed to Austin’s face. “That means a lot.”

Nubern grinned. “Even though you were headed the wrong way.”

“Even so.”

“You lasted longer than any student in years. I’ve noticed more and more start to cry for their mothers by the first night. You should be very proud, son. Your mother would be very proud.” He glanced back toward the rec room. “I noticed you and Skylar are all right.”

Austin thought back to the night his Gauntlet test ended when he thought Skylar was hurt, or worse. “I was never mad at her. Chief Sharkey said the hunting parties would try tactics like that; lying and things. I’m not sure I would have lasted much longer, anyway. I was pretty beat.”

“Anyone would have been. I guess that is what I wanted to talk about with you. I wanted to make sure you knew how well you did and that you weren’t beating yourself up. It was quite a showing and the faculty have been talking about it.”

“Thank you, sir.” Austin took another sip of his water. “May I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Will I be able to come back next semester?”

Nubern nodded, a smile forming on his slender face. “Most students in your position don’t ask a question like that. After the Gauntlet, they want to know its purpose. Why did we do it? What are we supposed to learn from such an exercise? You get the idea. But you want to know if you get to come back for more next semester, huh?”

“It’s always been my dream to go to college. My dad said it would give me the ticket to do anything I want in life.” Austin looked at the ground.

“You miss him a great deal, don’t you? He would have been proud of you, too. Very proud.” Nubern cleared his throat. “To answer your question, Recruit; yes, you will be here next semester. Actually, Tizona would be honored to have you back. You are a credit to your generation.” He clasped Austin’s hand. “You take care, son, and enjoy the rest of your afternoon.”

Nubern moved off toward the Terminus Building.

* * *
 

The sun dipped behind the trees outside the window in the Terminus computer lab. Austin clicked through his email. The empty room made a stark contrast to the beginning of the semester when students filled the computer stations. Of course, there were only a handful of students remaining. The Gauntlet had weeded out a few more.

In her email, Mom wrote she was happy about him coming home. She had already bought a Christmas tree and decorated the house without him. Thinking of his old room and his living room with stockings hanging over a crackling fire was like a dream. It was hard to believe it had been a year since he and Josh talked in the living room about going to college.

The most recent email revealed Josh would not be coming home for Christmas. He said he had another mission trip for his school that would keep him away in South America for a few weeks. Austin sighed.

The last email was from Kadyn. She would be his ride home for Christmas break. Austin still needed to arrange a ride to I-16 to meet her in two days when her finals ended. She was excited about the chance to catch up and tell him all about life in Savannah. An image flashed in his mind of Kadyn driving home after school, her brown hair flying in the wind.

“Austin?” The voice echoed, bouncing around the high ceilings of Terminus. “Am I bothering you?”

Austin turned. Skylar stood at the edge of the room, her hands clasped in front of her. She carried no bags or books, which looked strange after so many months of endless studying. “Hey, Sky, what’s up?”

“Nothing.” She stepped into the room as if she might trip over something. Her eyes darted from left to right before coming to rest on her feet.

“You all right?”

Skylar nodded but then shook her head. Her chin trembled.

Austin logged out of his computer and stood. He stepped toward her and rested his hand on her shoulder. She threw her hands around his neck and pulled him close. Her breath felt hot on his cheek.

“I’m sorry about what happened,” she whispered, her voice wavering. “I didn’t mean to ruin everything.”

He faced her. Tears wet her cheeks. Her eyes swelled red. With his thumb, he gently rubbed a tear from her face. “What’s all this about?”

“They used me to make you fail the Gauntlet.”

“So? That’s not your fault.”

She blinked. “Now we’re going back to our old lives. I’m going to Florida, and you’re going back to Atlanta, and that means we won’t see each other until January.”

“That’s only a few weeks away.”

“I guess. I’ve just gotten used to having you around and, anyway, I didn’t want you leaving if you were mad at me.”

“None of that was your fault. They got me. I really thought something was wrong, and you were hurt. I wouldn’t let that happen.”

Skylar’s eyes locked with his own. “You wouldn’t?”

“Of course not.”

She smiled and wiped her face. “I’m so stupid, crying like this.”

“No, you’re not.” He hugged her. “I’m going to miss you, too.”

“How are you getting home?”

“My friend, Kadyn, is coming to meet me at the interstate. She’s down in Savannah for school. We’re meeting the day after tomorrow when her finals are done.”

“Oh.” Skylar looked out the window. “My parents are coming tomorrow.”

“We’ve got one more night, then.”

“Yep.”

Austin swallowed hard, fighting a lump in his throat. “Let’s go grab some dinner. I haven’t heard one way or the other, but I’m pretty sure the mess hall is going to be open during the break for any students staying here.”

“Some students can stay here?”

“I think so. I haven’t heard anything about the school closing or the day we have to be out of here, have you?”

Skylar blinked. “You know, I haven’t. That’s weird, I guess.”

“Yeah. I didn’t know the school stayed open. I had always thought a college campus became like a ghost town over the Christmas break.”

“Huh. Could you imagine staying here over Christmas?”

“It’d be really weird.”

“Yeah, it would.”

A bell rang throughout Terminus.

“Attention, attention,” the voice boomed in the hallways. “This is President Pierce. All remaining students will report to my office just after dinner this evening at 7 p.m. This includes David Keller, Patrick Smith, Ashley Miller, Christine Chapman, Doug Gardner, Skylar Kincaid, Austin Stone, Jennifer Melton, and Kathryn Connor. That is all.”

A screech of feedback blared through the halls just before the microphone deactivated.

“What’s that about?” Skylar asked.

“We’ll find out tonight.”

* * *
 

Drying his hair after the hottest shower he could stand, Austin slipped on his cleanest Tizona uniform and checked himself in the mirror. He brushed lint from the dark blue uniform. It wasn’t every day he got invited to the president’s office.

President Pierce had rarely been heard or seen during the semester. Teachers mentioned him often, and Sharkey seemed to jump at the mere mention of his name. When Austin actually saw Pierce, he looked like a general or a head football coach. Pierce bellowed in a deep voice like a tuba, tossing his hands around with each syllable.

The idea of being inside this man’s office forced Austin to pace his room for twenty minutes. When the clock read ten minutes to seven, he ran out. Skylar met him on the lawn, her bright blonde hair tucked in a tight bun and her hands clasped behind her back. Her uniform was flawless, not a wrinkle or a stray piece of lint.

“You look great.”

Skylar smiled. “So do you. What do you think this is about?”

He sighed. “I haven’t been told anything since you asked me earlier. Honestly, I’ll bet we’re getting confirmation of our scholarship for next semester.”

“That would make sense. You’re probably right.”

David “Bear” Keller stood in the main foyer of Terminus as they entered. He loomed like a massive statue as he studied a painting on the wall. Broad shouldered and thick, Bear looked like the perfect athlete. He could have been an Olympian.

Austin looked up at Bear as they approached and realized the guy had to be six and a half feet tall. A sandpaper five o’clock shadow darkened his face.

“Bear,” he said with a nod.

“Stone,” Bear responded without turning from the painting. “You guys heading to the office now?”

“We were about to,” Skylar said.

“Okay, I’ll go with you,” Bear mumbled, his voice low and deep.

As they walked up the spiral staircase leading to the second floor, Austin realized Bear had been waiting for them. The viewing of the painting was a front, a ruse to make sure they knew he wasn’t worried about the meeting. Safety in numbers is always true no matter how big you are. The other students left computer stations and followed up the stairs. Austin led the group.

They moved down the hallway of the second floor, their footsteps popping against the hardwood floor. The floorboards creaked with their movement. At the end of the hallway, Sharkey stood next to a cherry wood door with glistening golden knobs. He snapped to attention as they approached.

“Right on time, Recruits.” He turned and opened the door to the president’s office.

Austin inhaled as he stared inside.

The room looked like a museum. Ornate carvings lined the fireplace, filled with a roaring fire. Two black as night dog statues polished and carved from volcanic glass flanked the mantle. Above the sizzling fire, stretching out like a brilliant ray of moonlight on a fog-filled night, the Tizona sword with a silver hilt sat on two steel hooks. Two built-in bookshelves stood on either side of the massive bay window behind Pierce’s desk. A globe in a brown wheeled case was next to the desk. Austin found nothing strange about the globe but frowned at the three other globes, one on top of the other and connected by a golden metal bar, in a corner next to the window. He had never seen anything like it.

“Welcome.”

Even at the low volume, President Pierce’s authoritative voice commanded attention and ripped Austin’s gaze away from the room. Pierce sat on a plush leather couch near the fire. Standing behind him like a security guard, Nubern nodded to Austin as they entered. The nine students filed into the room and lined the space in front of the desk, facing Pierce. When they had all entered, Sharkey slammed the door and remained outside.

For a long moment, the sound of the roaring fire and ticking grandfather clock filled the room. Pierce stood and took a deep breath, his chest and shoulders swelling, making him even larger.

“You are wondering why you are here tonight, I’m sure,” he said, pacing the room. He grabbed a glass of ice water from the mantle and sipped. “You all are here at this moment because you are the best. Out of the nearly sixty students that arrived this semester, you are all that remains. Without a doubt, you will be invited back next semester. Congratulations.”

Austin’s eyes met Nubern’s for a brief moment.

“I have been contacted by important dignitaries far from here,” Pierce said as he tossed a paper in the raging fire. “It seems they need our help. It is quite an extravagant trip, and it would be completely for charity to help your fellow man. The journey would be long, I assure you, but it would be for a fantastic cause.”

He turned to face the students and looked at each of them for a few seconds before continuing. “However, there is, as you say, a catch.”

Taking two long steps forward, Pierce stood close to Austin. “This charity trip would cause you to miss your winter break and it could bleed into next semester. Any missed class time would be made up for college credit. You will have to decide tonight whether or not you are going and be down by the grand staircase at four in the morning tomorrow. You don’t have much time to make this decision. I understand that. Tizona would be sure your families are notified of the event should you decide to come.”

Pierce paused, then continued, “I can tell you this trip will be unlike any you have ever taken. You will see more, accomplish more, and make more of a difference than you ever thought possible. If you decide to stay, nothing more will be said. You will be allowed to go about your holiday plans with no consequences. You should be aware that if there is a delay in the charity trip for any reason, you might be taking next semester’s classes on a different campus as many of Tizona’s faculty will be on this trip. Does everyone understand?”

Austin nodded. A charity trip? What were they going to do, build houses for people or drill for wells in the middle of the jungle? He wanted to go, but he missed home. He glanced at Nubern, who revealed nothing in his expressionless face.

“All right then,” Pierce said, clapping his hands. “I will see some of you in the morning.”

* * *
 

Austin packed everything he needed in his black backpack and sat on his bed, leaning against the cinder block wall. The chill of the wall seeped through his uniform. He propped his legs up at the foot of the bed. What had been his home for the past four months now looked institutional: the tan tile flooring, the white walls, and the wood cabinets. Nothing remained in the two study nooks. He remembered Stetson buried into his laptop during those early days of the semester.

He sighed. Poor guy had never stood a chance here. Probably wouldn’t make it at any school he attended. He wondered what had become of Stetson since he went home and had lost the scholarship. It could have happened to Austin. He could be working at the fruit stand and dreaming about another chance for a college education that would probably never come. In the years before his father’s death, when the idea of college first became a discussion around the dinner table, Dad always said it was a bad idea to take too much time off between high school and college. He thought it would be hard to go back to school once you started making money. Dad had gone to night school for years to get his degree, and he didn’t want Austin struggling to do the same.

After a full semester in one of the toughest schools Austin could imagine, he had passed his classes and maintained a full ride. He closed his eyes and relished the moment, realizing he did not have to study or do homework for at least a couple of weeks. No classes to attend tomorrow, just the excitement of a trip without a definite outcome. Tizona planned to take him to a faraway land. He would meet people from another country. He had never been out of the United States before and now he would travel abroad to make a difference in the world.

Perhaps a mission trip wasn’t such a bad way to spend the holiday.

The clock read just after midnight. In four hours, he was expected in Terminus. He had written everyone explaining the situation: Mom, Kadyn, and even Josh, although he wondered if his old friend even had the time to respond.

Josh has his thing, and I have mine, he thought.

Kadyn would be bummed out, but she would understand. It wasn’t every day you have the chance to go on a trip abroad. But he felt a lingering sense of guilt about leaving Mom at Christmas. Try as he might, he couldn’t shake the thought of her sitting alone in front of their tree, stockings full of goodies hanging over the fireplace.

Even though Austin had few details, the prospect of the mission trip excited him. He tossed and turned for another hour, trying to force himself to sleep. By two o’clock, he debated whether or not it was worth it to try to sleep anymore. He considered waking up and heading over to Terminus to play on the computer.

When his alarm sounded, it jolted him, and he slapped it. He scooped up his bag and swung it over his shoulder while slipping on his dark blue Tizona hat. He surveyed the room and didn’t see anything remaining. With one last glance in the mirror, he left his room with twenty minutes to spare before he had to be in Terminus.

He strolled across the gravel in the darkness and listened to the early morning sounds of the swamp. A large dark blue van with the Tizona sword painted on the side in reflective white paint had pulled in front of Terminus. No one was inside the vehicle, and Austin held his breath as he strolled up the stone staircase. As he gripped the iron door handle and felt the chill, he took a deep breath and walked inside, wondering if he would be going on this trip all alone
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Bear stood alone in the main lobby with his back toward Austin, engrossed in the countless black and white photos adorning the walls. As Austin approached, Bear turned his broad shoulders halfway around and stared at him. The big guy smiled; his eyes were red and puffy.

“Morning,” he said in a raspy voice.

Austin nodded. “Hey.”

“Sleep?”

He shook his head. “Barely. You?”

“Naw. I tried.”

A door shut at the end of the hall, and Skylar strolled down with her hands thrust in a blue Tizona hooded sweatshirt. She yawned and managed a grin.

“Morning, guys.” She glanced at her watch. “Are we it?”

“Looks like it,” Bear said. “Does that make us smarter or dumber?”

Austin snorted. “I’d rather not know.”

They sat in silence. The grandfather clock ticked. Skylar covered her mouth as she yawned again. Austin suppressed a yawn, keeping his teeth clamped shut.

“Your yawns are contagious,” he said, pushing Skylar’s shoulder.

“Sorry. It’s so early, and I thought finals were over.”

“They are. This is supposed to be the fun part.”

“Good morning, Recruits,” Nubern said, his voice echoing. “Glad to see some of you made it this morning.”

Nubern marched down the steps with Sharkey close behind, a radio pressed to his ear. The two men did not smile. Instead, Nubern nodded at the students as he passed by without slowing.

“Shall we change some lives?” Nubern said without turning as he pushed through the front doors.

Skylar and Austin exchange glances as Bear followed without saying a word.

They passed through the doors and into the cool night air. As Nubern slipped into the front of the van, Sharkey slid the large side door open. The students entered; Bear sat in the center seat while Austin and Skylar took the rear. Sharkey slapped the door shut and walked around to the driver side. The engine rumbled to life, and they moved away from Terminus. As they drove down the dirt path, Austin turned and watched Terminus disappear in the early morning fog. The headlights sent out beams of white. Nothing recognizable appeared on either side of the van other than random vegetation and moss hanging from trees.

Sharkey drove away from Terminus toward the main gate for a few minutes before taking a sharp right and heading toward the swamp. Austin winced. Not the swamp again.

As they bounced around in the back seat of the van, Skylar reached out and grabbed Austin’s hand.

“Where are we going? We’re not heading toward to the main gate,” she whispered.

“I’m not sure.”

The van bounced down the path. After ten minutes, they slowed and then halted with a screech of the brakes.

“We’re here,” Nubern said and exited.

Austin peered through the thick fog. Two lights burned off to the left, but he couldn’t see anything through the condensation on the window. Bear turned around, his face wrinkled in confusion.

“So, ah, we going to get out?” he said in a deep, quiet voice.

Austin looked at Skylar. “I guess so.”

“I thought we were going to an airport?” she asked.

“I don’t know any more than you,” he said and reached forward to slide the door back. “Let’s go.”

Without waiting for Bear, Austin jumped out and his shoes sank into the mushy ground. The damp, all too familiar smell of swamp rot filled his nose. The sounds of insects surrounded him as the other two students jumped down. He frowned and couldn’t believe he was back in this swamp.

“How long did you make it in the Gauntlet?” Austin asked as Bear stepped next to him.

Bear snorted. “They found me the second day. Wasn’t quiet enough.”

“All right, let’s go,” Sharkey said from behind. “Your ride’s waiting.”

Austin walked toward the two lights beaming in the fog.

Nubern stood beneath one of the lights like a beacon in the darkness. He gestured to his right. “Watch your step.”

Austin looked to his left and saw the faint outline of an airboat. A Tizona staff member stood at the wheel and nodded when their eyes met. He held back the urge to roll his eyes and complain. The thought of getting back onto the airboat and back into this swamp made his stomach turn, but he bit his tongue. If this charity trip turned out to be a disguised sequel to the Gauntlet, and if he had given up his Christmas break for this, it would be tough to keep his mouth shut.

As the students slid into the back of the airboat, Skylar reached for Austin’s hand again as she settled between the guys. She trembled.

Bear leaned over. “I think the students back at the dorm are the smart ones.”

Nubern boarded last, the boat rocking as he entered. He sat on a seat facing the students as Sharkey and the other Tizona staff member boarded. The engine roared to life like an explosion ripping the silence from the swamp. Birds fluttered through the treetops.

The airboat wailed and moved away from the dock. The van’s outline disappeared in the darkness. Austin kept his head low as the frigid air cut into his face.

“I hope we’re going somewhere warm,” Bear said.

“Don’t get your hopes up for that,” Nubern said.

Bear pressed his hands to his lips and blew into them, trying to get some warmth. He rubbed his hands together and sighed. Skylar yanked the hood down over her head and covered everything but the center of her face.

The boat slowed after several minutes, the air appearing considerably warmer. The engine shut off, and they coasted. A structure materialized out of the fog: a rundown, old, windowless wooden shack standing on stilts in the water. A lone yellow light burned at the front of the building. Moss hung down from the roof like drapes, some of it dipping into the still water. Stars twinkled along the water’s surface. The structure wasn’t much bigger than a shack where someone would keep their yard tools, but it stretched a dozen feet above the water.

“We’re here.” Nubern stood and tossed a rope to Sharkey.

The Chief jumped out onto a dock beneath the building and secured the boat. “Everybody out.”

Austin stepped out and the boards creaked. He reached back and offered a hand to Skylar and Bear.

“Where are we, sir?” Skylar said, her eyes fixed on the building.

“Where we need to be,” he said. “Follow me.”

Nubern walked up the wooden stairs slick with moss and mold.

Was it another test? Or was it really part of a mission trip? Perhaps the needy family was in this shack, but who would live in the middle of a swamp? What kind of a life would they have out here?

Nubern paused at the front of a cracked, broken door. “At this moment, I want you to wipe your minds clear of any preconceptions you may have. Keep your eyes open, and more importantly, keep an open mind. We have a long journey ahead, and once we go through this door, there’s no coming back. Got it?”

Skylar stared at Austin. His heartbeat pounded in his ears.

Nubern opened the door.

Austin reached out and slid his fingertips along the smooth, cold steel wall. Their footfalls echoed on the metal flooring. With each step, his foot bounced back like he was treading across a rubberized running track. A green light glowed at the end of the hall, sending a cool emerald hue across the group. At the front of the line, Nubern stopped at a stairway leading down. He gestured forward, and Bear continued following as Skylar and Austin brought up the rear.

“Take them to number three, Chief,” Nubern said.

Austin stared at Nubern as he passed, wishing the man would give him some idea about the purpose of this place. From the outside, it looked like a beat-up old shack. But Nubern said nothing and Austin strolled past.

The stairway stretched for one hundred yards and reminded Austin of the massive stairways he’d seen at stadiums. When they reached the bottom, Austin knew this portion of the structure had to be under water. As his eyes adjusted to the dim green light, he realized they were not alone.

Three men dressed in dark blue uniforms, similar to Tizona but with different emblems of white wings crossed across their breast pockets, stood with their hands clasped behind their backs. The men did not acknowledge the newcomers and remained focused on the wall. Behind them, polished steel pipes with blinking lights lined the walls. Computer screens of various sizes displayed readouts Austin didn’t understand. Some screens were filled with numbers while others had shapes or graphs. In the center of the room, a large cylindrical silver pipe stretched along the floor like a torpedo tube with a silver hatch the size of a person in the middle. Alternating red and green lights blinked on the top of the hatch.

“Carry on, men,” Sharkey said as he marched into the room.

As if robotic, the three men came to life. They pored over the various computer screens, pushing buttons and pulling levers. The tallest of the three, a man with a chiseled jaw and jet black hair, slipped on a headset as he checked the displays. He murmured into the headset, but Austin couldn’t understand what was being said. Radio static crackled, and the room’s emerald glow dissolved to crimson.

“Line up here,” Sharkey ordered, his finger pointed at the floor. With his other hand, he pointed at Bear. “You’ll be first.”

Bear shifted. He glanced at Skylar and Austin.

“What?” Sharkey asked. “You need a written invitation? Get up here, Recruit.”

Bear stepped forward like a student getting called out for talking in class. His feet scuffed across the steel floor. Austin watched the other men working at their stations. They moved with purpose as if they had been in the strange facility for years. Why would the school have staff out here in the middle of the swamp? Or were these staff from a different school? Judging by the winged logo on their chest, they definitely weren’t like any Tizona staff he had seen.

After what seemed like an eternity, Bear stepped in front of Sharkey, towering over the security chief.

“When you first lie down in the tube, I want you to exhale deeply,” Sharkey said. “Try to relax. Close your eyes and hum if you have to. That sometimes helps.”

“Helps with what?” Bear whispered.

“Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be fine.” Sharkey gripped the hatch and yanked it open. With a hiss of released gas, the hatch opened. White plumes of vapor seeped onto the floor like a thick fog. “Get in.”

Bear shot a glance toward Austin.

“Come on, Recruit! Move it!”

A pulsating hum filled the room and increased in intensity. Bear slipped into the tube and stretched out on his back.

Sharkey leaned over him. “Cross your arms over your chest and remember what I said about relaxing. You’ll be there in a moment.”

Without another word, Sharkey slammed the hatch shut and turned a valve on the pipe. He keyed a few buttons and turned to the staff in the corner, nodded and stepped away from the pipe. The hum in the room increased and popped. The lights in the room flickered. When Sharkey opened the hatch, Bear was gone.

“You’re next,” Sharkey said as he motioned to Skylar.

She turned around and looked at Austin.

“It’ll be okay,” he whispered and touched her shoulder. “It’ll be fine.”

Skylar closed her eyes. She nodded several times as if trying to convince herself everything would be alright.

She slipped into the pipe, and Sharkey repeated his instructions. Without asking if she understood everything, he slammed the hatch down. Once again, the hum in the room intensified and culminated in a loud popping sound.

“All right, Stone, you’re last.”

Austin’s heart pounded into his throat. He thrust his hands in his back pockets as he stepped forward. “Where is Nubern?”

“He’ll meet you there. Come on! We’re on a schedule.”

Austin stepped to the pipe and craned his neck for a better view. He couldn’t see anything inside. No dials or gadgets. No wires hanging down or gasses escaping.

Sharkey nudged him forward. “Get in.”

Austin stretched out inside, felt the cold of the steel through his uniform. The hairs on the back of his neck tingled with static electricity.

“All right, cross your arms over your chest and close your eyes if you want.”

Austin nodded, and Sharkey shut the hatch.

Complete darkness surrounded him. His ears popped, and a green translucent wave shimmered around him as if he floated in a pool. He gasped as his stomach twisted and dropped like a roller coaster. The humming sound turned into a roar for two seconds, and he felt the sensation of dropping in a free fall.

The hum ceased, and the shimmering jade ripple disappeared. The hatch moved back with a hissing sound and Austin figured something had gone wrong. A bright piercing light exploded into the pipe, forcing him to squint. The red glows no longer filled the room, replaced by a fluorescent yellow. As his eyes adjusted, someone stood outside the pipe looking down at him.

“What happened?” Austin asked as he wiped at his eyes.

“Get out, son,” a familiar voice said. “Welcome to California.”
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“California?” Austin asked. “What? Where’s Chief Sharkey?”

Nubern clasped Austin’s hand. “Get up, Recruit.”

A few feet away, Bear and Skylar stood looking like they were in the middle of an elaborate joke. Skylar leaned with her hand on the wall for balance. She opened her mouth and blinked, rubbing at her eyes with her index fingers. As Austin stood, the ground wobbled, and he struggled to find his balance.

“It’ll wear off. This always happens your first trip.” Nubern slapped him on the back. “Come on. We have a schedule to keep.”

Austin rubbed his forehead, trying to break the haze over his mind.

What just happened? What was this place? More pipes like the one he’d just crawled out of stretched on either side of him for fifty yards. People entered and exited the pipes at regular intervals. One man carrying a briefcase hopped out like he was getting off a train. He nodded at Austin and walked past him.

“Yeah, but how?”

“I said move it, Stone,” Nubern called from the other side of the room where Bear and Skylar remained with confused expressions on their faces. He waved his arm. “We’ve got to go!”

Austin rubbed at his eyes as he followed the others. Nubern pushed through a door leading to a massive expanse. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of people moved in all directions. It looked like images he had seen of New York City. People dashed shoulder to shoulder as they scurried. Still dizzy, Austin looked at the floor as they moved. The glossy black surface showed no signs of wear even with the amount of foot traffic moving across it. Steel beams crossed the ceiling and circular security cameras were suspended a hundred feet above the floor. Colorful holograms hovering in midair displayed data, images from a news program, and sparkling star charts. Most of the people passing him had one-piece outfits in various colors similar to his Tizona uniform. All of the other uniforms had different emblems on their chest. Other people wore simple business attire as if this was part of the normal morning commute. Different languages chattered around him. He thought he recognized Spanish, maybe French, but the other languages were so odd, so exotic, he had never heard them before. Were they in some kind of airport?

A man dressed in a gray uniform pushed a cart beside him and muttered something in a language Austin didn’t understand, but his intent was universal: Get out of the way.

“Sorry,” Austin said.

As the man glared at him and passed, Austin glanced down at the cart. His jaw dropped. The man pushed a cart of cardboard boxes. The cart itself, however, was unlike anything he had ever seen. It glided across the floor, not on it. As far as he could tell, the cart had no wheels. Instead, it floated three feet off the shimmering floor.

“That cart has no wheels,” he said under his breath before hurrying to catch up with the others. He poked Skylar’s shoulder. “Hey, that cart has no wheels.”

“I saw it,” she shot back. “’What is this place?”

“I don’t know. I really don’t.” He gazed at the ceiling again, this time staring at the screen of the star chart.

“I don’t like this. How did we get here so fast? Nubern said it’s California.”

“Down here!” Nubern hurried through the crowd and led them down a wide staircase.

At the base of the staircase, more large pipes lined the pristine room. Bright, fluorescent lights mingled with the colors blinking from the conduits. The walls muffled the clamor of the mass of humanity that was moving through the room above. Nubern stood with his hands on his hips.

Austin watched other men and women in dark uniforms climb in and out of the various pipes. “Where are we, sir?”

“I told you: California.” Nubern gestured to the pipes. “Let’s go.”

Skylar’s hands trembled as she turned to look at Austin. Bear spoke and cut through the awkward silence.

“I don’t know about going into these pipes again.”

“They’re called tubes,” Nubern said.

“I don’t know if I like the idea of going into these tubes, sir.”

“Come on, big guy, you’re first.” Nubern offered him a silver piece of paper. “This gum will help.”

Bear unwrapped the gum and popped it into his mouth. He glanced at Austin and Skylar with a peculiar expression, as if he expected to be filled in on this elaborate prank. He trudged to the tube. Just like before, he folded his long legs, and they shut the hatch over him with a hiss. When they opened the tube, he was gone.

Skylar was next. Her shoulders slumped forward.

Nubern placed his hand on her elbow. “I promise you that everything is going to be okay. This will be your last tube transport for a while, all right? Come on, let’s go. We need you to go right now.”

Skylar nodded, her body shaking as she slipped into the tube. She locked eyes with Austin before Nubern shut the hatch. The room filled with a brief whine of electronics and machinery. The lights flickered.

And she was gone.

Nubern opened the hatch and faced Austin. “I’ll be right behind you,” he said, handing Austin a stick of gum.

“I don’t understand.”

“Very soon now, you will.”

“But what is all this? Does the school own all this?”

“Actually, we own and operate the school. You are at Base Prime North America.”

“Who owns it?”

Nubern pointed to the hatch. “Come find out.”

Austin slipped into the tube, static electricity tingling his skin, tickling the hairs on his arms. A loud hum surrounded him as he chewed on the gum.

Nubern looked down at him. “See you soon.”

* * *
 

The tingling sensation lingered. The second trip was longer than the first. Austin opened his eyes and then narrowed them to slivers as a green haze surrounded him. He stared at the emerald cloud fluctuating. The light stopped as if someone had shut off the power, and the hatch opened.

“Get out,” a voice boomed.

Austin’s eyes had not adjusted, and before he could respond, strong hands gripped his uniform at the shoulders and lifted him from the tube. His knees cracked against the end of the pipeline. The sound came through his ears as if he had cotton swabs stuffed inside. Everything seemed muted. He heard his own breathing in his head as if he were underwater and hooked to scuba gear. His eyes adjusted as men manhandled him across the room. A lower, cooler blue hue surrounded him. The guy who had yanked him from the tube was a beast, his muscles bulging beneath a dark gray uniform.

Skylar stood nearby and asked something he couldn’t hear. Her mouth moved again as she repeated the statement. He understood one word: “Okay?”

He pointed to his ears. “I can’t hear anything!”

Austin chewed the gum in large, deliberate movements, hoping his ears would pop. He opened his mouth like a fish sucking for air.

Pop!

The sounds crashed through his ears and rushed into his consciousness. Voices conversed from all directions beyond the walls of the current room, which housed six tubes lining the center of the chamber. Staff in solid uniforms of different colors moved through oval doors hidden in the dull white of the room. Alarms like a thousand cell phones created a chorus of activity. Cobalt blue track lighting outlined the dimensions of the ceiling and floor, creating a shade like a moonlit night.

His head pounded like a full-blown migraine and his stomach turned.

“You all right now?” she asked.

“I guess. Feel like I’ve been through a grinder. Where the hell are we now?”

She frowned. “I have no idea.”

Austin nodded at Bear, who swayed behind Skylar as if he had spent too much time in a bar. “What’s up with him?”

She glanced back. “He’s been a bit off since we got here. Wherever ‘here’ is.”

“I’m not sure I like this,” he said, leaning in closer. “What kind of a mission trip could this be? Is this for real?”

“I don’t believe for a second we were in California,” she whispered back, staring at the guy in gray.

“When they get out steak knives and ask us to stay for dinner, and Bear’s disappeared, I’m leaving.”

She stared at him. “Not funny.”

“Trying to lighten the mood. I feel like crap, and now I’m getting worried.”

“When we see Nubern, get some answers!”

He snorted. “Me? Why me?”

“Everyone knows he likes you. You guys talk a lot. Better you than me.”

The tube nearest him hissed and the muscled man in gray hurried over, checking a tablet in his right hand. “Incoming from Base Prime,” the man said in a deep voice.

He yanked back on the hatch.

“Welcome, Captain,” the man said as he offered a hand.

When Nubern sat up in the tube, Austin frowned. Captain?

“Thank you.” Nubern stood, nodding at the staff around the tubes. “Gentlemen.”

He marched toward the three recruits, his head held high, and his hands clasped behind his back. He nodded to the three of them. “Welcome to Atlantis. If you’ll follow me, we have a great deal to do and a short time to do it.”

Austin paused. “Did you just say Atlantis?”

“I did. Follow me, please.”

Nubern spun on his heel and marched toward the featureless white wall. The barrier shimmered and dilated as he approached.

Skylar nudged Austin’s shoulder, and he took a few quick steps to catch up to Nubern.

“Excuse me, sir, but we have some questions.”

“I’m sure you do, Recruit, but now’s not the time.”

“But where are we?”

“I told you: Atlantis.”

Austin glared at him. “So the school owns Atlantis?”

“Nobody ‘owns’ Atlantis. It’s run by the military and funded by the government.”

They entered a long tunnel stretching to the left. The walls gleamed with a fresh coat of wax. Their footsteps and voices echoed while they walked. The oval door materialized shut behind them.

“The U.S. owns this?”

Nubern laughed, sending the cackling down the tunnel. “They would like to, but think bigger.”

“Is it corporate?” Bear asked.

“I think it would be better if we wait for the stories. Let’s just say we own a number of schools across the planet. You just happened to be from Tizona.”

Austin moved closer as he quickened his pace to keep up with Nubern. “Okay, if you’re not going to tell us about the place, at least explain the tubes.”

“What about them?”

“Why are we traveling in these tubes?”

“Because it is quicker, safer, and more discreet than air travel. Quite honestly, we don’t have time for all that.”

“Yeah, but how does it work?” Skylar asked.

Nubern cleared his throat. “Think of it as a fax machine only your body is the paper. The tubes simply break you down into particles and send you on your way.”

Austin felt his heart constrict. “Break you down? What does that mean?”

“Nothing to worry about. Relax. It is perfectly simple. We’ve been using them for centuries without a single accident.”

“Terrific.”

“It’s similar to the curvature drive but localized by the tubes.”

“Curvature drive? You mean like the Star Runners game?”

“Keep moving.”

The tunnel ended at another dilated door revealing a white room with glaring fluorescent lights above. Nubern gestured inside. “Time for a medical examination.”

“Medical examination? Again?” Austin sighed.

“You don’t want to enter a new environment unprepared. You have to do the same thing when you travel overseas, right? This is certainly no different. The doc will check on you and give you the green light for travel. No big deal.”

Three nurses clad in white, their faces masked, approached and led them each individually to a table. Austin stared into her chocolate-colored eyes. She squinted in what must have been a smile. She pulled out a silver tool which shimmered in the bright light of the sterile room and held his hand. The tool pierced his fingertip quickly, and she placed the tool in a receptacle nearby. She shone a light into his eyes.

Skylar stared at him from her table. Her expression transformed from worry to frustration, her eyebrows lowering. She pursed her lips as the nurse took a blood sample. He opened his mouth to say something to her, anything to make her feel better, but the nurse thrust a tongue depressor into his mouth.

“Almost done,” Nubern said, smiling as he folded his arms across his chest. “After this, we’ll head out. You came here for an education, an opportunity. Today, you embark on a new phase of your education. After today, you will never be the same. Do as your superiors command and you will be fine.”

Austin closed his eyes as the nurse pressed down on his tongue.

With the physical check complete, the three students followed Nubern away from the examination tables. An entire side of the white room dilated and moved away. Austin’s jaw dropped. The wall opened to a chamber as large as an indoor stadium with dozens of workstations sprinkled throughout the building. Hundreds of staff worked, typing or speaking into headsets. Some workstations boasted sleek monitors and computer equipment while others utilized technology Austin had never seen before. It looked like they had holograms floating over their desks. Various staff hurried around the room, making the place appear as busy as an anthill. High above the flurry of activity, hanging like a ghostly aura, loomed the blue orb of Earth. The holographic image rotated as thousands of points of light moved around the planet.

“From here, we monitor all activity on the planet,” Nubern said as they paused just past the doorway.

High above the holographic Earth was the dark, starless sky. Austin blinked. Wait a minute. He squinted into the night sky, wondering at the absence of stars. His eyes focused on three, no, four blue shapes moving across the sky. They grew in size and the colors shifted from blue to a soft red and back again.

“Those look like jelly fish,” Austin whispered.

The others leaned back to stare into the sky.

Nubern followed their gaze. “Ah, yes, they are. This is Earth Command, also known as Atlantis Command.” He slapped Austin on the shoulder. “Come on! We still have a schedule to keep.”

Nubern led them through the controlled chaos of the room. Dozens of languages buzzed around him. Most of the staff spoke into headsets, but some conversed in person.

Austin’s face warmed as Skylar squeezed his hand. He squeezed back, trying to show a sense of control and strength he didn’t really feel. As they walked under the giant hologram of the Earth, Skylar pulled him close.

“Does that mean we’re underwater?”

“I guess so.”

“What does that mean?”

“I have no idea.”

“I’m scared.”

“It’ll be all okay.” Austin smiled but wondered if she might be right.

“Sir?” he called. “Why did those guys call you captain?”

“That’s my rank.”

He frowned. “So we’re in the military?”

“Keep walking. We’ll answer your questions soon enough.”

Austin took another look at the bizarre creatures floating high above them, smiled, and continued following Nubern, who had stepped down a stairway leading to an elevator. Nubern pressed the button and entered when the doors opened, gesturing for them to follow.

As the doors shut on the activity in the room beyond, Austin swallowed and took a deep breath.

“I know you all must have questions, and I am sorry to keep you in the dark,” Nubern said. “Most of your questions will be answered at your next stop.”

The elevator droned.

“Sir, you’ve got to tell us why there are jellyfish floating above a giant hologram of Earth.”

“They aren’t floating. They’re swimming.”

The three students exchanged glances.

“What?” Bear asked.

Nubern turned. “They. Are. Swimming.” He studied them. “What’s wrong with all of you? The depth must be getting to you. You are the best and brightest. Figure it out.”

He turned around as the elevator doors slid open.

If the previous room with the hologram was pristine, this room was the exact opposite. With a ceiling several stories high and rafters linking steel catwalks in a dozen directions mixed with the chaos below, this area looked like the world’s messiest garage. Men yelled at one another over machinery so loud it hurt Austin’s ears. He recoiled from the barrage of sound as they stepped out of the elevator. Sparks from welding torches fell like fireflies on a summer evening. As they walked through the clutter, puddles of oil and other fluids stuck to the soles of their boots. Nubern, unable to speak loud enough to overcome the racket, pointed at tools and collections of liquids they should avoid as he led them from the open floor to a narrower path, like an alley in a big city.

As he tried to avoid crashing into a pile of circuit boards and monitors, Austin noticed the mechanical taste of the air. A shower of sparks fell around them in the dimly lit path. They all looked up. Austin paused, causing Bear and Skylar to run into his back. Because they were the size of buildings, he hadn’t noticed before, but there were ships flanking their path. He kept walking without looking away. The ships were the largest he had ever seen. He glanced back at Skylar, who seemed to be studying this new revelation as well.

When they passed the front of the first ship, another was tucked in next to it. It felt like they were strolling along a city block between a construction site full of towering skyscrapers. There must be hundreds of men working down here. They had passed eleven ships before the area opened to provide more space. Nubern kept marching through the scene as if nothing could touch him. The farther they walked, the more the noise died down.

“Austin! Did you see that?”

“Yeah, what a mess.”

“No.” She pulled on the shoulder of his uniform and pointed him backward. “Did you see that?”

Austin stared at the collage of steel, sparks, and activity carrying on behind them. He shrugged but continued looking when Skylar nodded toward the ships. For the first time, he saw the ships from a distance. Tall as a building and as long as a city block, the end of the closest ship came together at a point like an oversized marker. They looked familiar, a little like…

He shot a glance at Skylar. She nodded. He turned back.

“A Legion freighter.”

She smacked him on the back. “All of them are.”

Bear caught up to them, his eyes wide like a child seeing presents on Christmas morning. “Did you guys see that?”

“Legion freighters,” Austin said softly. He had defended the Legion freighters during a thousand escort missions before on Star Runners, but that was a video game. “But...how?”

“Dunno, man.” He leaned in close and looked over his shoulder. “Do you think we’re on drugs?”

“You might be,” Austin said as he craned his neck to look past Bear’s large frame and gain a better view of the freighters. “I know I’m not and I still don’t believe it.” He squinted. The crews were working on Legion freighters. “Something has to explain all this,” he breathed. His pulse quickened. “It’s got to be some kind of dream, right?”

Skylar smiled. “I don’t know.”

“Quit gawking. Let’s go!” Nubern yelled.

Skylar and Bear moved on, but Austin lingered. Pockmarks and burns scarred the two visible freighters at the end of a long line of the spacecraft. No wonder they were being repaired, but that still didn’t answer the main question of why they were here.

“Stone! Move it!”

Austin shook and ripped his attention away from the surreal scene. He hurried to catch up with the group.

“Sorry, sir!”

“Don’t let it happen again.”

“I won’t, sir. It’s just, ah; you have Legion freighters.”

Nubern glared at him. “The Legion owns and operates many freighters, son. What of it?”

“But that’s part of the game!”

“What game?”

“Star Runners.”

Nubern started walking away. “That was never a game.”

They hurried to keep up with Nubern’s quickened pace. He led them through an area much cleaner than before. Again, freighters spotted the room but with more space between them. Crews inspected the craft, making notes on their tablets.

“Sir, what do you mean it was never a game?” Austin asked, trying to keep up with Nubern without tripping over equipment.

“I mean it was a sim, a simulation, practice runs. Get it? Now, here we go.” He paused in front of a freighter with the side landing ramp lowered. Two crew members clad in dark blue uniforms identical to the Tizona colors stood on opposite sides of the ramp. “They held this ship for us. Get aboard.”

Austin shook his head. “Wait.”

“Move it, Recruit!”

They marched forward together. The two crew members nodded and greeted them. The ramp rattled as they walked. The top of the freighter towered several hundred feet above the deck. He glanced up before focusing on the ramp. He took a slow, deep breath. He had never even been on a plane before. Now, for some unknown reason, he was boarding a Legion star freighter.

“This is insane,” he muttered under his breath as he brought up the rear of their group.

“We’re on drugs,” Bear whispered back. “That’s it. That’s the only explanation.”

“Quiet!” Skylar snapped. “You’ll get us all in trouble.”

Nubern stepped inside the ship and held his arm over the door. When they moved into a small room with shiny walls, he removed his arm and the door slid shut. The room vibrated and seemed to be traveling much faster than an elevator.

“When we reach the top deck, find the four open seats on your right as quickly as possible,” Nubern said. “They’re waiting on us for liftoff.”

Austin’s heart raced. Liftoff? This can’t be real.

The elevator slowed and came to a stop. They reached for the walls for balance. The door opened. Seats full of passengers filled the cabin. The front passengers stared at them with contempt, some shaking their heads. One man in the second row checked his watch while another sighed. One aisle split the middle of the cabin with four seats on either side. Austin couldn’t see where the seating ended in the dim lighting. Nubern moved to the four seats and allowed the students to sit first.

“Come on, sit, sit.” Nubern hurried them along.

Skylar took the window seat, and Austin collapsed into the seat next to her. Bear sat next to Austin and Nubern took the aisle seat, releasing a loud breath as he did so.

“This is like a gigantic plane,” Bear said. “You believe this is happening?”

Shaking his head, Austin yanked the shoulder harness down over his torso and crossed it over his lap.

“We apologize for the delay, citizens and personnel,” a voice crackled through the speakers at the top of the cabin. “This flight will depart shortly for Tarton’s Junction. Our total flight time will be eight hours. Sit back and enjoy the flight.”

“Tarton’s Junction?” Skylar asked. “From the game?”

Austin leaned back in his seat, his stomach rolling like a washing machine. He glanced over Skylar’s shoulder and saw nothing outside the window but the gray wall. He gripped the arm rests tight enough to turn his knuckles white.

The lights dimmed as the sound of engines increased. The wall outside the window started to move.

“Is Atlantis at the bottom of the ocean?” Bear asked.

“It is, actually,” Nubern said, flipping through digital pages on his tablet. “Approximately twelve hundred miles off the coast of California.”

Skylar leaned over Austin, a strand of her blond hair breaking loose from the bun and touching his arm. “If that’s true, how is this thing going to fly us out of here?”

“Simple energy shielding.”

“What about radar?”

“Shrouded. The freighter will be invisible to the planet’s sensors.”

“If we’re on a Legion freighter,” she said, “these things get shot out of the sky all the time by Tyral Pirates. I’ve read the expansion’s graphic novel. Dax Rodon and the pirates are always destroying these freighters.”

Nubern smiled. “This star system is one of the safest in all of Legion space. Relax.”

Skylar frowned at Austin. “You going to be sick? You’re green.”

“Sure.” He swallowed hard and tasted acid in the back of his throat. “Think you can tell us what’s going on now, sir?” he asked, looking at Nubern without turning his head.

“Certainly.” He leaned forward. “You have been recruited into the Navy of the Galactic Legion of Planets via a recruitment school. Tizona is one of fifty-four schools located on your planet for the purposes of recruitment.”

“Wait a minute,” Austin said, holding up his head. “You said, ‘your planet.’ Are you not from Earth?”

Nubern flashed a grin. “No. I’m from Tania. I was trained in speaking your language and in all of the customs of your continent. Before that, I was a Star Runner, just like you are training to become.”

“Good Lord.” Austin closed his eyes. “This is crazy.”

The ship rocked. He tightened his grip on the arm rests. The speakers above crackled to life. “We are now cleared for departure. Please be sure to secure all safety restraints. Enjoy the flight.”

Red lights flashed outside the window. Skylar pressed against the glass and blocked most of the view. Plumes of water shot down from above like a waterfall.

“What’s that?” Austin asked.

“Ocean water,” Nubern answered as he popped a fresh piece of chewing gum into his mouth. “This ship’s in the airlock. We’ll soon be heading to the surface once it’s clear, and then we’ll leave atmo and head into orbit on our way to your moon.”

Skylar turned away from the window. “What’s on the moon?”

“Rocks.”

“Then why are we going there?”

“Not stopping there. On the far side of the moon, we open a curve and leave this system.”

“A curve?” Austin blurted out. “You mean like in the game?”

“Exactly. The massive energy field created by a curve in space could possibly be detected by Earth. This is much safer.”

Water filled up outside the window. The walls beyond came to life and started moving out of view. The freighter rocked and tilted back at an incline. Engines rumbled to life, and the lights dimmed until only the soft red glow of emergency lights filled the cabin.

“Won’t this, like, kill us?” Bear asked.

“What? The ascent?” Nubern frowned. “No, you’re in an artificial atmo now. Have been since you tubed in here. No worries about that.”

“This might sound stupid,” Skylar said, “but why Earth? If the game is real, why bother with Earth?”

“Because Earth lies in Legion space in Quadrant Eight. Always has. While it’s still a dark world, or ‘anchored’ as some say, its people are still protected by the Legion and therefore owe it to the rest of the citizens to help keep our space safe from beyond. It’s the same for every other planet.”

“Dark world?” Austin asked.

“No intergalactic space travel. Earth will get there someday, I’m sure. But the problems of the galaxy cannot wait.”

“So you’ve been recruiting from Earth for a while then?”

“Personally? Eight of your years since they took me away from action, but Legion recruiters have been coming here for thousands of years.”

“Really?”

“Sure. Your people were primitive at first, so much so that we parked our Atlantis directly on the water. As your people progressed, we realized the need to take Atlantis out of sight.”

“If you recruited us through the video game,” Skylar said, “how did you recruit back in those days? You certainly weren’t recruiting pilots. I don’t get it.”

“Wars are helpful means for recruiting. So are myths. The greatest warriors would travel to trade with Atlantis and prove their worth. Earth warriors have always been known throughout the Legion and beyond for their toughness since our earliest recruitment days. Contests, gladiatorial events, and tournaments all aided us in recruiting Earth’s finest warriors. As your planet progressed, we were able to move beyond solely recruiting warriors. We have recruited scientists, engineers, pilots like you, and many more.”

Bear sat forward. “So Atlantis was real?”

“It is real,” Nubern said. “You just left it.”

“Why the secrets?” Skylar asked.

“It is our law that planets must advance naturally. We do not interfere. Not all nations or people share in that philosophy. Earth is fortunate to have the protection of the Legion.”

Austin frowned. “So everyone at Tizona is from another planet?”

“No. We recruit teachers and staff from Earth, just like any other college.”

“Unbelievable.”

It had taken an hour before the water cleared from the window, and the ocean surface stretched to infinity. Bubbles formed up and bounced off the windows. The passengers in the cabin chatted quietly. Some craned their necks for a better view of the Pacific Ocean as the moonlight sprinkled across the calm surface. The freighter bobbed in the water, waiting for clearance to take off.

Skylar turned around and stared at the rows of passengers. “Who are all these people?”

“Don’t know,” Austin said with a shrug.

Nubern leaned forward, “Many people have business on Earth. I’d say most are going home.”

“How many planets are in the Legion?” Austin asked.

“Several hundred. It often changes, especially closer to the wilder areas of space with Tyral pirates, warlords, and even the Zahl Empire.” He grinned. “All hot spots you will undoubtedly be seeing if you complete your training.”

“Is that where we are really going?”

“Yes. You will spend time in a trainer Trident before you get your wings. Then, if you are still with us, you will become a Star Runner and be assigned where the Legion needs you most.”

“Trident?” Austin sat up. “We get to fly a Trident?”

“Of course. Why else would we bring you up here? You could be flying in one by the end of the month.”

He thought of Josh. If only his best friend could be here to see this.

“So if we had decided to go home for Christmas, what would have happened to us?” Austin asked.

Nubern sighed. “You mean the other students who didn’t show up this morning? They will be transferred to another school and never see any of this. Some people are not ready for the truth. Others don’t have a sense of adventure in them. They take the safe road, the sure path. Those are certainly not the people who will later become Star Runners. Of course, some students could be recruited in other ways, but Tizona is primarily for the recruitment of pilots.”

The freighter tilted back and lurched as the water drifted away from them. Gravity pressed Austin back into his seat. The ocean disappeared. Wisps of cloud streaked by the window as the stars appeared. The engines roared, and a rushing sound filled the cabin. His seat rattled, and the overhead compartments shook. He gripped the arm rests again and closed his eyes. The roaring filled his ears. His head shook.

“We really can’t be picked up by radar?” Austin asked.

“The Shroud blocks out any sensors your planet could use to detect us,” Nubern said, leaning back in his seat. “At most, we will show up as space debris or small asteroids. On the descent, we are most often seen as meteors or shooting stars. Believe me, hundreds of ships arrive and depart from Earth every day.”

A few minutes passed. Skylar tugged at Austin’s arm. “Look!”

He opened his eyes. The bluish hue of the night sky transitioned to an empty, dark black. He glanced back at Nubern; his eyes were closed and his mouth open as if he’d slept through the takeoff.

As the sky outside faded from dark blue to black, Skylar’s hair came alive, moving away from her head like a spider. She laughed. “I can’t believe this!”

He grinned. “Me, neither. Did we join space camp?”

Gravity slipped away as the star freighter drove hard for the moon. As the three recruits giggled, the rest of the passengers sat in silence or spoke quietly.

“So if this is really like the game, the ship will have to go through a curve on the far side of the moon,” Austin said, leaning over Bear to make sure Nubern was awake.

“Yes, in a couple hours,” Nubern said.

“Okay, well, what does a curve, you know, actually do?”

Bear cleared his throat. “A curve bends space to allow a spacecraft to be momentarily in two places at once. Once the curve is closed, space goes back to normal.”

Austin stared at Bear. “How do you know all of that?”

Bear looked hurt. “I’ve been reading the strategy guide since the game came out. That’s how the curve is explained there.”

Austin never cared what the curve did since it usually only meant the beginning of a load screen, either back to the main menu or into the game. “What is that like, though?”

Nubern offered a crooked grin. “Recruit Keller is essentially correct in theory. Straight out of the textbook. You’ll get to experience it for real in a few hours. It is similar to the transport tubes on Earth, but requires significantly more power since it is using all of space instead of a localized tube.”

Austin thought of the ship and his body passing through a curve in space only to appear light years away. “But what does it feel like?”

“A curve? Well, it’s strange the first time. You feel like your stomach is turning over. Some people get a headache. Some vomit. Others can sleep through it. It’s different for everyone.”

Austin leaned back in his seat and pulled the pen from his uniform’s chest pocket. He flicked it with his finger and watched it twirl across his seat, hanging in midair like it was on strings. Zero gravity.

“I can’t believe this’.”

“I know,” Skylar said. “I keep thinking I’m sleeping.”

“I wish I was sleeping,” Nubern said, his eyes still closed.

“Sorry, sir.”

The engines droned. Austin’s eyelids grew heavy. He looked at the back of Skylar’s head as she pressed against the glass. Next to him, Bear surveyed the cabin and steepled his fingers. The weariness of the past two days fell over him like a fog, and he allowed his eyes to close.

An image filled Austin’s mind of when his father would sing that old song, “Fly Me to the Moon” and carry him all around the house. The song buzzed around his head.

You wouldn’t believe it, Dad. I wish you could see this.
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“Look.” The voice sounded far away. “Hey, Austin, look!”

He peeled open his eyes. His mouth was dry, his jaw hurt. He blinked twice and looked at Skylar. It took a moment for him to recognize his surroundings, and he wondered if it had all been a dream.

Skylar smiled and pointed out her window. Craters pockmarked the gray, lifeless surface like the site of an intense artillery barrage. The moon rotated by the window as the freighter moved into orbit.

“There’s Armstrong’s flag,” she said, pointing.

“Where?”

She giggled. “So gullible!”

Austin scowled and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Don’t you think this is strange?”

“Understatement of the year,” she said, turning around. “Of course this is strange. That word doesn’t even do it justice.”

“We worked so hard for a scholarship, we get it, and it turns out to be in outer space. More than that, it’s a game we both have been playing for years.” He gestured to the window. “And now we’re orbiting the moon. This doesn’t concern you at all?”

She leaned forward and grabbed his hand. “You’re in a spaceship. Shut up and enjoy this.”

Austin looked back at Bear, who shrugged and tightened his harness. Skylar gazed at the moon as it passed.

The ship’s cabin rattled.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we will be passing through the curve in two minutes,” the captain said over the intercom. “Crew, be sure all passengers are secure in their seats. Thank you.”

The interior lights of the cabin flickered and dimmed. Blue track lighting illuminated the floorboard between the seats, preventing total darkness. Austin inhaled. Power increased, and the engines rumbled. Another sound like water gushing from a hose mixed with the constant growing hum of the engines. He pressed his head back into the soft chair. He smelled hot electronics, kind of like when he had his computer on for too long.

The dark side of the moon glowed a deep green before transitioning to red. The glow must be coming off the ship. The cabin air felt very hot. Skylar turned away from the window, her grin vanishing. He grabbed her hand tight and felt sweat on her palms.

A ringing filled his ears as a crimson glow filled the cabin and flashed. Austin winced. As fast as it began, it was over. The sounds ceased, and the light in the cabin came back online. Conversations resumed.

“Wow,” Skylar whispered.

Beside her, the moon was no longer outside the window. Austin nodded toward the blackness of space. She pressed against the window, and he leaned on her shoulder to get a better view. Stars shone outside and a cloud of blues, reds, and whites glowed in the distance.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“A nebula.” Austin leaned forward “Amazing.”

“It’s dark,” Bear mumbled. “Space is so dark.”

“Wow, good point,” he said with a smirk. “I never would have thought space would be dark.”

“Shut up.”

The intercom buzzed. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have successfully passed through the curve and are now resuming normal operations. We should be arriving at Tarton’s Junction shortly. Those of you departing here will be asked to debark promptly. All other passengers bound for Ria and Molan, this freighter will be departing once we have refueled. Thank you.”

Nubern leaned forward. “When we arrive, I have to head directly to my office. You will be heading to Orientation.”

“How long will we be here?” Skylar asked.

“No more questions,” Nubern snapped, his face rigid. “Remember you are still recruits. Show discipline and follow orders. It is time to begin the next phase of your training. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.” Austin crossed his arms over his chest and looked out at the vastness of space.

One star blinked. He thought he was seeing things until another star blinked; this time the star was blue. Another red blinking star winked in the darkness. “What is that?”

Skylar followed his gaze. She tensed. “I don’t know.”

The blinking stars moved in close, and then the light from the nearest stars illuminated the scene. The shape and design of the other pinpoint of light was unmistakable. Lights blinked on the tail and the wings lowered. Moving into escort formation, just off the wing of the freighter, was a Trident fighter.

The wings had been moved down into its ready position, missiles bristling underneath. The pilot edged up next to the freighter and flew alongside. Another Trident moved over the freighter and out of sight.

Skylar’s mouth dropped open. “It’s a Trident.”

“I know.”

“Trident?” Bear asked.

“Yes. It’s a Trident.”

Skylar nodded. “The Trident is outside my window.”

“I know.”

“The Trident is right there...outside my window.”

“I know. I see it. It’s really there.”

“Would you guys shut up?” Nubern asked. “You sound like lunatics. Is that how you’ll act when we walk through the hangar? Or when flight training starts? You are going to embarrass yourselves right out of flight school.”

Something hissed from the front of the cabin. The Trident had remained close for two more minutes before it backed off. A monstrous space station came into view with four other star freighters docked on different sides. The station itself reminded Austin of the building sets he had as a child. Metal pieces linked circular pods together and surrounded a larger section in the center. Tridents buzzed around the station like flies on a trash can. Other than the nearby nebula, the station provided the only light moving against the blackness of space. He found it hard to sit still as the freighter orbited the station and moved closer.

The steel of the installation soon blocked the view outside the window. A chorus of hissing gasses and screeching metal filled the cabin. The freighter jolted.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we are now docked at Tarton’s Junction. The safety restraint light will stay on for another two minutes as gravity normalizes.”

A soft force pressed down on Austin. Skylar’s hair fell back to her shoulders, and his pen fell to his lap. The main cabin lights came on.

“All right, let’s go!” Nubern yanked off his straps and stood.

Other passengers stood and collected their belongings while the rest remained in their seats. Nubern urged them out into the aisle. Austin stretched and followed Bear into the elevator. As the elevator moved down, Skylar glanced at Austin, her eyebrows raised in a question. He smiled as the elevator droned on..

The door opened with the release of gasses and Nubern bolted through before the door had stopped moving.

“Where are we going, sir?” Skylar asked.

“From here on, my rank is captain.”

Austin sighed. “Where are we going, Captain?”

“Like I said, Orientation.”

A blue cylindrical hallway awaited them outside the elevator. Austin allowed his eyes to adjust to the low lighting of the new, tube-like hallway. Their footsteps echoed on the steel floor. The air tasted metallic and cool. At the end of the hallway, a woman stood next to a black box the size of a golf bag. She wore a one-piece black uniform with her dark brown hair tucked in a tight bun. She smiled as they approached. Austin noticed she had a Bluetooth device sticking out of her ear, and he wondered what sort of cell phone reception she could receive while in the middle of space.

The woman nodded as Nubern halted in front of her. He paused to slip a device into his ear. “Good morning.”

“Sveiki,” she said.

Austin frowned. What did she say?

“Right,” Nubern said. “Here we are.”

The women pulled a black case from the box and touched the surface. The container’s cover slid out of place. Dozens of similar Bluetooth devices sat in a straight line on top of dark foam.

“Take that one,” Nubern ordered.

“But I don’t have—”

“Just take it.”

The three of them each grabbed a wireless device. It felt softer and lighter than the one Austin used in his car back home. He slipped it into his left ear. The speaker pinged, and he flinched at the ringing.

“English,” a female, robotic voice said.

“Welcome to Tarton’s Junction,” the woman said.

Austin blinked and stared at the woman’s lips. Her voice did not match her lip movements. It was like watching a foreign film dubbed in English on late night TV.

“Excuse me?” he asked.

“You are required to have a translator before going into Orientation,” she said, her lips still not matching what she spoke. “Seven different countries and four languages from your planet will be represented here today. All of them are new recruits like you.” She outstretched her hand. “Please enter.”

He touched his earpiece. A translator. He didn’t know such a technology existed. And now he had one, tucked into his ear.

They walked down a tight hallway wide enough for two people. Lights beamed from beyond. A dull drone of voices emitted like the sound of a full auditorium. When they reached the end of the hall, Nubern turned and stepped to the side, revealing the vast chamber beyond.

Several dozen seats circled the room and sloped downward in the three-hundred-sixty-degree auditorium. The center of the room glowed a pure white light. Dozens of other recruits, all wearing similar uniforms in style but differing in color, conversed throughout the room. Some glanced in their direction when they entered.

“Find a seat,” Nubern said. “I’ll find you after.”

And with that, he hustled down the stairs, motioning to another officer.

Skylar brushed against Austin’s shoulder. “Are all these people pilots?”

Austin looked at the different recruits. While they all had one-piece uniforms like Tizona, they did have different colors. Of course, that might mean they were from a different school.

The lights dimmed.

A hush fell over the crowd.

“Please be seated,” a voice called over the speakers. “The Galactic Transition Orientation will begin in a moment.”

Those who remained standing hurried to find a seat. The hum of electricity filled the air. The room darkened to the point Austin just saw the details on the other side of the auditorium. The circular stage in the center illuminated the first rows in a bright white light.

Footsteps had echoed in the room before a man entered to his left. A middle-aged black man strolled to the stage, looking around as if he took in every detail. His large, brown eyes met Austin’s for a brief moment. Unlike the rest of the staff on board this space station, this man wore a loose-fitting powder-blue tunic. He surveyed the crowd, a pleasant expression on his face.

He paused in the center of the circle and placed a black device into his ear. As he spoke, Austin noted that his words did not match the movements of his mouth, just like the woman at the auditorium’s entrance.

“Welcome to Tarton’s Junction,” he said in a deep voice. “I am Admiral Tolan Gist. I am in charge of this station and the surrounding Quadrant Eight.” He gazed around the room. “It is a great pleasure to see you all here today. You are the brightest candidates in your respective fields and will serve the Legion well. All of the recruits in this room hail from different planets. Some of you will remain here to train as pilots. Others will take their skills far from here to aid the Legion wherever it needs you.”

He paced across the stage as he spoke. “All of you have questions, I know. Your mentors have been assigned to you to answer these questions. Most of you have met your designated mentors as they were the ones who recruited you.”

Austin grinned. Nubern.

“However, you should know basic information to help ease the transition. Your respective planets are just worlds in a vast field of stars. Your homes lie in Legion space, and, therefore, you were recruited into our services.”

Recruits around the room glanced at one another, some whispering in lifted tones.

“In the known galaxy, there are countless factions and governments. Most of the galaxy’s inhabitants live under the jurisdiction of one of two factions: The Galactic Legion and the Zahl Empire. The two have been at war in the past, but now exist under a fragile peace. The greatest current threat to our civilization is the lawless piracy harassing our space lanes.”

He interlocked his fingers and paused again. “You have completed your basic training, but you still have a great deal to do before you are enrolled as an officer in the Legion Navy. I wish you all good fortune.”

The lights came back on as Gist walked off the stage.

“Pilots will remain in their seats for another presentation,” the voice announced on the speakers. “The rest of you may exit and return to your freighters for immediate departure to your intended destinations.”

The majority of the recruits in the room stood and filed toward the exits.

“What do all those people do?” Austin asked to no one in particular.

“Who knows,” Bear grumbled.

“Probably scientists or engineers,” Skylar said. “You know, people recruited for a better reason than playing a video game.”

He heard the unease in her voice. “What’s up? Thought you were excited.”

“Not anymore. I played a game, Austin.”

“One you were very good at playing.”

“So? This,” she gestured at her surroundings, “this is too real. When I was playing the game, it was for fun. I didn’t think about it. But everyone else in here got recruited for something real.”

“What do you mean?” Bear asked.

She lowered her gaze. “Scientists. Engineers. Chemists. Us? Gamers?”

“It takes some skill,” Austin said. “Same ballpark.”

“Umm, hmm. Sure. Same ballpark. Let me know how you feel when Nubern plops you in a fighter and they expect you to stay cool when someone is shooting at you.”

“Relax. They’re going to train us.”

Her words lingered as he watched the room empty. She was right. It hadn’t occurred to him before, the reality of the situation. The Legion expected him to fly an interstellar fighter, which by its very definition meant dogfighting and possibly being killed or being forced to kill. For the first time, his surroundings loomed. He shivered as a chill crept down his neck.

When the room cleared out, only a dozen students remained. A red-haired girl near the top of the room coughed, and the sound echoed in the empty room.

Nubern entered the auditorium and stepped into the circle. “The rest of you should come down to the front of the room. I’m not going to yell.”

Once the recruits relocated, he continued, “Some of you know who I am. I am Captain Jonathan Nubern of the 32nd Tizona Squadron. I am the commanding officer responsible for your training. You will spend the next two years learning all there is to know about the Bren-8 X4 Trident. It is my duty to ensure training is safe. You all will do everything–HEY!”

Two students, a dark-haired guy and a blonde girl, jolted back after whispering to one another.

“Is your translator working?” Nubern asked. “It is? Then shut your mouth when I’m talking. Do it again and your first night will be spent cleaning urine filters with your tongues.”

He placed his fists on his hips. “Now that we’ve got that clear, you’re here to take orders and carry out tasks to the best of your ability. I’m here to train you and ensure you are safe. You are going to do everything possible to make me fail. You’re going to screw up, mess around during class, and generally be stupid. If you are still alive after you make your mistakes, you will wash out and be sent home. Got it?”

He stared at each of them as he turned. “Good. You will have access to communications with your family. You must not speak of where you are or what you’re doing. Break this rule once and your communications will be terminated for one month. Break it again, and you are gone.

“It is natural to want to talk about what you are doing and what you have seen but let me give you another reason to keep your mouth shut. You’ve heard we are in a ‘fragile peace’ with the Zahl, but in reality, it is a cold war. Quadrant Eight is only minimally safe from Imperial agents because it is a backwater planet so far away that they don’t want it...yet. But do you want your friends, your family, your girlfriends and boyfriends back home, to be targeted by Imperial agents? The Empire would like nothing more than to give you reasons to wash out and deplete our supply of pilots. So, bottom line: Shut up and eyes forward. Clear?”

Nubern surveyed the room and then nodded. “Good. You are the best of our new class of fighter pilots for the Tizona Squadron. You hail from different planets, but you will learn to fight as one unit. We are all on the same team now.”

Austin glanced around. The other students also wore Tizona uniforms, but if he understood Nubern correctly, they all came from other planets. He shook his head in disbelief.

“All right,” Nubern said, clearing his throat. “We don’t have much time so let me give you the situation briefing. Since your planets are still anchored, you all, well, don’t know squat.” He clicked his tablet, and a hologram appeared over their heads. A cloud of blue filled one section of the holographic star field and a larger red cloud bumped up against it. As he spoke, Nubern highlighted the clouds with a laser pointer.

“As you’ve already heard, the Galactic Legion and Zahl Empire are the two largest governments in the known galaxy. The Legion has expanded from its original four quadrants to eight. The Empire, however, owns a vastly superior territory spanning countless stars. There have been countless smaller conflicts over thousands of years between us and one major war, but things are now, for the most part, peaceful. Tensions are always high at the border, so we must always remain vigilant. That is why you are here.”

A student with his back to Austin raised his hand. “This might be a stupid question.”

“No such thing during training. What is it?”

“Well, are the Zahlians made up of aliens?”

Nubern sighed. “Maybe there are stupid questions. Forget anything you may have seen or read from your planet about aliens or adventures in the stars. This is not science fiction or fantasy or Saturday morning cartoons. This is for real.

“Right now, you are all going to be dismissed to your quarters. Your room assignments are in the packet being handed out to you now. Chow’s in one hour so don’t be late. The first week you’re here will be spent in classrooms and becoming acquainted with the realities of the Trident craft. After that will be time in sims, the trainers, which are two-seat versions of the X4, and the Rockshot competition. These classes and competitions will earn you points. Earn enough, and you will get your wings. If you can earn your wings and become a Star Runner, you will be among the greatest warriors in the galaxy.

“Most of you here are from Earth and Dizon. I believe one of you is from Pacar?”

A sheepish girl in the back raised her hand.

“So you are the only one who’s done more than the sim,” he said. “Actual flight experience. Impressive.”

Nubern glanced back to his tablet. “There will be time for more questions later. I want to see our class sitting together at meal times, people. You are a team now. That is all. Class dismissed.”

Austin stood as the students around him grabbed their packets and spoke to one another, but he dragged his feet as they moved up the stairs and toward the exit.

“Austin, Bear and I have been assigned Pod B for living quarters.” Skylar flipped through her packet. “Where are you?”

“Pod C.”

She frowned. “Well, I guess we’ll see you at chow.”

“Sound good.”

She tilted her head to the right. “You okay?”

“Fine. Just taking it all in. It’s all a little weird.”

Bear laughed. “Another understatement.”

With a smile and wave, his friends exited the auditorium.

He passed through the door at the top of the stairs, took a right, and walked down the corridor buzzing with activity. Another recruit jostled against his shoulder. He moved against the wall and glanced at the first page of his packet.

“I guess they’re letting anyone in here these days.”

Austin turned and blinked. “Wha—what?” His mouth dropped open. “How?”

Josh stood there wearing a hunter-green uniform, his arms crossed over his chest. He was leaner and his hair shorter, but it was definitely his best friend.

* * *
 

“I still can’t believe you’re here.”

Austin twirled what looked like mashed potatoes around on his plate. Josh scarfed down his bread and potatoes like he hadn’t eaten in weeks. The space station’s mess hall was like any other cafeteria. The students lined up like animals in a feeding trough. But the sight to their left was much different. Like a living mural on the wall, a view port revealed the freighters that were gathering in a line as they departed the space station. The freighters would carry the other recruits to quadrants across Legion space. Beyond, glowing red and purple like a fresh bruise, loomed the nebula.

“I could say the same about you,” Josh said, his mouth full of food. “I’ve felt bad ever since that last message.”

Austin remembered the lost connection when Josh had leaned into the camera. “Yeah, what was that all about?”

He snorted and swallowed his food. “They cut me off. There’s a delay on all outbound transmissions so they can monitor them. I was about to tell you about all of this. I sent that message from my room here on Tarton’s Junction. I lost communication privileges for a month after that.”

“Oh.” Austin thought of how mad he had been at Josh. “I’m sorry, man, I thought you were just being a jerk.”

“There’s always the possibility.” He grinned. “No, I really wanted you to know about all this.”

Austin watched the massive freighters disappear into their individual curves in space. A brief flash and the freighters left one by one.

“How can messages travel back to Earth that fast?” Austin asked.

“There’s a slight delay, but I think the military has some kind of accelerator and uses a communications curve to increase the message speed or something. I think it works like the tubes back home, you know the one they sent us to Atlantis on?”

He remembered his stomach twisting in the tube. “I won’t forget anytime soon.”

“I think they have a tube technology for audio and video images.” Josh shrugged. “Besides, Earth is only a couple light years away.”

“So let me get all this straight; you went to San Francisco?”

“Yes, the Lobera School. I’m in the Lobera Squadron.” Josh flicked the sword patch on his bicep.

“So you’re a pilot?”

“I’m an officer. Almost have enough points to be a second lieutenant and get my wings. I technically can fly the Trident solo, but it will be another year before that happens. I’m still training, learning advanced dogfighting tactics, things like that. Word has it I’ll be shipping home in a couple months to visit Mom and Dad. How are they?”

Austin frowned and stared out of the view port as another freighter flew through its curve. “I really haven’t talked to them. My mom said they were doing fine. They missed you and wondered why you didn’t get to come home this summer.”

“I really wish I could have. Missing Christmas, too.”

He shook his head. “I know. Christmas is next week!”

“Yep.”

“Wow.”

Josh frowned. “Seriously, I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you about this. After Kadyn left for school, it must have been tough.”

“You’ve talked to Kadyn?”

His face turned a shade of dark red. “Just a couple short emails. She wrote me when she left for Savannah. I knew at that time you were on your own at home. She wrote me earlier today when you canceled on riding back with her.”

Austin nodded. “Yeah. I felt bad about that, but I would have missed out on this. Until I got recruited at the last minute, I thought I was going to have to work for a year to save up for college or just go into debt taking a few classes at the community college.”

“Your loans never came through?”

“Not like I had hoped.” He sighed. “Mom and I didn’t think we could afford it.”

They took a few bites in silence.

“Sure is beautiful here,” Austin said, gazing at the nebula.

“Yeah, I stare out there all the time and I haven’t really ever gotten used to it.”

“So the game is really real?” Austin said in a quiet voice.

He nodded. “In good ways and bad.”

“What do you mean? What could be bad about this?”

Josh gazed at the nebula, his eyes lingering without focus. “It’s dangerous.”

Austin frowned. “I’m sure it is.”

Near the hatch entrance of the mess hall, Skylar and Bear lined up for food. She waved at Austin.

“Who’s that?” Josh asked when Austin waved. “She’s hot.”

He winced. “She’s my friend from school.”

“Your friend, eh?” Josh nodded, still staring at Skylar. “Nice to have friends.”

“So anyway,” he said, “what’s life like on this station?”

“Drills, training, class, drills, drills, class. You still get to spend a lot of time in the sims. If you’re lucky, you get to fly in the trainers every now and then, so that makes the boredom worth it.”

“Can you believe this is happening?”

Josh smiled. “Not really. I still wake up in my bunk and can’t believe it.”

“I’m happy to see you, really, I am. But I don’t know about this.”

“What do you mean?”

“School’s one thing, but the military? I mean, they’ve been at war here, Josh.”

“Wars go on all the time back home, too.”

“Yeah, but I don’t have to fight in those.”

“Somebody does.”

“I don’t want to kill anyone.”

“I’m sure it’s the same for those guys back home.” Josh shrugged. “That probably won’t happen anyway. Just think about it. You get to fly the Trident for a living. They’re not even at war out here. Biggest problem I’ve heard the seasoned pilots talk about is smuggling, Tyral Pirates, and their leader, Dax Rodon.”

“Tyral Pirates? From the game?”

“Yeah,” Josh said, munching on a piece of bread. “They’re a big problem in this part of space.”

“You mean Dax Rodon, the bad guy in the graphic novel you gave me for Christmas. He’s real?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Unbelievable.” Austin thought of the freighters, full of students like him about to venture out on their own personal discoveries. “Where are the other recruits going?”

“Who knows? So much traffic comes through here I stopped caring about six months back. There’s a big galaxy out there, man, and you and I are going to get to know all about it. Crazy, huh?”

“Yeah.”

Using his fork, Josh pointed back toward Skylar and Bear. “You’ll have to introduce me.”

His friends from Tizona checked through the food line and made their way toward the table.

“Sure,” Austin said as he saw Skylar smiling at him from a distance.

Something outside caught his eye. The star field wavered to the left of the remaining freighters. Austin blinked. It almost looked like the surface of a still pond disturbed by a pebble.

“What is that?” he asked.

Josh following his gaze. “Probably just the freighters prepping for a curve.”

“No,” Austin said, shaking his head. “Off to the left? Away from the freighters.”

The lights of the station went dark, replaced by a fierce red glow covering the borders of every view port in the mess hall. An alarm hammered into his ears.

“What is it?” Austin yelled.

Josh leaned over the table. “Code red alert. We’re under attack!”

His heart tightened. “Attack?”

The space wavered again, and dozens of smaller craft materialized through the curve. The angular craft bristled with weaponry. The dark space burst with flashes of light streaking across the sky.

“All pilots to their stations. All pilots to their stations.”

Josh slapped Austin’s shoulder and ran away from the table. Austin watched his friend sprint out of the mess hall followed by several other Lobera students. Recruits ran to the edge of the cafeteria, knocking over tables and dropping trays. Soon, they were pressed against the view port, shoulders touching, gasping as the space blazed beyond.

The attackers swarmed around the nearest freighter, pelting it with laser and missile fire. Clouds of fire and gas plumed throughout the ship before being extinguished by the vacuum of space. Tridents already on patrol rushed into action. Two spun off away from the fray, hot on the tail of one of the attackers. Two plunged into the rear of a freighter, their noses piercing the hull.

A hand pressed against Austin’s shoulder. “What’s going on?” Skylar asked.

“They came out of nowhere.”

“Who are they?” one student asked.

“Pirates,” answered another.

Bear stood on the other side of Austin. “Must be Dax Rodon’s men.”

Two more missiles crashed into the nearest freighter. The explosions filled the mess hall with a yellow and orange light. Austin thought of the hundreds of passengers on board. They were excited about discovering a new life. They had just been in the auditorium at the orientation. He saw the explosions, imagined the fire filling the freighter’s cabin.

Another explosion rocked the freighter closest to the station. The running lights dimmed, flickered, and went dark. It drifted out of position. The hull broke apart, and debris spilled out in the nothingness of space. Austin blinked. It wasn’t debris. It was people. He saw arms and legs gyrating and twitching.

“Oh my God,” Skylar breathed in his ear. “Those people.”

A moment later, the freighter blew apart in a fiery wreck.

“We have to do something!” another student yelled.

But there was nothing to do.

Austin stared at the carnage, his fists clenched. A droplet of cold sweat slid down his back.

Two freighters pressed hard for a new shimmering sector of space. They must have opened their own curve. With several attacking craft piercing the rear hull, the remaining freighter drifted aimlessly. Eight more Tridents zipped away from the station and toward the battle. Austin wondered if Josh piloted one of the fighters, but then remembered what he had said about earning the right to fly solo. The new Tridents mopped up the enemy fighters who had grown bold enough to attack the two freighters now driving hard for the exit.

“Why don’t they attack those?” Skylar asked, pointing at the enemy fighters protruding out of the rear of the closest freighter.

“They must have boarded the freighter?”

As if responding to his statement, a light flashed from the passenger windows on the freighter. A battle must be raging inside over control of the spacecraft.

The dogfight shifted away from the station as the Tridents tried to protect the remaining freighters. The freighter in front of the station changed direction.

“The pirates have control of it!” one student yelled.

The star field before the captured freighter wavered.

“Why don’t they do something?” Skylar asked.

Two Tridents broke off from the main fight and shot back toward the captured freighter, their laser guns blasting into the freighter’s engines. One engine exploded as the Tridents completed their first pass, and the freighter drifted off course. The pirates adjusted accordingly, righting the course of their lumbering prize. The front of the freighter dissipated into the curve, and a moment later the entire ship disappeared.

Debris swirled as the recruits pressed against the glass. Off in the distance, the two remaining freighters still under Legion control passed through their curves. Sporadic fire sparked and popped as the Tridents mopped up what was left of the rabble. Clumps of dead passengers floated in the space where the freighter used to be. Austin turned away.

The red lights lifted, replaced once again by bright white.

Austin looked at the floor before turning to Skylar. She stared at him, her bottom lip trembling and her eyes moist. She pursed her lips over and over as if she wanted to speak.

“Those...” she breathed. “Those...”

“I...”

His voice cracked. He didn’t have the words. Instead, he reached out and hugged her.

She buried her face into his shoulder and neck, gripping him tight.

Hundreds of recruits and crew had died a few thousand yards from their dinner tables. Austin no longer had an appetite.
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The door slid up, and Austin entered his quarters. It closed behind him, shutting out the activity in the hallway.

The bunk situated on the top right of the small room was about the size of his tiny closet back home. A workstation with a laptop was anchored in a nook underneath the bed. On the left, a compartment remained open with a bar across to hang clothing, although all he would be wearing would be Tizona blue.

At the end of the room, a small window the size of a plate revealed the star field. The space outside crept past as the station rotated. The red outer edges of the nebula soon glowed through the cramped quarters. He collapsed into the seat in front of his new laptop. He cracked open the orientation packet and read the instructions of how to send emails, communicate face-to-face, and other details of conversing with those still on Earth.

Still on Earth...

He stared at the blackness of space. The gentle hum of the space station’s operations lulled his eyelids shut. He leaned back in his seat.

The image of bodies floating in the vacuum of space remained attached to his mind. He couldn’t shake it. As the attack broke out, Josh had rushed off like it was part of the job and Austin hadn’t seen him since the alarms.

According to his orientation packet, his first flight class was scheduled to begin early tomorrow.

A soft ping rang. When Austin glanced at the laptop and around the room, the ping repeated. He stepped to the door and pressed a green button to his right.

The opening slid up with a hiss.

“Skylar?”

She stood in a blue shirt and shorts, her arms folded across her chest. “Can I come in?”

“Uh, sure.”

She walked in and paused in front of the window. Her hands were clasped in front of her when she turned around.

He shut the door. “Hey, you.”

She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him, her lips tasting like cherries. After a moment, she parted and rested her head on his shoulder.

“Did we make a mistake coming here?” she whispered. “Tell me we didn’t. Tell me we didn’t and I’ll never bring it up again.”

He fought to control his breathing, his heart pounding in his ears. Her hair smelled like flowers.

“I don’t know,” he mumbled.

“Those people are dead.”

“I know.” He tried to move so he could look her in the eye, but she tightened her grip.

“Just stand here a little longer. Please.”

He squeezed back and looked past her to the window. The nebula sent a crimson glow into his quarters. She took deep breaths, continuing her embrace.

After several minutes, she broke away. He still felt her warmth on his chest. She looked at him, smiled, and then stared at the floor. “I’ll see you in class tomorrow.”

She left.

Austin stared at the door long after she had gone.

* * *
 

He had a hard time sleeping the first night on Tarton’s Junction. It had been the same way his first night in the dorm. He tossed and turned, dreaming of home and Mom’s pancakes dripping with butter and maple syrup next to the crisp bacon. Once he jolted out of a power nap close to his wake up time, unsure what had woken him. He didn’t recognize his surroundings at first, until he saw the red glow and stars outside the window. He realized once again this was all really happening.

After four hours of napping in intervals, he decided to get up. His closet revolved and produced the smallest shower he had ever seen, but at least he didn’t have to share the dorm bathroom anymore.

On the way to class, he grabbed a ration bar for breakfast from one of the robotic carts roaming the busy hallways. The bar tasted chalky, like the protein bars he used to eat before class in high school.

Ten students filled the small classroom, their shoulders touching as they wedged into the three rows of chairs. Austin took a seat on the back row and tried to wake up.

He leaned back and closed his eyes as he waited for class to begin. As they arrived, students whispered in different languages. He searched his pockets and found the translator. Following a loud ping in his ear, the voices in the room transitioned to English.

Bear stepped in the classroom and sat in front of Austin. He yawned and turned halfway around.

“Morning,” he mumbled.

Austin grumbled back. “You sleep at all?”

“Are you kidding? These beds are for the tiny, I can barely fit.”

Skylar entered shortly after Bear. Austin smiled when their eyes met, but she looked away and sat in the front row. An uneasy feeling burned in his stomach.

Loud footsteps pounded in the doorway. “Attention,” a female voice said. “Quiet.”

Austin turned. A young woman with dark hair stood marched into the room. She wore a dark blue uniform with silver buttons the size of quarters across her well-shaped chest. She gazed over the recruits with an air of confidence, her chin tilted back. She adjusted the translator in her ear, brushing back a strand of night-black hair. He tried not to stare, but the woman looked like she’d stepped out of a catalog. She was fit, with flawless tanned skin.

She marched before the front row, a tablet in her hand. She snapped around when she reached the desk and clasped her hands behind her back, her movements precise and calculated as a robot.

“I’d like to start off with a moment of silence for our fallen comrades who died honorably yesterday.” She bowed her head. No one made a sound. When she looked up, a fire appeared in her doll-like eyes. “The Tyral Pirates, led by the coward Dax Rodon, attacked Quadrant Eight once again. They kill without feeling, pillage without meaning. They try to steal our freighters and our fighters have to protect them. That is why we need all of you. Soon, you will go after those who carried out this attack, but not before you finish your training.”

The other students looked around the room.

“Okay,” the instructor said, “welcome to Basic Flight, Day One. I will be your instructor for the next few weeks. I am Lieutenant Ryker Zyan. Some of you know me by my call sign, Scorpion.”

Bear spun around with his eyes wide. He mouthed the word, “Scorpion.”

“Is there a problem?” Ryker asked.

“No, ma’am,” Bear said, slumping into his seat.

“I’d hate to toss you out on your first day,” she said.

Austin stared at her.

Scorpion was a beautiful woman. He remembered thinking such a good pilot in the game had to be some nerd in his parent’s basement.

She keyed her tablet and a blue hologram appeared in the space above her desk, flashed once, and materialized into an image of an altered Trident star fighter. The wings folded in the parked position and the nose was slightly longer with a second canopy behind the first.

“Take a good look, Recruits. This should look familiar.”

The Trident hologram’s wings dropped into the attack position and flew around the room over their heads.

“This is the Bren-8 X4-T model you will be flying next week. Same specs as the X4 and X4-B, but rigged with two cockpits; one for the recruit and one for the trainer.”

The hologram floated past Austin’s seat, but he stared at his instructor. She was much younger than he thought an instructor would have been. His mouth was dry and it wasn’t from the protein bar.

“Today, I will be handing out your flight tablets. For now, this is for notes during class, exams, and reading outside of class. Later, it will dock with your Trident’s onboard computer. Ask questions. Don’t suffer in silence because you will only hurt your chances of gaining points later on.” She opened the white desk, pulled out a box filled with small tablets, and began handing them out as she spoke. “Create your password and these will be yours as you progress through flight training.”

Austin watched Zyan’s mouth and noticed the movement did not match her voice. She must be speaking another language. Does that mean she’s from another planet?

“Welcome to the 32nd Tizona Squadron,” she said as she finished distributing the tablets. “Consider yourselves lucky. With the possible exception of the 88th Excalibur Squadron, we are the best currently active. And I plan on you all being better than Excalibur, understood?”

The students mumbled an affirmative and Ryker launched into her orientation.

The class progressed for two hours covering the basics of the Trident. Everything from how it was handled to emergency life support. She stressed it was important to start with the basics on day one. After a few sessions, she promised the class would head to the hangar to see the Tridents up close. Some students yawned and looked bored, but Austin didn’t think he had ever paid more attention during a class.

“All right, so those are the emergency steps required when you lose atmo in the cockpit. The details are being downloaded to your tablets. Study them. Know them by heart. I hope this doesn’t happen to any of you. You do not want to be caught in the vacuum.” Ryker glanced at the tablet. “Any questions? No? Class is dismissed for break. Be back here in one hour.”

Bear turned around as the other students stood to walk out of the class. “You see how hot she is?”

“No, Bear, I’m blind,” Austin said.

“Still can’t believe you shot her down.”

He stood. “Wouldn’t do it again, that’s for sure.”

“You wanna get some food?”

“No, I’ll wait till lunch.”

“I’m starving. I’ll catch up with Skylar. See you in a bit.”

Austin walked to the front of the class where Ryker typed into her tablet.

“A question already?” she asked, not looking up from the screen.

“Not really. I just wanted, well, I thought I’d introduce myself.”

She looked up, her dark eyes surrounded by flawless white. “Austin Stone. Call sign: Rock. Planet: Earth. Tizona Squadron. Recruit.”

“Well, yes.”

Ryker pulled the right sleeve down on her uniform. Austin saw the hint of a tattoo before she slid the sleeve over her wrist. “I know very well who you are, Recruit. I went on the Earth servers to test upcoming talent and provide reports to Command. You have a good instinct for flying, real raw talent.”

His face warmed. “Thank you.”

“You’re also brash, arrogant, and fly in guns blazing without using any finesse. Sometimes, a subtler action can achieve the same effect.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He lingered at the front of classroom.

“Was there something else, Stone?” she asked, her expression softening to allow a smile.

“No. Thank you for chatting with me. See you after the break.”

* * *
 

Austin slapped a spoonful of green noodles on his plate. They squished around while he walked back to the table with the other Tizona students. The food looked like dog vomit, and smelled even worse.

After an entire day of lectures and holographic presentations, the mess hall was louder for dinner than it had been for lunch. Bear and Skylar sat at the end of the table, engrossed in conversation while looking at their tablets. The only opening at the table was on the other end next to students he hadn’t met. To his left, a male recruit grinned as he approached. Across from the open seat sat a young girl with her red hair pulled back in a ponytail.

“Mind if I sit?” Austin asked.

“Go ahead.” The guy motioned to the chair. “I hear you shot our teacher down.”

Austin laughed as he sat. “I guess I did. My name’s Austin.”

“I’m Gan.” He pointed at the girl across the table. “That’s Etti.”

He nodded, noticing Gan’s mouth didn’t match his words.

“You guys aren’t from Earth?”

“No,” Etti said, her lips moving opposite of her words.

A memory popped. “I remember you now. You’re from Pacar and have flight experience, right?”

She nodded. Etti, with her porcelain skin peppered with freckles, looked thirteen years old. How young did the Legion recruit pilots?

Over the course of dinner, Austin discovered Gan was from Dizon, a dark world like Earth. He spoke of life there as if it were just another high school, not another planet. Austin asked him questions until he felt like he was interrogating the guy. After all, it was the first person his age he had met from another planet. Gan went to a private academy and had started playing his planet’s version of Star Runners a few years ago. Like Austin, he was one of the top pilots on his server. Gan asked similar questions of Earth and discovered they had more in common than Austin would have thought.

Etti Mar, on the other hand, had a much different situation.

“What do you think of class, Etti?”

“Elementary so far. We have to learn this from birth on Pacar. Flying is a way of life. We have to fly from our planet to the moon on a regular basis.”

Austin blinked. “Why?”

“Why not?” Etti shot back, her bouncy voice enthusiastic. “We have businesses there. Family. All of my friends went to school on Pacar but lived on the moon. It’s the way things are. Did you work on Searth?”

“You mean Earth?”

“Whatever.”

“Yeah, we work. My commute was much shorter than yours, though.”

Gan leaned forward. “So we figured you know more about Scorpion than we do.”

“What do you mean?”

“Since you shot her down, we thought you might know her. Tell us how to ace this class.”

He snorted. “I hate to disappoint you guys, but I don’t know anything about her. I didn’t even know she was a woman until today. Did Scorpion dominate your servers too?”

Gan nodded. “You bet. Some of the other guys this morning were saying she’s already been through several tours. They say she was recruited from a dark world like we were and that she’s one of the best pilots in the Legion.”

Austin thought of the gossip in high school. Some things never changed. “Well that’s probably true, I guess. Some of it has to be anyway.”

Skylar stood at the end of the table and carried her tray to the dispenser.

“I’ll be right back.” Austin hurried over to Skylar before she turned to leave the room. “Hey!”

She turned around. “Yeah?”

“You okay?” he asked, shifting his feet and burying his hands in his pockets.

“Fine. Why?”

He thought of their kiss the night before. “I was just checking.”

“Oh,” she said, widening her eyes. “Thanks for checking.”

She left before he could respond.

He walked back to the table feeling like he’d just been sucker-punched.

“That your lady friend?” Gan asked.

“No. Well, I mean, yes. Ah, we’re good friends.”

Gan stood to leave. “Might want to figure out a direct answer to that question, friend.”

* * *
 

Austin lingered in the mess hall until the lights dimmed for the station’s evening shift. The crew cleaned the floor while he read in his tablet about the emergency procedures during loss of atmosphere. Austin expected Ryker would give a quiz on this tomorrow after her continuous reminders to read this chapter.

“Studying late already, son?”

“Nubern? I’m sorry, Captain.” Austin moved to stand, but his mentor held out a hand to stop him.

He sat on the other side of the table as if he carried a great weight. “How was day one?”

He shrugged. “Another day of school, but this time I like the subject. Oh, and the school is on a space station, so there is that. Lieutenant Zyan isn’t what I expected.”

“What did you expect? Scorpion is the best there is.”

He paused. “I don’t know.”

“Oh.” Nubern eyed him. “You didn’t expect a woman?”

“No, sir.”

“I’m not surprised. Your planet has some baffling ideas of the capabilities of a female. Erase that from your mind. Scorpion is one of the best pilots in the Legion. We are lucky to use her talents for training and recruitment while she is available.”

Austin stared at the stars, thinking of the burning freighters under pirate attack. “Did you go out during the attack yesterday?”

Nubern’s face hardened. “Yes.”

“Do the attacks happen often?”

“More than we would like to admit.” He gazed out toward the nebula. “Tarton’s Junction has been a terminus for space travel for a thousand years. Maybe more. It’s a crucial point in Quadrant Eight. Pirates have always preyed on this location, but since Dax Rodan took over things have gotten worse. Yesterday, we were caught sleeping.”

Austin felt his face flush. “You shoot anyone down?”

Nubern eyed him for a moment with a cold look until his face thawed. “I’ve been in more conflicts than I can count. Somewhere along the line you quit etching your kills on the side of your fighter.”

Austin shut his tablet and sat in silence.

“I am sorry I didn’t tell you more before we arrived,” Nubern said. “It’s sometimes easier to throw it at students all at once. What do you think?”

“It’s a lot to take in.”

“We do not usually take recruits older than twenty-five. Very rare to take anyone older. Do you know why?”

“Fitness requirements?”

Nubern shook his head. “We have found it is easier for the younger minds to accept they are not alone in the universe. Unless there is a special circumstance, we try to recruit young.”

“Were you recruited?”

“Yes, but I was born on a Legion planet, not a dark world like you. It was always a part of my life. Let me ask you, do you agree about recruiting young?”

“Sir?”

“That it is easier to accept since you are younger. For instance, do you think your mother would be able to accept the truth?”

“Oh, I don’t know.”

Austin stared at the stars, thinking of Mom.

“I’m just a student,” he said barely above a whisper. “All I’ve ever wanted was to finish college for my father. That’s all. Now I’m here and expected to kill. I don’t want that responsibility. I’m still a kid.”

Nubern leaned over the table. “No matter what you try, no matter what you do, time doesn’t stand still. Things will change. They always do. You can take this opportunity, learn from it and excel, or quit. If you quit, you will regret it forever and wonder what might have been.” He glanced at his watch. “Class is in six hours. Better hit the rack.”

Austin nodded and watched Nubern march across the mess hall with a confidence he wished he felt. With his stomach in knots, he continued reading the chapter on what happens to the body in the vacuum of space.

* * *
 

Austin had been awake for twenty hours straight, and his eyes grew heavy. He sighed and left the mess hall.

He strolled through the empty halls and watched the bots polish the floors to a high shine until it looked like he walked on an icy surface. Outside the view ports lining the halls, the nebula sent its violet and red color palette spilling onto the reflective deck. Two Tridents flying patrol zipped by the window. He paused, watching them soar until they vanished out of sight. He smiled, imagining being in the cockpit, and continued walking.

He heard the sound of metal crashing, sending a ringing sound bouncing through the halls. He hurried around the corner toward Pod C when the noise rattled through the corridor again. One light beamed from the end of the hallway. Heavy breathing echoed, followed by a grunt. He stepped forward for a better view of the room that was just a short walk from the mess hall.

He gasped.

Inside the room, exercise equipment lined the walls. Digital readouts glowed from the elliptical machines, washing the room in a green and blue hue. The salty smell of sweat and putrid body odor smacked him in the face, but he didn’t mind. Sitting at one of the machines with her hair pulled back, Ryker performed curls. She wore loose-fitting green shorts and a black sports bra drenched in sweat. Her skin glowed, her biceps bulging.

She slapped another weight on the bar and glanced at the door. After placing a translator in her ear, she asked, “What are you doing?”

Austin’s mouth was dry. “Nothing, ma’am.”

“You up early or late?”

“I was heading back to my pod to sleep.”

“Class is in four hours.”

He looked down. “I know.”

She laughed. “Gimme a spot since you’re just standing there.”

Austin tossed his Tizona tablet on a bench at the door and stood behind her. She moved to another station and leaned back on the bench, exposing her bare stomach and legs. A black and red tattoo of a sword crossing a shield stretched the length of her forearm. She finished her reps and sat up to dry her hands.

“How long have you been in here?” he asked.

“Too long,” she said, grunting as she got back into position for more bench presses. “I can’t sleep longer than a couple hours. When I wake up, I’d rather come in here than toss and turn in my bunk.”

The bar crashed down as she finished. She leaned forward, her skin glistening with sweat, and took a long drink of water.

“Went through two tours in the Carmicha system dealing with the extremist revolt,” she said, her full lips not matching the voice he heard translated in his ear.

Austin paused. “What’s that, Lieutenant?”

“I saw you looking at the tattoo. It’s hard to miss, I know. Got it on my first combat tour.”

Austin blushed and forced his eyes on the wall. “Oh. So how did you end up here?”

“Was ordered back here when Dax Rodan and the Tyral Pirates starting flexing out in Quadrant Eight. Command wanted to boost training and recruitment.” Ryker shook her head. “In other words; what’s a girl like me doing in a place like this?”

“I didn’t mean that.” He wanted to jump out an airlock, but instead shut up and hoped for an escape route.

“It’s okay. I’m just kidding,” she said, wiping her face with a towel. “I was recruited by Nubern just like you.”

“You played the game, too?”

“Yes, that’s part of the reason why they use me to monitor the servers on a couple of planets when I have the time.” She stared at the nebula. “It was strange when I was recruited. I’m sure it is for everyone. My home, Lian, is dark like Earth but we are taught to fight from birth. It’s just part of our culture.”

“How so?”

“Wars I’d rather not think about. Wasn’t much time for anything else, but I always dreamed of being a pilot, so that is the path I resolved to take.”

“Not much of a life there, I guess.”

She glared at him. “What does that mean?”

“I mean, you know, you don’t have much time for fun on your home planet.”

Ryker snorted and prepared for another round of reps. “Waste of time.”

Austin shifted on his feet. “You like teaching?”

“We’re required to spend time in the classroom. I also have to spend time monitoring the sims. I’ve had Earth for a little while now. That’s how I met you.”

“You were so good,” Austin said without thinking.

She paused and gripped the bar. Her fierce exterior seemed to melt away for an instant. She blinked. “Were?”

He smiled. “Are.”

She looked at him for a moment with dark eyes. “You should probably get ready for class.”

He nodded. “I’ll see you there.”

He strolled to the hallway and turned back to see Ryker staring after him.
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“You are lazy, incompetent newbs who will never be able to fly!”

Austin resisted the urge to glance at the other students, knowing it would draw criticism from Lieutenant Maddox. For the past three weeks, Maddox, with his brooding wide shoulders and closely cropped hair, had been barking orders at the students during their sidearm training.

Austin would have enjoyed firing the laser pistol at the station’s gun range if it weren’t for Maddox, who seemed to possess the powerful ability to make everything seem like a chore. Following the first week of class, Ryker’s flight instruction would dismiss after lunch into Maddox’s hands to learn the basics of firing a laser pistol. Whenever they flew on a mission, Legion pilots were required to carry their own sidearm.

Before the training, Austin had only fired his neighbor’s pellet gun. The laser pistol surprised him as it had little kickback when he fired it at the holographic targets. It was no different than firing the guns at an arcade. He even recorded the best accuracy one day.

Maddox screamed at the Tizona students as he marched them down a dimly lit hallway. He carried a black helmet under his arm and wore a dark leather flight suit.

“Admiral Gist has ordered us to attempt to train you and you all get the chance to fail! Everything up till this point has been paper doll time!”

Austin sighed, careful to hide it from Maddox. The past week of endless classes on thrust, pitch, yaw, power distribution, and emergency life support had finally led them to the primary hangar of Tarton’s Junction. Upon entering, he saw Trident fighters of various classes stretched for several hundred yards. Pilots and crewmen mingled on the flight deck. Off to his right, Josh spoke with six other pilots all clad in the forest green of the Lobera squadron.

Austin stretched and rotated his arm as Maddox continuing yelling about the dangerous nature of space flight. All he wanted to do was get in the cockpit. With his buzz-cut hair and weathered skin, Maddox looked like a man who’d spent his life in the desert, not the veteran pilot Ryker had told them to expect.

Austin stretched again, fighting the tightening blue flight suit. He gripped the matching helmet under his arm and felt the weight. Soon, he would be flying in the Trident. All those hours spent in his bedroom with an energy drink and packs of chips would pay off. He smiled at the thought. Who would have thought he would be able to say such a thing?

He glanced at the Trident behind Maddox and studied the two cockpits. He might not be flying solo, yet, but this was close enough.

“You’ve all been nothing but sim rats to this point,” Maddox said, his voice booming over the machinery of the active hangar. “Today, you get behind the stick. The Trident trainer was designed to have someone there to save your butt when you screw up. Take it seriously and maybe you won’t kill yourselves and your trainer. Remember your classwork and don’t try to show off. Recruits die that way.”

He gestured back to the Trident.

“This baby’ll do almost everything the standard Trident will do. Once you’ve clocked a few hundred hours in her, we’ll start dogfights with holographic fire and damage. While the combat is simulated, the dangers are always very real.” He turned. “Captain?”

Nubern, clad in a Tizona flight suit with a simple white bar on his left breast pocket, stepped forward. “Thank you, Lieutenant Maddox. Recruits, follow your instructors to your assigned fighters. Dismissed.”

Appearing even taller in his flight suit, Bear was flying with Ryker this morning. He was the envy of all the male recruits. As Bear walked away with a stupid grin on his face, Austin stepped up to Nubern as the other recruits and instructors marched toward their fighters. Nubern held his helmet, painted with talons on either side, and smiled.

“Ready for a quick spin around the station?”

Austin imagined the Trident in the blackness of space. “I’ve been ready for this my whole life.”

Nubern grinned and nodded as he exhaled. He placed a hand on Austin’s shoulder. “Take your seat.”

Austin’s feet barely touched the ladder as he climbed into the cockpit. He sat in the soft seat and allowed the cushion to engulf him. Nubern, his helmet already on, knocked on the side of the craft. He tapped the side of his helmet, motioning to his ear. Austin nodded and twisted his helmet’s cables into place while plugging into the Trident’s life support. The interior lights of the helmet glowed a soft blue, and a metallic air hissed into his helmet and suit.

“You plugged in, Rock?” Nubern’s voice crackled in his ear.

“Yes, sir.”

“All right. Strap in. Canopy coming down.” The clear canopy slid into place as he spoke. “I’m going through preflight. Listen. Pay attention. Next time, it’ll be your turn. After that, we’ll depart.”

Austin’s HUD glowed green and displayed the preflight checklist. Nubern cycled through the items, and the cockpit controls glowed as they came to life. A distinct but subtle vibration hummed around him as the Trident’s systems came on one-by-one. He slid his gloved fingertips across the canopy and looked at the fighter’s wings in the upright position for parking.

“Preflight complete. Tower, this is Talon, requesting clearance for takeoff.” Nubern clicked over to the secure channel. “Rock, make a mental list of questions if you got’em. Otherwise, soak it in and enjoy the flight.”

“Roger,” Austin said, wondering if he might get a chance to fly this time out.

“Talon, this is Tower. You are clear for takeoff.”

“Roger, Tower.” The radio clicked. “All right, Rock, here we go.”

The Trident rumbled, pressing Austin back into his seat. The fighter shot through the hangar and into the star field. His stomach lurched as they passed beyond the station and left the artificial gravity. The hangar doors passed by and, for the first time since arriving, Austin was outside Tarton’s Junction. After the wings lowered and locked into flight position, Nubern pulled back on the stick, pushing the Trident into a slow loop back toward the facility. The spinning Tarton’s Junction appeared much larger.

“Let’s ease around the station and take a walk around the block,” Nubern said.

He maneuvered into a wide sweeping circle. The other Tridents left the main hangar and fell into formation behind them.

Austin watched the stick in front of him respond to Nubern’s movements. The cockpit was just like the game and the simulators; all the readouts were in familiar locations. He grinned at the scene of other Tridents flanking them in flight as they continued their sweep around the station.

“Recruits, this simple formation will be old hat to all of you in a few weeks,” Nubern said. “Next time we go out; you all get to fly.”

He switched back to the local channel. “This may seem like a simple maneuver, but I wanted you to get an early feel without the pressure. Besides, not every patrol is exciting. Get used to that seat, Rock. Even when the flight appears monotonous, stay focused. Mistakes lie in the realm of a wandering mind.”

Austin would have to grow accustomed to no gravity. His arms moved differently; they felt a little bizarre. He opened and closed his gloved hand as he surveyed the cockpit before leaning back into his seat.

A flash of light burned across the canopy like a bottle rocket, and his HUD indicated a brief drop in shields.

“What was that?” Austin asked without thinking.

“Relax,” Nubern said. “Welcome to real space. Debris or some other particle bounced off the shield. Nothing to worry about.”

After an hour of flight time, Nubern indicated it was time to return to the nest.

Since Nubern was in command of today’s exercise, they would be the last to land. Austin watched as the rest of the fighters filed into a neat line and headed for the main hangar. Nubern dropped the Trident’s engine power, allowing inertia to move them forward.

Austin scanned the black around the station. He didn’t want to go back. He looked to the nebula past the station. From the space above the nebula, the black wavered as a curve materialized. A freighter passed through the disturbance in space.

“Captain!” he yelled.

“I see it,” Nubern grumbled. “Tower, we have an unscheduled arrival at point six-four, two-eight, one-seven. Gotta an ID?”

“Negative, Talon. Freighter is squawking Legion codes. Running a check.”

Austin’s heart raced.

“Talon, Tower. Freighter is part of a relief mission to the Chas System. They were scheduled to arrive tomorrow with four other ships, some carrying passengers for Tarton’s Junction.”

“I see,” Nubern said. “Permission to investigate?”

“Granted,” the Tower responded after a pause.

“Scorpion, Talon, withdraw from landing,” Nubern said. “I want you with me.”

“Copy,” Ryker shot back.

Through the canopy, Austin watched Ryker’s fighter bolt out of its direct line with the hangar. He smiled at the sound of her voice.

“What do I do, sir?” he asked as they changed direction and bore down on the freighter.

“Shut up,” Nubern shot back.

He frowned. “Yes, sir.”

As they closed on the freighter, Austin saw streams of gasses escaping the rear of the ship. Burns covered the hull. Near the ship’s engines, massive holes had been ripped through the otherwise smooth surface.

“Pirates?” Ryker asked, her voice rising in pitch.

“Looks that way,” Nubern said. “Tower, we are going to need the alert fighters out here to guide this vessel inside the station’s perimeter. Recommend a team board and assist with the injured. Looks like they got the hell kicked out of ‘em. Over.”

A message from the damaged freighter flashed across Austin’s HUD.

COMM OUT

XXXXX

ENGINES ON RESERVE POWER

XXXXX

LIFE SUPPORT SYSTEMS FAILING

XXXXX

REQUEST IMMEDIATE ASSISTANCE

XXXXX

“You receiving that, Tower?” Nubern asked.

“Affirmative. Launching alert fighters now. The medical team is assembling.”

“Roger. Scorpion, keep your eyes open.” Nubern killed the feed and smashed his hand on the side of the cockpit.

Austin looked at the wreck of the ship as Nubern took the fighter in a wide circle. Surveying the escaping gasses and onboard fires visible through the existing view ports, he knew people were dying on board. A cold dread slipped down his back like an ice cube. Ryker had said pirates, so this must be the work of Dax Rodon.

“It’s getting worse, isn’t it, sir?” Austin risked asking.

“Yes,” Nubern answered without delay. “It is.”

* * *
 

A pirate fighter, sweeping through the blackness of space like an inverted jellyfish, crossed into his line of fire. Austin squeezed the trigger, releasing the missile on its deadly path. The missile adjusted course, turned, and bore into the enemy’s engine.

“Got him,” he said with a smile as the ball of fire flashed.

“I saw it,” Skylar said into his ear piece.

Austin checked the sensor. Skylar tangled with another Tyral Pirate at the edge of the simulation zone. “I’ll be there in ten seconds.”

“I’ve got this,” she said, her voice straining.

He veered toward her and set up his targeting computer. Within two seconds, the computer found the pirate tailing Skylar and locked onto his signature. A few more seconds and the pirate would be in range. He keyed for his last missile, armed it, and put as much power into the engines as he could to close the gap.

Skylar slammed on her reverse thrusters, sending her fighter backwards. A move like that could throw off your systems, not to mention jar the pilot’s sense of direction. Her Trident spun around twice as the pirate shot past. With a flash of the stabilizers, her Trident somehow leveled off. Her laser cannons flashed, filling the black with sharp red streams. The fire was off at first, but soon centered on the rear of the enemy fighter. One shot flashed on the shields, and the pirate fighter lost power just before another bolt crashed into the engine. The fighter exploded.

“Wow.” Austin smiled. “Nice shot, Cheetah.”

“Thanks,” Skylar said with so much energy, Austin knew she was grinning.

He checked the readout. “We took out all four enemy fighters. Looks like we’re done for the day. Wanna kill it?”

“Yep.”

The simulator screen darkened, and Austin pulled the lever under his seat. The sim pod opened like the doors on a sports car and revealed the dimly lit simulation room lined with other pods. Skylar stood next to her pod, taking off her gloves.

“I guess I’ll see you,” she said with a brief smile.

“Hey, wait a minute,” Austin said as he took off his headset. “What’s up?”

She blinked. “What do you mean?”

“You’re really getting good on these sims, but we’ve hardly talked the past few days. How are things?”

“We haven’t had anything to talk about.”

He frowned. “Oh.”

Her face softened. She leaned back against her pod as she exhaled. “I’m just missing our friendship. We used to be so close. We talked about everything back at the Academy. Then we get here, and it’s all changed.”

Austin considered bringing up the kiss in his quarters. He still remembered the cherry taste of her lip gloss. “It’s a little overwhelming, don’t you think?”

“I thought it would be different. I...well.” She touched her bottom lip with her index finger and looked at the floor. “I almost didn’t come here at all.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean the night the president called us all to his office and gave us this choice. I really, really wanted to go home, Austin. I miss my parents. I miss everything about Florida.” She turned away and faced her sim pod. “I don’t want to be weird, but I only came up here because you were.”

His heart fluttered, and he took a deep breath. What would this be like without her here? He tried to imagine life on Tarton’s Junction without Skylar. He couldn’t do it.

“Hey,” he said, touching her shoulder, “I know I’ve been a little one-sided since we got here. I miss home, too. It’s just taking me some time to adjust. This is a little out of the ordinary, don’t you think? I’m really glad you’re here. I don’t know what I’d do if you had left me to take this trip with Bear.”

Turning around, she smiled. “Thanks for saying that.” Her expression changed. “That night in your quarters...”

“You don’t have to say anything.”

“I want to. Listen, I was just scared. Seeing that destruction, those people dying, I didn’t know what to do.”

He nodded. “It’s okay.”

She exhaled. “Anyway, so how did it feel to be out there with the captain and see real damaged ships coming in? Everyone was talking about it.”

He stared at the wall, remembering the sparkling freighter with the blackened hull. “Just another reminder that this is all real. As if I needed that, right?”

She took a step toward him. “You are the best pilot here. Don’t forget that. Even the instructors know that. You shot down Scorpion and from what I’ve heard she’s the real deal.”

Austin snorted. “We’re all sim rats up until this point, remember? I don’t think anything I’ve done so far is something to be proud of.”

“There you go again. What is it with you? Nothing you do is ever good enough. You’re always trying to prove something to someone. Maybe it’s your father, I don’t know.”

“I’m not trying to prove anything.”

She reached and caressed his hand. She lowered her voice. “You don’t have to prove anything to anyone except yourself. I know if your father were here, he would be proud of you.”

Austin’s eyes watered. The intercom sounded.

“Tizona squadron recruits, report to the range for sidearm training.”

The message repeated.

Blinking a few times, he looked at Skylar. “Thanks for everything. I guess we better get going.”

* * *
 

“I’ll take us out of the station, Rock,” Ryker said. “Once we’re clear, I want you to take us to Point Falcon and back. Just a quick run.”

Austin took a deep breath and rested his hands on the controls. So this is it; my first day of flying for real.

Ryker launched the Trident and they left the hangar doors behind them.

“Giving you control in three, two, one. You got it.”

The lights in his cockpit increased in intensity. He gripped the stick and sat up in his seat. “Roger, Scorpion.”

“Use your HUD to find Point Falcon.”

Austin looked around the cockpit, found Point Falcon to his right, and pushed the stick. The Trident darted to the right so quickly he overshot and compensated by pulling back.

“Easy, Rock. Just like the sims.”

“I’m sorry. It’s a little more sensitive than I expected.”

“No. You’re just hyped up because it’s your first flight. This is just like the sims, but out here, you make a mistake and you die.”

He rolled his eyes. “Oh, that helps.”

She laughed in his ear. “All right, Rock, Point Falcon’s dead ahead. I want us there in thirty seconds.”

“You got it.”

He pushed the throttle with his right hand, smiling as he remembered pressing the plus key on his keyboard back home to do the same thing. Debris flashed off the deflector shield. He jumped back. His targeting computer showed Point Falcon’s range dropping. They were going to make it in eight seconds.

“The fighter really is faster than I expected,” Austin said, adjusting the course back and forth to get a feel for the stick.

“She’ll do things you wouldn’t believe,” she said, the sound of pride welling up in her voice. “She’ll claw you out of scraps you shouldn’t be in, take you home when you’ve made a mistake, even when you don’t deserve it. She’ll take a pounding the worst existence can toss at you, and let you tell the story the next day. Don’t forget it, Rock. This baby deserves your respect.”

Austin gazed out at the wings and then took in the cockpit. He was flying the Trident in space.

“This is actually happening,” he breathed.

Ryker exhaled, causing brief static over the feed. “It sure is. Check range to target.”

He grew rigid. “Right. Sorry.”

“All right, bring us around Falcon in a wide sweep before heading back to Tarton’s Junction. Remember, there’s no gravity. The Trident could spin ‘round on a pin if you wanted her to, but we want to take a nice arcing turn back. Make it smooth as you can.”

“Roger.”

He adjusted the throttle and eased the thrusters into a banking turn. It reminded him of his father teaching him to drive around a winding road. Ease the steering wheel into the turn, make it even. Nice and easy. “Slow is your friend,” he always said.

The Trident banked fluidly and circled Point Falcon. He remained perfectly inside the track on his HUD as the Trident adjusted back toward the station. The targeting computer switched from Point Falcon to Tarton’s Junction.

“Well done, Rock. Get us home in twenty.”

Austin eased forward on the throttle, smiling the whole way.

* * *
 

Ryker slapped him on the shoulder as they walked away from the Trident. “That was quite an improvement there at the end.”

Austin grinned. “Thanks. You know, it was surprising at first. I don’t know what I expected, but the fighter responded quicker than I thought it would. I guess I thought there would be resistance.”

She shook her head. “There’s no resistance in the void. It takes some getting used to, but you recovered after that jolt at the beginning. It’s a lot different flying in atmo, but that’s a lesson for another day. You did good, Austin. You’ll make a great Star Runner.”

His cheeks warmed. She rarely used his real name since class started. “Thank you.”

Nubern marched up carrying a tablet. “How did he do out there?”

“Fine, sir. Better than fine, actually.”

“Good.” He looked at Austin. “Lieutenant Zyan rarely gives out compliments, son, so I’ll take that as a good sign. You ready for the next bit of news?”

“Yes, sir.” Austin stood at attention.

Nubern laughed. “At ease, Recruit. In a few weeks, the rest of the Lobera squadron is arriving at Tarton’s Junction. They are mostly second-year recruits, and all are about to get their wings. It’s a tradition here that the second years take on the recruits in a competition before wings and assignments are given out.”

“Competition, sir?”

“Yes. A simulated mission will take place in the sim pods. I’ve already heard that Lobera’s Captain Ty Braddock has been calling it ‘Lobera’s seasoned force against Tizona’s greenie weenies.’ And just for that comment, I expect you all to win.” He looked at Ryker. “Dismissed, Lieutenant.”

Nubern walked toward the other recruits and gave them the news.

Austin knew he wasn’t ready to face the best. On top of that, this competition would be against Josh’s squadron. Josh had always beat him in the past when they’d squared off, which was exactly why Austin hated doing it. He couldn’t win, and this would be in front of the entire station.

Ryker tapped Austin on the shoulder. “Hey, you awake?”

He nodded. “When is this competition?”

“Not for a while. Don’t worry about it. It’s still a few months away.”

“Oh.” He suddenly thought of home. “I need to go take care of a few things. Do you mind?”

She looked at him with her black eyes. “Not at all. Dismissed.”

He went back to his room to write Mom and Kadyn, remembering he could not write about any specifics. They wouldn’t believe him if he did.
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“So do you even know how to speak English?”

Ryker grinned, but the professionalism soon took over. “You really do have to learn this,” she said, almost pleading as they strolled down the hall after class. “The Stunner is a favorite weapon of the Tyral Pirates and definitely Dax Rodon. The Stunner incapacitates our ships before most even know they are under attack and they are easily boarded and taken. You’ve seen it firsthand during the recent freighter attack. The Stunner disables all of the ship’s systems.”

He nodded. “But you still haven’t answered my question.”

Ryker sighed. “That’s what we have these for,” she said, pointing to the translator in her ear. “I don’t need to learn how to speak your Earth languages.”

“Earth languages. You say it with such disdain.”

She pushed him across the hall. “Get to lunch.”

Austin lingered in the hallway a moment and watched her leave. She nodded at other pilots and recruits as she neared a corner. She turned around slightly, and he moved his gaze to avoid her eyes.

He sighed and strolled into the mess hall buzzing with activity. The nebula glowed a deeper red and purple, washing across the tables and floor like a dye. He grabbed lunch and sat down with Bear and Skylar.

“What’s up,” he said as he sat down to eat something that looked like meatloaf on a pita bread.

“How did your sidearm training go?” Bear asked, his mouth full and overflowing with flakes of bread.

He snorted. “That was yesterday. The gun range is no problem. Reminds me of the video games I played in the arcade as a kid. Today was Tech Three. Fun stuff.”

“What, Stunners, Shrouds, and Whispers?” Skylar asked.

Austin froze. “How did you know about that?”

She lowered her gaze. “There’s nothing against reading ahead. It’s all in our unit reading.”

His face reddened. “Oh.”

Bear laughed. “It’s no big deal. We’ll get to it.”

“It is a big deal,” she said. “It could save your life when you’re out there.”

Bear snorted. “Now you sound like Scorpion. Man, she gets old fast.”

“She’s not that bad,” Austin snapped, but glanced at his food. “But I can see where, uh, she might get old.”

Skylar wiped her hands. “Anyway, Austin, you need to study this stuff. You really do. The classes have really been ramping up since Christmas. It’s more than grades now. Everything adds to your point total toward graduation. Everyone knows you can fly, but you’ve got to know the other stuff, too.”

“Yeah. Okay, give me the cliff notes and I’ll study tonight.”

Skylar sighed. “A Stunner is a projectile weapon that knocks out a ship’s systems. A Shroud jams all sensors and projects the image of what’s behind the ship, so you can almost appear invisible. Whispers allow you speak on short-range encrypted gamma waves.”

“See, that was easy.”

“I’m serious. The Whisper is standard procedure during search and rescue in enemy territory.”

He studied her. Over the past month, Skylar had morphed into a studious recruit. She spent all of her time absorbed in her studies. Perhaps she had a point.

“I’m sorry. You’re right. I need to step it up.”

A smile crept onto her face. “It’s not so easy for all of us, you know.”

A tray crashed to the ground, snatching the attention of everyone in the cafeteria. At the edge of the line, standing with her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open like a terrified child, stood Etti Mar. She stared at the tray and the milk leaking out onto the floor, forming little white rivers on the deck. Her eyes watered and tears fell down onto her pale skin, but she didn’t make a sound.

“What the…?” asked a large recruit clad in a green Lobera uniform. He towered over her and glared at Etti. “Watch where you’re going!”

Austin clenched his teeth. “Who is that?”

Bear grumbled. “It’s Nicholas Pavlosky. He’s one of the shining stars of Lobera Squadron and a major jerk.”

Etti bent down to collect what was left of her lunch. Her hands trembled. The other Lobera students laughed and sat nearby. No one offered to help.

Austin stood.

“Just stay out of it,” Skylar said as he moved away.

He felt the eyes of the mess hall on him as he hurried over to Etti. He knelt down, grabbed a napkin and helped her clean up the floor while everyone else watched.

“Hey there,” he said under his breath. “Why don’t you come sit with us?”

She looked at him, her chin trembling. “Okay.”

“You Tizona losers stick together, eh?” Pavlosky asked.

Austin glanced at the table of Lobera students, all clad in their hunter-green uniforms. He saw Josh with a sick expression on his face as he sat at the end of the table, slowly shaking his head in a silent warning.

“You wanna mess with someone in my squadron, you mess with me.” Austin glanced at Etti. “You leave her alone. She’s way out of your league.”

Pavlosky stomped in front of Austin. Standing at six-foot-four with platinum hair and a face like it was carved on an army figure, he was the poster child of the Lobera Squadron.

“Oh, look at the big balls on this one,” he hissed. “You must be the pride of your squadron.”

“He is!” Etti yelled, her voice cracking. “He shot down Scorpion!”

Tilting his head back, Pavlosky laughed and looked back to his table. “You’re the Rock? Ha! I thought we were going to have some competition at the end of this.”

Pavlosky stepped closer, so close Austin smelled the hot onions on his breath. “So you schooled Scorpion in a sim, huh? Maybe I’ll teach her a few things after hours?”

Without thinking, Austin slammed Etti’s tray into Pavlosky’s gut. It didn’t have quite the effect he wanted. Pavlosky countered by backhanding him across the face so hard he saw stars. Austin lowered his shoulder into Pavlosky’s gut and the two tumbled to the ground. Dimly, he heard the mess hall erupt in cheering.

Austin punched wildly, landing blows across the chest and stomach. He tasted blood in his mouth and grunted as Pavlosky pulled back his hair. His vision flashed. A fist smashed into his nose.

And suddenly, he was free. Although his vision was blurry, he saw Josh yanking Pavlosky backward.

Austin didn’t hesitate. He lunged forward and slammed a one-two into Nicholas’ gut and across his chin.

“What is going on here?”

Breathing heavily, Austin swayed as he got to his feet.

Nubern stood between the combatants, his helmet still in his hand. “Don’t make me ask again.”

“You stay away from me, Rock. You got that?” Pavlosky spat through his bleeding mouth.

“Shut up!” Nubern barked, frowning at Austin.

For the first time, Austin noticed another captain with a pockmarked face and scarred left eye. The man was Nubern’s age and he wore the green of Lobera.

“Since the remainder of the Lobera Squadron arrived today in preparation for the upcoming competition, I was going to take this opportunity to introduce the Tizona and Lobera squadrons,” Nubern said. “But it appears you have already met.”

Nubern straightened his shoulders. “This is Captain Ty Braddock, one of my long-time comrades and CO of the Twenty-Seventh Lobera. It is his second-year recruits you all will be facing in the competition next month.”

He stepped closer, his eyes boring into Austin’s. “You come with me. It’s time for some latrine duty. The rest of you eat dinner and go about your studies.”

* * *
 

The smell of urine, vomit, and sewage burned his nose. Austin scrubbed down the toilet, cursing the hot-sauce-loving recruit who’d bombarded this space some hours before. The acidic stench seared his nose hairs. He tried to breathe through his mouth, but then felt like he was eating whatever had clogged up the toilet. He closed his eyes and imagined he were on a beach...a foul-smelling, garbage-filled beach.

He snorted and leaned back.

“This has to stop,” Nubern called from behind him. “There must not be any more of this fighting. Do you understand?”

Austin nodded. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

He squatted. “You cannot afford to lose your temper when you are out there flying. Your comrades will be depending on you, and you on them. How can we act as a unit when one of us might fly off the handle at any moment? Do you think the Tyral Pirates won’t resort to saying vicious comments over gamma waves? Hmm? You think they won’t try to get in your head and force you to make a mistake? These are the scum of the galaxy, the absolute worst. They do not care for your problems or what you are trying to prove. They have no rulebook, no honor. They will wait for you to make that fatal mistake, and it will be all over.”

He grabbed Austin’s shoulder. “Look at me, son. Do you not understand? There is more at stake than putting up with a cocky Lobera pilot. You have to learn to take control of your emotions. Hold back and settle this in the competition.”

Austin looked down at the filth covering his hands. Black grime penetrated under his finger nails. “I understand, sir.”

Nubern softened and smiled. “You are the pride of these recruits. I can see it their eyes. Make sure they continue to have something to be proud of.” He nodded and turned to leave. “Finish up this bathroom and you’ll be dismissed.”

After another hour of scrubbing toilets, the bathroom looked fit enough to eat on the floor. Austin washed his hands three times, tossed some water on his face, and walked out into the hallway.

At the far end, Skylar talked with Pavlosky. He wore an apron. Captain Braddock must have punished him by forcing kitchen duty. Skylar’s skin glistened. Her sports bra and running shorts were damp with sweat. She smiled and laughed at something Pavlosky said, but Austin couldn’t hear it. He felt cold inside and his throat constricted, making it difficult to swallow. His heart raced and he turned away to head back to his quarters.

He nearly crashed into Josh.

“What’s up?” Josh asked, his face dripping with sweat. “You finish toilet duty? I just finished sweeping the hangar floor because you wanted to play heavyweight champ in the mess hall.”

Austin started at him, but saw no anger in Josh’s face. “I’m sorry about that, man. I don’t know what happened.”

Josh punched him softly on the shoulder. “I owed you one, remember? Seems you and I are destined to fight in cafeterias. I’m going to catch all kinds of hell from my squadron for backing you in the mess hall, but that’s all right.”

“You’ve always been there for me, man, even when I haven’t been the easiest person to be friends with.”

“What do you mean?”

Austin looked at his feet. “I don’t know. I haven’t always been there when you needed a friend. I could have been better.”

“I think you’re wrong.” He shook his head. “Anyway, where you off to?”

Austin pulled at his shirt. “Showers then hitting the books. This competition is only a month away.”

“Yeah.” Josh gazed off at the wall for a moment. “Going to be weird going up against each other. I’m going to have to come gunning for you after today. Don’t want people thinking I’ve switched to you Tizona fairies.”

He sighed. “Say what you have to. I hope I didn’t cause you any trouble.”

“Like I said; forget it. I’ll catch you later.”

“All right, man.”
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“Roger, Tiger, we’re right behind you,” Ryker said.

She eased the Trident into the wingman position behind Captain Ty Braddock’s fighter with Josh at the stick. By some twist of luck, Austin and Josh had pulled formation practice together. The other Tizona recruits were paired with Lobera students to foster a sense of teamwork for the two weeks since the mess hall incident. Other students had pulled time together in the sims, at the sidearm range, engineering, and classroom.

“Remember, Rock, you always stay with your wingman,” Ryker said. “I’m passing control over to you now.”

Austin popped his knuckles and gripped the stick. “Roger, Scorpion.”

The dashboard transitioned to a brighter lights as the controls passed to him. Austin kept his Trident nice and tight.

“Rock, this is Razor,” Josh transmitted. “We’ve been ordered to patrol Point Falcon. Follow me to point seven-oh-eight.”

“Roger.” Austin kept the excitement from his voice. They had done this a thousand times on the Internet, taking down hundreds of enemy craft, but they were actually doing it for real today. He risked a glance out at the nebula and the blackness of space. Another difference in the real world? He didn’t want enemy fighters to appear.

Forty-five minutes into the flight, they had completed their patrol of Point Falcon. Austin had stayed right on Josh’s wing. There was little need for chatter and he felt comfort in the hum of the fighter’s instruments, the constant lull of the engines.

“Rock, Razor. We’re heading to Point Luck to check out an anomaly. Stay frosty.”

Austin smiled. “Roger.”

He hadn’t heard Josh say that since they’d played the game. It was something Josh heard in a war movie when the soldiers were on patrol, and he loved repeating it. But somehow, out here at the edge of their patrol range around Tarton’s Junction, the words carried more weight than when transmitted over a computer’s speakers.

Red triangles flashed at all four corners of his HUD. Austin jumped back, altering the course of his fighter. “Scorpion?”

“Taking over now.”

“What is it?” he asked, his pulse quickening.

“Tiger, do you have control?”

“Got it,” Braddock’s voice grumbled back.

Ryker jerked the Trident to the left and broke formation so fast Austin’s helmet smacked back into his seat.

“What’s going on?”

“Shut up.” Ryker pulled the fighter back into a steep loop. “Don’t touch anything. Tiger, taking evasive action.”

The red triangles on his HUD increased in size. Austin glanced at the sensors. A red circle appeared behind their ship, closing fast. In the game, the red circle signified an incoming missile. Surely that couldn’t be? Was this part of the training? If so, why had Ryker taken over?

She banked and rolled, but the incoming missile stayed right behind them. In the game, Austin used to wait until the missile ran out of fuel when he couldn’t dodge it. He gripped the sides of his seat since he couldn’t do anything to help. The missile closed in…four micro units, three, two.

“Stunner inbound,” Ryker said, tension filling her voice. “Dropping countermeasures.”

She dropped a decoy and yanked back on the stick, changing direction ninety degrees and pouring all the fighter’s energy into reverse thrusters.

The incoming missile disappeared from the sensors.

“Nice!” Austin yelled.

“Can it!” Ryker snapped. “Tiger, report.”

“Engaged with two hostiles. Request assistance.”

“Roger, Tiger,” she said, bringing the fighter to bear on the three fighters engaged in the distance. “Tower, we’ve got a problem here. Request assistance.”

Static responded, followed by, “...missions jammed. Launching alert figh—”

“Crap,” Ryker breathed. “Rock, you keep an eye on the sensors. We’re going in.”

Austin took a deep breath. “Roger.”

The fighter’s engines rumbled. Checking the targeting computer, he saw the distance to the nearest target dropping fast. Braddock trailed one of the fighters, but the second hostile had pulled in behind him. Ryker altered course to bear down on the pursuing fighter.

“I see you have a friend, Tiger,” she sneered. “I’ll introduce myself.”

Lasers flashed, seeming all the brighter in the darkness of space. Braddock fired relentlessly on his target. Austin checked his sensor. The enemy projected no identification, so it must be a Tyral Pirate.

The fighter trailing Braddock fired a missile.

“Goodbye, Legion filth.”

Austin’s chest caved in. Who was that?

“Tiger, you’ve got a Stunner inbound.”

“I see it.”

Braddock broke off pursuit from the other fighter and spun away from the dogfight, the missile hot on his tail. The two pirate fighters spun in different directions. Ryker stayed on the one who had fired the missile, trying for a lock.

“They’re jamming my sensors,” she said. “I’m switching back to guns.”

The enemy fighter soared in the opposite direction of Braddock, who was still spinning to avoid the incoming missile. Austin thought of Josh sitting in the trainer cockpit, waiting helplessly for the outcome.

“Closing in,” Ryker said. “Rock, eyes on the other bogey?”

Austin glanced at the sensors. “He’s coming around behind us.”

The pirate fighter in front flashed maneuvering thrusters and shot toward them. Ryker fired wildly, and a few laser bolts flashed off the nose of the pirate craft. The two fighters shot past one another, missing a collision by a short distance.

“They’re too fast!” Austin yelled.

“Silence!”

With two fighters now in their rear, Ryker pushed down on the stick and flashed her reverse thrusters. The fighter shot nose down in an instant and fired at the closing enemy craft. A fireball had filled his view before he registered what had happened.

“Scratch one bandit!” she cried. They passed through the dissipating fireball. “Still one out here. I know he’s hit.”

She stayed on the remaining fighter’s tail. “Tiger, do you copy?”

“Closing in on you now.”

Pelting the enemy’s rear shields with laser fire, Ryker closed in with Braddock in the distance. Sensors showed the alert fighters still a minute away.

The space in front of the Tyral craft wavered.

“He’s opening a curve!” Ryker increased her fire, but her laser charge had dropped because of the power diverted into her engines.

The damaged Tyral fighter passed through the curve and disappeared.

Ryker released a long, slow sigh. “Tower, this is Scorpion, all hostiles have bugged out.”

“Scorpion, this is Talon,” Nubern said over the long range gamma wave. “You and Braddock bring your recruits back home. The alert fighters will patrol in the event that was a diversion.”

“Two fighters, sir,” Ryker said. “What was the point of that?”

“Testing our defenses, checking our response times. We’ll talk more when you’re back.” He paused. “I’ll tell you this; voice recognition confirms you were up against Dax Rodon himself.”

Ryker whistled. “Roger, Talon. We’ll talk when we get back.”

* * *
 

Recruits, officers, and deckhands encircled the returning Tridents. Some of the recruits yelled out questions about the dogfight only to be chastised by their COs. Nubern nodded as he slapped Ryker on the shoulder. She said she needed to debrief with Command and dismissed Austin. His legs felt rubbery as they hit the deck. The thermal gear under his flight suit stuck to his sweaty skin. He was lightheaded all the way back to his quarters.

After spending the maximum allotted time in the shower, Austin collapsed onto his bed. Every inch of his body ached. He struggled to raise his head to glance at the clock. Somehow he’d missed dinner, but he didn’t care.

He folded his legs underneath him and stared at the wall. The gray, empty wall. The normally bright white lightning throughout the station had transitioned to a dull yellow tint, signifying the standing yellow alert status as a result of the recent attack. His eyes closed to slits, and he replayed the dogfight in his mind.

He fought to comprehend the speed. The pirate fighters had streaked across the canopy like lightning, so fast he’d struggled to get a read on their location. But Ryker stayed on them, reacted, maneuvered, fired, and adjusted quicker than he could register what was happening. He’d yanked his head all over the cockpit, trying desperately to get a visual on the enemy.

The more he thought about it, the more he couldn’t escape one, simple truth: He was still here because of luck.

All the talk of him being the best pilot. The trash talk with Pavlosky and the other Lobera students. He had a target on his back because of one time when he took down Scorpion. The other students wanted to be the one to take him down, and all he had to offer was one lucky shot.

Ryker really was that good. What she had done out there earlier was nothing short of amazing. Austin had never seen anything like it. When he’d played Star Runners back home, he could track bandits visually most of the time and only took cursory glances at the sensors. If he were going to survive here, he was going to have to start using his instruments.

Use the sensors in your cockpit.

Or go home.

It really boiled down to that simple fact. Skylar was right all along. He needed to study; he needed to learn.

He leaned his head back against the cool steel of the wall.

The door pinged. Austin recoiled and wondered if he had fallen asleep sitting against the wall.

He opened the door to see Josh in the hallway, his hair wet.

“You got a minute?”

“Sure, man, come in.”

Josh collapsed in the desk chair. “I’ve been on the treadmill for an hour at max speed. Whew!”

“You trying to kill yourself?”

“No.” He took a sip of water. “I can’t get it out of my head.”

Austin knew what he meant, but instead he asked, “What?”

“That fight out there. The fighter Scorpion scratched. This is real. People are being killed.”

Austin took a deep breath. “They would have done the same to us. You know that.”

“Of course I know that. That’s the problem. I try not to think about it. These pirates really want to kill us.”

“They want the Legion’s ships so, yeah, killing us is the way to do that.” Austin stood and gazed out the porthole. “I’ve dealt with death before. That’s not what’s bothering me tonight.”

“What is it?”

He sighed and turned around to face his friend. “I can’t get over how fast it all moved. The fighters were there; then they weren’t. I thought we had them; then they were gone. If I hadn’t been flying with Scorpion, I’d be dead.”

“That’s why we have training.”

“I don’t know. It was crazy fast.”

“It’s different when you’re flying. I remember my first time out with an instructor in a simulated dogfight. I was so lost I almost sent my lunch across the canopy like that recruit of yours. What’s his name?”

Gan Patro had puked a few weeks back on a flight with his instructor.

“I’m serious, Josh.”

“So am I.” He stood and wiped his face with the towel hanging around his neck. “Certain tasks always seem impossible when you see others do it, right? This is no different. It seems crazy now, but you’ll pick it up. I promise.”

“I guess so.” When Josh turned to leave, Austin stopped him. “You really almost puked, huh?”

Josh smiled. “Yeah. I thought about washing out several times after those first couple of flights. Hang in there. It’ll get better.”

After he left, Austin tried to study for an hour before giving up and leaving his quarters, even though it was against regulation. Those images were now seared into his mind: The laser fire, the fighters zipping in and out of his vision, the orange and red fireball that ended it all. He hurried through the corridor in his bare feet, shorts, and a T-shirt. The deck felt cold.

He stopped in front of her door and knocked.

The door crept open.

“Austin,” Skylar said, “what’s wrong? You weren’t at dinner. Are you all right?”

Reaching out his arms, he embraced her tightly. After a moment, she squeezed back.
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“So that’s why I hate these trainers.” Bear nodded as he finished his long story about a recent training mission with Captain Finian “Loco” Rolling. Of course, this is how every recruit flying with Rolling felt after an exercise. So at least the insults were sent around Tarton’s Junction evenly.

But none of this made Bear, Etti, Gan, or any of the other recruits feel any better.

“The sooner we get to fly on our own, the better,” Bear grumbled as they walked away from the mess hall.

“I’ve somehow avoided flying with Loco,” Austin admitted.

“Seriously?” He glared at Austin like he’d just cheated at cards. “How’d you manage that?”

Austin rubbed his chin. “I have no idea.”

“Oh, it’s the worst. Did I tell you about what happened last week?”

And Bear once again launched into a story about Rolling and threw out some more insults. Austin had heard it all before so he stopped listening.

They rounded a corner and headed for the personnel wing near their pods. Several officers marched toward them, away from a closing hatch Austin had never noticed before. Admiral Gist, whom Austin hadn’t seen since the first day on Tarton’s Junction, led the officers. Both Bear and Austin snapped to attention, pressing against the wall. Gist nodded as he passed. Captains Braddock, Nubern, and Rolling trailed behind the admiral, their faces grim. Ryker brought up the rear, her black hair tucked in a bun with a few strands dropping to her shoulders. She slowed as she passed, tucking her data tablet under her arm.

“What are you two doing?” she asked quietly.

“Nothing, ma’am,” Austin said. “On our way to our quarters.”

She nodded and stared at the other officers leaving. “Tomorrow’s the big day, eh?”

He nodded and felt his stomach turn. A wave of acid burned at the base of his throat. For the past few weeks, he had managed to focus on improving his study skills, his ability in the sims and, of course, in the trainer cockpit. Tomorrow he would see how well he could do against the 27th Lobera Squadron, comprised of Pavlosky and Josh. What a combination. He had repeatedly been reminded that his performance would be scored and graded. It could wash him out of the program, but Ryker assured him that would not happen. The Legion needed pilots, and quickly.

“You’ll do fine.” She reached out to touch his shoulder but snapped it behind her back when she glanced at Bear. “All of you will.”

He blushed. “May we ask about your meeting, Lieutenant?”

Ryker sighed. “The Tyral Pirate activity in the Quadrant Eight is continuing to increase. Admiral Gist believes we need to go on the offensive, and we are awaiting word from Command. It’s not good. Rodon is becoming more synchronized and striking several convoys simultaneously. Some of the attacks happened not too far from here.”

Austin frowned. Quadrant Eight included Earth. “Is my planet in danger?”

“No, not yet. There hasn’t been a battle near Earth in a long time.”

“We should go take them out,” Bear said. “After all, we’ve got you. Right?”

She smiled and turned to Austin. “Take the competition seriously tomorrow. It’s not just about the points. Experience helps.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant.”

They saluted. She returned the salute and hurried to catch up with the other officers.

“I hope I’m never a captain,” Bear said softly.

“Why’s that?”

“Seems like too much talk, too much discussion, and too little action.”

“You’re probably right.”

They took a few steps. “What’s going on with you two, anyway?”

He inhaled. “What?”

“You and Scorpion. You guys dating or something?”

He shook his head quickly. “Why would you even think that?”

“Some of the other students were talking about it while we were working out the other day. Something about you guys talking after class a lot and how you nearly killed Pavlosky ‘cause he said something about her.”

Blood rushed to his face. “First of all, I was defending Etti when all that happened in the mess hall. Second, I wouldn’t date an instructor. That’s just...wrong.”

Bear raised his hand in mock surrender. “Don’t kill the messenger, man. I was just telling you what I’ve heard. Personally, I think it’d be awesome. She’s hot.”

“I thought she bothered you.”

He cocked his head to the side. “Still hot.”

Austin stared down the hallway and saw Ryker turn the corner.

“I hadn’t really noticed,” he said.

* * *
 

“Today you will join a long-revered tradition in the Legion Navy,” Nubern said from the catwalk above the collection of thirty sim pods. “The battle of the first years versus the second years. The competition of Tizona and Lobera goes back to the beginning of our Naval traditions. The Tizona recruits will gain the experience they need to advance through the remainder of their Flight Academy days, and the Lobera students will earn that last bit of confidence required before they graduate.”

The blue-clad Tizona students lined the wall in front of their sim pods, their shoulders touching. Their flight helmets sat on the floor with their boots. All of the recruits wore a sidearm to simulate a real flight. Without getting in a fighter, this was as real as it got.

Directly across the room, the Lobera students stood at attention. Austin found Pavlosky staring at him with ice blue eyes. He hoped he could take him out at the start. He found Josh, the one Lobera recruit he hoped he wouldn’t have to face in this simulation.

The pressure from the other Tizona students weighed on him. The others, Nubern included, expected him to lead the way out there. It made him feel like the star quarterback on the high school football team. The problem was, he felt like he’d never played the position. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t shake the thought that all his success had been based on luck. That one fortunate shot when he took Scorpion out had been following him around since they were back on Earth.

“Just remember,” Nubern continued from above, “we are all on the same side when this is over.” He gestured toward the Tizona students. “Lieutenant Zyan, are you ready for your flight briefing?”

Ryker stepped forward. “Tizona Squadron is ready, sir!”

Nubern turned to Lobera. “Captain Braddock, are you ready for your flight briefing?”

Braddock took a slow step forward and brought his boot down with a crash on the floor’s metal grating. “We’ve been ready, sir!”

“Very good,” Nubern said. “Both squadrons will have thirty minutes for a preflight briefing before you will be required to begin the simulation. The simulation will last as long as it needs to. If you are destroyed during the simulation, you will be required to remain in your pod and view the rest of the competition. Everyone dismissed.”

The recruits released one long groan. The Lobera students, clad in their hunter-green flight suits, filed out together, some slapping one another’s shoulders while managing to offer a solid stare at their opponents. The Tizona students stared at the floor and shuffled toward their briefing room.

“All right people, gather ‘round,” Ryker yelled from the front of the dish-shaped briefing room. Four rows of seats lined the sides of the room and the recruits slowly sat down. “Come on! Move it!”

Etti jolted back at the sudden change in volume, dropping her tablet to the floor. Gan hurried to help her scoop it up. Etti sat quickly, her face warming to the shade of a tomato.

“From this moment forward, I want nothing but call signs,” Ryker continued. “No names!”

Gan timidly raised his hand. “What if we don’t know all of our squadron’s call signs, Lieutenant?”

She sighed. “This is a full combat sim, pilots. During this competition, you are no longer recruits. You are Legion Star Runners. You will wear full flight suits with your sidearms. You need to treat this simulation as if your lives depended on it! What would happen if you all used your real names over the gamma waves? Answer?”

The recruits shifted in their seats and avoided her eyes.

“For one,” she said, “enemy agents might be able to find out who you are and where you are from. How long do you think it would take for the agents to find your families, your loved ones?”

Gan nodded. “I understand. I will learn the call signs.”

“Good.” She stood with her arms clasped behind her back. Her impeccable blue uniform glistened under the soft glow of the recessed lighting. As she spoke, the ten Tizona pilots leaned forward. She had never spoken so coldly, as if their very lives depended on the outcome of this competition. She produced a tablet and pressed a few buttons. The lights dimmed.

A cool green hologram depicting seven freighters materialized over their heads.

“This is our most precious cargo, pilots,” she said. “Your enemy wants to steal or destroy this cargo, just like the Tyral Pirates have been aiming to do. I heard a rumor today, that we are expected to lose this fight, that the Lobera students are better trained, more talented. Do I need to remind you points from this competition go toward the completion of the Flight Academy?”

Austin glanced at Skylar.

“That’s correct,” Ryker continued. “You need one-hundred points to graduate. You have the most significant chance thus far to earn points today, and that means some of these cocky, arrogant Lobera recruits might be able to graduate based on their performance. If they perform poorly, it means more class time and training.” She grinned, revealing her perfect teeth. “Let’s make them go back to class.”

Seated next to Skylar, Bear chuckled and ribbed Derek Kelley, another Tizona recruit next to him. Austin glanced around the room. He knew most of the classmates by name but didn’t really know very many of them. Some of them, like Martin Bolin, chewed on his fingernails as Ryker spoke.

“All right, let’s look back to these freighters and our plan today. I won’t be out there with you as I am commanding the defense of these vessels, but that doesn’t mean I can’t help you. If you have questions, ask them.”

The image, bathing the entire room in emerald green, rotated around until the seven freighters were in a line stretching to the ceiling. Ryker began her mission orders, speaking so quickly Austin wondered if she had memorized the entire speech.

Austin struggled with the call signs, too, but he didn’t want to say it aloud after Gan received a dressing down. Etti and Gan, or Stinger and Toad, would be flying point in front of the convoy. Spread along the convoy’s flanks would be the convenient and easy-to-remember call signs of Bear, Skylar as Cheetah, Austin as Rock, and Derek Kelley as Spark. On the opposite side would be Shauna Herrington as Thrasher, Martin Bolin as Sketch, and Shelbi Weaver as PowPow. As Ryker spoke, holograms of their Trident fighters appeared in their respective positions.

“Rock and PowPow,” Ryker said. “You two are bringing up the rear. Got it?”

Austin looked at Shelbi, who sat on the opposite side of the room. He nodded pleasantly, but she only offered a nervous half-smile in return. From what Austin had heard, Shelbi was from a distant farming community on a planet farther from the Legion’s core than Earth. She had been quiet and reserved but excelled in the classes. He hoped her skills would make her a good wingman.

“You must stay with the freighters. Your job is to provide close support and knock down any inbound torps or enemy fighters that get too close. Stray from your intended position and our mission is lost. Do not stray more than one thousand MUs from the convoy, no matter what happens.”

She looked at them all, nodded, and continued, “If any of the freighters are shot down or can’t continue, we’ll have to adapt as needed. The convoy will try to keep close together if they can, but no promises. These freighters are with a civilian contractor hired by the Legion, so don’t expect too much. These people are relying on us to get’em home safe. Any questions?”

Derek raised his hand. “How long is this going to take?”

Her face went rigid. “Why?”

“Just wondering if I should pee first.”

“Quiet!” she barked when the other pilots laughed. “Go to the latrine before you board your sim. Lockers are in there. A crew brought up everything you’ll need. Any other relevant questions? No? Then suit up and get out there. As of this moment, the simulation is underway. This is for real, people. Go get’em.”

As the other pilots moved into the locker room, Ryker grabbed Austin’s elbow. “Listen,” she said, “I’m expecting you to be cool out there. Be a leader.”

“No problem, Lieutenant.”

“I know you’ve done this before, and you had a great average score on the escort missions during your evaluation period, but these are better pilots than you’ve faced before. Be a leader, Rock.”

“You got it,” he said with a nod, trying to project a confidence he didn’t really feel.

He’d always hated escort missions when he played online back at home. The freighters always moved too slow, and the enemy launched too many torpedoes, always to the point he wanted to quit, but there would be no quitting this time. The stakes were higher than his online rankings.

As he stepped into the locker room, he saw the other pilots putting on flight helmets and strapping sidearms into their holsters. Other than the clicking and snapping of equipment, the room was quiet. No one spoke.

Skylar walked up to him, flexing her gloved hands and snapping her helmet into place with the visor still up. The color was drained from her face. Even her lips looked white as ice cubes as she nodded. He had seen her do it before their private training sims; each nod represented a mark on her mental checklist.

He reached down and strapped her sidearm into its holster. “Don’t forget that.”

She glanced down at her hip. “Oh, thanks.”

They stared at each other. “We’ve come a long way, huh?” he asked.

“Yep,” she said, her voice barely audible.

Austin thought of running with Skylar back in the swamps of South Georgia, swatting away gnats and mosquitoes as they trained for the Gauntlet after class every day. She had been his only friend at the academy, his only companion.

He smiled. “Let’s do this.”

* * *
 

The freighters stretched in a straight line. Just as they had in Ryker’s hologram, the fighters were peppered around the freighters in their designated positions in a tight formation. Shelbi drifted a few hundred micro units in front of him, and Bear flew just in front of her to the left. Austin stared off to his right and marveled at the details of the simulated freighter. The graphics were better in these flight sims than on his computer back home. He could make out the movement of the passengers inside the portholes on the sides of each ship.

He turned back to the darkness of space. No nebula or other anomalies decorated the scene, just blackness.

A droplet of sweat slithered down the center of his spine. He cracked his knuckles and checked the sensors. Twenty more minutes on this heading before the convoy would open another curve and head to its next waypoint. One major difference between this and the games online, the much longer mission time.

His HUD flashed a dull red at the corners of his visor. He sucked in a deep breath of stale, metallic air.

“Enemy contact bearing one-two-zero,” Ryker said in his headset, her voice crackling in the simulated gamma wave. “Coming your way Thrasher, Sketch, Cheetah. Be on alert. Looks like three enemy fighters are lining up at the edge of firing distance. Stand by.”

Austin squinted, straining to see if anything was bearing down on his side. Nothing. “This is it, everybody,” he said. He watched his sensors as the three bogeys mingled just outside of firing range. Why were they waiting?

The HUD flashed again. A shiver shot down his back. “Scorpion,” he said, gripping the stick and staring at the display, “four bogeys on my six. Looks like Tyral Pirates.”

“Roger, Rock.”

The Lobera Squadron had ten fighters, same as Tizona. Seven were on the board. Three were missing.

“Everyone stay cool,” Ryker said. “Let them show their hand.”

There was a pause. “The freighters are tightening up formation. Everyone stay close. Don’t lose your positions.”

Two more bandits appeared in front of the convoy, screaming hard for the lead freighter. They were already in firing range.

“Two enemy fighters inbound!”

“Roger, Stinger,” Ryker said. “Stinger, Toad, and Bear, engage the two newcomers.”

The three pilots acknowledged. Austin rested his fingers on the stick as he watched his comrades shoot toward battle.

“Incoming torps,” Stinger announced.

“I got them,” Bear said. “Stay on the fighters!”

Austin rocked in his seat. Come on, he thought. In the past, he would shoot in the direction of the enemy in hopes of increasing his online ranking, but not today. Today he had to wait for Ryker’s orders.

He watched the battle unfold. Three Tizona students rushed off to engage the two bandits to their front while the other seven enemies lingered at the edge of battle; three to their right and four in the rear. Where was the final fighter? As the three Tizona lead fighters locked into a fireball with the two closest bogeys, he looked ahead to Shelbi’s fighter. He wondered if she sat at the edge of her seat like he did.

Come on, make your move.

It wasn’t a long wait.

The seven enemy fighters lingering out of range finally moved with purpose, all coordinated, toward the freighters. Incoming torpedoes lit up his HUD.

“Here they come. All fighters engage the incoming torps,” Ryker said. “Do not exceed ten thousand MUs from the convoy. Stay close.”

Austin yanked back on the stick, bringing the Trident around. He transferred all power to his engines and forward shields. Seven torpedoes shot toward his position, zeroing in on the last freighter in the convoy. He targeted the first one, secured laser range, squeezed the trigger, and watched the first torpedo disintegrate. One down. He banked hard, watching the stars spin. To maintain his bearing, he glanced at the sensors. He locked on two other torpedoes and scratched them both.

His sensors flickered, and three of the remaining four torpedoes disappeared.

“Nice job, PowPow,” Austin said, searching for the final incoming torpedo. It disappeared from his scope. He looked to his left. The rear of the freighter sparkled as a torpedo smashed into the shields. “We missed one.”

“Rock, bring it in closer,” Ryker said. “You’re reaching the edge of your zone.”

Austin spun the fighter around back toward the convoy. His HUD flashed red again. “More incoming torps!”

He piloted the fighter across the designated zone surrounding the freighters, destroying one torpedo after another. His eyes flashed across the sensors, his hands controlling the Trident like it was a part of him, an extension of his being. He flew without thought and drifted to another place in his mind, a calm place of perfection. The incoming torpedoes exploded one after another. He lost count of how many. He just knew they kept coming from the black of space.

And then the bandits were in range.

“You see this, PowPow?”

“Right behind you, Rock,” she said, her voice laced with tension.

Austin squared off with the four fighters in front of him, wondering if Josh was one of them. Even better, maybe one would be Pavlosky, and he would have a chance to see how good the guy really was at flying. The bandits flew in tight, wing-to-wing, passing inside Austin’s zone limit imposed by Ryker. Gotcha.

The moment Austin reached firing range, the enemy group scrambled. Laser bolts filled the black, illuminating the area in a collage of greens, blues, and reds. The Lobera fighters masquerading as Tyral Pirates shot around him.

He zeroed in on a slower bandit and unleashed relentless fire, draining his guns of their energy. His fire was true; his target fighter was caught off guard. The targeting computer showed his prey’s rear shields collapse. He keyed for a missile, locked in on the enemy’s signal, and pulled the trigger. The missile flashed, spinning toward its target. The fighter maneuvered to its right, then left, then pulled back. But it was too late.

The brilliant explosion burned orange and yellow before dissipating. Austin smiled, checked his board. Two bandits trailed Skylar in the distance as she tried to close in on another.

“You got some company, Cheetah,” Austin said, bringing his fighter to bear and ignoring the fact he needed to stay with his wingman, PowPow. “I’m on it.”

His HUD flashed red. He glanced at the sensor. The final fighter he had been scanning for appeared just inside the firing zone. It unleashed a spread of torpedoes toward the convoy of four freighters.

Austin blinked. Four freighters? They had already lost three. He risked a longer glance at his readouts. Only five transponders remained of their fighters, five against the eight remaining Lobera students.

His stomach tightened. PowPow had been destroyed and he hadn’t even realized it.

He gripped the stick tight, his teeth grinding together. How did this happen so quickly? The blood rushed to his face as he closed in on the bandits trailing Skylar.

“Rock, return to the freighters,” Ryker ordered. “Take out those incoming torps. The new bandit has a clean shot!”

Austin grimaced but yanked the stick toward the freighters. He stared out his right display, watching two enemy fighters engaging his friend in the distance. Skylar wouldn’t last long. Laser bolts fizzled off her rear shields.

He turned away, locking on the incoming torpedoes and shifting all his power to the engines.

“I’m hit!” Skylar yelled, her voice full of static.

Austin winced and tensed his shoulders, forcing himself not to look back.

“Forward bandits clear!” Bear yelled loud enough to distort Austin’s headset.

Good, brings the odds to five of ours versus six.

“Well done, Bear,” Ryker said. “You and Toad move back in line, protect our targets. Rock? Move in to intercept those torps. Ten seconds out.”

Bear closed on the incoming torpedoes. Skylar scrambled with the more experienced fighters. Austin fought every instinct in his being telling him to follow the torpedoes, to do what Ryker had ordered, but saving Skylar had to be a better move.

“Bear, I’ll be right there.” He reversed his thrusters and watched the star field spin horizontally.

“Rock!” Ryker’s voice cracked. “Return to the targets!”

“I’ll be right there.”

“Now!”

Austin swallowed hard as he locked the closest bandit tangled with Skylar into his targeting computer. He keyed for a missile and watched the crosshairs blink yellow. The moment the targeting signal hit the targeted fighter, the enemy launched into evasive maneuvers, twirling and looping, spinning and rolling. It didn’t matter. He stayed on him and kept the enemy painted. Two more seconds…

He launched a missile, knew he had his target, and turned to the next.

“I’ve lost my shields!” Skylar cried. “I think they have me!”

“Hang on, Cheetah!”

Austin fired until his lasers ran out of charge, hoping he’d manage a lucky shot. Two bolts bounced off the Lobera fighter’s shields. Instead of breaking off the pursuit, the Lobera fighter fired a blind torpedo shot at Skylar without achieving lock. In an instant, the projectile smashed into her tail and blew half the fighter apart.

“Ejecting!” she screamed.

The simulated escape pod shot away from what remained of Skylar’s sparkling Trident.

“You’ll pay,” Austin muttered, closing in on the enemy fighter spinning to face him.

The Lobera student unleashed a flurry of laser fire, filling the sky with enough bolts to turn the darkness red. Austin released his two remaining missiles and rolled under the enemy. Both missiles missed, but forced the Lobera fighter to loop back to avoid them.

Austin shifted all power into his rear shields. Thinking he had bought enough time, he veered back toward the freighters. He gasped.

One freighter remained on his sensor. He and Bear were the only Tizona fighters remaining against four Lobera fighters.

Cycling through the vessels in his targeting computer, he stopped on the remaining freighter. The shields were gone, the engines failing. The captain had launched the rescue buoy and signaled to abandon ship.

His heart plummeted.

They lost.

Austin leaned back in his seat, his flight suit sticking to the sweat on his skin.

“Bear, Rock, withdraw,” Ryker said, her voice low. “The pirates are taking their prize.”

* * *
 

The sim pod opened with a mechanical whine, sending a burst of light glaring into his eyes. He stood, his joints popping as he did so, the flight suit sticking to his legs and back. The time clock over the doorway indicated more than four hours had passed.

“Recruits, wash up and report to the ready room for debriefing,” Nubern said from the catwalk overlooking the simulation room. Austin felt his eyes on him, but he kept his focus on the deck as he took off his helmet.

As he entered the men’s locker room, the other recruits showered in silence. He moved like a robot, barely going through the motions of showering.

He reported to the ready room. Ryker stood at the front, her arms crossed over her chest. Her eyes bore into him. He collapsed into a seat at the rear of the room. The other recruits filed in, their feet shuffling along the floor as all of them avoided the eyes of their instructor.

When they had all entered, Ryker slammed the hatch shut.

“That was the worst display I’ve ever seen. Never has a Tizona class been so completely destroyed by Lobera. You lost the entire convoy! It was a total embarrassment.” She held up her tablet. “Where were your fundamentals? What about following orders?”

Austin rubbed his thumbs together, trying to ignore the knot in his stomach. All he had to do was return to protect their target, and he couldn’t even do that. Skyler was in trouble, but he couldn’t save her, either. Every action he took out there had been for nothing.

“We’ll talk about this more tomorrow. You’re all dismissed.” Ryker raised her chin. “Stone, stay a moment.”

The rest of the students looked at him, their eyes raised in a “better you than me” expression. All of them except Skylar. She gazed at him, offered a crooked smile, and mouthed, “Sorry.”

He moved his lips. “It’s okay.”

The other pilots left the room. The emptiness made the hum of the hologram projector that much louder.

“What was that?” Scorpion asked.

Austin frowned. “I’m sorry.”

She arched her back as her shoulders swelled. “WHAT WAS THAT?”

Her scream jolted him in his seat. His hands shook.

“I’m sorry.”

“Sorry? You’re sorry.” She stepped forward. “What you did out there made the entire squadron look bad. You know Command looks at the results of the annual contest. Thank the maker we’re not the rookies again next year. Command evaluates and reviews all of their assets, including me and my ability to command.”

She sighed and leaned against a chair. For the first time, Austin noticed her disheveled appearance. Loose strands of hair spilled down onto her shoulders like currents of black ink. Darkness surrounded her reddening eyes.

“I thought my orders were clear: Protect the targets.”

“They were.”

“Then why didn’t you do that? And why did you leave your wingman?”

“I don’t know.”

She raised her tablet. “I checked your file while I was waiting for you to return.”

Austin rolled his eyes, repressing a sigh.

When Dad passed away, and Austin’s grades slipped, the school counselors always started off these half-baked sessions by “checking his file.” Nothing they ever said mattered. Nothing could have taken the place of having Dad back, but the counselors thought they could say a magical phrase or word and he’d feel all better. They could write reports of their success and thump their chests on the way home to their families, talking about what a difference they had made that day. He didn’t expect Ryker to be any different. For the first time since he had known her, he wanted her to stop talking.

“Something interesting in your survival training back on Earth,” she continued, her voice leveling out after screaming only a moment before. “It says here you lasted longer than any recruit in years?”

“Yes, Lieutenant.”

She crossed her arms. “How did they get you?”

He thought of the night in the swamp, the frigid water slipping into his boots and clothing like a river of ice. He’d worried they would send him home if he failed the test. He thought his scholarship would end, and he would have to go home. But it didn’t end that night. In fact, everything changed. His entire world changed.

Refocusing his attention on the last couple hours of the Gauntlet, he thought of the boats searching the water. “They sent search parties...I thought they were going to find me.”

“Yes,” she said, leaning forward, “but how did they get you?”

He stared at his hands. “I pressed up against a tree, hoped they would pass by, but they didn’t. They were yelling on the loudspeakers, said my mother needed me.”

“And?”

He looked at her, his eyes wide as he remembered the instructors taunting him in the swamp with stories of Skylar being in trouble. His muscles tensed. “That was totally different.”

She smirked. “How?”

He fought back the urge to stand and yell. “First of all, it wasn’t a sim.”

“I told you this was a combat sim. Everything had to be recreated as if it were real!”

“But it wasn’t!”

She rested her hands on her hips. “You were under direct orders to treat this event as if it were real. I was your CO. You are supposed to obey my orders and you couldn’t even do that.”

“I couldn’t let her be destroyed. She had two bandits on her.”

“And the instructors at your recruit school said you gave up the moment you heard your classmate was in trouble. You don’t see a pattern here?”

“No.” He puffed up his chest. “What happened to ‘leave no one behind?’”

“That’s a great motto. Still doesn’t trump orders.” She raised her hand. “Look, has it ever occurred to you that people are going to die out there? It happens. What we do is dangerous, and sometimes, taking orders is all that brings us back.”

Austin stared at the wall, his eyes burning.

“You think about that tonight, Rock,” she said and stormed out.

He sat down, soaking in the quiet moment. He pulled out his tablet and reviewed the after action report. His stomach turned as he took one glance at the lopsided score. Josh had done well, very well, in fact. He received credit for four of the freighters and three of the Tizona students. His best friend was still the greatest.

He scrolled down and, for the first time that day, saw something to make him smile.

One of his simulation kills had been Pavlosky.

Well, that’s at least something.

“She’s right, you know.”

The voice echoed in the empty briefing room.

“I know,” he said without looking up from his tablet. Why can’t everyone just leave me alone?

Nubern quietly shut the hatch behind him. When he turned around, Austin didn’t see the accusing stare he expected. Instead, Nubern’s eyebrows wrinkled with worry.

“I want to talk with you, son.”

Austin’s eyes burned again. “Yes, sir.”

“No, nothing so formal.” He moved in front of the hologram projector in the center of the room and leaned against it. He folded his arms across his chest, turning his head as if to study Austin’s face. “How are you?”

He looked away. “Fine, sir.”

“No, you’re not. But if you must play this game, I’ll allow it.”

“I don’t know if I’m cut out for this,” he blurted out without thinking.

“You want to quit?”

“No way.” He frowned. “I figured you’re sending me home.”

“Why would you think that?”

“I disobeyed a direct order and jeopardized the entire mission.”

Nubern nodded. “True, you would be shipped home and could possibly be kicked out of the Navy had this been a real mission. But it wasn’t. It’s a sim. That’s why we do these things. You just happened to mess up, big time.”

He winced. “Yes, sir.”

“Why do you think you did what you did?”

“I don’t know.”

“I think you do.” Nubern leaned forward. “It’s okay, son. We’re off the record.”

Austin thought back to the moment he went back to help Skylar. “It happened so fast.”

When he didn’t continue, Nubern said, “It always does. Keep going.”

“I knew I should listen to Lieutenant Zyan. I knew that. It wasn’t that I didn’t take the combat sim seriously. I’m mad she thinks that’s what it is. I took it seriously but I didn’t want Skylar to get killed.”

“I see. Continue.”

“I guess I’m having trouble dealing with the fact this is all real,” Austin said, his voice cracking. “People really are going to die while I’m in service.”

“Yes,” Nubern said without delay. “They will. The sooner you realize it, the better. With your skills, you’ll be dealing out your share, too.”

He thought about taking a life, and a chill went up his back. “I’m just a guy from the suburbs. I can’t kill anyone. I’m still a kid.”

“All the great ones start that way.”

Austin slid his finger along the side of his tablet. “What do you think happens when we die?”

Nubern shifted. “I don’t think you should trouble yourself with such things. Take what you’ve learned today and apply it to your next encounter. Don’t let this gnaw at you, understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

Nubern reached over and squeezed his shoulder. “This will pass. It’s just another day.”
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“There is no class on the fifth day of next week because of Rockshot,” Ryker said.

Austin looked up from his tablet full of notes on propulsion and advanced dogfighting tactics. What did she say? Rockshot?

“Think of Rockshot as a fun little competition as you near the end of another series of classes,” she said. “Rockshot is also worth a hefty share of points toward graduation—if you win.”

Points had been the hot topic in the weeks since the Tizona-Lobera combat sim competition. Austin and his other classmates had officially graduated past probationary recruit and had become pilot trainees. In order to earn Legion wings and become a full Naval pilot, a recruit had to earn one hundred points. Since points were granted for anything from classwork to sim time to actual flight time in a trainer, the chance to earn extra points had the recruits’ attention. Earn one-hundred points and you graduate from trainee to lieutenant. Once a lieutenant with your wings, you were granted leave and were able to go home.

After the lopsided victory in the combat sim, most of the Lobera students had earned enough points to be granted that trip home. Luckily, Josh was still on the station taking his advanced classes, but it was only a matter of time before he would be able to graduate and visit home.

Austin stared at nothing as he thought of home. It would soon be late spring in Georgia, the pollen counts rising and washing everything in a dusty yellow.

“Rockshot is a timed race with points being granted for the best times,” Ryker continued. “Get a better ranking, earn more points.”

Sitting next to Austin, her red hair in a ponytail, Etti raised her hand as if she were afraid someone would smack it back down again.

“Lieutenant? Where is the race?”

“Well, that’s the real point of Rockshot. It’s not in a sim.”

She keyed for the hologram projector and a blue image of Tarton’s Junction Station glowed, washing the room in cool aqua as if they were underwater.

“As you know, we are here. Far out past the red line, farther than any of you in this class have been, is the Pany Asteroid Belt. This cluster orbits far around the nebula. This is where we’ll hold Rockshot. You will fly in a trainer, but you will be in command of your craft. The trainer is only there for emergency purposes.”

Austin swallowed hard. Flying at racing speed through an asteroid belt seemed dangerous, even for flight training.

“Lieutenant?” Bear asked. “Is this mandatory?”

“I’m surprised at you, Bear, asking a question like that. Everyone must compete, yes.”

Skylar raised her hand from the far side of the room. “Any special instructions to prepare for that day?” she asked.

Ryker paused. “Keep at your sims, pay attention during your flight time. I think all of you in here will be just fine. During Rockshot, all power is diverted into your shields and engines in the event you decide to get up close and personal with the asteroids. Your lasers will be cold, and you won’t have any missiles or torps. Just simple, naked flying. The alert fighters will be on standby at the perimeter in the event we have any visitors. Any other questions? No? Okay, that’s all for today.”

The class came to life, and the conversations started flowing. Some talked about their crappy lunch, while others talked about Rockshot.

Austin closed his tablet and dragged his feet before Ryker, who was busy shutting down the room for the next class.

“May I help you, Rock?” she asked without looking up.

“Yes,” he said before hesitating. The situation between the two of them had been awkward since his refusal to ignore a direct order during the combat sim. “How did you do on Rockshot?”

Her expression softened. “That was a good day. A very good day. Made the top time in my class. Earned me my first trip back home when I won. I didn’t have any family there by that point, but it was still nice to get home. Of course, I couldn’t talk to anyone about it.”

Austin thought again of home as he fiddled with the translator in his ear. “I’ll bet. I’ve never timed myself during a flight. It’s always been about taking down the other guy.”

“That’s one of the reasons they started time trials like this a while back. Speed and maneuverability are important.”

“Austin!” Bear called from the open hatch. “You coming?”

“Be right there,” he said and turned back to Ryker. “Lieutenant, thank you for your time.”

“Of course.”

Austin hurried out into the busy corridor full of moving trainees, pilots, and crew members. Since the competition had released most of the Lobera pilots, including Pavlosky, the hallways had been a bit less crowded. The experienced pilots stationed at Tarton’s Junction still walked through the halls without giving the trainees another look. He didn’t know if it was a rule, but the trainees and crew members always seemed to hug the walls and cease conversation whenever the true Star Runners marched past. Some of the veterans hailed from Tizona and Lobera, but other squadrons mixed in with the green and blue uniforms. The red uniforms designated the Excalibur Squadron and the black uniforms were the Tarnex Squadron.

The weathered pilots all had a distant stare similar to Ryker’s when they marched through the halls. The lieutenant explained the fate of a Legion Star Runner was traveling from post to post, responding to emergencies and missions, before being whisked away to another end of the galaxy to do the same. For these full-time pilots, Tarton’s Junction was just one of countless stops during their service to the Legion.

More came to Tarton’s Junction every day. The hangar deck became busier with less open space. It was evident Command had put much stock on the chaos Rodon and his Tyral Pirates were causing in Quadrant Eight.

“Getting a little extra credit?” Bear asked, coming up from behind Austin in the hallway with Skylar at his side.

“I asked her if she had done the Rockshot.”

Skylar rolled her eyes. “Of course she probably won the thing.”

“She did.”

She blinked. “Oh. Did she give the secret?”

“Not really. Seems pretty straightforward.”

They turned toward the mess hall, but Austin saw Josh heading in the opposite direction.

“You guys go on. I’ll catch up with you later.”

Austin jogged down the hall, dodging a server robot as he did so. “Josh!”

Josh turned, his face pale and thin, his green flight suit hanging loose on his body. “Hey, man.”

“You okay?”

He nodded quickly. “Yeah. Been tired lately.”

“How did you let Pavlosky go home before you? Did he get extra points for being a jerk?”

Josh smiled slightly. “I know you don’t like him, but he’s a really good student.”

“Oh. So, you heading back to your quarters?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll walk with you.” Austin cleared his throat. “So, how many you lacking?”

“When I finish this course, I’ll be at around ninety-five.”

“Wow. Almost there, huh?”

They walked in silence for a few steps.

“Have you heard about Rockshot?” Austin asked.

Josh grumbled. “Yeah, it was a big deal last year. I didn’t really come close to breaking the record, but I did okay. I’ll get another chance, but I’ll only get points if I beat my old time. For us Lobera trainees still on board, it might be our chance to go home.”

Something in Josh’s voice nagged at Austin. He sounded weak or depressed, like it took a great deal of energy to get out the words, almost like he would rather be whispering.

“You sure you aren’t sick?”

Josh sighed. “When you’ve been here almost two years, taking classes, going on training missions, seeing nothing but that nebula for natural light, you’ll know exactly how I feel.”

Austin frowned. “Sorry.”

Josh paused for a long moment. “No, I’m sorry. I’m just stressed. These classes get tough. I remember when I was a first-year trainee and things weren’t too bad. But my two classes, advanced combat tactics and the history of the Legion Navy, are draining me. That, and the fact most of my squadron is gone now is just getting to me.”

Austin nodded. “No big deal, really. I hadn’t thought about that. I don’t know what I’d do if the classmates I arrived with were gone. I’d be pretty bummed.” He smiled and pushed his friend’s shoulder. “I do know what you mean about natural light, though. I already miss the sunshine.”

“No kidding.” Josh’s face brightened, and some of the life returned. “I’ve heard the Legion carriers have sunrooms for this sort of thing. You know, so your body can absorb Vitamin D or something? It’s for the long tours in deep space when you are gone for years at a time. I guess that’s what awaits us out there.”

“I guess so.”

“You ever feel like we don’t do anything fun anymore?”

He thought for a moment, surprised at the question. “Like what? Ballgames?”

“We used to have sports. You had baseball, and I had football. And we had Star Runners to play at night. But now our game has become our job. Am I making sense?”

“That’s true.” Austin had thought the same thing a few days before. “Flying the Trident is now our job, but how cool is that?”

He was trying his best to sell an idea he didn’t know if he felt himself. Working as a Star Runner for the Legion Navy had its drawbacks. It involved long months away from home and the chance you might not come back, but he wanted to steer Josh’s thoughts away from such things. He seemed depressed.

It must have worked because Josh smiled, or possibly he was also acting. “I’m glad you can still think so. Keep reminding me. Maybe it’ll catch on.”

“Hey, think about this? How many poor guys are still playing the game online back home, daydreaming about space and what’s out there?” Austin waved his hands at a view port they passed. “Look out there. That’s all the reminder you’ll need.”

They reached Josh’s quarters.

“Well, good luck in Rockshot next week if I don’t see you before,” Josh said.

“You, too.”

Austin turned to weave through the crowd in the direction of the mess hall.

“Austin!”

He turned. Josh had a smile on his face.

“Thanks for coming to see me. Let’s hang out after Rockshot. Sound good?”

Austin nodded. “You bet. And listen, man, you’ll win this thing and go home anyway. I don’t know what you’re worried about.”

“Maybe you’re right. We’ll see.”

* * *
 

The hangar buzzed with activity. Hundreds of pilots, officers, and crew packed between rows of parked Tridents on deck. The most recent fighter hovered over them, the wings still steaming as the frigid temperatures of space mixed with the atmo of Tarton’s Junction. Glowing above them all, hanging like lights over Main Street during a Christmas parade, were the holographic numbers they had all been waiting for:

47.40.

Austin smiled. The Rockshot record was still standing, but only by two-hundredths of a second.

When the hovering Trident landed with a thud, the crowd burst into applause and moved closer to the fighter. The canopy opened, revealing Skylar and Ryker, and the crowd again cheered. Austin cupped his hands in front of his face and yelled for his friend.

Watching Rockshot from Tarton’s Junction had been nerve-racking. Austin wanted to jump out and help Skylar, but all he could do was observe. That must be what it was like to be a commander. He hoped he never had to know that feeling again. The other Lobera students hadn’t come close to beating the Rockshot record, but Skylar had cruised through the asteroid field like a veteran pilot with years of experience. She banked smoothly through the turns, avoided the rocks, and maintained her speed.

Captain Rolling stood back away from the swaying crowd cheering for Skylar, his arms crossed over his broad chest. Rolling had flown in the trainer Tridents with some of the other Tizona students, but never with Austin. Today, that would all change during Austin’s Rockshot run. The trainers had little to do with Rockshot, their only purpose being to keep the fighters out of danger by taking over the controls in an emergency. Of course, the trainee would be disqualified if the trainer became the pilot. And this would no doubt lead to weeks of ridicule and torment on the station.

His stomach turned. What if he lost his nerve and Rolling had to take over? What if an asteroid knocked him off course? He remembered flying in the asteroid fields on the game back home. “Flying” being a bit of a stretch since he felt his Trident was more of a pinball as he got knocked around between the twirling hunks of rock. Hopefully, he had become a better pilot in the months since last summer.

Skylar stepped down the ladder to the hangar deck, and the crowd of Tizona students enveloped her, carrying her out of Austin’s vision. As much as he wanted to, he didn’t have time to go congratulate his friend. Rolling locked eyes with him. He cocked his head toward the Trident and slipped away from the crowd as they chanted Skylar’s call sign.

“Cheetah! Cheetah! Cheetah!”

The crowd continued to scream as Austin stepped between the Tridents. Even when he made it twenty yards from the crowd, it still sounded as if the entire station had come down to congratulate Skylar. He grinned despite the lump forming in his gut. She deserved this.

“Trainee!”

Austin spun around. “Yes, sir.”

Rolling stepped forward as if he sized up a prized steed, his icy blue eyes surveying Austin. “You’ve now seen your competition. I expect you to do better.”

He tried to hide his confusion. “Yes, sir.”

He didn’t think the trainers for Rockshot cared how their pilots did, only that they finished safely.

“We need to get to preflight, but I wanted to talk with you first, see if you had any questions for me.”

Austin shook his head. “No, sir.”

“You understand what Rockshot is, then?”

“Sir, it’s a race against the clock through the asteroid field. I’m expected to avoid the ‘roids, as they say.”

Rolling cracked a smile. “Yes, avoid the ‘roids. They’re still saying that, huh? Well, yes, I would recommend not hitting any asteroids. Could ruin your day. I meant more along the lines of questions about procedures and that sort of thing? After all, we hail from the same stomping grounds. I wanted to offer help if you need it.”

Austin shuffled back a step. For the first time, he realized Rolling’s mouth matched the sounds of his voice. “You’re from Earth?”

“Closer than that, Rock. Grew up in Chattanooga and went to the Air Force Academy. I flew F-15s out of Andrews for a while before Nubern picked me up.”

“Nubern recruited you? But you’re—”

“Older.” Rolling nodded. “Yep. Sure was a surprise to me, I’ll tell you that. Said he needed a recruiter and flight instructor, so I jumped at the chance. Never thought I’d end up here, though.”

Austin gazed at the hangar deck. He knew other experts and talents had been recruited from Earth, but another pilot? Better than that, an instructor that was older than the students?

“I-I don’t know what to say, sir.”

“Nothing to say if you don’t have any questions. I’ve seen what you can do and heard twice as much through scuttlebutt. If you’re half that good, then you must be some sort of natural.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Not sure about that, sir. Any advice you can offer would be great.”

Rolling considered his request, rubbing at his shaved head. “Ah, well, don’t run into the ‘roids, keep your turns sharp and fluid, but for God’s sake, keep your eyes open. Don’t get fixated on the largest rock in front of you. Chances are one of the smaller ones is closing in on you from the side and will whack you! Remember, I can’t intervene unless there is an imminent danger and if I do, you’re toast. All power in the Trident will be diverted to the engines and shields just in case I miss something. I guess that’s it.”

“So, keep my eyes open and fly fluid...right.”

Rolling knocked him on the shoulder with his large fist. “You know how it is trying to give advice about flying to someone. You just know some things, right?”

For some reason, Austin knew what he meant. Flying either came easy or it didn’t. “I understand, sir. Let’s do this.”

“That’s the spirit,” he said and turned around toward the Trident.

It was a trainer model with the two canopies like he’d seen before. However, this one was far from new. Scorched black burn marks marked the wings and the tail. A charcoal burn moved across the trainer canopy like rough, half-tinted glass.

“What happened to this thing?” Austin asked.

Rolling grunted. “A Lobera trainee took it out earlier this morning. I think he was the first one of the day.”

“What’s with the burn marks? Looks like laser fire. These rocks don’t shoot at us, do they?”

“‘Course not. When a solid object strikes a shielded craft hard enough, the shields can overload when the energy tries to repel whatever it is that hit. Sometimes, it’s too severe like a ship collision. No amount of shielding in the world can protect you if you run this baby into a capital ship. But asteroids, the Trident can withstand most of the asteroids in this belt.”

“You seen any Legion capital ships up close?”

“Sure, once or twice. I’ve only been with the Legion for three years, and most of that’s been at the Junction, but I did see a Parazonium-class carrier task force come through here about a year back. They’re big, a lot bigger than you’d think.”

Austin leaned forward on the ladder as they both climbed into their cockpits. “Carrier task force? Out here? In class we learned Quadrant Eight is a backwater territory, and that Earth is really in the middle of nowhere in Legion space.”

“Yeah, that’s true. I didn’t stop’em and ask for details, you know?”

Austin plopped down into the cockpit and began his start-up procedure. He pushed away thoughts of the carrier task force and his imagination playing with the idea of Earth’s reaction to a Legion carrier force parked in orbit.

“Energy cells at maximum. Good, the grease monkeys hooked us up right. Shields at full power,” Rolling said. “We’ll engage them once we’re clear.”

Austin finished his checklist. “All set here, sir. Ready when you are.”

“Your show, Rock. Contact the tower. I’m buttoning up back here. Once that’s done, you’re on your own, clear?”

He swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

“Alrighty then, good luck.”

The canopy whined shut, blocking out the crowd still cheering for Skylar.

47.40.

Skylar’s time was so close to the record. All this pressure and excitement over something that lasted seconds. Reminded him of the guys obsessed with NASCAR back home, talking about lap times and such. Now, his points would be based on how well he could do against the clock. He exhaled and rolled his head around, trying to loosen his stiff muscles.

His eyes narrowed as he surveyed the controls and asked for clearance to take off.

“Rock, this is Tower,” his earpiece crackled. “You are clear for departure, hangar door two. Good luck.”

“Roger, Tower, on my way out.”

Austin eased power into his vertical thrusters; the engines rumbled. Off to his right, the crowd cheering Skylar’s return rippled away from the sudden engine blast. He took one glance, thought he saw Skylar in the crowd, and turned back to his controls. The Trident rocked as it lifted off the hangar deck above the other fighters. He swiveled on its axis, the hangar door in the distance revealing the purple nebula beyond. Easing his throttle forward, the Trident passed over the deck.

Within ten seconds, his Trident cleared the hangar doors and shot into open space.

“Tower, Rock, I am in the clear.”

“Roger, Rock. Razor is already at the rendezvous point awaiting the curve to the starting line.”

He tried to breathe normally, his pulse pounding in his ears. The artificial gravity left him, his stomach dropping as he adjusted to zero-G. Josh’s transponder pinged.

“Rock, Razor. What took you so long?”

“Greatness takes time.”

Josh snorted. “Right. Opening the curve to Point Rockshot.”

He acknowledged. Josh’s curvature drive would open to the starting line on the other side of the nebula. The emerald hue of the curve in space surrounded the Trident as it passed. The space flashed, and the ships were instantly transported to the edge of the Pany Asteroid Belt. Massive asteroids twirled around their craft. The alert fighters zipped by just outside of the belt, standing in silent vigil over the students.

“Why don’t you take this first, Rock?” Josh said.

Austin pulled his Trident next to Josh. He saw Josh’s helmet in the cockpit, but couldn’t see his face. “You sure, Razor? That’ll be a lot to live up to.”

“Be my guest.”

Okay, remember your training.

His HUD marked the track of navigation beacons with green squares, and he eased the fighter into the flight plan leading to the beginning of Rockshot.

One minute.

He sighed.

Two of the fighters flying patrol hovered far above him, flying a parallel course, their landing lights blinking in the darkness. He looked at them, wishing he were in their shoes. He imagined being a full-time Star Runner with his classes and instructors behind him and knew, somehow, that no one was never fully past homework and judgment.

His navigation computer pinged, and he adjusted his speed to shave off a few minutes. Passing through the final navigation beacon, he eased to a stop. He took in a long, deep breath of metallic air and surveyed the nebula, glowing like a jellyfish lit in the moonlight. Before him stretched the field of rocks standing between him and glory.

This is it.

“Loco...this is Rock...”

The fingers of his left hand rested on the flight stick. His right gripped the throttle. Engines and shields at full power. A chilly bead of sweat weaved through the hair at the back of his head like an insect before breaking through to his neck and trickling down. He closed his eyes and shivered.

“Start the clock.”

“Roger, Rock,” Rolling said from the trainer cockpit. “Clock will start on your verification.”

Austin sighed. “Verified.”

“Go!”

He pressed the throttle forward, remembering what Rolling said about being fluid. Keeping his right hand on the throttle, he eased into the asteroid field. The lower right of his HUD flashed, revealing his time clock, but Austin ignored it.

Two massive boulders tumbled above him as he brought the fighter into the field. He passed under without an issue. He needed more speed.

He pushed more power into the throttle, the asteroids coming faster now.

More spinning boulders materialized out of the black as if they cloned before his eyes. Asteroids of all sizes and shapes surrounded his canopy. He widened his eyes until they burned. His hands flew across the controls. He gripped the stick with both hands, yanking back only to dive beneath another stone.

The asteroids parted for a moment, and he exhaled, only then realizing he had been holding his breath. Risking a glance at the HUD: 32 seconds and counting.

He squinted at the navigation beacons. Move!

The rocks flurried around his canopy like snowflakes. He moved through the field like a dream, the fighter becoming an extension of his being. Sweat burned into his eyes, and he blinked it away. Almost there.

Up ahead like a tan cloud, a shower of tiny asteroids fluttered around larger, more dangerous asteroids. Without hesitating, he powered through the smaller rocks, a hundred tiny sparks glancing off his shields like fireflies. He winced as his shield power drained, but he powered through.

The final navigation beacon loomed, and he transferred all remaining shield power to the engines. Come on, baby, move it!

He leaned forward, willing the fighter to pass the finish line.

And then it was done, the line passing into his rear sensors.

He leaned back, placed his helmet onto the headrest and closed his eyes.

When he opened them, he saw the time and chuckled.

47.38.

“You tied it, Rock,” Josh said. “Nice job!”

“Thanks,” Austin said. “Now, you beat it.”

“Will do,” Josh said without a hint of nerves.

A minute later, Josh began his Rockshot. His Trident glided through the asteroids, never coming close with any of them. By the time thirty seconds had passed, Austin knew he witnessed perfection. When one small asteroid threatened the belly of his fighter, Josh rolled through, allowing the asteroid to pass beneath him without incident.

He crossed the finish line with a time of 46.98: a new record.

Austin imagined returning to Tarton’s Junction, listening to the cheers for his friend who had just shattered a record.

* * *
 

It was late, two hours past the middle of the final shift. Austin walked to the mess hall, feeling a sense of satisfaction in the silent corridors. A service robot wheeled past him, its servos whining softly. He nodded at the robot but smiled when he realized it wouldn’t respond. He slid his fingertips along the cool, smooth surfaces of the wall as he strolled. The past day had been an experience, full of different emotions from extreme joy to a sense of loss he couldn’t really explain. After earning the top time in Rockshot, Josh would be leaving. It felt like the end of high school all over again. But this time he had Skylar and Bear, and that counted for more than he could express.

Since Austin had tied the former record in Rockshot, he had earned a few nods, a couple of congratulatory slaps on the shoulder for a “job well done.” The finishing time would earn Austin a healthy extra ten points toward graduation. However, Josh had the best time and, justifiably, won the highest praise for the event. None of the other pilots had come close. Skylar had made a strong showing and enjoyed her moment in the spotlight. The other Tizona students had done well, none of them crashing into an asteroid or forcing their trainer to take over although some had their flight trainers wondering what the trainees were paying attention to out there. Ryker had seemed pleased with the latest batch of trainees at the end of the day, sitting at the edge of the mess hall during the celebration with a subtle smile on her face.

Nubern had rushed up to Austin at the end of the night, his face glowing with pride. “You tied the former record. Well done! I always knew you could do this.”

The words echoed in his mind as he strolled the hallways. The lingering doubt in his abilities faded. He was a Star Runner. No, he was a good Star Runner, one of the best. Regardless of the nagging voice inside his head berating him into believing he couldn’t do it, his Rockshot time proved otherwise. He had the ability. He needed to set aside his doubts and let himself go.

Let himself go.

How he wished his father could see him now.

He caught a glimpse of his reflection. A trim frame wrapped inside his Tizona blues stared back. Even though he had the reflection for confirmation, he couldn’t believe it. He really was a Star Runner.

He continued into the mess hall where the celebration had roared a few hours before. The deck glowed. The chairs were stacked on the tables leaving no trace of the songs and reveling. Placing his hands on a railing at the wall-sized view port, he gazed at the colors of the nebula amid the backdrop of the blackness of space. The peaceful scene hid the dangers of space beyond, the wild space, the space with pirates like Dax Rodon looking to leech off the powerful. This was the reason the Legion existed, and soon he would be an officer. He took a long, slow breath.

Two alert fighters moved overhead in a wide arch, their landing lights blinking as they moved like confident sentries over Tarton’s Junction, his home. A comfort washed over him like a warm blanket. He still had so much to learn, yet he finally felt at home for the first time in quite a while.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

Austin did not turn. “It is.”

Josh stepped next to him and leaned on the railing. “When I first got here, I called that nebula the ‘dark cloud.’ I was depressed, lonely, and missed home. I put all of those feelings into that cloud. Sometimes I could beat the sadness, sometimes I couldn’t. But what could I do but press on? I had already come so far. Quitting was never an option.”

Austin looked at his friend. With his hair freshly shaved down to his skull, and a data tablet tucked under his arm, Josh had the small twinkle of newly placed silver wings on his chest. He placed his hands on his hips and turned to face Austin.

“I guess this is it.”

“I know. Sorry,” he said and offered a mock salute, “I mean…I know, Lieutenant.”

“Right,” Josh said and gazed out of the view port.

His freighter, the Saber, bound for Earth, would be leaving within the hour.

“You were amazing today,” Josh said, staring down at the deck. “No new trainee has ever done so well in Rockshot.”

“I got lucky.”

“I don’t think it was luck, but whatever you have to tell yourself.”

Austin looked back to the nebula. “What’s next for you?”

Josh pulled out his tablet and glanced at the screen. “I’m heading home in forty-five minutes and will arrive in Atlantis at night. I’ve checked the calendar. I’ll be home in time for July Fourth weekend, and the Braves are in town. Might take Mom and Dad.” He snorted and gazed unfocused for a moment. “In three days, I’ll be going to a Braves game.”

Austin thought of baseball, of going to the movies on a hot Georgia summer day, of working at the fruit stand selling tomatoes and swatting insects off the exposed fruit, of meeting at the coffee shop after school. The memories flashed through his mind like hazy, blurred photographs.

“It seems like a dream, doesn’t it?”

Josh nodded slowly. “It really does.”

Austin swallowed. “I imagine this will be a burden.”

“What’s that?”

“Knowing about all of this.” He gestured with his hands at the mess hall and the nebula beyond. “We’re in on the biggest secret in Earth’s history, working right alongside the ‘dark cloud’ as you call it, and we can never tell anyone. We have to act as if we’ve been at school on a mission trip and our lives are the same as everyone else’s. That’s a hard pill to swallow. Kind of like none of it really happened.”

“But it did.” Josh pointed at his flight wings on his chest.

“You’re a lieutenant now. It’s hard to believe.”

“With your performance in the Rockshot, you’re not too far behind now. You’re ahead of where I was at the same time. What do you have now, sixty points?”

“Sixty-three, yeah.”

“Awesome.”

Austin looked at him. Josh’s features appeared older and wiser than the face he’d spoken to during Christmas nearly two years before. “I’m happy for you.”

“Thanks.”

Josh reached out and squeezed Austin’s hand hard, his eyes glassy. “I’m sorry we didn’t get to hang out more up here. Maybe back home, eh?”

Austin thought of the possibility of spending time with Josh at home, playing board games and staying up late. He knew somehow those days were gone and would never fully come back. He could have said all that, but instead offered, “That sounds great, buddy. Safe travels.”

Josh turned to leave but hesitated, offering a cocky tooth-filled grin. “Once I leave, you’ll be the best Star Runner on the Junction. Make us proud.”

Austin smiled and held his gaze a moment longer before Josh left the empty mess hall, his footsteps echoing in the silence. He watched until he turned the corner. Josh was now on his way to Earth, his home and family. He imagined what he must be feeling, the unfamiliar notion of being completely out of place with everyone and everything you’d ever known.

He pulled a chair from atop a nearby table and sat it down in front of the view port. He propped his feet up on the railing, leaned back, and stared into the darkness.

Less than an hour later, he watched the freighter Saber depart Tarton’s Junction, its massive steel bulk lumbering away from the station. He watched the empty space, remembering the Tyral Pirate attack from his first day and the resulting burning wrecks. As if responding to his thoughts, the alert fighters hovered above the freighter. For some reason he couldn’t explain, he held his breath as he looked at the freighter’s windows, searching for his friend.

The space in front of the freighter wavered, followed by flashes of light like a lightning storm as the Saber opened its curve. Austin searched space for any sign of pirate attack, but there was nothing out there but the alert fighters. The freighter, carrying his friend and hundreds of Legion crew, staff, and officers, disappeared. The wavering space shimmered and normalized, leaving nothing but black.

Austin stayed in the mess hall long after the freighter disappeared.

* * *
 

The sound of rubber pounding a treadmill’s surface repeated down the hall. Austin strolled toward the facility, wondering who would be working out so late. When he turned the corner, he lingered at the doorway to the gym and saw his old friend, glistening with sweat, in her Tizona shorts and sports bra.

“Hey you,” he said, walking toward Skylar as she ran in place.

“Austin! What are you doing here?”

She reached to slow the machine, but Austin stopped her by placing his hand over hers.

“I was seeing Josh off. Why don’t I join you?”

Placing his tablet and bag down, Austin slipped out of his uniform and stepped on the treadmill in his undershirt and shorts. Skylar grinned at him for a long moment before focusing on the run. He began slow but increased his speed until he matched hers. They ran together for twenty minutes, the only sound in the room their feet and the whine of the exercise equipment.

Running with Skylar felt like returning home. They had not kept up their routine since they’d arrived on Tarton’s Junction, and he didn’t have a good reason for why it’d stopped. He could have run a marathon with her, but stopped when she did.

He tossed her a towel from the locker on the wall. “You’re like a machine.”

She caught the towel and wiped her face. “I was going to say the same about you.”

He stepped closer to her as he wiped his face. She gazed at him, her head tilted forward at a slight angle.

“We should have done this sooner,” he said, his mouth in the towel.

“What’s that?”

He put the towel down. “We should have done this sooner.”

“I heard what you said the first time. I wanted to hear you say it again.”

“Oh yeah? Why is that?”

She turned to her bag and grabbed her sweat pants. “’Cause I’ve been wondering about you for a while, wondering why it felt like we drifted. I missed you, but I didn’t want you to feel weird, so I left it alone.”

He stared at her. “You couldn’t make me feel weird. Not ever.”

“Then why’d we stop running or studying or doing anything at all?”

“I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

“If it was about the night in your pod, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

“Don’t be sorry about that. I should have said—”

The lights went out.

For a moment, Austin heard only Skylar breathing. The returning lights bled crimson.

“RED ALERT. ALL PILOTS TO THEIR STATIONS. ALL PILOTS TO THEIR STATIONS.”

Austin winced at the loud voice echoing through the halls. He grabbed Skylar’s hand and ran into the hallway. Staff and pilots, some looking groggy, hurried down the halls.

“We need to go back to our pods!” she yelled.

“I need to check something!”

They sprinted toward the mess hall. If the station was being attacked, they would be able to see it there. A sickening feeling twisted his stomach. Skylar gripped his hand as they weaved through the hallways now crowded with staff.

They reached the mess hall alone. He released her hand and ran to the view port.

“Why did we do that? Haven’t you run enough today?” When he didn’t respond, her voice lowered. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t have a good feeling.”

Light flashed from deep space to the right of the nebula. The alert fighters shot toward the area from their current position on the far side of the station. The wavering space in the distance stabilized as a freighter appeared, its hull sparkling with fresh fires and breached decks. Gas and debris poured like geysers out of three holes. Two fighters and a larger transport craft hovered around the freighter like flies on a rotting corpse.

“Not again,” Skylar breathed.

It was too far to be sure, but it had to be Tyral Pirates. Laser fire pounded the freighter’s engines. A moment later, one engine burst into flames, and the freighter pitched forward. The alert fighters closed in.

“Why haven’t they fired missiles?”

Austin clenched his jaw. “Pirates must be jamming their signal and they don’t want to hit the freighter by mistake.”

The pirate transport attached to the top of the freighter. If they stuck with their normal operations, the pirates would seize the freighter and everyone on it before the alert fighters were in range. Once the transport pirate craft attached, the two enemy fighters launched toward the incoming Legion fighters to buy time. Within two seconds, the four fighters entangled.

As the fight moved away from the station, the endangered freighter drifted into their line of sight. Flashes of light shot from the visible view ports, laser fire blasting onboard as the horde of pirates boarded. The battle for control of the freighter had begun.

Austin balled his hands into fists and pounded the view port. “Come on guys, hang on.”

His stomach dropped as the freighter’s markings came into view.

“Can you read that?” he asked.

“It’s some ship called the Saber.”

Austin swallowed. “It can’t be. Josh’s on board.”

Skylar glanced at him before looking back at the battle, her jaw dropping open. “Maybe it’s a different...”

Her voice trailed off.

It didn’t make sense. The Saber was bound for Earth. It had already passed through the curve, and the next waypoint in the journey was the dark side of the moon. How did the Tyral Pirates get to them? How was that possible?

“Where are our other fighters?” he asked, his voice echoing.

“They’re launching, I’m sure. Don’t worry—”

“Don’t tell me how to feel!”

Austin stood transfixed. He couldn’t take his eyes away from the flickers of light coming from inside the freighter. Josh was on board, probably fighting for his life, and there was nothing Austin could do about it. The freighter’s running lights flickered, and the ship changed directions, screaming hard for deep space, away from the station.

“No!”

Austin pressed against the view port as he watched a curve open in space. The freighter passed through and disappeared. The alert fighters obliterated the pirate fighters and soared through the space once occupied by the Saber.

He collapsed against the view port, his legs like water beneath him.

“No.”

Skylar fell to her knees and draped her arm around his shoulder.

“No,” he said again.

He stared without blinking at the empty space where Josh’s freighter had been.

The Saber was gone, stolen, and some of the best Legion Star Runners lost with it.

He squinted, releasing a tear down his face.

“They killed my friend,” he whispered.

Skylar squeezed his shoulder as they sat in silence surrounded by the crimson light, staring into the blackness.

* * *
 

“I don’t understand what happened out there,” Austin said. “Is the Legion really that inadequate?”

Ryker flinched as he spoke. “Watch it, mister. You aren’t the only one who lost people. Quit acting like you’re the only person suffering on board.”

“What happened out there?”

“It was another pirate attack.”

“Where? On Earth? I thought Earth was safe. Josh was through the curve. He was safe.”

“Earth is not safe,” she said, shaking her head. “Who told you that? Just because something has never happened doesn’t mean it can’t happen at all.”

Austin sighed. “Aren’t we supposed to protect those freighters? Why don’t we station patrols around Earth?”

She lowered her gaze. “Earth is dark.”

“Then we use a Shroud.” Austin’s pulse quickened. “All Legion space should be protected.”

She stared at him. “Do you realize what you’re saying? Protecting all of Legion space, all of the time, would be like asking the military to patrol an entire sea to prevent a rat from taking a drink. There’s too much space. Earth is too far away from civilized space. Now that pirates are attacking ships on the dark side of Earth’s moon, it might be time to re-evaluate protocol.”

“Protocol? Protocol!”

“Calm down, Austin.”

“You don’t know what I’ve been through.”

“And you have no idea what I’ve been through,” she said through her teeth. “I grew up without a family, bouncing around in foster homes until I was recruited. Since then, I’ve flown with three different COs – all killed in action – and seen twenty-three of my friends not return home. You need to shake this off. Now.”

He wanted to push her out into the hallway and slam the hatch shut.

“Why are you here anyway?” Austin turned back toward the view port.

“Because you weren’t in class today. That’s not like you.”

“I didn’t feel like it.”

“What?”

“I didn’t feel like it, Lieutenant.”

She stepped into his quarters, shutting the hatch behind her. “I’m going to forget I heard that.”

Austin pretended to look at his tablet, but couldn’t focus on anything. She stood in front of him.

“Did you really think this would never happen? You know how dangerous it is out here, what we’re up against with Rodon and the pirates. Josh did also. Too many of these pilots look up to you for you to be skipping class. I need you back tomorrow.”

He sighed. “Maybe I’ll just quit.”

She looked like he had slapped her across the face. “Quit. You wanna quit now?” She turned toward his hatch. “There’s the exit! If after all this, you can quit, you aren’t the man I thought you were.”

He hurled the tablet into the wall and collapsed into his seat. “My best friend is dead! What the hell is the point of all this now?”

She knelt down in front of him. “I’m only going to say this once, Austin. It is hard to lose someone you care about, but quitting is not the answer. People die. You will, too. Pouting about this in your quarters, or going home, won’t change any of what has happened. Neither will destroying stuff in your room.

“You are the most naturally talented pilot I have ever seen. I love watching you fly. You’re a leader, the other Tizona trainees see it, even the instructors see it. What about them? You going to abandon them, too?”

“They’ll be better off.”

Ryker slapped her hand on her knee as she stood. “If you don’t get over this self-loathing attitude that plagues your mind, you will die in a fighter flying without confidence or you’ll die on the inside and live life in a shell for the rest of your days.”

Austin rolled his eyes, blinking away the tears.

“It’s your choice. If I don’t see you in class tomorrow, I’ll book your passage on the next flight to Earth.”

She left the room, but her presence remained. He wished she would just let him leave.

Austin thought of going home and telling Mom he’d lost the scholarship. He didn’t care. Ryker’s words stuck with him though, echoing around the room as he stared at the ceiling. He thought of letting down the other pilots. Bear, Skylar, Etti, Gan–what would they think?

His door pinged several times over the next two hours, but he ignored it. It was probably some of the other students, maybe even Skylar, but he didn’t want to see any of them. If the view port in his quarters could open, he might have thrown himself into the void. What was the point of all of this if he was just going to watch those he loved die around him?

Something in the core of his body turned cold. What if that had been Skylar? What if the pirates had attacked Earth? His mother would have been in danger, possibly even killed. What about Kadyn going about her business? His life on Earth depended on him to succeed, whether they knew it or not.

Besides, Josh wouldn’t want him to quit. He remembered Josh’s last words to him.

“Make us proud.”

He took in a deep, slow breath, and folded his arms over his chest.

After sitting in silence for another minute, he picked up the damaged tablet from the floor. The screen was cracked, and the corner dented, but it fired up as if nothing had happened. He opened his class information and keyed for Ryker’s contact information.

Lieutenant Zyan,

I’ll be in class tomorrow. I’m sorry I missed a day. It won’t happen again.

Rock
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There were no seasons in space.

Fall was a special time back home, full of festivals and cloudless blue skies. Pumpkin pie appeared at social gatherings along with hot apple cider. Nature painted vibrant colors across the landscape, trees morphed from green to orange and red overnight. It was a time of long drives through winding mountain roads not too far from the concrete suburban world. Fall was a time of escape and relaxation. Of course, fall also used to mean school, but it was still a wonderful season.

Instead of the brilliant fall colors of South Georgia, only the red and purple hue coming off the nebula–what Josh had called the “dark cloud”–in the blackness of space provided any color. Nothing signified the passage of time except classes, sim time, drills, and formation flying around Tarton’s Junction.

“Come right to one-two-five.” Skylar sounded nervous, her voice shaking as she continued leading the mock patrol.

“Roger, Cheetah. Right with you,” Austin said, remaining close in formation. “Looking good.”

Behind them, Etti and Gan, both in trainers, flew in close support as they continued their three-hour patrol. It was the same routine every week, but it was better than being in class.

Austin’s grades had improved in the six months since Rockshot. With his eighty-four points, he was closer to finishing his training than most of the Tizona students. Skylar had racked up sixty-six and Bear was close behind with fifty-nine. By the time he returned home for Christmas, he could have his wings, although he would never be able to tell anyone.

The emails home had become more difficult, his mother obviously missing him. In the week after Josh’s freighter was captured, he tried to contact Mom on the live wave despite there being a delay. She had been excited about their conversation, even popping popcorn for the occasion and sitting in front of his old computer, his room behind her unchanged by his time away at school. She did most of the talking about work and life in Marietta. He offered a few tidbits of the cover story he had been instructed to use when speaking with home; the school for the local children on the island in the Pacific was coming along nicely and his course work was still getting done. He didn’t have to lie about his grades, providing him a sense of relief.

She said Josh’s parents had not heard from him since the spring. They were growing understandably worried. Austin had swallowed hard, but told his mother nothing.

Nubern would deliver the news once the Expiration Protocol had been completed. Austin didn’t ask many questions, but heard through the station’s scuttlebutt that this was a series of steps taken to create a logical story whenever someone from a dark world was lost during Legion service.

He had kept the conversation short, feeling it was too hard to lie for a long period of time. Lying took energy, requiring him to be “on” the entire conversation, and not leaving any time to relax and actually enjoy the time with his mom. It was the reason he preferred emails.

“Tighten it up, Rock,” Nubern said softly on the closed channel.

Austin glanced at his instruments; he had drifted off course while he daydreamed. “Roger, sir. Sorry.”

“Not a problem. Stay frosty.”

Nubern had been his support since Josh was captured and probably killed, even going as far as borrowing Josh’s favorite phrase. He enjoyed speaking with Nubern about the history of the Legion, but still knew little about his background or his experiences. After knowing the man for nearly a year, Austin gathered Nubern had been an excellent pilot before being transferred to recruitment and instruction.

“Beginning our sweep,” Skylar announced, sounding relieved, and banked left. “Heading home.”

The pilots landed the Tridents without incident.

“Well done today,” Nubern said as the canopies whistled open and the rush of stale, metallic air penetrated the cockpit. “You’re really getting better.”

The smell of fuel and sweat surrounded him.

“Thank you, sir,” Austin said as he unscrewed his helmet from its collar. “Really looking forward to the formation training tomorrow.” He winced, afraid his sarcasm was too thick.

It was.

“I know you’ve grown tired of the training,” Nubern said softly, glancing at the line of Trident trainers parked side-by-side. “You are ahead of most of your classmates in terms of skill and talent, but that’s no reason to get cocky.”

He looked away. “I know. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I know it’s frustrating. I’ve been there.”

“Really, sir?”

“Yes.” They both climbed down to the deck. “I remember wanting nothing more than to go through a curve on my own or try out the Shroud, but I had to wait until my squadron was ready. It bothered me, but I got a lot of practice because of it.”

“When do we get to practice with the Shroud or distance curves?”

Nubern smiled, pulling off his flight gloves and stretching. “Funny you should ask. How about the end of the week?”

“Really?” He leaned forward, thinking of piloting through an extended curve in Trident. “I’ve only been through a distance curve once, and that was when we arrived at the beginning of the year.”

“Well, curriculum calls for your first distance curve around this time in your flight training. Scorpion and I think it’s time.”

The other trainees walked up with Skylar in front, her face beaming. “Did I hear that right?”

Nubern sighed. “I hadn’t really wanted to announce it this way, but gather ‘round.”

The other Tizona pilots formed a semi-circle around Nubern. Etti stood next to Austin and bumped his shoulder, a playful grin on her pale face. Wisps of curly red hair tumbled down around her ears. Bear moved to Austin’s other side, his face serious.

“As I was telling Rock here,” Nubern said, “you will be going on your largest formation training at the end of the week. We still have to work out some of the details, but the plan is to go in two waves. We will take a distance curve to the closest planetary body, a dull dusty world called Flin Six, about a light year away. There, each wave will fly formation for one orbit, testing the reflecting Shroud technology, and then return to the station. Some of our Star Runners will fly escort to you rookies since Flin Six has been rumored to sport some pirate activity.”

The trainees glanced at one another. Gan nudged Bear and murmured something, their eyes wide with excitement. Etti looked up at Austin, her face revealing a nervous smile. He rested his hand on her shoulder, tapped twice, and stared across the circle at Ryker. She had her hands behind her back, standing at ease. Their eyes locked, her face grim.

“Sir?” Shelbi PowPow Weaver raised her hand. “Will both waves go the same day?”

“Hadn’t been decided, but probably one in the morning and one in the afternoon. Should be a cakewalk. Any other questions? All right, good job today everyone. Real tight flying. You are all dismissed.”

The trainees scurried off in their normal pairings. Gan and Derek jabbering on about this and that, Bear walking in silence with Skylar, and Shauna, Shelbi, and Martin lingering near a fighter talking about tactics. It was the same after every flight, some of the trainees still excited about the idea of flying.

“Are you looking forward to this?” Etti asked, staying close to Austin as they strolled out of the hangar.

“Riding a distance curve? Sure. Aren’t you?”

“Yes,” she said, swallowing hard. “I think it’s great.”

“You ever ride a curve on Pacar?”

She shook her head sharply, the red curls bouncing. “We don’t have curves back home. Our moon is close enough for standard flight.”

“Oh, that’s right.” He sighed. “Anyway, it’s going to be great. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Rock?” Ryker called from behind, Nubern standing next to her. “Do you have a moment?”

“Yes.” He looked at Etti, who frowned. “I’ll catch up with you later, okay?”

“All right. See you, Austin.”

He jogged back to the Trident. “Yes?”

Ryker nodded toward Etti, who continued looking back at Austin as she walked toward the hangar exit. “Gotta friend there, don’t you?”

He shoved his hands into his pockets. “I guess so.”

“Nothing like a little puppy love,” Nubern grumbled. “Always something like that with our trainees.”

Austin grimaced. “Nothing will come of it, sir.”

Nubern snorted. “You’re not in trouble, Rock. Relax.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Anyway,” Ryker sighed. “We wanted to talk with you about the formation flying.”

Austin felt his chest swell. “Yes?”

“You are the best trainee on the station at the moment,” she said. “We are all proud of what you have been able to accomplish in the past few months, even in the face of our losses. Your growth as a Star Runner and as a junior officer has been extraordinary. You have stepped up in every way possible, have really become a leader to these students. Case in point right there.”

Austin turned around. Etti lingered at the hangar door, staring back at him.

“We are going to have you lead the second wave to Flin Six the day after tomorrow,” Ryker said. “Should be six fighters in the bunch, three trainers with rookies at the stick and three Star Runners flying escort, but you’ll be in charge.”

The muscles in his face quivered. “Me?”

“Yes,” Nubern nodded. “You will be in overall command of the mission. We can go over the specifics later, but you’ll take command once we’ve cleared the station. Understood?

His pulse quickened, his heart pounding in his ears. “Out of curiosity, who will lead the first wave?”

“We’re still working out the details,” she said. “But even though Skylar is ahead in points, we are going to give Bear the reins. He has shown more natural leadership in the past month. Now he’ll get his chance.”

Austin thought of leading a mission and stared at the deck. He had never been in command of anything more than calling pitches during a baseball game, and even then his coach could override him. He wanted to decline, unsure if this was something he truly wanted, but he decided to keep his mouth shut.

“Looking forward to it, sir.”

Nubern and Ryker lingered as if they wanted to say more. She stared at Nubern while he looked at Austin.

The lump in Austin’s stomach moved to his throat. “Something more, sir?”

Nubern exhaled. “Yes, actually. There is a slight danger to leading the second wave that you should be aware of. Should you reconsider leading this wave, nothing more will be said and it will not go down in your file.”

“Yes, sir,” he said, confused at the double talk. What did they want him to do?

“As we stated earlier, there have been rumors of pirate activity on Flin Six. Dax Rodon has apparently been using this as a waypoint for quite some time, but we have no hard evidence this is the case, just rumors.”

“Yes, sir.” Austin didn’t like the sound of this.

“If we conduct one training run in Flin Six’s orbit, nothing will come of it. But a second wave hours later might give Rodon and his pirates the chance to anticipate we’re coming and set up an ambush.”

He swallowed hard. “Very well, sir.”

“You are scheduled to take this run, and if you don’t want to be in command, I understand.” Nubern rested his hand on Austin’s shoulder. “We cannot cancel the training and this is the closest planetary body. Command doesn’t want our training dictated by pirate activity, so we have to go regardless. Given your history with these pirates, I wanted to give you a chance to bow out if you didn’t feel like you were up to it.”

Austin thought of the danger and being so far away from the station, but thought of the other veteran pilots flying escort. A vision of Josh’s freighter burning as pirates pelted it with laser fire flashed in his mind. His face hardened. “I’ll be fine, sir. I’d like to see Rodon try something. What should we do if anything happens?”

“If Rodon or his toadies show up, Command will immediately shift to the highest ranking officer, which will be me or Captain Braddock, if he decides to come,” Nubern said.

“I’ll make you proud, sir,” Austin said.

“You already do, son.”

* * *
 

Austin adjusted his course, bringing his Trident closer to the formation. The fighters formed a semi-circle like a crescent moon, with two of the escorts, Snake and Bullethead, out in front at the edge of the circle, and Scorpion bringing up the rear as the third escort. Making up the arch of the crescent was Captain Rolling flying with Etti driving on the left, Skylar and Captain Braddock on the right, and Austin with Nubern in the center.

He looked over to his left, saw Skylar staring back only a short distance away. He saluted.

Skylar had been nervous after yesterday’s briefing. Not many Tizona students had flown with Braddock. He was known to be a hard man, and wasn’t usually involved in training. He had been transferred from the departed 27th Lobera to command the “real” Tizona pilots stationed at Tarton’s Junction while Nubern led the students. Some said Braddock had been on twenty-two tours in the hottest systems of the Legion. Others said those stories were the myth Braddock surrounded himself with, but Austin wasn’t going to test his resolve. With Braddock’s cold black eyes and chiseled statue-like features complete with the scar over his eye, Austin had every reason to believe the stories. For some reason, Braddock had wanted to accompany the second wave to Flin Six.

The first wave had come and gone without incident. Austin didn’t get a chance to speak with the returning Star Runners in the hangar, but the excitement on their faces was evident as they punched each other’s shoulders. He wanted to ask them about plotting a distance curve and orbiting another planet, but he figured he would find out soon enough.

The Trident passed the digital red line on the HUD.

“We’ve passed the marker,” he said.

“Good,” Nubern said from the trainer’s seat. “Go ahead and signal back to the nest.”

“Roger.” Austin keyed for the external gamma wave. “Tower, this is Rock, leading Beta Wave. We are ready to open a curve.”

“Reading you loud and clear, Rock,” a female voice responded. “You are clear for a curve.”

Austin warned the Beta Wave by sending a text transmission following the mission directive for radio silence, and fed his coordinates into the curvature drive. A slight vibration buzzed the cockpit as the drive warmed. As it did, the responses from his squadron popped up on the screen.

His mouth dropped open. My squadron.

Don’t think about it. Don’t think about anything but the mission. Who cares if you’re in charge? Just do the job.

He sighed. That’s easier said than done.

The drive shifted from red to yellow and then, after a minute, to green.

He typed a quick message to his squadron and pulled back on the yellow drive lever to the left of his stick. The wings on his Trident glowed a bright white, the space before him wavering like a pond ringed with ripples. The blackness of space and the stars beyond disappeared, replaced by a void with no texture or description. A flurry of lights similar to a lightning storm surrounded the void, but the center remained calm.

He took a deep breath and, knowing the other five fighters proceeded on his move, eased forward on the throttle. Easy does it now. The fighters moved forward toward the curve. Almost there. Three MUs, two point seven five, two, one.

The fighter passed into the curve. His stomach dropped. Space glowed purple and blue, lines of starlight whisked by like a highway photograph exposed too long. After a moment they were through, the curve closing behind them.

He blinked and checked his coordinates. They were exactly on target. The barren landscape of Flin Six rotated ahead of them.

“Well done,” Nubern said in a deep, soft voice. “Check your sensors and send the message.”

“Yes, sir.” He transmitted the information and the other five fighters sounded off. “Beta Wave, proceed to three-oh-two.”

All fighters acknowledged and they moved into Flin Six’s orbit on the dark side of the planet.

“May I ask you something, sir?” Austin asked as the fighters fell into orbit.

“Of course.”

“Have you carried out the Expiration Protocol for Razor?”

Nubern cleared his throat. “This is really not the time, Rock, but yes. Your friend’s family will be made aware of the situation in two days.”

“What will they be told?”

“Lost at sea.”

Austin gazed at the stars. “That sounds good, sir.”

“Back to the mission, Rock. Send a status update, check your formation and do a sensor sweep.”

Austin acknowledged. He sent a long range wave to Tarton’s Junction, signifying they had arrived at Flin Six. The formation looked good, all fighters in position.

And the sensors–

What was that? He tapped the sensor screen and ran another sweep. His rear sensors displayed a flurry of activity, almost like a wash of signals rather than the nothing that was supposed to be out there. To his right, the brown and tan planetary body of Flin Six loomed as the terminator line swept from night to day. To his rear, however, the same wash of signals bled across his sensor, like someone had run a paint brush across the screen.

“Captain, are you reading that on the rear sensors or is something wrong with my display?”

“Checking.” After a moment, Nubern grumbled, “Never seen anything quite like that before. What is it?”

“You’re asking me?”

“No. We might have to break radio silence. Before you do that, send a message to the others and have them report their rear sensor response.”

Austin did as he was instructed. The responses came back quickly.

Something strange.

No signal at all.

What is that?

Nothing but a blur of activity.

Negative on the sensor sweep.

Austin leaned back in his seat. “Captain?”

“We must be getting some kind of interference. I’m breaking radio silence.” He opened a transmission. “Beta Wave, this is Talon. Since we are running a little blind on our six, call it a day.”

“I would be so disappointed if you did that.”

Austin recoiled. The sneering voice invading their gamma waves was deep and confident.

“Who was that, sir?” Austin asked, still on the Trident’s intercom.

“I don’t know.” Nubern stretched to get a view behind them. “Scorpion, check our six.”

“Roger.”

“There is no reason. We have you in our sights,” the menacing voice came back. “Make a move and you will be destroyed.”

Austin swallowed. There was something familiar about that voice. “What should I do?”

Nubern hesitated. “Captain Braddock is the ranking officer. Protocol calls for you to defer to him.”

Austin keyed for the gamma wave. “Tiger, Rock, I am deferring to you.”

“Yes, yes,” the same voice cut through. “Get the child off the radio.”

A moment passed, Austin’s fingers resting lightly on the stick.

“This is Tiger of the Galactic Legion Tizona Squadron. Who is this?”

“Well, Tiger of the Tizona Squadron, welcome to our conversation. My name is Dax Rodon.”

Ice water ran through Austin’s veins. The Tyral Pirate leader here, at Flin Six. The man responsible for Josh’s death.

“I should have you arrested,” Braddock said through what sounded to be a clenched jaw. “What gives you the right to try and detain Legion fighters?”

“This,” Rodon said.

The colorful haze on the rear sensor vanished, replaced by a series of signals. Austin did a quick count: ten fighters to their rear. His breathing quickened.

“Stay focused,” Nubern hissed in his ear on the intercom.

Braddock made a sound like a groan. “What do you want, Rodon?”

“Last month you destroyed three of my fighters. For that, and interest, we will take your six fighters down to Flin Six. You will park and leave your fighters for retrieval by my men. Do this now and without incident, and I will let you and your pilots live. Don’t, and every one of you will die today.” Rodon made a clicking sound with his tongue. “You shouldn’t have sent a second training mission, Tiger, but you knew this, didn’t you? Pay me or you will be sorry. Make your decision.”

The gamma wave crackled in Austin’s ear, but Braddock did not respond. The seconds stretched, each heartbeat dragging. The HUD flashed a message from Braddock:

Rock – prepare a curve immediately.

Austin stared at Braddock’s message for a moment, unsure what to do, frozen with his hands on the stick.

“I’ll do it, Rock,” Nubern said on the intercom.

“Bad idea, Tiger,” Rodon hissed, his tone laced with arrogance and spite.

The sensors flashed and a projectile emerged behind them, moving fast and heading directly for Rolling and Etti.

Without thinking, Austin keyed for the gamma wave. “Evasive! Now!”

It was too late.

The missile smashed into the Trident carrying Rolling and Etti. The fighter burst into a ball of fire. The flames fizzled and burning wreckage twirled into Austin’s wing. Because they had just passed through the curve, all of their shields had been down. Metal smashed against metal, and the wreckage of Rolling and Etti’s fighter crashed into their wing.

“Check for a pod beacon.”

“There’s none,” Nubern snapped. “Evade, now! All Tridents—scramble!”

Austin glanced down at the sensor, saw several more incoming missiles. His sensors wailed in his ears as he yanked back on the stick. As he did so, Nubern barked commands at the other fighters.

The sky flashed with a blue light, and Austin’s head thrust forward as the Trident shot forward in a violent thrust. His helmet smacked the controls hard enough to see spots. He shook his head, but his vision was blurred, a crack running down the right side of his helmet. Their Trident spun away from the others, twirling on its axis toward Flin Six, the stars revolved wildly in front of him.

Dimly, he heard Ryker’s voice on the gamma wave. “This is Scorpion. I’m taking over. Snake, Bullethead, attack!”

“What about Rock?” Skylar asked, fear in her voice.

“Forget it, Cheetah, open a curve! Now!”

“But–”

“Do it!”

The sounds of battle faded. Weariness threatened to overtake Austin as the stars spun around the cockpit. He shook his head again, trying to clear his vision. The dashboard flickered and went dim only to come back.

“Captain, our sensors are, uh, are doing something.” He tensed. “Captain, something’s wrong. We’ve been hit.”

He heard nothing but the frantic chatter on the gamma wave as the Tizona fighters clashed with Rodon and his pirate thugs.

“Captain Nubern?” When still no answer came, Austin unbuckled his seat belt enough to twist around so he could look into the trainer canopy. “Captain!”

Nubern’s head was slumped forward, the back of his helmet scratched and jagged. Austin spun around, his eyes wide as he frantically searched the controls. The stars spun around his cockpit as the Trident tumbled toward Flin Six, the brown planetary body filling his view. He strapped himself back into the cockpit and tried to slow his breathing.

Focus.

His sensors moved in complete chaos, the screens flickering and losing power only to fire back. The pirate missile must have actually been a Stunner: a projectile designed to fire an electromagnetic pulse to fry the circuit boards of anything within range. If it hadn’t been a Stunner, he’d probably be dead.

The planet now filled his canopy, the proximity alarms wailing as his Trident neared the atmosphere.

Focus.

His hands flew across the controls as he switched all power into his shields and thrusters. Within two seconds, the fighter’s spin lessened. Ignoring the alarms, he grabbed the stick and within another two seconds stopped the rotation. He used inertia to fall into orbit and go full throttle. He skipped across the atmosphere, the wings on his fighter glowing red before he yanked back on the stick and soared away from the planet.

Breathing heavily, he allowed a smile and a quick glance at his rear sensors to watch Flin Six rapidly falling behind him. He turned his attention back to the fight. He had been gone too long. He did a quick check of his sensors. Scorpion and Snake were taking on eight pirates in a ball of laser fire. Two pirates had been destroyed in his absence, but he didn’t know where the other trainer and escort were, and decided not to think about it. He already knew what had happened to Etti and Rolling.

He and Ryker were all that remained.

Tapping the side of his helmet, he said, “Scorpion, do you read me?”

“Rock?” Her voice was a frantic mix of relief and desperation. “Where have you been?”

“I’m inbound. Be there in twenty seconds.”

“Hurry.”

Austin shifted all the power into his engines and tried to close the gap. As he neared, he saw the chaotic ball of combat up ahead, lethal streaks of blue and red burning through the darkness like fireflies. The trainer didn’t have any ordinance, only the lasers.

He thought of Etti, her red curls bouncing on her shoulders, and Rolling, the first commander he had known from Earth.

Austin closed to laser range and pulled in behind a pirate trailing Ryker. Squeezing the trigger, he unloaded a full charge into the rear of the unsuspecting pilot. The trainer’s guns spit red, showering the Tyral fighter with a deadly amount of energy. The pirate broke off the attack, trying to loop around behind, but he was faster. The final laser bolts hit the cockpit directly, incinerating both metal and flesh.

The cockpit shuddered as the shields repulsed debris from his kill.

One down, his first kill.

His blood burned like lava in his veins. His first kill. He’d killed a person, possibly the person responsible for Josh’s death. A surge of energy pulsed through him as he searched his surroundings. There!

“Scorpion, two on your tail. I’m coming.”

“Make it fast!” she snapped. “Can’t get Rodon.”

Austin saw the pirate leader’s fighter twirling and rolling with Ryker in relentless pursuit. He maneuvered behind the two pursuing pirates. He locked the closest fighter into his targeting computer and fired twice, his energy banks still not full.

The bolts zipped wide. He missed.

The two pursuing Ryker now knew he was there, and the one he wasn’t targeting broke off the pursuit, spinning downward and out of sight. Fighting the urge, he stayed on the fighter trailing Ryker. He rolled and pressed hard, trying to get in closer to allow his lasers to burn into his target.

His ear piece wailed. Someone was trying to target him!

“Snake,” he said through his teeth. “I got one on my tail.”

“Roger, Rock. Be there if I can.”

Austin fired again, the bolts sizzling off the rear of his target. He didn’t have time to bask in his success as enemy bolts flashed around his canopy and smashed into his rear shields. Keeping one hand on the stick, he transferred power to his rear shields.

“I’m hit, Scorpion, systems fail—”

A blinding light flashed to his right and Austin glanced just long enough to see a Trident coming apart.

“Snake!” Ryker yelled loud enough into the ear piece to cause static. “Report!”

“He’s gone!” Austin said, fear creeping down his spine like an icy trickle as he realized the pirates didn’t intend to capture all of them.

“Roger,” Ryker said, strangely calm. As she paused, Austin landed two more shots and watched the enemy’s shields fizzle and pop. “Prepare a curve, Rock.”

Austin frowned as the enemy fighter tried to loop away. He fired and drained the bandit’s banks, bolts crashing into his target’s rear engines and sending it spinning away, powerless and its pilot probably dead.

“Got another one!” he yelled, checking his sensors. Still six pirates against two Tridents.

“I said prepare a curve,” she ordered. “I’ll keep them busy while you do. Where’s Talon?”

Austin felt a twinge in his stomach. “Out.”

“Can you plot a curve on your own?”

“I won’t leave you.”

“Do it!”

“What about you?” he asked, although he already knew the answer.

“They want the ship, not the pilot. I’ll fight till the ship’s used up. Open a curve if you can, I’ll keep them busy.”

With her attention off Rodon’s modified fighter, Ryker spun around towards the remaining bandits. Austin broke off and pushed hard away from the battle. No pirates pursued him.

As he watched, Ryker’s fighter moved in and out of the pirates, actually forcing them to fly into one another, and took out two more fighters before Austin even opened his navigation computer for the curvature drive. He heard her yelling over the gamma wave, cursing, threatening, taunting as she went about her deadly work.

She’s doing this for me.

Cursing himself, Austin fired up the navigation computer. Work fast, coordinates should be locked into your computer. Once he found them, he powered up the drive. His energy levels had dropped well below optimum. He shifted more power from the engines to the curvature drive.

Another enemy vanished from the sensors, Ryker had another kill. As his computer warmed up and the Trident reached a safe distance from the battle, he used his thrusters and turned the fighter around. The space in the distance was littered with fizzling debris. A pilot floated lifelessly among the steel. Ryker’s fighter was in pursuit of her enemy, but another fighter, Rodon’s modified stolen Trident, was close on her tail.

“Scorpion!” Austin put more power into his gamma wave. “Scorpion?”

Rodon’s fighter closed in, spitting blue laser fire. He was going for the capture. Ryker’s rear shields must have buckled, one of the bolts flashing hard on her tail. Austin checked her readings, saw her shield power failing as the three fighters moved closer to the atmosphere of Flin Six.

The curvature drive pinged seventy-five percent. Thirty seconds and he would be able to escape.

Escape.

He paused, staring out at the dogfight accelerating closer to the planet.

Ryker had ordered him to leave, instructing him to turn tail and run. He thought of Etti, of Rolling, of Nubern, of Josh. His eyes burned, his throat constricting. He could head back to the station, their deaths on his mind, the feeling of guilt worming into his conscience for the rest of his life. Slowly, he realized he would never hear Ryker’s voice again.

Or see her smile.

He shut down the curvature drive and slapped the throttle forward so hard he thought he broke the lever. Debris bounced off his canopy as he shot through the scene of battle. He worked as much power from the drive into the engines as possible. He had just enough power to charge his laser banks and partial shields.

The gamma wave crackled.

“—ayday, mayday! Legion fighter under attack and going down!”

“Scorpion. I’m on my way!”

“I gave you an order!”

The three pirate fighters broke off their pursuit as Ryker’s Trident tumbled into the atmosphere, red fire burning off the wings.

“I’m not leaving you!”

“Leave!”

“No!”

“Do not–”

The gamma wave transmission ceased.

“Scorpion?” Austin whispered.

The pirate fighters moved off above him, the space in front of them wavering. The pirates opened their own curve and passed through. They had been here since the first training wave from Tarton’s Junction, so they must be low on fuel. They would return soon to salvage the debris yard just created by the battle. He had a couple hours, maybe less, to find Ryker on Flin Six.

He blinked away sweat burning into his eyes, shifted all his laser power into his forward shields, and eased the throttle forward toward the planet.

He had never landed in atmo before. It ’shouldn’t be much different than landing on Tarton’s Junction. He had studied the concepts of atmo flying in his course work and knew the navigation computer could do some of the work. He keyed for the projected course to enter the atmosphere and the mint-green nav squares filled his HUD.

Ease yourself into the atmosphere, come on, easy.

He passed through the digital squares.

The shields buckled and flashed as he powered through the atmosphere. Okay, ease down. The squares came faster. He gripped the stick with both hands as the light around him turned blood-red. The ship bounced. Sweat dripped down his face and back. He shook the droplets away from his eyes.

The squares passed faster than he could adjust. He risked freeing his right hand from the stick and pulled back on the throttle, but it didn’t matter. His Trident screamed like a bullet into the atmosphere. He missed one square, then two. The navigation computer screeched an alarm. The shields dropped to forty percent, then thirty. He was coming in at too steep an angle.

He leaned over the stick, staring at the squares ‘til his eyes felt like they would bleed out. Maneuvering through square after square, he didn’t even know how far he had come or where he was in the atmosphere. All that mattered was the squares, and he hit them. His mind drifted, and he allowed his body to take over. Nothing else mattered. Nothing. Nothing but the squares, the squares, hit the squares.

And then the squares finished.

The scorching red fire dissipated around the cockpit, replaced by a dirt-colored sky with sandy clouds. He exhaled and sucked in a breath, his lungs burning. His muscles ached and sweat poured down his forehead and onto his cheeks. It felt like a salty shower had gone off in his flight suit. He looked to his left, checked the wings, saw the blackened scorch marks. It wasn’t pretty, but at least he was flying.

Scorpion.

He quickened his descent, the controls sluggish. He knew flying in atmo would be nothing like the vacuum of space, as howling wind smacked against the cockpit.

Remember: a couple of hours, maybe less. Rodon would return, and he wouldn’t be alone.

He thought of his training. When a pilot ejects, an emergency beacon is launched from the pod. If the pilot is conscious, they activate the Whisper beacon for encrypted messages. Austin ran a search for the beacon, picked up nothing. His stomach rolled, his heart raced. Ryker hadn’t punched out; she must have crashed.

The HUD flashed: NEW SIGNAL.

Austin smiled, surveyed the readout of Flin Six. Ryker’s beacon was two thousand MUs to the north. With any luck, she would be there waiting for him.

“Hold on, Scorpion,” he said. “I’m coming.”
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The clouds broke, the land stretching out beneath him. Rolling hills of reddish dirt continued in every direction as sand storms raged on the horizon. Pockets of vegetation peppered the otherwise lifeless ground. Austin lowered the fighter a little, still too far from Ryker’s beacon to begin visually searching for the crash site.

His face, still dripping with sweat, itched underneath the helmet. His flight suit stuck to his skin, his pants clinging to the back of his legs.

The current mission duration was four hours. In that time, they had lost Etti, Rolling, Nubern, Snake, and probably Skylar and Braddock. Bullethead must have bugged out with the other students and led them back to Tarton’s Junction.

Or had they been destroyed…

Oh, God, why did they have to take Skylar? After the Stunner missile had flung him from battle, he wasn’t sure if any of the Star Runners were able to open a curve to escape. Ryker had to be alive down here on the planet’s surface; she had to be.

The nav squares flashed past his HUD as he guided the fighter on a path toward the beacon. Twenty minutes and he’d be there. Scanning the clouds, he half-expected pirate fighters to pounce. But there was nothing, not yet.

Dark clouds loomed in his path. Austin slowed to a crawl, hovering thousands of feet above the planet’s surface. He had never flown the Trident in atmo and was already feeling the difference of the sluggish response. Up ahead, lightning flashed.

The navigation computer showed him eight Legion marks from Ryker’s crash site. The wind jostled the Trident as if to make the decision for him.

Guess I head the rest of the way on foot.

He decreased the altitude, flying the Trident like a helicopter. As he dropped through the layers of dust and mist, he concentrated on the controls, battling the crosswinds to keep the fighter stable.

The cockpit gyrated and rattled. The storm passed his location. He needed to land but the jagged rocks convinced him otherwise.

Changing course, he risked traveling another mark toward Ryker’s location. The wind slapped against the canopy, sheets of rock and sand hissing against the fighter. In less than a minute, his sight distance reduced to zero. He lowered the landing gear and brought the wings up. The engines whined as he fought the fierce winds and tried to land. The altimeter dropped. He pushed the vertical thrusters, hoping to cushion the landing.

Sparks flashed from the controls as the Trident smacked into the ground. His head smashed into the side of his canopy, the crack shooting up the side of his face plate growing larger. He blinked several times, trying to clear his head. Darkness crept into his vision.

Don’t pass out.

After a long minute with his head in his lap, Austin leaned back in the seat, watching the swirl of dirt spin around his cockpit. Try as he might to block it out, a voice in his head kept telling him this was a bad idea, he should have taken the curve.

Even as his thoughts threatened to spin out of control, he knew the truth: Ryker would not die alone. The pirates would return, and she would probably be killed, tortured or forced into slavery. The same fate which had descended upon Josh.

He had to move, now.

Powering down the fighter’s systems, he shifted the Trident into sleep mode and activated the reflecting Shroud. The fighter’s body blended into the surroundings, becoming nearly invisible. He unbuckled his safety harness and looked back at Nubern, who still hunched over his controls. Alive or dead, it was impossible to tell.

Austin lowered the ladders on each canopy. Before opening, he checked his oxygen. Twenty hours of oxygen supply before he would have to resupply at the Trident or go home. He didn’t need twenty hours. Somehow he knew the pirates would return long before then.

Opening the canopy, he stepped out into the cutting wind. The sand slapped against his flight suit. He stepped down the ladder and lost his footing. He grabbed at the closest rung but fell to the dirt in a heap. He stayed on his back, staring up at the swirls of dirt and pebbles, his muscles aching.

So that was my first step on a foreign world, he thought. Impressive.

He slowly stood, ignoring his soreness, and felt heavier as if the world pressed down on him. The gravity must be different. For his first experience on a planet other than Earth, the view left a lot to be desired. Still, he marveled at the fact he stood—or had fallen—on another world for the first time in his life. For the past nine months, his feet had only stepped on the steel deck of Tarton’s Junction. Now, his boots sank into the sandy soil of Flin Six. On all sides of his landing area, rocks protruded out of the porous ground, reaching for the swirling clouds. The wind howled as if angry, releasing a long, slow moan as it shot through the sharp rocks. If this storm continued, he would need all of his instruments to find his way to Ryker and, more importantly, return to his fighter.

From the small storage compartment under the cockpit, he grabbed the survival pack with the first aid kit and extra oxygen for Ryker. He climbed the ladder to check on Nubern. Hesitating, he lingered over his mentor for a moment, his eyes fixated on the torn and battered helmet. He placed his hand on Nubern’s shoulder and pushed him gently back into his seat. To his relief, Nubern’s chest slowly fell and then rose again. He was alive. Even with his helmet on, he’d still managed to suffer a bright red gash running from his left eye to his forehead. Blood trickled down his cheek.

“Captain Nubern? Cap?” Austin asked, leaning close. He tried the intercom again, but Nubern didn’t answer.

Looks like I’ll have to go on this little journey alone.

He should have taken the curve.

He should have left when he had the chance. Now he was going to die on this rock, a billion miles from nowhere.

Don’t do this, he cursed himself. Get moving.

He glanced at the air gauge. Nineteen hours and fifty-eight minutes. Time to move.

He dragged his feet through ankle-deep powdery sand, over unforgiving hills made of more sharp rocks, and through forests of cylindrical rubber-like trees. Of course, plant life probably meant there was water somewhere. At least, he hoped it did. If there was other life on Flin Six, it was doing a good job of hiding.

He checked his tablet, frustrated at the amount of time it was taking to make it a mark toward Ryker. The flight suit felt heavy, like his boots were filled with concrete. It was like walking in slow motion across this foreign world.

After the second hour, the storm had lessened so he could use his binoculars. He scanned the horizon, thought he saw smoke rising from behind the next ridge. He checked his tablet and, sure enough, Ryker was straight ahead.

When he was a child at Lake Lanier, he thought he could jump off the boat and swim to the sandy beach. His father told him it was farther than it looked, but Austin insisted. After being told to wear a life jacket, he tried to swim for the beach. His father had been right – it took forever to swim to the shore. At one point, he thought the lake had hidden currents fighting against his advance.

Finding Ryker felt just like that. The tablet showed her still about five marks to the north of his current position. He had been told during training a mark was about the same as a kilometer on Earth, but it seemed much farther today.

He looked back and saw no sign of his ship, the reflecting Shroud doing its job. Unless the pirates had a way of detecting a Legion fighter through a reflecting Shroud, his Trident and Nubern should be safe. Of course, Rodon had proved to be resourceful.

He pressed on, ignoring his tender feet and leg muscles. When he had closed to under four marks, each step became a laboring effort. He struggled to breathe and hunched over several times, launching into a series of violent coughs. Even when the windstorm subsided, strong gusts occasionally burst against him.

His vision blurred as one hill looked just like the last, each cluster of boulders resembling the ones he’d just passed.

The third hour came and went.

He realized if it took more than ten hours to reach Ryker, there wouldn’t be enough air for both to make it back to his fighter. Perhaps he should have risked flying in the storm a bit longer. Too late now.

Tired of staring at the ground as he labored to place one foot in front of the other, Austin focused on the horizon. A slight incline began, making the journey tougher. The odd tube trees became denser as he came within one mark of the crash site. With his oxygen tanks reading twelve hours, he reached the crest of the hill and rested under a cluster of trees.

Ahead at the bottom of the hill, a crater split the ground. Pieces of trees were scattered around the hole. Austin grabbed the binoculars as he caught his breath. He surveyed the area around the crater. He saw a track leading away, followed it with his binoculars, and found Ryker’s escape pod. It had rolled down the hill before coming to a stop on another patch of trees in the middle of this gorge.

The fighter couldn’t be far from here.

Thunder rumbled. Austin winced. Another storm.

Shadows zipped across his path. He looked up. Three fighters flying wing-to-wing hovered over the gorge. Searchlights sent out beams through the dusty atmosphere. For a moment, his spirits lifted. The fighters looked to have their wings slanted downward like the Trident, but it was a false hope.

The pirate fighters circled the crash site, weapons bristling under flat wings. The hodgepodge of machinery covering the fighter looked as if someone pieced together a series of different model kits. The pirates had found Ryker, and they no doubt resupplied and refueled for the salvage effort.

But they would only want the ship, not the escape pod and the pilot. Wouldn’t they?

Austin pressed against the closest tree, the binoculars at his visor. He watched the pirates descend, one fighter landing near the pod. Two pirates, dressed in black and maroon strips of rough fabric, exited the landed fighter. They held rifles across their chest, their black helmets adorned with random spikes scanning the area as if anticipating an attack. He touched the pistol at his leg, briefly considered sneaking closer to take them out, but decided against it. Two pirate fighters still hovered over the pod. Attacking would be suicide.

The two pirates on the ground waved at the fighters, and the aircraft left the area. Their engines rumbled long after they had left his sight. The pirates on the ground crawled over the pod like ants. He sighed. Ryker must have left the area.

A memory clicked. The first part of survival training directed the fallen pilot to activate the Whisper beacon when able. He keyed his tablet for the Whisper and listened. Nothing but the crackle of empty space. If Ryker could, she would issue a distress message on the encrypted channel. As of yet, there was nothing but silence.

He turned back to his binoculars. Apparently having determined that their prey had fled, one pirate had started to stripping the pod with a welding torch while the other stood with his weapon facing the forest. The torch sent firelight over the edge of the escape pod. Whatever they were trying to cut and take, he couldn’t tell. Instead, he scanned the ground for more tracks. The fact the pirates remaining in the area meant they either hadn’t seen tracks or they didn’t care.

Austin searched the area with his binoculars. The sandy ground looked disturbed on the side of the escape pod’s final resting place. If Ryker were alive, she would be somewhere on the other side of the pod.

He lowered the binoculars and sighed, the wind striking his back. He stared at the sky. The light was fading. Taking a walk through these strange trees while avoiding the cutthroat pirates didn’t sound like a good idea, but he had no other option. He scanned the sides of the ravine. He might be able to make his way around the perimeter, avoid the pirates and check the far side without being caught.

He had an hour and forty minutes of oxygen left before he would have to head back to his fighter.

He must find her before then.

* * *
 

It took the better part of an hour hopping from tree to tree, rock to rock, as he walked to the other side of the ravine. His muscles burned. His lungs ignited like fire with every breath he took. The fatigue took over, his eyelids growing heavier by the step.

When he finally made it to his goal, he glanced back at the escape pod. The pirates had dismantled the entire hull and stood over the parts. One used the torch to cut through the back of the pod while the other pulled apart the metal.

Walking over the crest to remain out of view, Austin checked the Whisper beacon again.

Still nothing.

He glanced at his gauge: thirty-six minutes till he had to head back.

Another rumble, this time closer than before, and Austin knew it wasn’t thunder. Rolling into the dirt, he tucked himself against a tree. The pirates had returned.

Two spacecraft, one larger than a fighter and shaped like a square with tentacles, hovered over the escape pod’s crash site. A metal claw descended from the bulky craft and lowered out of sight. When it raised, the black fingers of the claw grasped pieces of the Legion pod.

Austin watched in awe.

A smaller blocky craft circled the square, lights beaming down.

Voices barked orders from the other side of the hill, but the language did not sound familiar. His translator must not be working.

The sound of electronic feedback filled the air. Austin winced at the screeching in his ears, wanting nothing more than to rip off his helmet and scream. The high-pitched wailing continued.

The noise ceased.

“Now that I have your attention, Rock, I hope that you will listen to me.”

Austin recognized Rodon’s voice.

“We know you followed your comrade to this planet. Very brave. In fact, we would like to offer you the chance to join us.” There was a pause. “Scorpion’s fighter and escape pod have been recovered. Normally we would leave the site and let Scorpion die on this lovely world, but you decided to come down here. That gives us the great opportunity to get a fresh, undamaged Legion Trident fighter for nothing.”

Austin clenched his fist. They’d tracked him. That meant fighters waited for him in orbit. If he tried to lift off and escape, they would swat him down like an annoying insect.

“Here is what I will offer you. Turn yourself in now and you will be spared. We will even welcome Scorpion, should he so desire.”

Austin hesitated, his eyes wide. So they didn’t know Scorpion was a woman? Interesting.

“Turn yourself in Rock. In time, once you have proven yourself, you will be welcomed into our organization with open arms. Elude us and you will die on this worthless rock and I’ll find the fighter anyway. Turn yourself in. Much easier and faster.”

Austin sighed and moved through the trees.

* * *
 

The trees became thicker the farther he walked. The bag with the extra air tank dug into his shoulder. He sat at the base of a particularly thick tree and checked the Whisper. Silent once again. What if Ryker was dead and he was going to die alone on this planet in the middle of nowhere? What would they tell his mother? And why did he go all this way, accomplish what he had, only to end up here, sitting at the base of a stupid tree on a stupid planet, searching for a pilot who might not even be alive? Why did he have to go through this?

Stop it, he cursed at himself. Keep moving.

But the gauge read five minutes. If he didn’t turn back soon, he would run out of air on the return trip.

He looked up into the sky. Rodon’s fighter hovered over him as he repeated the message a dozen times, offering to take in Austin as one of his own. The memory of his last night during the Gauntlet rushed back. The teachers and Nubern were announcing Skylar’s capture, his mother’s fabricated emergency call, and all the other lies. They eventually broke him, and he was captured.

Not this time.

He stood and followed the winding path. Something metal on the ground caught his eye. Brushing the sand away, he uncovered the circular metal cap of a used Legion oxygen container. He exhaled and closed his eyes. Ryker was alive. She came this way, stopping here to open another oxygen supply. She probably brought the container, thinking she had removed all evidence of her stop, and continued.

Austin rushed over the tracks.

His HUD flashed.

Ten hours had passed, leaving him with ten more hours of oxygen to make it back to the fighter and Nubern. He tossed his bag onto the ground. He had failed her, and Ryker would die alone, cold, and hungry.

The bag turned over in the sand, the Tizona sword logo facing the sky.

Wait a minute.

He cocked his head to the right and stared at the bag containing a first aid kit and an extra supply of air. If he could use that air when he ran out, he could search for Ryker for another ten hours before having to head back. But what about his fighter?

Keying his tablet, Austin remotely checked the power on the Trident. The Shroud could keep the fighter hidden for another twenty-four hours.

He didn’t have to head back. He had twenty more hours to search if he drained this current supply and switched to the fresh one when it emptied. Scorpion should have her supply, she would have brought that with her when she left the pod, or at least he hoped.

He slung the bag over his shoulder. He would find her, she just had to hang on a little longer.
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He lost the trail.

One minute it was in front of him, the twists and twirls evident in the sand, but then it disappeared into the ground. The moment boulders appeared, he struggled to find the trail as it led into the rocky hills away from the forest. Now, after eight hours, he couldn’t see anything at all.

The light continued to fade, but night had not come. The wind thumped at his flight suit as he dragged his boots across the rocks. He collapsed on the flat surface, exhausted.

Rolling on his back, he checked the Whisper again. Nothing. The air in his tank would be used up in four hours, leaving one final receptacle. The fighter had more than enough oxygen on board if they could only get there. If Ryker didn’t have her supply, they would both die on the way back to the fighter.

He gazed into the sky. The pirate fighters searched the forest behind him. Three marks from the escape pod’s landing site, an active group of ships clustered in a circle. He slid onto his stomach, grabbed the binoculars, and scanned the horizon.

The pirate craft emerged from a cloud of dust and pieces of Ryker’s Trident lifted from the surface in a dozen claws just like the one used to transport the escape pod. The group ascended into the sky and disappeared into the heavens. The Tyral Pirates had themselves another Legion Trident. Austin sighed as two fighters lingered over the forest.

They were going to search for him. Hopefully, they didn’t already have Ryker. And hopefully, he was going in the right direction. He didn’t have a very good track record when it came to navigating terrain.

He looked around at the surrounding boulders. He scowled as he sat, bringing his knees to his elbows. He switched on the Whisper beacon and listened to the crackling. If he didn’t return to the fighter, Nubern was going to die, too. His captain remained wounded in the trainer seat; he might be dying now. He knew where Nubern was...he had no idea where Ryker had gone.

And that made the decision easy.

I’m sorry, Ryker. I let you down. I couldn’t find you. I’ve failed you.

He thought of the oxygen tank piece in the sand, remembering his excitement in thinking he would soon find her. And then the rocks came, covering all sense of a trail.

It was over.

With his eyes burning, Austin stood. He keyed in the location of his fighter and allowed the tablet to plot his return journey. He made an adjustment to the course, keeping himself under the cover of the trees for as much of the journey as possible, and took a step toward his Trident.

He paused and turned around, staring at the rocky hills possibly holding Ryker’s remains.

He sighed and trudged down the hill toward the forest.

Think of Nubern; he’s counting on you now.

He walked for another hour. He dragged his feet, focusing on placing one foot in front of the other. Going back was much worse than coming through the forest. He tried to keep his spirits up, but stopped at every tree and leaned against it, struggling to stay awake. Fatigue threatened to overtake his consciousness, the gravity of this cursed planet pressing on him.

Darkness fell in from the corners of his eyes, and he tumbled to the ground.

* * *
 

He dreamed of home, of his mother. She cooked him breakfast. It was Christmas, and the red tablecloth held all the treasures of that early morning meal. Sausage and egg casserole emerged steaming from the oven, filling the room with its heavenly aroma and rumbling stomachs for miles around. The fluffy, white biscuits were coming apart like clouds, thick gravy lathering the insides. Beyond the dining room twinkled the tree and the mountains of gifts. The classic Christmas music played softly in the background as his father told stories of the days before, when his love for his mother was still fresh and new like the speckle of powdered snow on the grass.

Austin pried his eyes open. The images came to him blurred, faint. As he focused, he saw the scratch going down his visor and the familiar brown sky, the swirling clouds. The cylindrical black trees surrounded him. How much time had passed?

Pain shot through his body.

He yanked the sensor to his visor. Eleven hours before he would run out of air. He still had time to get to his Trident.

He scanned the skies. More ships coming?

He saw nothing, so he risked leaving the cover of the trees. Still nothing. Standing in one place for several minutes, he strained to hear something other than the wind.

The pirates had left. They must have run out of fuel, or perhaps they gave up. They might be going to refuel and come back. Maybe they’d finished their salvage operation and gave up on finding Austin’s fighter. He froze.

If they found his fighter, he would die here.

But what about Ryker? They must have found her.

He whipped out the Whisper beacon and keyed for it, trying to keep his expectations reasonable.

Silence.

He reached to turn it off when the signal boosted, a slightly higher pitch wailing on the gamma wave. He leaned forward. Please answer, Ryker. Answer.

“...attent...sss...chhhhh...”

Startled, Austin jumped at the sudden noise in his ear piece.

“Attention, this is a downed Legion pilot, serial number three-nine-three-oh-two-two-five-one.” It was Ryker, her voice low and weak. “I have been marooned on Flin Six. If you are receiving, I need assistance ASAP.”

Austin stood, searching his mind for the proper protocol on an encrypted channel. He should have paid more attention to the Whisper beacon instruction, but he never thought he’d have to use it. If he responded incorrectly, the message could be intercepted and transmitted. He keyed in his serial number and traced the signal. The image showed brown land as it zoomed across the hills, zeroing in on a nearby location. It was close, back toward the rocks.

I don’t believe it, he thought as he stared at his path. He checked his oxygen. He had enough time to make the journey and return to the ship, barely. But if Ryker was out of air, there would be no way to...

Don’t think, go.

Mustering all of his remaining strength, he turned toward the rocks. His stomach ached, adding to the growing number of complaints throbbing around his body. He hadn’t eaten since Tarton’s Junction. How many days had it been? Two? His mind washed in a brown haze, brown like the clouds of sand surrounding him as another windstorm kicked up.

After covering the same ground he had walked twice in recent hours, Austin stood at the base of the rocky incline where he had lost Ryker’s position the previous time. He checked his tablet, held it close to the visor so he could see the details. The signal came from his left, parallel to the incline.

He sighed, thankful he didn’t have to climb the rocks again.

The boulders formed a solid wall until he came to a crevice he hadn’t seen before. The crack split and led into the ground. He pulled his sidearm and activated the light at the base of the muzzle. Taking one last look at the sky to verify the pirates had truly left the area, he stepped into the gap.

For the first time since he had landed, the wind ceased howling against his helmet. Water droplets splattered on his visor and ran down the glass. He flashed the light high and low, wondering if he would encounter any of the planet’s wildlife. Once again, nothing but the rocky cave leading down. The sand was disturbed. Not a track exactly, but something had split through the thin layer covering the uneven floor.

The tight crevice opened wide after twenty feet, the top of the rock stretching out into a wider space.

A voice cried out one word.

Austin froze. The pirates had him.

The female voice spoke again, echoing in the cave, splitting the silence. He took one hand off his pistol and raised it.

“I don’t understand,” he said, wondering why his translator wasn’t working as he turned around. “Please.”

He braced himself for the shot, knowing whoever had lured him into the cave would soon fire. But they didn’t.

As he turned in a full circle, he gasped. At the base of the rock near the opening to the cave, dressed in a torn blue flight suit and wearing a battered helmet, sat Ryker, her gun trained on Austin. She exhaled as if she had been holding her breath, a smile visible through the cracked filthy glass of her helmet.

“Good God, are you all right?” He rushed toward her, holstering his gun.

She tapped the side of her helmet, speaking quickly in her own language.

He shook his head. “I don’t understand Lianese.”

She pointed at her helmet and turned her head slightly to the right. Austin saw the translator in her ear, the normal faint red light completely dark.

Their translators were dead.

“Okay, I got it,” he said reaching down. “Let’s get you on your feet.”

He pulled her up, lifting her arm around his neck.

“Steady? Good.”

Austin braced her against the rock wall of the cave. She leaned as if she would collapse without it. He checked the torn flight suit and saw no punctures or blood, but she could be bleeding internally.

The oxygen gauge hanging from her back showed she had three hours remaining. In theory, they could breathe for thirty, maybe forty minutes, with the air already pumped into their suits after the gauge read zero. With the reserve tanks in her satchel, they would make it if they moved now.

“All right, come on,” he said, turning her helmet to face him. “Look at me! I know you’re in pain. I know it’s going to hurt, and I’m sorry, but – look at me! Keep your eyes open! We need to move now. My fighter’s just over that ridge.”

She asked something in her own language again, her eyes softening.

Her body relaxed. She tried to lay down, but he squeezed her hand and pressed his helmet against hers.

“No,” he said, shaking his head slowly. He looked into her eyes. “No.”

She nodded, her eyelids looking heavy.

The wind blasted the air as they exited the cave, slapping sand and small rocks against their flight suits. She leaned hard on his shoulder. At least one of her legs must be broken, he thought as he led her through the rubbery trees. She fell several times, her cries of pain striking him in the gut. He wanted to make it all go away, the discomfort, the wind, but he could only help her along.

Minutes stretched into an hour, and Ryker fell into the powdery ground.

“Austin!” she yelled, collapsing. He turned her onto her back, and she slapped his hands away, muttering in Lianese.

“No!” Austin fought to grab her wrists. “No! I don’t care what you’re saying! Get up!”

He clasped down hard on her hands and, slowly, she stopped fighting him.

“If you’re telling me I shouldn’t have come back, you can lecture me later. I won’t leave you here.” He swallowed and stared down at their gloved hands intertwined.

“I could never leave you,” he said, almost in a whisper.

She closed her eyes, tears breaking through her eyelids and sliding down her cheek.

Austin glanced at his oxygen gauge. “Come on now!”

He yanked on her hands, tossing them over his back, and pushed his shoulder into her torso. With one pull, he hoisted her body over his shoulder. He grunted and yelled when he stood, lifting Ryker into the air.

“We’re going home!”

He took each step carefully, squeezing her leg to let her know it would be okay. She weakly patted his arm, speaking softly. It sounded like a prayer. When he wanted to fall, he used her voice for strength, knowing if he fell, they would both die.

His boots sunk into the sand, and he kicked them out with each step, sending more dirt into the atmosphere. Balancing himself, he pulled out the tablet with his free hand to check his position. He exhaled and smiled. “Almost there, Ryker!” he yelled, even though he knew she couldn’t understand.

She murmured.

His body fought him with each stride. His muscles throbbed, but the hunger in his stomach faded, replaced by a fierce pain like he needed to vomit. Sweat burned into his eyes, his skin crawling under his flight suit.

He pressed forward for hours, carrying Ryker in the open and praying the Tyral Pirates wouldn’t return. When it was time, they switched to their final oxygen tanks and continued.

The rocks ahead flickered. The tablet showed his Shrouded Trident directly in front of him, and he still had eight minutes of oxygen left. Without the pirate fighters hovering overhead, they had made great time on the return trip.

He keyed the tablet for the canopies to open. The glass split in midair, the fighter still covered in the reflecting Shroud. He paused for a moment, staring at the Trident. He had traversed this planet and somehow found Ryker. Now at the end of his journey, he wanted to fall into the dirt. He would have to carry her up the ladder to the trainer canopy and winced at the thought. How was he going to do this with Nubern in the back?

Ryker would have to ride with Nubern in the trainer seat. It would be tight, but it was their only choice.

Each step up the ladder felt like a victory. She encouraged him in her language, the words beautiful even though he didn’t understand. As gently as he could manage, he pulled her body over the edge of the cockpit and settled her down in Nubern’s lap. He plugged her suit into the fighter’s life support.

“Okay, buckle down if you can,” Austin said, breathing heavily. “I’ll get us home.”

He took a deep breath, wondering if he had just told the biggest lie of his life.

He took the first step down the ladder, but Ryker rested her hand on his, gripping hard. She sat forward, pulling his helmet to hers until they touched. She locked her moist, bloodshot eyes to his, her bottom lip trembling. She softly brushed the dust from his visor and pulled him close. Her eyes took in his entire face. She brought his hands to hers, squeezed again as she stared at him.

“Thank you.” She looked at him questioningly, searching for approval in his face. “Thank you?”

His heart froze, his jaw dropping as he stared into her bruised and battered face. Her voice shook, but she was speaking his language. He took her helmet in his hands.

“Yes,” he said, nodding. “Thank you.”

She closed her eyes briefly.

“Thank you,” she said with confidence before squeezing his hands again and whispering, “Thank you.”

He pulled her close, embracing her, holding her tight. “I would do it all again. I would do it all, all of it, again.”

They remained at the edge of the ladder for a long moment before parting.

“Let’s get out of here,” Austin said, the reality of the situation falling hard on his chest. In the coming minutes, he would have to conduct a solo atmospheric takeoff and departure, open a distance curve for home, and if he got that far, land on Tarton’s Junction.

He climbed down as the trainer canopy shut. He reached the bottom and saw Ryker staring at him.

* * *
 

After plugging his suit into the fighter’s life support, he took ten minutes to warm up the Trident, and another ten to finish preflight. Ryker sat in silence behind him as she tried to sit comfortably in a one-person trainer seat with Nubern, a task made more difficult given the man’s tall frame.

As Austin completed preflight, the helmet translator beeped once to show it had activated and was charged enough to function.

“You got me now?” he asked, tapping the front of his helmet.

“I got you,” Ryker said, her voice still weak. He missed her real voice. “Can you handle this? What can I do?”

Austin scanned his controls. “Preflight is done. We are good to go. I’ll probably need your help with the curve if you can, but I have to get us off this rock first. The Shroud is still active, but we are going to have to disengage to conserve power for takeoff.”

“Yes. Hopefully the pirates have gone.”

Austin gazed into the sky, thinking of the Rodon’s minions who had hunted Flin Six for the past day or so. “Yeah.”

Turning back to the controls, he began the engine start-up sequence. The fighter buzzed, then rumbled as the engines came to life. He shifted power to the engines and deactivated the Shroud. The air outside his cockpit wavered, and the scorched wings materialized into view. The fighter would now be visible to anyone searching from orbit. He wished he could keep the Shroud active, but knew the gravity of Flin Six wouldn’t let his fighter leave unless he gave the engines all of the power.

“Okay, hang on back there,” Austin said. His heart pounded as he exhaled, and he closed his eyes. “Here we go. Gonna move fast.”

He eased back on the controls, shifting his thrusters to vertical lift, and pushed more power into the throttle. The fighter shook as it lifted off the ground, and clouds of sand and pebbles lifted with it. The Trident rocked as the wind brushed it to one side. He adjusted, tilted the nose back, and launched into the clear atmosphere, the force pushing him hard back into his seat. Far below, he watched the brown, lifeless ground fall away. In the back of his mind, he hoped he would never have to return to Flin Six.

The tan sky dissipated to a deep blue as the fighter shot into the upper atmosphere. Austin scanned his sensors. Nothing there, yet. The sluggishness of the controls faded away, the swiftness returning to his fighter. He moved the Trident back and forth, checking the maneuvering thrusters. His spirits lifted. It felt great to be back in space.

The blue atmosphere faded to black space, the Trident finally leaving Flin Six behind. The heavy gravity that had pressed down on his chest since arriving eased. He took a deep breath, some of the fatigue washing away from his body.

“All right,” he said with a grin, “let’s start plotting that curve. I should be able to—”

The alert siren wailed, his HUD flashing a crimson red. He cursed, his stomach erupting into his throat. He stared at the sensors. Two Tyral Pirate fighters flew on patrol in front of him, about eight hundred MUs away in high orbit. To his rear, another four fighters locked in tight formation flew in the opposite direction, apparently unaware of his presence.

“Should I use the Shroud?” he asked.

“No,” Ryker said, clearing her throat. “We need to conserve power for the curve. Head for deep space, mark three-oh-five. I’ll take care of the curve; you keep us alive.”

He adjusted course as instructed, distributing power between his engines and rear shields. His fingers trembled over the stick. The pirate fighters in both groups stirred and scrambled into formation, shooting towards his direction.

“Bandits inbound,” he said softly.

“Got it.”

The HUD flashed as the pirates tried to get a lock on his fighter. He rolled, banked, rolled again, making sure the pirates were unable to achieve a lock. Two missiles appeared on his sensors, fired out of frustration by untrained and impatient mercenaries.

“You should have taken my offer, Rock,” Rodon sneered into his ears. “You won’t get out of this alive.”

Austin tightened his grip on the stick. “We’ll see.”

“Ignore him!” Ryker gasped. “Don’t let him get to you. I need forty seconds.”

“We’ll be dead in forty!”

“Just take evasive action.”

Austin seethed at the sensors, the pirates closing in fast. He did the math. Forty seconds was too long. They would be on him in half that time. He had to do something. Without any missiles or torpedoes, there was only one thing to do.

He balanced the shields to cover the fighter equally, shifted the thrusters and fired the engines. The Trident spun end over end and faced back toward the pirates.

“What are you doing?” Scorpion asked

“Focus on the curve,” Austin said, lowering his gaze and thinking of Josh’s present that final Christmas they were on Earth together. “I’ve read Rodon’s book. I’ve got this.”

He targeted the lead pirate fighter, the fastest of the bunch, knowing it had to be Rodon. “You want me, Dax? Come on!”

He buried the throttle, the Trident trainer shooting forward. Laser bolts lit the space as he powered toward the enemy. Two Stunners without a lock shot past him. As they closed on one another, two of the pirate fighters scrambled, breaking formation. He locked his crosshairs on Rodon.

The first bolts sizzled high, missing Austin’s fighter. The next bolts flew low under the belly of the Trident. He braced himself, knowing a pilot like Rodon would adjust his fire.

He did.

The bolts flashed into Austin’s shields like lightning. He shifted the rear shields to the nose as the power drained.

He held his fire, rolling the Trident as he closed in, hoping the shields would hold against the deadly assault. The distance dropped. Two hundred MUs, one hundred, seventy. The other bandits joined in the fire, most of the bolts flying wild. He watched his shields buckling, the light flashing like a strobe.

The distance dropped to fifty MUs and Austin squeezed the trigger, draining all the remaining power from his energy cells. His lasers burst to life, sending waves of energy into space.

Rodon must have thought the Trident trainer didn’t have weapons. The laser bolts smashed into the pirate leader’s cockpit, wings, and tail, sending pieces of the fighter coiling off into space. The enemy shot past him, Rodon’s fighter nearly colliding with theirs.

Austin spun his head around, trying to assess the damage to Rodon’s spacecraft. He checked the targeting computer. Rodon’s main power fluctuated, the shields wavering as his power plant tried to recharge his cells. Austin spun his fighter around, staying right on Rodon’s tail. The other pirates scrambled for position to Austin’s six. He didn’t care.

He transferred what little power remained in his shields into his weapons.

“You just powered down our shields!” Ryker yelled.

“I need the weapons, and you need the curve. Just get us out of here.”

Austin squeezed off two shots, the bolts flying over Rodon at this range. He buried the throttle, but the engines didn’t have much. Two fighters closed in behind him, searching for a missile lock. He launched into evasive action, trying to make himself a hard target while staying on Rodon, who remained on course away from them.

His targeting computer flickered, and Austin risked a glance. Rodon was diverting his power to the curvature drive.

“He’s trying to run!” Austin yelled.

“Let him! I still need twenty seconds!”

He grunted. He thought of Etti, her sweet smile and bouncing red curls. He thought of Rolling, his soft Southern accent a welcome change to the basic sound of the translators on Tarton’s Junction. And then there was Josh, his best friend. All of them gone, killed by Rodon. Something stirred deep inside. He clenched his teeth and keyed for a gamma wave.

“Running so soon?” he asked, taunting Rodon.

There was a pause as Austin’s fighter closed the gap. “Perhaps another time, Rock, another place.”

The HUD flashed, one of the pursing pirates to his rear locking on him. A missile fired, the red square appearing on his sensor. He fired off his countermeasures and rolled the fighter. The action fooled the missile’s computer. It followed the spinning decoy as it shot in the opposite direction, sending out a mock signature of Austin’s computer.

He held his breath, adjusting his course back on Rodon as the space in front of his fighter wavered and the curve materialized.

Austin fired off five quick shots, the energy banks refusing to release any more juice to the lasers. The bolts smashed into Rodon’s fighter, sparks and metal flying off into space. The fighter sizzled, a piece of the wing bending away, but it was too late. The leader of the Tyral Pirates had slipped into the curve and disappeared, the space closing around the fighter and shifting to black.

He fell back into his seat and smacked his thigh with his fist. “I had him!”

The HUD flashed again. With five bandits closing behind him, he didn’t have time to worry about Rodon. He pressed the nose down, sending the Trident into a dive.

“All right!” Ryker yelled, sending static into his ears. “Curve plotted! Ready when you are!”

“Got it!”

The Trident continued downward in a reverse loop. A bandit strayed in front of him, confused by the sudden change of direction. Austin fired off two bolts from his lasers, the second fizzling out and dissipating before reaching the target. The other blasted into the pirate’s engines, ignited a small flame as the craft spun off to the right.

“Nice shot!” she yelled.

Austin grinned, staring off after his victim. The fighter spiraled as the fire in the engine grew. Before he looked away, the fighter came apart in a ball of fire. He squinted at the fading fireball as it fell behind them.

“Open that curve!” she yelled. “Two more bandits coming in behind you.”

Austin pulled back on the yellow lever on his left, the curvature drives whining loudly. The control board faded as the power levels fluctuated, the Trident compensating for the large amount of power heading into the curvature drive.

“Come on, come on,” he said as the space wavered.

The remaining pirates, now adjusted to his sudden downward loop, swarmed, their targeting computers searching for a lock.

“Come on, open!”

The curve indicator blinked from red to yellow on his HUD, each moment dragging, his eyes flashing from the curve reading to the sensors as the pirates closed. The curve was taking too long to open...

The HUD flashed as two bandits locked onto his Trident’s signature.

This was it.

The curve flashed green.

“Go!” Ryker snapped.

Austin launched all he had left into his engines, the Trident shuddering forward as it passed into the curve. The missiles, shooting toward their position, vanished as the Trident passed out of normal space and into the curve. The blackness around him warped into a smear of colors before normalizing.

His head fell back into his seat, his eyes closing. He exhaled, and his shoulders slumped.

He opened his eyes to Tarton’s Junction, just a flash of metal shining in the distance, hanging before the familiar purple and red of the nebula, welcoming him home.
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The tubes beside the bed moved like pistons, liquids surging into the lines. Ryker’s almond skin was battered and bruised, a dozen tiny scratches covering her face, neck, and arms like roads on a map. A purple circle surrounded her right eye. Austin reached down and clasped her hand, but wondered if such an action was appropriate on the station.

To his relief, she squeezed back, a hint of a smile forming at the corner of her mouth. He stared at their hands locked at her side, his knuckles scratched and bruised from the ordeal on Flin Six.

After they’d landed on Tarton’s Junction three hours before, staff had rushed Austin, Ryker, and Nubern to the infirmary. Word spread amongst the crew of the incident, a mix of cheers and solemn nods greeting them as they hurried through the halls on stretchers. Four veteran Tizona pilots saluted and moved to the side of the corridor as his stretcher passed. One leaned over him and winked, whispering, “Good job, Rock.”

Sadness swelled through the ranks as well, the word of the three deaths reaching the officers, crew, and trainees waiting on the hangar deck. Some sobbed openly, falling to the hangar deck and crying out the names of the fallen.

The doctors gave them a thorough examination when they reached the infirmary. Austin’s doctor, a man named Hara, said rest and a good meal would help, but he was fine other than scrapes and bruises. Nubern had a severe concussion and would be kept in the infirmary under observation as his body healed. Ryker, on the other hand, would be leaving Tarton’s Junction for surgery and rehab for her shattered right leg.

“Rock!”

Austin yanked his hand away. Captain Braddock marched into the room like he was on an inspection, a tablet in his hand. His mouth went dry, his guts in knots at the sight of the officer. He swallowed hard when Admiral Gist, clad in the same light blue uniform he wore during orientation, stepped in behind Braddock.

“Trainee, I see you are visiting our Lieutenant Zyan today,” Gist said, stepping up to her side. “How are you feeling?”

Ryker nodded. “I’m fine, sir, good as can be expected.”

Braddock reached down, his expression softening in a rare show of compassion. “You take care of yourself. We need you out there.” He snapped back to attention and faced Austin. “As for you, son, I think we need to have a chat.”

Austin stood in rigid fashion, his arms at his side. “Yes, sir.”

“What you did out there defies explanation,” Braddock said in a deep voice. “Wouldn’t you agree, Admiral?”

Gist stepped forward, extending his hand. “I offer you my congratulations on an exemplary job. You saved the lives of two veteran instructors and officers of the Legion Navy. You had one confirmed kill of a hostile and one probable. Very impressive.” He held out a black case. “You have received a commendation for your performance.”

Austin’s jaw dropped as he looked at both of them, then down at Ryker. He shook the admiral’s hand and took the commendation case. “Sir, thank you. I don’t know what to say. I was just doing my job, sir.”

“That you were,” Gist said with a grin. “And how can we reward such efforts, Captain Braddock?”

Braddock folded his arms across his chest. “I believe, sir, this Star Runner’s training is over. He should be promoted to second lieutenant immediately and granted two weeks leave before receiving his first assignment.”

Gist looked back at Austin, his face filling with pride. “I think that is a great idea,” he said, offering a salute before adding, “Lieutenant.”

Austin returned a crisp salute.

Gist nodded and swiveled on his heel, leaving the room.

Braddock stepped forward and pinned the silver wings on Austin’s chest. “You’ll leave on tomorrow’s freighter for Earth. Your two-week leave will start when you arrive at Atlantis. You’ve certainly earned it.”

Once Braddock left, Austin sat in the chair next to Ryker’s bed, his muscles aching from the ordeal. She stared up at him.

“In shock, Lieutenant?” she asked, a hint of playfulness in her weak voice.

“You bet.”

She sighed and winced. “Can’t believe you pulled that off. Rumors going around you might have destroyed Rodon with those last lucky shots.”

“I doubt it.”

Her eyes shot toward him. “How is Nubern?”

“Bad bump on his head, but he’ll pull through.”

She closed her eyes. “Thank you for coming after me.” She swallowed. “I’m sorry I have been hard on you.”

“Sorry?”

“I reacted poorly after the competition when you ignored my orders. I allowed command to get to me when there was probably no right call to make. That batch of Lobera students was good, real good, and I don’t think it was your fault, even though you defied my orders.”

He smiled. “It won’t happen again.”

She gazed at him. “But it did happen again, and I’m alive because of it.”

“I know.”

“Do you understand why I did it?”

He shook his head.

She reached out, gently took his hand in hers. “I wanted you to be safe. I didn’t want them to get you. I thought if I drew them away, you would have time to escape. You have the chance to be a great Star Runner, even better than you are now. You mean too much to the new generation, and you mean too much to me.”

She blushed and stared down at their hands. “But you came after me anyway, risking a court martial by defying my orders. I don’t know if I could have done the same.”

He caressed her hand. “Don’t think about it. We’re safe now.” He stood, his eyes burning. “I will be here when you get back.”

“I’ll never forget it, Austin.” She smiled softly, blinking as the pain medicine appeared to take over. “Stay a little longer.”

“Okay.” He sat back down and watched her drift to sleep.

In a few hours, she would be on her way back to the Legion world of Oma for her surgery and rehab. He frowned.

Once again, all of the people closest to him would be going their separate ways.

* * *
 

On the floor of the mess hall, the three caskets sat before the line of officers clad in Tizona blue. Nubern, his head wrapped in a blue bandage, stood opposite the officers. His hands were clasped behind his back, the nebula glowing behind him.

“We are here because this is where our friends spent their time, laughing with each of us,” Nubern said. “We know this fate is possible for all of us, yet we fly and fight anyway.”

He stared down at the caskets for a long moment. “It may seem senseless at a time like this, but we must not forget their bravery, their sacrifice for the greater good of the Legion.

“Captain Loco Rolling and Lieutenant Snake Dasha were the true definition of Star Runners,” Nubern said, punctuating each word. “I will miss them, both as comrades and as friends.”

He stepped in front of Etti’s casket, the holographic image of her tiny face hovering above. He paused, his chin touching his chest. Someone choked back tears from down the line. From the corner of his eye, Austin saw Gan weeping.

Nubern’s chin trembled. “I don’t have the ah…”

He swallowed, the muscles in his jaw flexing. He continued, “I don’t have the words for when one so young is taken from us.” He looked up again, his eyes glassy. “We will all remember Etti, her smile lighting up the room and, more importantly, her talent as one of our upcoming Tizona pilots. She will be missed.”

Austin clenched his teeth, fighting back his tightening throat.

“But she will fly with us,” Nubern said, strength returning to his voice. “She’ll be with us when we run the stars, maybe in that ray of starlight flickering across our canopy or in that impossibly beautiful nebula. She’ll be with us as long as we remember her.”

Nubern nodded to the guards. “Attention!”

The Tizona Star Runners snapped into a perfect line. Marine guards, dressed in black, stepped forward, pushing the caskets out of the mess hall. Austin looked down, staring at his reflection in the flawless Tizona blue caskets moving by his feet. Etti’s face stared back at him. He thought of Nicholas Pavlosky bullying her in the mess hall, her eyes looking to Austin for help. But now there was no helping her, nothing he could do. She was gone.

He swallowed hard, trying to force his mind elsewhere. His other friends from the Tizona Academy, Bear and Skylar, had survived. However, he struggled to focus on the positive.

When the caskets left the hall, Nubern dismissed the group and turned to stare out the window. As the trainees mingled quietly with other Tizona pilots, Austin stepped beside Nubern and gazed at the nebula for a long moment. Slowly the rest of the pilots left them alone at the view port.

“Sir? Did Lobera have a similar service for Josh?” Austin asked. “I would have liked to have gone.”

“He’s missing in action, not dead. There won’t be a service since he might still be out there.”

“I see, sir.”

Nubern took a deep breath. “I didn’t get a chance to thank you.”

“You don’t have to, sir,” he said, his voice wavering. “I was doing my job.”

Nubern turned to face him, his eyes red. “How can I repay you, son?”

Austin’s face crumpled, the fatigue and wear of the past two days taking over. He couldn’t hold it at bay anymore, the images of Etti, Rolling, and Josh flashing through his mind. Tears trickled from the corners of his eyes.

Nubern stared at him, his brow lowered. He outstretched his arms. “It’s okay, son. It’s okay.”

Austin buried his face into Nubern’s shoulder, sobbing. “I’m sorry, sir.”

Nubern embraced him tightly, just like Austin’s father used to so many years before. “Nothing to be sorry about. Nothing at all.”

* * *
 

The signal at his pod door beeped. Austin tossed another shirt, one from Earth, into his bag. “Come in!”

The hatch opened, revealing Skylar standing in the hallway. “Am I intruding?”

He blushed. “Hey, Sky. Not at all. Come in, please.”

He continued packing his bag.

“Wow,” she said, glancing around his pod. “You’re really leaving, huh?”

Austin followed her gaze, noticing the bare pod. “Looks that way. I already wrote Mom to tell her I’m coming home. It’s almost October. Strange, huh?”

“Yeah.” She pointed at his shoulder. “You’re a lieutenant now. Wow. Congratulations.”

He heard the sadness in her voice. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. You’ve always been there.” She walked over to his tiny view port and looked at the stars. “I can’t imagine going back to my life without you. It’s just weird.”

Austin zipped up his bag and walked over to her. “I know. As much as we tried not think about it, I guess we knew this would happen, didn’t we? They were going to ship us all to different parts of the galaxy when our training was done.”

She turned to face him. “We never talked about that night. You know, after we—”

He placed his hands on her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. There will be time to talk later.”

She smiled. “Okay. So what’s your plan now?”

“I’m heading home. That’s all they have told me so far.”

“I heard they’re going to give you a choice of your next assignment.”

“That’s news to me. Rumor mill’s probably working overtime again.” He glanced at his watch. “I have to head down, my freighter’s leaving in twenty minutes. Want to walk with me?”

Skylar touched her chin. “I’m never good at goodbyes. Neither is Bear. He wanted me to tell you he’d see you soon.”

He grinned, thinking of his friend. “Tell him the same for me. I don’t think I can imagine the big guy getting soft enough for an emotional goodbye.”

“I know, right?” She looked at her feet. “I’ll see you soon. Keep running.”

He nodded slowly, thinking of all the times they had run on the Tizona Campus. “I’ll call you soon.”

He left his pod. Before he turned the corner, he heard Skylar sniffling.

He swallowed hard and kept walking.

* * *
 

He marched through the corridors of Tarton’s Junction, his bag slung over his shoulder. He weaved through the hectic halls, dodging pilots and crews rushing in different directions. On his first day, the facility had seemed impossible to navigate. Now, he eased through the traffic.

In the hangar, Nubern stood next to the landing ramp at the base of the departing freighter.

Austin shook his hand. “Thank you for everything, sir.”

“The pleasure has been mine, son.” Nubern cocked his head to the right. “You sure we can’t do anything more to repay you for your performance?”

“I didn’t do it for a reward, sir,” Austin said with a smile, gesturing to the silver wings on his chest. “I’m a Star Runner, just doing my job.”

Nubern eyed him. “You know, the Legion is always in need of talented and experienced medical personnel.”

He froze, the gravity of the words hitting him. He thought of Mom at home, alone in that big house with nothing but her thoughts, going to work each day without any friends, without her husband or her son. “Medical personnel?”

Nubern smiled. “Anything is possible. You think about that on your trip home. Why don’t you send me a message once you arrive?”

Austin smiled, thinking of his mother and how she would react to this entire new world. “Thank you for the suggestion, sir. It’s something to think about.”

“Safe travels.”

Austin walked up the ramp, his silver wings glistening on his chest. He turned and gave a slight wave to Nubern before boarding. He was going home for the first time since all of this happened. He took his seat, leaned back and closed his eyes.
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* * *
 

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

"Help me!" His face twisted in pain.

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

"You okay?"

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

Austin blinked and shook his head. "Sorry."

"Bad dream?"

He nodded. "Yes."

"They pass."

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

He smiled.

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

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

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

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

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

"Excuse me?"

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

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

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

He nodded. “You?”

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

"Austin Stone. Atlanta, Georgia."

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

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

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

"Have you been gone long?"

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

"I see," Austin said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Like what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“They killed my friend.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"We made it," Austin breathed.

"Made it where?"

"Past the moon."

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

"Why not?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

"And you saw it?"

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

"He could still be alive."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Oh."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *
 

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

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

He shuddered.

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

But it was different this time.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Yeah."

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

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

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

"It wasn't like that."

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

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

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

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

"Probably not."

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

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

Austin nodded. "It is."

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

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

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

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

“Let’s go,” Ryan said.

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

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

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

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

"No."

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

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

"Not that I know of.”

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

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

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

"Like what?"

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

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

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

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

“Are they always there?” he asked.

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

“Great.”

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

“You know many?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Yes, sir."

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

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

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

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

Austin saluted, but the commander waved it off.

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

"Around Atlanta, sir."

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

"Yes, sir."

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

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

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

"Where was that?"

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

"See any action?"

"Yes."

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

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

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

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

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

"Thank you. I will."

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

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

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

The hatch slid open.

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

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

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

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

"You look like hell," Ryan said.

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

"Did this happen to you the last time?"

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

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

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

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

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

"Sounds good."

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

"Next!"

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

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

"No, I'm on leave."

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

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

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

Austin slipped off the wings and unbuckled his holster.

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

"No. Nothing."

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

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

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

"Thank you," Austin said.

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

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

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

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

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

* * *
 

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

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

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

He took another sip. "Not like this."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I really want to hear more about your tours and what you’ve seen out there.” Austin thought of the limiting stay he’d had on Tarton’s Junction. “I don’t mean this in a bad way, but I feel like I don’t know anything about the universe after talking to you.”

“You don’t.” Ryan smiled and stood. “We’ll talk more soon.”

Austin shook his hand. "Really nice talking with you, Lieu—I mean, man."

"Yeah, being back takes some getting used to, but you'll manage. Bit of advice?"

"Sure."

Ryan looked at him. "I know I’ve already said it, but enjoy every minute you're here. I mean it; this will go by so fast. Soon, all of this will be nothing but a memory, a figment fading with the passage of time. They own you now, Stone. At least for the next five years." He looked up. "Out there will become your normal, your everyday life."

"Thanks, Ryan. I'll try."

He held the handshake a moment before scooping up his bag. He slipped on a baseball hat that might have been red at some point, and weaved through the sidewalk traffic. As Ryan waved to attract a taxi, Austin looked into his coffee and took a deep breath.

Ryan was right; he needed to enjoy the sunshine, relish every moment. The daylight warmed his skin. He would send emails to Ryker, Skylar, and Bear when he got home to let them know he made it. He missed them, all of them, and he felt like his heart existed in both places. He stared into the sky, his mind wandering.

An explosion ripped through the air.

Tables tumbled, crashing into splinters as a shockwave smashed into the sidewalk. Austin fell to the pavement, his cheek slapping the concrete. People screamed and cried. He blinked, his vision blurred. He touched his ear, saw blood on his fingers.

Slowly, he stood in the space formerly occupied by the coffee shop table. Police ran toward a fire raging in the street while the rest of the crowd ran the opposite direction. Austin squinted for a better view.

The inferno engulfed a twisted piece of metal in the shape of a car. The vehicle had no more doors; the paint had melted off the side. Black text bubbled and cracked in the midst of the flames.

The taxi.

Ryan's ride had exploded in the street.

He shook on weak legs as a hard lump twisted deep in his gut. A Legion Star Runner had just died on the streets of San Francisco. His eyes darted around the area, a sickening sense of paranoia engulfing him like a morning fog. Someone on this street had targeted Ryan, and Austin might be next.

He hurried through the chaos for the entrance to Base Prime, hoping safety awaited him. As he made his way through the flow of screaming people, he pushed away the image of Ryan smiling as he walked to the taxi to begin his leave.
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