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Chapter 1 -- Nightfall 

 

A stone is a constant companion.  It never moves, and it’s always willing to listen.  If 

you treat a stone right, it will gladly stick with you for life.  Jayk held one such stone in his 

hand.  It was smooth all over and warm with his body heat, almost feeling alive against his 

skin.  The stone had been a present from his mother, and he’d had it with him for as long as 

he could remember. 

 

There was one condition on the gift:  it must always stay on this planet. 

 

The planet on which Jayk currently resided was classified by the Interplanetary 

Cartographical Association as KL-51, but most of the people who actually lived there 

referred to it as “Dustball.”  As one of the early attempts at human terraforming, its 

ecosystem hadn’t been created quite right, with most of its terrain looking like the Midwest of 

North America on ancient Earth.  The people who visited Dustball usually left, along with the 

people who were born there. 

 

Jayk was no exception to the majority. 

 

He placed the stone on the dining room table, on top of a short note he had 

written.  Jayk’s mother knew that her son was meant for far grander things than what a 

backwater trade hub could offer him, so she had come to an agreement with him.  When he 

felt ready, he would leave.  There would be no long and tearful parting.  He would just leave 

the stone and go. 

 

Plans such as this are far more easily made than carried out. 

 

As Jayk stepped back from the stone on the table, it felt as though his heart were 

being ripped into pieces and those pieces burned alive.  His soul was on fire, but divided 

between his mother and his dreams.  Jayk swallowed. 

 

“Go.” 

 

Turning around, he saw that his mother had come in behind him.  “But—” he began. 

 

“Go.  I love you.  Go.” His mother said once more. 

 

Jayk nodded carefully and headed for the door.  Before he went out completely, he 

stopped and embraced his mother.  “I love you.” He said.  There were no promises to be 

made.  Most likely, he would never see his mother again; it was a large galaxy.  It was time 

for him to leave though, so he continued out the door, down the stairs, and across the street. 

 

He walked through back alleys and sprinted along sidewalks before reaching his 

destination—the planetary launch.  This was where the shuttles landed to ferry people 

between the launch and the space station in orbit.  For obvious reasons, traditional spacecraft 

couldn’t land on planets, so they simply docked with the space stations above each planet. 



 

After buying a ticket from the counter, Jayk found an open seat in the waiting lounge 

and tried to relax.  Excitement was a ball of energy ricocheting inside of his soul.  A measure 

of vague anxiety also crowded his mind.  Those who travel the stars usually pack light, so he 

hadn’t brought anything with him except the clothes on his back.  It was this lack of personal 

belongings that made him feel slightly uneasy, but at the same time, somewhat giddy with 

joy. 

 

He almost jumped when the P.A. system announced his flight. 

 

There had been few times in his short life when Jayk had actually been to the space 

station in orbit.  On those few occasions, it had been for some local work, and he had been 

concentrating mostly on getting the job done correctly.  Everything seemed different now that 

he was on his own, master of his own destiny. 

 

The outfit he wore on this momentous journey was coordinated to fit in with the space 

pilots.  The elite crowd of ship crews usually wore dark colors or black, so Jayk was wearing 

a stone gray t-shirt and some similarly-colored cargo pants.  Unfortunately, as the sun beat 

down through the small window he had been privy to sit next to, the shady colors soaked up 

all of the heat. 

 

No matter…soon I’ll be in space and it won’t matter. 

 

A minute passed before the shuttle’s engines started.  The sound came upon the cabin 

slowly, starting out as a mere whisper before growing to a growling roar.  From there, the 

sound transformed into a scream so high it eventually disappeared.  By then, the shuttle was 

hanging in mid-air, hovering just above the ground and kicking up a large pool of dust. 

 

Jayk stared out the window as the planet shrank beneath him, looking at the houses 

and neighborhoods he had grown up among.  There was a feeling of joy, but also a measure 

of sadness.  I guess that’s what home is.  Dustball is a nasty planet to live on…but it grows on 

you. 

 

Finally, the planet slid out of view as the shuttle turned in a spiral, ever soaring 

upward to its end destination.  The interplanetary launch, or IPL, was a standardized space 

station designed for maximum efficiency.  Every colony was required to have a central 

control tower.  From there, each colony could purchase add-on modules to expand the space 

station as necessary. 

 

Needless to say, Dustball only had the basic component.  A backwater system didn’t 

usually need the extra additions.  However, the major systems would have enormous space 

stations whose populations rivaled that of continents.  Jayk had even heard talk of a project to 

build an artificial “ring” station that would span the circumference of a planet. 

 

After about fifteen minutes, the shuttle finally docked with the station and people 

slowly shuffled out.  Patiently waiting, Jayk studied his fellow passengers.  There were a 

couple tired businessmen who found the whole procedure redundant, and the usual amount of 

families on vacations.  However, there were a few others similar to Jayk—single men and 

women, dressed in a pilot’s garb, probably visiting Dustball for a job.  It was these people 

who Jayk studied and tried to imitate, mimicking their intense yet carefree look. 



 

This will take practice, he thought to himself. 

 

The exhaling flow of people disembarking the shuttle carried him out of the airlock 

and down the docking tube, giving him no time to stop and gawk until the crowd 

dispersed.  Jayk broke free from the mass of people and wandered into the center of the 

floor.  There were shops, businesses, agents and more, all crowding around, trying to get his 

attention. 

 

Ordinarily, the army of salesmen might have distracted Jayk for hours, but about this 

time he remembered his mission.  He hadn’t left home entirely without a plan; he had been 

given contact information for a ship looking to hire an extra crew member.  Jayk recited the 

name in his head - Captain Tanya of the starship Nightfall.  Captain Tanya of the starship 

Nightfall.  Over and over again his mind went.  This captain was his chance to follow his 

dreams and travel the galaxy. 

 

He took a nearby elevator up to a different docking level where he was supposed to 

meet the captain to hash out the terms of his employment.  As the doors opened, the sense of 

disorientation hit again, nearly overwhelming Jayk with the many sights and smells. 

 

The current of the space station pushed and pulled him through the crowd, thrusting 

him through various vendors and shops.  Jayk felt numerous hands slide casually in and out 

of his pockets—the usual space station thieves.  He smirked as they came out empty.  There 

were some advantages to being completely broke. 

 

Speaking of completely broke…it might have been good to find some money before 

gallivanting off to the galaxy, because I could sure use something to eat. 

 

“Jayk.  Come with me.” 

 

Jayk whirled around, surprised that anyone who knew him would be up here.  He saw 

a tall woman dressed in a characteristic black leather jacket and similarly coordinated 

clothes.  She had dark brown hair tied back in a professional looking bun, and looked 

intimidating. 

 

“Uh…” 

 

“Ah.  You’re green.  I recognized you with this.”  The woman pointed to something 

Jayk hadn’t noticed—a small sliver of metal attached to her temple.  It was a cybernetic 

implant, like those pilots use to control their ships with a mere thought.  This one could 

apparently scan and recognize individuals.  Useful for a bounty hunter, he thought. 

 

“Yeah, I’m Jayk.  Are you…” 

 

“Captain Tanya.” 

 

“How did you know I was even looking for you?  I didn’t—” 

 

“I’d be a poor captain if I didn’t know who was looking into working for me.  Suffice 

it to say, you’re hired.” 



 

“And here I was worried about the interview process.”  Jayk managed to get a word 

in, feeling somewhat triumphant. 

 

“Humor.  I like that.  Come on, I’ll show you the ship.” 

 

Jayk obediently followed Tanya through a private airlock (this one was smaller than 

those for shuttles) and stepped onboard her ship. 

 

“This…is Nightfall.  She’s a vorpal-class heavy assault cruiser designed to hit things.  

Hard.”  Captain Tanya said proudly. 

 

With his jaw somewhere near the floor, Jayk gawked at the interior of the ship’s 

bridge, inspecting the various stations and the official-looking attendants manning 

them.  “Wow…”  Jayk whispered. 

 

“And this is where I leave you,”  Tanya said. 

 

Jayk blinked a couple of times, but wasn’t too surprised.  It was rare that a ship 

captain would take any interest in a new crew member, as busy as they were. 

 

“You must be the new guy.”  A guy stepped away from a station to greet Jayk. 

 

“Yup, that’s me.  I’m Jayk.” 

 

“Nice, I’m Hadren.  I’ll be showing you around the ship, including where you’ll be 

staying, and introducing you to your job.”  Hadren was a large man with long blond hair cut 

just above his shoulders and a broken nose.  He lead the way down a ladder, casually sliding 

down at top speed. One thing’s for sure, Jayk mused, if I stay here long enough, I’m going to 

be getting some serious upper body strength. 

 

As they went along, Hadren pointed out the engine room, one of the gunnery 

corridors, and other important rooms.  He finally led Jayk down a ladder that went down into 

the ship’s cargo hold. 

 

It was a large room, and Jayk spied numerous cargo doors and special hallways 

designed to move cargo about within the ship.  Along one wall were eight transparent tubes 

with openings in them.  From their look, Jayk supposed they would suck up cargo and move 

it around the ship. 

 

“Ah, you’re already noticing those,” Hadren said with a gleam in his eye.  He 

motioned Jayk over.  “This is where the majority of your work will be.  These tubes go 

directly to the ship’s guns.  You’ll be in charge of loading them with ammunition, which is 

stored in this cargo bay.” 

 

“This ship only has eight guns?”  Jayk asked, somewhat amazed. 

 

Hadren rolled his eyes.  “Of course not.  Officially, the ship has eight missile 

batteries, ten rocket launchers, and sixteen turrets.  Unofficially, there are a few extra gun 

ports.” 



 

“So…these are…”  Jayk motioned with his hand. 

 

“The eight missile batteries.  We keep different kinds of ammo in this cargo bay for 

different targets.  That computer screen over there goes directly to the gunnery computers, 

where our gunners can request different types of ammo.” 

 

“I see.”  Jayk said, hoping he would be fast enough to load eight missile batteries with 

different types of ammo. 

 

“Furthermore, you’ll have a special headset that can patch you into individual 

gunners.  Sometimes they like to ask their ammo boys for advice.” 

 

“Advice on…?” 

 

“The type of ammo of course!”  Hadren gave him a look.  “You should do some 

reading on space warfare in your spare time.  If you give good advice, you might move up.” 

 

Jayk nodded.  “How am I supposed to…” 

 

“Manage the loading of eight missile batteries and keep up with the battle enough to 

offer good advice?”  Hadren finished for him.  “There’s a buffer between when you load a 

charge and when it’s actually fired.  That means there will always be a certain amount of 

missiles in the battery for the gunner to fire, and when there’s an opening, you load a new 

one.  If you don’t do something horribly wrong, you should be able to keep up pretty easily.” 

 

“Hmmm…”  Jayk mused, hoping Hadren was right. 

 

“I haven’t even showed you the best part yet.”  Hadren said, beckoning to a wall of 

the cargo bay.  “This is your mainscreen.  You can use it to watch the battle in realtime, and 

study whomever we’re fighting.  There’s so much you can see that I probably can’t explain it 

all, so I’ll leave you to learn from experience.” 

 

“Do we fight often?” 

 

“Some.  Enough, at least, to need more people all the time.”  Hadren said.  “When 

you’re not loading ammo for a fight, you’ll be doing the odd job around the ship.  Corgan, the 

mechanic, can usually find something to do for anyone who wants to help him.” 

 

Jayk nodded, feeling a jolt of excitement rush through him once more.  The 

experience seemed surreal, almost as if it were too good to be true. 

 

Suddenly remembering, Hadren added, “You’ll be staying in here,” he said, indicating 

a room not much bigger than a storage locker, set back into the wall.  A bed was positioned 

vertically, standing on one end, and there was a small cabinet next to it.  “The bed uses 

graviton technology to conserve space—you sleep upright, but it feels like you’re horizontal.” 

 

Blinking rapidly, Jayk felt as though he had found the “catch” to the 

scenario.  “I’m…sleeping…in a closet?  And there’s some kind of gravity that will make it 

normal?” 



 

Hadren chuckled at Jayk’s obvious discomfort.  “Trust me, it’s not that bad.  The bed 

should feel perfectly normal, but if you feel yourself sliding in your sleep, you probably need 

to calibrate it a little.  The ship was designed this way, for maximum efficiency, so we can 

conserve space, and be ready at a moment’s notice for action.  You’ll be sleeping here, yes, 

but most of us spend our free time in the R&R room a few decks up.” 

 

Jayk nodded, but paused for a moment, as if on the verge of saying something. 

 

“Something you want to say, kid?”  Hadren asked. 

 

“Nothing really.  Just that…I’m excited about working here.” 

 

Hadren grinned.  “Kid, you’re going to fit in here just fine.” 

 
Chapter 2 – Battle 

 

When the first blast struck, Jayk was climbing somewhere between levels seven and 

eight on his way to the “mythical” room of R&R.  He nearly lost his grip on the ladder as the 

ship jolted under fire.  I figured we would go into battle soon, but I didn’t think it’d 

be this soon. He thought as he slid down the ladder at top speed. 

 

Jayk hit the ground with a thud but didn’t stop running.  He still had to make his way 

down the gunnery corridor and down another access ladder to reach his cargo bay.  I’m lucky 

the missile batteries have that reserve to fire from, he mused as he flew by the gunnery 

rooms.  He almost made it to his post. 

 

Another explosion wracked the ship, this one far closer than the others.  Jayk was 

thrown against a bulkhead, which knocked the air out of his lungs.  A black fog lurked at the 

edge of his vision, threatening to claim his consciousness to the oblivion.  No! his mind 

snapped.  The darkness retreated as Jayk tried to pull himself together.  There was something 

imbedded in his shoulder, but he felt an overriding purpose calling him, beckoning him. 

 

I’m supposed to be doing something, he thought uneasily.  But what is it? 

 

A noise cut through the pain and confusion, bringing him further out of his daze.  It 

was a voice, a female voice.  Someone he’d heard before. 

 

Tanya!  Jayk recognized suddenly. 

 

“…need that charge firing NOW.” Tanya’s voice blasted through the speakers. 

 

Beniz, the missile gunner for the room opposite Jayk, was lying dead on the floor with 

various burn marks and some shrapnel in him.  The enemy ammunition had managed to 

puncture the ship’s armor just enough to kill him.  Jayk looked at the gunnery window—or 

the location where it would have been—and breathed a silent thanks to the inventor of 

forcefield technology.  The field wouldn’t hold up against fire, but it sealed the environment 

enough so that air couldn’t escape. 

 



Jayk shuffled over to the gunner’s station and pressed the intercom button.  “Beniz is 

dead,” he managed to blurt out. 

 

There was a pause on the other end. 

 

“Jayk, I need you to take over that station.” 

 

“Me!?  But—”  Jayk began to protest. 

 

“Beniz was in charge of firing a special charge known as an antiserellian field 

generator.  It attaches to an enemy vessel and slows its radial velocity down enough so that 

our turrets can lock on. Without it, we’re pretty much sitting ducks.” 

 

Heart pounding now, Jayk nodded and said, “ok, what do I press?” 

 

“Is your battery locked on?” Tanya asked. 

 

There was a blinking light on the console screen, which clearly said “target 

locked.”  Jayk answered, “Yes…I think.” 

 

“Good.  Then just hit the circular button underneath that target locked label.” 

 

“Got it.”  Jayk replied, hitting the button decisively.  It was only after this, that he 

noticed that there were multiple circular buttons underneath the target locked label. 

 

“…and to the left of the symbol that looks vaguely like a spiral.”  Tanya finished. 

 

“uh oh…”  Jayk muttered to himself, noticing that he had pushed the wrong button. 

 

It was too late.  Through the force field, Jayk could see a torpedo spiraling out from 

the missile battery beneath the gunnery station, soaring into oblivion—away from the 

attacking ship.  As Jayk watched it disappear into the distance, he watched the lives of 

everyone onboard the Nightfall sail away.  

 

Tanya’s voice called him back to the moment through the speakers.  “Jayk!  What did 

you—”  There was a muffled exchange on the other end.  “Jayk, that wasn’t the AFG.  You 

fired a different missile.” 

 

Jayk did a double-take.  So I haven’t completely doomed us all, he thought.  As he 

was in the middle of soaking in the relief, something else happened.  Jayk’s jaw dropped. 

 

At first, it was a small flower of orange, blooming in the distance.  As the flower grew 

larger and larger, Jayk realized that it wasn’t in the distance.  A few hundred meters out, a 

small explosion happened.  In that same space, bluish streaks of lightning traced the outline 

of a ship.  It wasn’t long before the cloaking device on the vessel completely failed and 

revealed the hidden ship. 

 

“Jayk…”  Tanya began. 

 



Having studied the console in front of him a little more, Jayk said, “I accidentally 

fired a guided EMP missile just underneath that cloaked ship.  It passed close enough that the 

onboard tracking system locked on and turned around to hit it.” 

 

“Even if it was an accident, you’re still a hero.  Look.”  Tanya replied.  A window 

opened on Jayk’s control panel, showing him an overview of the battle.  The ship that had 

attacked them first was fleeing, and the previously cloaked ship was dead in the water. 

 

“I…I….”  Jayk was struck speechless. 

 

Footsteps sounded behind him, and Jayk instinctively turned around.  It was Hadren, 

and he had a huge grin on his face.  “Kid, that was the shot of a lifetime,” he began, but then 

noticed the chunk of metal stuck in Jayk’s shoulder.  “You…might want get something for 

that.” 

 

“Yeah,”  Jayk said as he suddenly noticed the pain once more.  His consciousness 

drifted away and this time he didn’t stop it. 

 

~~~ 

 

It might have been a week, possibly even a month.  Jayk’s eyes opened, and he found 

himself suspended in an opaque, orange gel, which was contained within a small egg-like 

case.  It was warm, but not uncomfortable.  He felt as though he were wrapped in several 

blankets during a cold winter—snug.  The gel completely stilled his body, and Jayk decided 

that this was probably the most restful state he had ever been in.  There was also a distinct 

tingling sensation from the gel that seemed to soak into his body and cleanse it. 

 

“First time in the gel?” a voice asked. 

 

Jayk turned and saw a doctor sitting at a desk slightly behind him. 

 

“I’m Mikal, by the way.  That was a bit of a nasty wound you had coming in here, but 

I fixed it up pretty good.  Do you want to keep the scar?” 

 

There was a half-second pause as Jayk processed the information.  Spending enough 

time unconscious slows the brain down.  “Uh…the scar?  Um…yeah,”  Jayk said, glancing 

down at his shoulder. 

 

“I figured. Most spacers do.”  Mikal replied with a smile.  “Are you ready to get out 

of the suspension gel?” 

 

“I…think so.”  Jayk replied, feeling himself tense up slightly. 

 

Seeing Jayk’s nervousness, Mikal said, “Don’t worry.  Just relax.  If you do this 

enough, it’ll be as natural as getting out of bed.”  Mikal pressed a few buttons on the console 

near Jayk, and the orange gel slowly drained from the container, leaving Jayk resting on a 

sheet of metal.   

“The gel!”  Jayk exclaimed, noting that not a trace of it was left on him. 

 



“Yeah, that’s one of the nice things about it.  It doesn’t stick to anything but itself, so 

you can put some on you and not have to worry about your clothes or anything.  I did have to 

remove your shirt to tend your wound though,”  Mikal said as he handed Jayk his shirt and 

jacket back. 

 

Jayk slowly stepped out of the egg and tested his balance.  Surprisingly, he didn’t feel 

stiff at all, but rather regenerated, as if he were in peak physical condition.  “The gel does 

more than hold you in place, doesn’t it?” he asked Mikal. 

 

“So you noticed.  It regenerates your cells some, but it also keeps your muscles 

exercised.  Some rich people who can afford the better quality gel sleep in the stuff every 

night and it makes them thin.  This batch doesn’t have that effect, but it keeps you from 

getting too thick while you rest up.” 

 

Nodding, Jayk stretched a little.  Then a thought occurred to him, and he began, 

“So…how do I go about—” 

 

Mikal cut him off.  “Free of charge.  I don’t charge for medical services for people 

who live on the ship, much less people who save all of our lives.” 

 

Jayk grinned.  “Thanks.” 

 

“You should probably head up to the bridge.  I hear…well…I won’t spoil it for 

you.”  Mikal said mysteriously. 

 

Raising his eyebrows, Jayk thanked Mikal again and set out to find the nearest ladder 

leading to the bridge. 

 

~~~ 

 

Jayk was nearing the deck where the bridge was when an arm appeared out of 

nowhere and yanked him off the ladder.  Nearly yelling in surprise, Jayk stumbled onto the 

half-floor between decks.  “Hadren?!” 

 

“Relax kid.  There’s just something you should know before you walk in there 

blind.”  Hadren said coolly. 

 

“Like what?  Tanya just wants to thank me for saving the ship, right?” 

 

“You’re new here, so maybe you don’t know.  Whenever we defeat a ship in space, 

there’s always some kind of reward.  Something to salvage, usually leftover cargo from the 

enemy ship.  But this isn’t any fight.  We—you—captured that stealth ship and completely 

disabled it.” 

 

“And that doesn’t happen often?”  Jayk asked. 

 

“That happens about once in a million years, kid.  The EMP charge you shot wouldn’t 

normally disable a ship.  It might fry the electronics for a minute or two at most, but it would 

never pack that much of a punch.  Something about cloaking devices and the way they work 

amplified the EMP charge so that it completely disabled the ship.” 



 

“So what does that mean?” 

 

“It means that there’s a functional ship sitting just outside with only minor repairs 

needed.” 

 

Jayk rolled his eyes.  “And?” 

 

“You don’t get it, do you?  When we divide up the loot, you’ll get an extra 

share.  You ask for the ship instead of a share of the money.  Otherwise, they’ll sell the ship 

and you’ll never see it again.” 

 

Stunned, Jayk said tentatively, “My…my own ship?  You mean—I can ask for it?” 

 

Hadren nodded.  “That’s not all either.  There’s a clause in your contract that frees 

you, under these circumstances—where you’re awarded a ship for a pivotal role in battle.  So, 

if you pick the ship, you aren’t bound to stay here or anything.  Of course, it’s good form to 

fly alongside your old ship for a while, do a few joint missions and such.” 

 

Pausing for a moment, Jayk came to an inevitable conclusion.  “Why are you telling 

me this?  Do you…want something from me?” 

 

Grimly shaking his head, Hadren said, “Kid, I don’t want anything from you.  This is 

the right thing to do.  That’s all.  The dream of everyone in space is to be captain of their own 

ship, and I’d hate to see this opportunity pass you by.  This sort of thing doesn’t happen 

often.  In fact, I’ve only heard of it happening once before…  Ships are bought.  Not 

captured.  And certainly not given to a cargo manager.” 

 

“And you think Tanya wouldn’t tell me?”  Jayk asked, eyes narrowed. 

 

“I’m here because of Tanya.  She wanted me to tell you.  But you must understand, no 

one else must know.  If we sell the ship, that means more cash for everyone else.  You can 

understand how some people might be a little upset if Tanya told you to take the ship for 

yourself.  So Tanya’s going to act surprised up there for the crew’s benefit, just so you 

know.” 

 

“Is it always like this?” 

 

Hadren grinned.  “This is ship politics.  You get used to it eventually.”  He smiled and 

gazed into space.  “Up here, you have to run a tight ship or you fall apart.  You need to work 

as a single, unified body if you want to survive long.  Sometimes that means you can’t be 

nice to everyone that comes along, but we try our best.” 

 

Jayk nodded.  “Thanks Hadren.” 

 

~~~ 

 

With Hadren’s advice burning at the forefront of his mind, Jayk pushed the button to 

open the doors to the bridge.  When he stepped in, there was a moment of silence.  And then, 



a clap.  Everyone gave themselves to a hearty round of applause in Jayk’s honor, with 

Captain Tanya standing at the forefront. 

 

He found himself blushing slightly as the crew expressed their heartfelt 

appreciation.  The applause was only silenced with a gesture from Captain Tanya.  She spoke 

in an authoritative tone.  “In case anyone on this ship hasn’t heard—and I doubt that—this is 

Jayk, who pretty much saved all of our lives with a wild missile shot.” 

 

This of course, launched the crew into another round of applause, which Tanya had to 

quell before she continued.  “As such, we’re giving him an extra share of the loot from the 

cargo hold of the captured ship, plus an extra share of whatever we get from selling the ship.” 

 

Now’s my chance.  Jayk spoke up.  “I’d like to forfeit my share in the cargo and claim 

the ship itself as my share.” 

 

There was a deep silence in the room, as if a chasm had opened between Jayk and the 

rest of the crew.  He could almost feel the flare of hot tempers singeing his skin.  And then, 

he glanced at a few of the older crewmen, who were subtly nodding in approval.  There were 

certainly some young officers jealous of Jayk’s good fortune, but the majority of people were 

simply impressed by his wisdom.  Tanya responded tactfully stiff and cold compared to a 

minute ago.  “Of…course.  Come to my office and we’ll finish the transaction.” 

 

Jayk followed Tanya to her office, and as soon as the doors shut behind them, the 

tension cooled off.  She turned around, with something of a half-smile on her face.  “I’m glad 

you managed to talk to Hadren.” 

 

“Yeah, he caught me half a floor down.” 

 

Tanya smiled warmly.  “I wanted you to have this chance.  It doesn’t come by often.” 

 

“Hadren said he had only heard of it happening once before.” 

 

“That’s because it happened to me.  But it’s a story for another time.  Hold on a 

second while I transfer the ship to you.” 

 

Standing in somewhat awed reverence, Jayk glanced around the ship.  He had never 

thought that it might have at one time, been captured by Tanya. 

 

“There!”  Tanya said with finality.  “The ship is yours.  It’s in working order, though 

the cloaking device needs repairs.  It’ll get you where you want to go, in any case.  You 

should find a mechanic to take a look at it though.” 

 

Jayk nodded, but was still somewhat dazed about having his own ship.  “Can I…” he 

began. 

 

“Of course.  In fact…I’ll come with you.”  Tanya said knowingly. 

 

~~~ 

 



It is an electrifying feeling, Jayk noted, that occurs when you step onto your starship 

for the first time.  Or perhaps every time.  As soon as he stepped onto the ship, he felt 

connected to it.  It was to be his home, his fortress, and his way of life. 

 

“Now all I need,” he whispered to himself, “is a crew.” 

 
Chapter 3 – Promise 

 

“Is that it?” 

 

Jayk glanced at his friend’s admiring expression and grinned.  “Yep.  That’s 

her.  She’s a phantom-class military grade stealth cruiser.  I named her the Angel.”  The two 

of them sat beside one another in a shuttle taking them up to the interplanetary launch.  The 

shuttle’s approach vector had given both of them an excellent view of Jayk’s new ship. 

 

“I can’t believe I’m going to be working on that mean machine.” 

 

Rolling his eyes, Jayk replied, “Ryo, I think you’re in love with my ship.” 

 

“Sure.  And then some,” Ryo said with a smile. 

 

Jayk led the way out of the airlock and through the space station above Bagor, the 

planet where Ryo had been living for the past few years.  Originally, Ryo and Jayk had lived 

on Dustball together until the former left for work.  Their reunion was comical to say the 

least, as Ryo had dyed his hair purple since the last time they had seen one another.  As they 

stepped onto the Angel, he smirked as his friend nearly started doing a jig from sheer delight. 

 

Ryo had been the last addition to his crew, most of whom Jayk had hired with 

Tanya’s assistance.  There were usually plenty of people willing to work for credits, and the 

captain of the Nightfall had walked him through the process of background checks and using 

the digital contract system most captains used to hire in bulk. 

 

He was just about to show Ryo the engine room when he felt an incoming call.  Jayk 

jumped a little, as he was still not used to having a cybernetic implant.  He had gotten one 

under the advice of Tanya, who felt they were indispensable.  Briefly touching the streak of 

metal underneath his left eye, he motioned to Ryo.  “You go on ahead and check it out.  I’ve 

got to take this.” 

 

Nodding, Ryo departed to check out the Angel’s inner workings.  Jayk answered the 

incoming call, knowing that it was Tanya.  “Hey, we’ll be at the rendezvous in about fifteen 

minutes give or take.  I just brought my mechanic on board.” 

 

There was a silence on the other end, and then some static.  Finally, a voice picked 

up.  “Jayk!  Can you hear me?”  Something else was in the background, distorting Tanya’s 

voice so that he could barely make it out. 

 

“Yes!  What’s going on?  I hear—” 

 

“We’re under attack.  That ship that tried to get us yesterday is back—with about five 

other frigates.” 



 

Five frigates!  Jayk’s thoughts raced.  He burst onto the bridge and ordered, “Get us to 

the rendezvous point at maximum speed.  Put the engine into overdrive if you have to, we’ll 

fix it later.”  As an afterthought he added, “We’ll be coming into a battle, so all stations 

should be prepared for a fight.” 

 

A look passed among the crew.  Some of them didn’t like the prospect of heading into 

a fight with such an inexperienced captain.  None of them challenged his authority though, 

instead merely preparing for what would be a difficult battle.  Jayk noticed none of this, and 

moved into his office to continue his call with Tanya. 

 

“Jayk, are you still there?!”  Tanya’s voice sounded strained.  This made Jayk 

nervous, as he had never known her to be anxious about anything. 

 

“I’m still here.  We’re on our way at top speed.” 

 

“You won’t make it.” 

 

He paused for a second, before replying.  “Yes we will.  We’re overcharging the 

engines.” 

 

“You don’t understand.  The Nightfall’s shields are down and the armor is hanging on 

by thread and duct tape.  In a minute or two, it’s only going to be a couple of bulkheads 

between us and them.”  She let this sink in for a moment, and then continued, “Jayk, I need 

you to promise me something.” 

 

“I promise I’ll get there in time,” he replied through his teeth while checking the 

speed of the Angel. 

 

“Then promise me something more.  You’ve heard of Vedari, right?” 

 

Jayk rolled his eyes.  “Who hasn’t heard of Vedari?  They’re one of the biggest 

nations in the universe.” 

 

“Yeah, well, the Nightfall is a privateer ship in their fleet—or would have been.  We 

were on our way to join.  I need you to take my place.” 

 

“You mean you want me to join the navy?!”  Jayk’s voice was incredulous. 

 

“Jayk, Vedari is my home.  I promised myself for a long time I would join the war, 

but fate caught up with me before that happened.  I can’t die without knowing someone will 

take my place.” 

 

“In case you hadn’t noticed, I don’t exactly know how to fight!  I didn’t even know 

how to load ammunition until Hadren taught me.” 

 

This time, Tanya screamed, her voice desperate.  “Promise me!” she cried. 

 

“I promise!” Jayk shouted back. 

 



Somewhat calmer now, Tanya said, “Jayk, you’d be surprised how many people want 

to help you.  If you show up and say Tanya sent you, someone there will help you.  And 

Hadren will be there too.  That’s why you need to come and gather the escape pods before 

these guys get a chance to destroy them.  For now, I’m holding their fire.” 

 

“Tanya…”  Jayk’s voice trailed off. 

 

“You have to be tough, Jayk.  Don’t let anyone control you.  You’re completely 

green, but you can be a great captain if you work for it.” 

 

“How?”   His voice was weak, frustrated at being separated from Tanya, yearning to 

cross the boundaries of space and time through sheer will. 

 

“Choose to be.  Believe you’re invincible.  You have to be unapproachable, 

unassailable, unconquerable, and more.  You have to know everything all the time.  It’s not 

an easy life, but I believe you have what it takes.” 

 

A silence came over the comm channel and Jayk heard explosions in Tanya’s 

background.  He heard footsteps and realized she was running around the bridge of the 

Nightfall, singlehandedly fighting off the attackers. 

 

“We’re going to make it,” Jayk whispered, knowing that he was wrong. 

 

“Jayk!  I-I…I’m going to die!  I never—” 

 

The connection cut off, and suddenly, Tanya was replaced with an empty void.  Her 

voice would never be heard again, Jayk realized.  Stepping out of the office in somewhat of a 

daze, he addressed the crew.  “Our first priority is to grab all of the escape pods.  I want us to 

warp our way out of here after that.” 

 

Bursting out of warp, the Angel soared deftly in between the remaining three ships 

still intact.  Like a graceful warrior she flew, moving in and out of the ships.  The enemy 

gang didn’t have a chance to target the phantom-class cruiser as it swooped in. 

 

“I’ve located the escape pods.  Plotting an approach vector to intercept now.”  The 

navigation officer spoke in a grim tone.  The attackers meant to destroy the Nightfall’s escape 

pods—an act most spacers resented.  Everyone on the ship became more focused because of 

it. 

 

With deadly precision, the Angel used her tractor beam to move escape pods into her 

cargo bay.  They had managed to scoop up their first bunch when a shot hit the Angel’s 

armor. 

 

Rage boiled inside of Jayk quicker than he could have imagined.  “All gunners target 

that frigate and fire back!”  His voice was a vengeful roar. 

 

A steady beat pounded out by the blasts from the Angel’s gunners filled the bridge 

like a song of fury, lashing back at their attackers.  In the meantime, the Angel completed her 

mid-space acrobatics, having fully recovered all of the intact escape pods. 

 



One of the pilots spoke up, “Sir, should we—” 

 

“Continue orbiting that frigate at maximum range.  We’re going to avenge the 

Nightfall.”  Jayk ordered with steel in his voice. 

 

Already weakened from its fight with the Nightfall, the frigate was destroyed easily 

by the Angel’s fresh guns.  Just as the gunners moved to target the next ship, there was an 

incoming alert from the computer.  “They’re running, Captain!” 

 

This seemed to calm Jayk.  “Let them go and warp us out of here.  Find a spot on the 

edge of the system and keep us cloaked.  I’m going down to see the survivors.” 

 

~~~ 

 

The Angel’s main cargo bay was full of escape pods rather haphazardly piled in via 

the tractor beam.  Making their way out, the crew of the Nightfall looked grief-stricken and 

dazed, but physically unharmed.  Various officers were guiding the process, grouping people 

according to station to make sure everyone had survived the battle.  One of the leaders was 

Hadren. 

 

Jayk rushed over to greet his friend.  “I’m glad you made it out safe.  I was with 

Tanya when…”  He motioned with his hand and stared at the ground uncomfortably. 

 

“We all owe you our lives, Jayk.  You don’t have to feel ashamed about 

anything.  Tanya gave her life to defend us, and that was an honorable thing.”  Hadren gave 

his friend a hard look. 

 

“I promised her I would join the Vedari navy.” 

 

Hadren raised his eyebrows.  “This won’t be easy on your crew.  They’re newly 

hired.  Even experienced crewmembers wouldn’t like the prospect of becoming soldiers.” 

 

“I know.  But it’s what she wanted.” 

 

Not pausing for a moment, Hadren said, “You can be sure we’ll stand with you.” 

 

Jayk grinned.  “Thanks.” 

 

~~~ 

 

A day passed before Jayk found time to make an announcement to his crew.  Most of 

his time was occupied in dealing with the logistics of adding an extra crew to the ship, and 

checking to make sure no one was injured.  Furthermore, he had the Angel return to the 

Bagor space station for repairs. 

 

After gathering the entire crew in the Angel’s main cargo bay, he stepped on a cargo 

container to make his announcement.  “As most of you know, the captain of the starship 

Nightfall died in yesterday’s battle, sacrificing herself for her crew.  Moments before her 

death, she contacted me.  Her dying wish was that I would take her place in the Vedari navy, 

and I promised her I would.” 



 

Murmurs swept out across the room. 

 

“I’m not going to make this complicated or try to sugarcoat it in any way.  You can 

leave out that door right now if you want.  No one has to stay.  But if you do stay, you will be 

effectively joining a war between the two most powerful forces in the galaxy.  So right now, 

you can walk out of this cargo bay with your credit chip in hand.  Or—you can stay to avenge 

the death of a noble captain and fight for a cause.” 

 

Jayk paused, letting people think about his decision.  Then, as if by mutual consent, 

all of his newly-hired crew walked out of the cargo bay door and onto the station.  The 

remaining crew of the Nightfall stood in silence, waiting for Jayk to continue.  As the people 

piled out of his ship, he noticed two standing as pillars in the midst of the exiting crowd.  One 

was Ryo, recognizable by his brilliant purple hair.  The other was a newcomer. 

 

“What’s your name, kid?”  Jayk asked. 

 

“They call me Nuts.” 

 

“You get that for brains or food choice?” 

 

Nuts didn’t answer but merely glared at Jayk. 

 

Chuckling, Jayk asked, “And what do you want to be on this ship?” 

 

“Chief gunnery officer,” he replied. 

 

“I’ll tell you what—you show me you can do the job better than anyone else, and I’ll 

promote you.” 

 

Grinning, Nuts said, “If you really work that way I’ll be chief in a month.” 

 

“I look forward to it.”  Jayk smiled. 

 

~~~ 

 

Everyone on board the Angel stood in silence around a coffin, recently purchased at 

the Bagor space station.  Unable to recover Tanya’s body, the crew had pooled their money 

together for this substitution.  This ceremony would be the funeral for her, as well as the 

others who died in the battle.  As captain of the ship, Jayk was one of the people obligated to 

speak.  Slowly, he walked up to the coffin and paused for a moment, composing his words. 

 

“Tanya Estriden made me into who I am into space.  I was alone and inexperienced, 

and she took my hand and showed me the wonders of space.  She gave me a home when I 

had none, and gave me a family when I had left mine behind.  Her dying wish was that I take 

her place in the Vedari navy.  With you as my witness, I swear to uphold this wish and fight 

for the cause she could not.” 

 

After Jayk concluded, he sat in silence for the rest of the funeral.  Numerous 

crewmates came to pay their respects and say a few words, but it was a blur to Jayk.  He felt 



as though his support in the universe had slipped out from underneath him.  In the midst of 

this brooding, the words of Tanya came back to him.  You have to be unapproachable, 

unassailable, unconquerable, and more.  

 

How?  His thoughts held a tone of despair.  How can I be strong when you’re gone? 

 

Choose to be. 

 

Jayk nodded to himself.  Tanya’s last words contained wisdom.  I can be 

strong.  Tanya may be gone, but there are still plenty of others around me.  

 

Hadren nudged him, bringing him out of his daze.  It was time to launch Tanya’s 

“body”, as was custom with most funerals in space.  He stood up, and in coordination with 

Hadren and several other crew members from the Nightfall, lifted the coffin up.  Together, 

they moved it over to the cargo ejection system, which functioned like a small airlock for 

cargo.  Loading it in, Jayk took a nod from Hadren as his cue and pushed the airlock button. 

 

On the viewscreen, everyone watched as Tanya’s coffin soared through the stars. 

 
Chapter 4 – Vedari 

 

Things are going well, Jayk mused.  He tried to relax in his captain’s chair, leaning 

back comfortably.  There was a prick on the back of his neck, like something he had 

forgotten to do.  No matter how much he tried to reassure himself, the nagging sensation 

stayed. 

 

As Jayk pondered this phenomenon, he gazed introspectively out the Angel’s main 

viewport.  In the distance, he could see a miniscule outline of something, possibly a space 

probe.  The outline grew larger, and with no small amount of horror, Jayk realized that there 

were several objects. 

 

“Sir,” one of the officers spoke up rapidly. 

 

It was too late; a fleet of Vedari warships dropped out of warp directly in front of the 

Angel, each one locking their guns onto the covert operations cruiser.  Various fighters 

swarmed around Jayk’s ship, orbiting it and just waiting for the slightest provocation to fire. 

 

Things were going too well, Jayk thought.   

 

“There’s a ship requesting communications with us, sir.”  The same officer spoke up 

again, glancing at Jayk and trying to hide a smirk. 

 

There’s something I’m still missing. 

 

The pin dropped. 

 

Gack!  Jayk nearly yelled, but managed to keep his composure.  I’m flying in a 

captured enemy vessel!  They think I’m really an enemy covert ops ship! 

 



“Put them on the screen,” Jayk spoke with as much dignity and confidence as he 

could muster. 

 

The screen flickered to life with an old man in the center of the camera.  He had 

whitish-grey hair, cut short in a military style.  “For a covert ops agent, you’re not very good 

at being sneaky.” 

 

Some of the poise withered inside of Jayk, but he responded in earnest, “I’m not a 

covert ops agent.  This is a captured vessel and I’ve come to join the Vedari navy.” 

 

The screen went black for a moment and before the audio was cut, Jayk thought he 

could hear laughter.  A long minute passed before the communication came back.  “You’re 

either a really stupid agent or a really bold one with that tale.” 

 

“I’m neither.  Do you know Tanya Estriden?” 

 

Immediately, the man’s face became serious.  “What do you know of Tanya?” 

 

“I served under her command before she died.  Her dying wish was that I join the 

Vedari navy to take her place.  This ship is one that I disabled and captured while serving 

with her.  You can check any of this information, along with our personal histories and 

identities.  I grant you full access to my ship’s database, which contains crew files, and other 

official data.” 

 

Seeing Jayk’s seriousness, the Vedari officer raised an eyebrow, but nodded 

approvingly.  “Let us see if what you have said is true.  We will contact you in an hour.” 

 

 

~~~ 

 

The hour seemed like an eternity to Jayk, who felt humiliated for not remembering 

that he was traveling in an enemy ship.  Hadren managed to comfort him a little saying, “It’s 

not like you could have played that any differently.  You’re flying in an enemy ship, and any 

attempt to conceal yourself or do anything other than go right up to the Vedari front door and 

knock would be considered suspicious.”  

 

Eventually, the Vedari officer called back.  “We have reviewed your personnel 

history, along with the communication with Tanya in her dying moments.  We furthermore 

believe you to be telling the truth.  One last thing though:  are you really serious about joining 

our military?” 

 

“I take my word seriously sir.  I intend to honor the promise I made to Tanya.” 

 

This seemed to please the Vedari officer greatly.  “Welcome aboard then.  Given 

your…individual qualities, I think it’s safe to say we will make great use of your service.” 

 

“I’m glad I’ll be useful.”  Jayk replied. 

 



A flicker of a smile crossed the officer’s face, and he said, “Warp to the coordinates 

I’m sending you.  You’ll need to go through training before we send you to the field.  One of 

our frigates will escort you there.” 

 

~~~ 

 

As the Angel warped to the coordinates, Jayk sat uncomfortably in his captain’s chair.  

He wanted to go talk to someone—anyone, but he also got the feeling that the captain of a 

starship shouldn’t go talk to old friends in the engine room.   

 

“You know, you don’t have to be the captain all of the time,” Hadren said beside him, 

nearly startling Jayk.  As Jayk’s first officer, Hadren had his own chair on the bridge, set up 

on a slightly elevated overlook behind Jayk’s seat.  Instead of shouting his observation 

however, Hadren had casually walked down to whisper the advice into Jayk’s ear. 

 

A flicker of surprise and appreciation passed across Jayk’s face.  Am I that easy to 

read?  Nodding to Hadren, he stood up and walked off the bridge, feeling very self-conscious 

of himself.  I hope this is one of those things that will become normal over time, he thought. 

 

The events of the day swam in and out of his head as Jayk walked through the 

numerous corridors of the Angel.  A twisting maze of metal passageways worked their way 

through the ship.  Arranged similar to the Nightfall, with vertical bunks and living spaces 

near to workstations, it was a common sight to see off-duty crewmembers lying in bed with 

the doors open to keep them cool.   

 

As Jayk walked, he decided he liked the informal feel of the ship—including the lack 

of privacy.  That thought will probably come back to bite me, but I think it keeps us closer 

together. 

 

Eventually, he made his way down to the engine room, determined to see Ryo before 

another calamity demanded his attention.  As he neared the doorway, sounds of chaos 

reached his ears.  Is Ryo actually yelling?  Jayk couldn’t remember the last time his usually 

calm and lighthearted friend had gotten angry. 

 

“We are not rigging my engine with that piece of junkyard scrap metal!” 

 

“Oi!  I designed this myself!  I’ll have you know that the Nightfall ran for years just 

fine with one of these boosting ‘er speed.” 

 

“I don’t care if Yen Mixi flew in the Chidi Split with that parasite on his fighter!  

We’re not using it.” 

 

Jayk grinned and walked in the engine room.  When the crew of the Nightfall had 

boarded his ship, he had wondered whether or not Ryo and Corgan would get along.  The fact 

that they were at odds was an even greater stroke of luck.  Jayk had long ago learned that 

when two engineers compete, some of the greatest developments since warp drive have the 

potential to be created.  “What seems to be the problem, gentlemen?” 

 

The two mechanics turned to look at him, each seeing a possible trump card. 

 



 “Jayk ol’ buddy ol’ pal!  You’ve got to stop this madman from mutilating my—

er…your engine!”  Ryo smiled, feeling sure that his friendship would win the day. 

 

“With your permission sir, I would like to modify the Angel’s engine to make ‘er run 

faster.  You’ll want to get the most out of your ship, I expect.”  Corgan also fought to hold 

back a smirk.  If there was anything starship captains couldn’t resist, it was the prospect of 

going faster. 

 

Pondering both options a moment, Jayk finally said, “I wanted you both to be co-

mechanics so that you would play off of each other’s strengths to improve my ship.  I’m open 

to the possibility of modifying the engine, but I’m also sympathetic to Ryo.  So tell me, old 

friend, is there anything you think could use improving around here?” 

 

“Ha!  That’s easy!  The nav computer you have here is ancient.  We could use a lot of 

new software actually, including some tracking programs.” 

 

“What?  Change the computers?  Why’d you ever do that?  It works, don’t it?”  

Corgan eyed Ryo as if he had a third nostril.   

 

“That sounds like a fair deal to me.  I grant both of you permission to make these 

changes—after we finish going through whatever training is in store for us.  I have a feeling 

that once we have a few missions under our belt, it’ll be easier to explain to my commanding 

officer why I’ve got a non-regulation rig running my engine.  Speaking of which…”  Jayk 

glanced at a nearby panel and noted that they were within close proximity of the coordinates 

given to them.  “I’ll see the two of you later.” 

 

~~~ 

 

Following the procedure given to him by the military escort, Jayk directed his crew to 

dock at a discrete space station orbiting a nearby asteroid.  As per his instructions, he made 

an announcement to the crew before he disembarked onto the station. 

 

“Attention crew.  As you know, we’re here for some military training.  I will be 

departing onto the station to learn…martial captaining.  A Vedari officer will be temporarily 

assuming my place aboard the Angel to teach you…martial crewing.  Please respect him or 

her as you would me.  That is all.” 

 

There were several snickers about the bridge at Jayk’s choice of words, and he 

grinned.  Apparently, becoming a captain had not totally drained him of his sense of humor.  

He strolled out of the airlock with a positive attitude. 

 

A single man with ebony skin and buzz-cut brown hair was waiting for him, and Jayk 

immediately noticed the difference in atmosphere.  There was no hint of amusement or joy on 

the man’s face.  Ah, this is where the part where the military sergeant is gruff with me so we 

can become great friends later on. 

 

“Not gruff,” the man said while shaking Jayk’s hand, “merely serious.  I heard you 

flew straight into Vedari space in that Duun ship.” 

 

“Yeah…I…didn’t really think about it until your guys warped on top of me.” 



 

“Not ‘your guys.’  They’re ‘our guys’ now, if you’re serious about wanting to learn.” 

 

“I’m completely serious.  Why do people keep asking me that?”  Jayk walked with the 

officer down the station airlock. 

 

“Because it’s so odd for an outsider to take part in this war.  Your promises must 

really mean something to you.” 

 

“They do.  I intend to uphold my vow to Tanya.” 

 

“My name is Cindrake.  I’ll be your handler.” 

 

“Handler?  I thought this was just training.  Is this normal for people who want to join 

the military?” 

 

“Not everyone who wants to join flies a fully functional covert ops ship, a Duun ship 

no less.” 

 

“You want me to be a spy?  I-I’m horrible lying.  Ask anyone—I’m an open book to 

read.” 

 

Cindrake didn’t respond immediately, instead leading Jayk through a set of sliding 

doors.  He entered a large room with a massive window looking out into space and a large 

holographic display in the center of the room.  Projected above the holo display was what 

Jayk assumed to be the galaxy—billions of points of light, some colored differently than 

others, and most moving.  It was a map, and each point represented a celestial object.  “What 

we want you to do is this.  Dots of light.  We want you to tell us where the Duun have ships, 

and when they move.  You sit in your cloaked ship and maybe follow a person around for a 

few days, reporting back to us in perfect safety.  You give us that information so that we 

know exactly where the enemy is and you’ve given us a huge advantage.” 

 

Jayk said nothing, but stared at the spectacle, gazing at the floating lights.  “I guess… 

I guess I can do that.” 

 

“Good, but I wasn’t finished.”  Cindrake smiled.  “It’s possible that in time, you could 

be of some benefit to us in a more substantial capacity, given the design of your ship.  Lying 

is something that can be taught, Jayk.  To put it another way, the light is just the tip of the 

iceberg.  You have great potential, but I don’t want you to lose sight of the reality of what 

you can do now.  That’s the first rule of being a covert ops agent.  Focus on what you can do, 

not what you can’t do.” 

 

Nodding, Jayk said, “I like that rule.” 

 

“Most people do.  Most people think they don’t have what it takes.” 

 

“Do they?” 

 

“Usually.  The question is: do they have the will to use what they have to become 

something more than they are?  Do you?” 



 

“I hope.” 

 

“That’s good enough for now.  It’s time for me to teach you what you need to survive 

out there in the field.” 

 

~~~ 

 

“Normally we teach new recruits practical things about warfare:  how to operate in 

fleets, respond to commands given from officers higher up, and things like that.  You’re 

going to need a much more specific skill set.  This includes certain knowledge of the political 

situation between the Vedari State and the Duun Coalition.  Tell me everything you know 

about that.” 

 

Jayk paused for a moment.  “Um…the Vedari are at war against the Duun?” 

 

Cindrake frowned with an icy stare.  “When I ask you a question, you will answer it 

in a sure voice.  If you think you know the answer, then respond like you do.  Now, tell me 

what you know about the political situation between the Vedari State and the Duun 

Coalition.” 

 

“The Vedari State is at war with the Duun Coalition.”  Jayk spoke in a firm voice. 

 

“Good.  Accurate, but not very informed.  But you’re an outsider, so let me give you a 

bit of a history lesson.  Originally, the Vedari State was a part of the Duun Coalition.  Then 

we wanted to do things a bit differently than the Coalition wanted, so we left.  They didn’t 

like that, and demanded we return.” 

 

“So you’re fighting over differing political ideals?” 

 

“It started that way, but not many people care about them anymore.  Most of the 

Vedari population fights for independence for independence’s sake.” 

 

“As in ‘freedom fighters.’” 

 

“Correct.  People like to think of themselves as noble rebels fighting against an 

oppressive enemy.  Now for the Duun side of the war.  The Duun think of themselves just as 

highly as we do—they think they’re the ‘good guys.’  In their minds, we’re a rebellious state 

trying to cause chaos in the galaxy, and they’re universal policemen.” 

 

“So everybody thinks they’re in the right.” 

 

“Pretty much, but you must understand—nobody here is in the right.  We’re all 

helping to spread destruction and anarchy through the galaxy.” 

 

“But I thought we were fighting for the independence of Vedari!” 

 

“We are.  But that doesn’t make war any less of a galaxy-wide mess of pain and 

suffering.  We fight because we have to.  You need to understand this concept before heading 

into battle.” 



 

Jayk pondered this information, slowly taking it in.  It was a long step from joining a 

navy for a dying friend to fighting for a cause thousands—maybe millions—had already died 

for.  It made it more serious, something beyond a personal issue.  In that moment, the war 

became something greater for Jayk.  It became something that he could truly risk his life for: 

the freedom of an entire nation. 

 
Chapter 5 – Avalon 

 

“Ok, so how bad is it?”  Jayk raised an eyebrow in curiosity. 

 

“They would pound us into a pulp.”  Nuts stood in front of his captain filled with the 

cockiness that came with his recent promotion to chief gunner.  The boy had dedicated his 

time to becoming the best gunner possible, and his effort had paid off. 

 

“Look, we’ve been trailing this cruiser for two weeks.  An order finally comes in from 

Cindrake and he wants us to blow it up, so that’s what we’re gonna do.” 

 

“Sir, you don’t understand.  We may match the enemy in firepower, but their armor is 

at least six times thicker than ours.  If we get into a fight with them, even with the element of 

surprise on our side, they can outlast us and blow us into oblivion.” 

 

“So we come up with a cunning plan,” Jayk countered. 

 

“It better be a good one, sir.  I can tell you this:  it will take our gunners at least five 

minutes to crack that ship’s armor.” 

 

“Thank you, Nuts.  You’re dismissed.” 

 

Nuts walked out of Jayk’s office with a mixed expression on his face, something 

between fear and amusement—the twitch of a grim smile. 

 

Meanwhile, Jayk turned to Hadren, who had been sitting next to him during the 

gunner’s briefing.  “Any ideas?”  Jayk asked him. 

 

“None besides strangling Cindrake for not giving us backup.  This is a suicide 

mission, and he knows it.”  Hadren stroked the makings of a short beard he had decided to 

grow. 

 

“What if we went in and out of cloak, splattering the enemy with fire in short 

durations?” 

 

“It takes too long to go in and out of cloak.  We’d need to speed up the process, but 

that will undoubtedly take power away from shields and weapons.” 

 

Jayk sat in silence for a moment, running various schemes through his head.  In the 

midst of this pondering, the doors to his office opened and a crewman stepped inside.  “Sir, 

there’s another ship entering the system.” 

 

Standing, Jayk followed the crewman out to the bridge.  “What are its specs?” 



 

“It’s a wasp class freighter, a small ship designed for transport.  This one looks 

heavily modified though, with a railgun bolted to the roof.  Scans show its cargo hold is full.” 

 

“Looks like a simple trader.  Let’s—” Jayk was interrupted as the small transport 

began broadcasting a signal.  He sat in his captain’s chair and listened as the Angel’s 

communications officer tapped into the transmission, a pre-recorded message spoken by a 

woman. 

 

“Hi there!  My name is Avalon and I’m captain of the Nightingale.  We’re currently 

passing through and if you might by any chance possibly need absolutely anything, we’re 

here to help.  You see, we’re a trading ship with a full stock, so if you need fuel, engine parts, 

extra armor, provisions—did I mention we have a few cases of Zewi steaks?—star charts, or 

anything else you can think of, we probably have it.  So yeah, just respond to this frequency 

if you’re interested.” 

 

Jayk glanced up at Hadren with a twinkle in his eye.  “What’s the Duun cruiser 

doing?” 

 

“Nothing unusual.  It’s still on its original course.” 

 

“Good.  Do we still think it’s heading to that binary star system a few lightyears 

away?” 

 

“According to the latest comm chatter, it’s going to be docking at an outpost there.” 

 

“I want us to stop following it and intercept that freighter.” 

 

The navigation officer confirmed the new course heading and Jayk felt the ship’s 

inertia change.  Hadren moved from his post to stand next to Jayk.  “I take it you have that 

cunning plan we were talking about?” 

 

“Hopefully.”  Jayk grinned. 

 

~~~ 

 

The Angel quickly caught up with the Nightingale, matching her speed easily.  Once 

they were close, Jayk instructed his crew to decloak the Angel.  We should be getting some 

sort of communication now, he thought. 

 

As if on cue, Jayk heard Avalon’s voice over the speakers.  “Hey!  What’s the big 

idea?  You trying to scare us half to death or something?” 

 

“Not at all.  In fact, I’ve got a business proposal.” 

 

“Sorry, I don’t trust warships that decloak in my face.” 

 

Jayk rolled his eyes and pushed a few buttons on a nearby control panel, initiating a 

credit transfer to the Nightingale.  It wasn’t an enormous amount of money, but enough to 

attract the interest of an enterprising trader.  “How about now?” 



 

“Ok, you just bought my attention.”  Avalon’s voice changed to an obviously 

placating tone.  “How might we serve you today?” 

 

“It’ll be better if we meet face to face.  My request isn’t simple.” 

 

“On my ship then.  As a rule I don’t go aboard customers’ ships.” 

 

“Of course.  I will see you in a moment.”  Jayk nodded to his comm officer, who cut 

off the transmission.  He stood and started to leave the bridge, when Hadren objected. 

 

“You shouldn’t go over there alone, sir.” 

 

“I shouldn’t, but I will.  We’re going to need these people to like us if my plan will 

work, and the more of us there are, the more intimidated they’ll be.” 

 

“So the mission is resting on your infallible charms?”  Hadren smiled. 

 

“Exactly.  We can’t fail.”  Jayk quipped as the bridge doors slid shut behind him. 

 

~~~ 

 

As he walked through the universal airlock common to all ships, he smiled at the rust-

colored tint covering the Nightingale’s side.  Avalon’s ship reminded Jayk of Dustball—

where nothing was new and everything had the marks of prolonged use. 

 

He knocked lightly on the door to the Nightingale and waited for the other side of the 

airlock to open.  Within a minute, Jayk heard the hiss of a hydraulic system being activated 

and the metal barrier slid upwards.  The woman on the other side, Avalon, had charcoal black 

hair and a soft smile.  Her right arm was decorated with a dragon tattoo of minute detail, with 

every scale outlined in a majestic ebony hue.  She wore a black hoodie that looked ragged 

and marked from years of being worn.  “Welcome aboard the Nightingale, Captain.”  She 

spoke in high, lilting tones. 

 

“You can call me Jayk.” 

 

“Ah, so you’re not one of the pompous idiots who enjoy titles.  You can call me 

Avalon or Av or whatever.”  She led the way into the belly of her ship and Jayk had to duck 

several times unexpectedly; he was used to the rather spacious corridors of the 

Angel.  Avalon broke the silence once more, saying, “Why do I get the feeling that I’m not 

going to like your business proposal?” 

 

“Because you have good senses.  You won’t like what I have to say, but the payoff is 

good enough.  I’ve got access to certain funds.” 

 

Avalon moved through her ship, leading Jayk up to the bridge—a small and cramped 

cockpit.  Along the way, he passed several crewmembers who smirked or sneered at him.  He 

got the feeling that this ship didn’t have a high opinion of military officers.  “So shoot,” 

Avalon said once they reached the bridge.  “What’s the job?” 

 



“I need to blow up a Duun battleship.” 

 

“In case you hadn’t noticed, this isn’t a military ship.  We’re barely equipped to 

defend against pirates.” 

 

“We’re going to blow it up smart-like.  I want you to dock with the ship under the 

pretense of trading and slip explosives in the supplies.” 

 

Avalon whistled.  “There’s more flaws in that plan than stars in the ‘verse.  First off, 

they’d detect the explosives a mile away.  Everyone does rudimentary cargo scans that pick 

up any dangerous artifacts.” 

 

“So we smuggle ourselves onboard and assemble the explosives after we pass the 

scans.” 

 

“And go down with the ship?  No thanks, I plan to live forever.” 

 

“Then we get out in escape pods.” 

 

“You’ve got guts; that’s for sure.  Now this is the part where you tell me why I should 

risk my neck.”  Avalon leaned against a bulkhead and twirled her hair. 

 

“I’ll pay six million credits, plus expenses.”  Jayk played his trump card and grinned. 

 

Avalon stood straighter with a twinkle in her eye.  “Six million?  You’re my new best 

friend.  I’ve got two conditions though.  I want half up front and I want you to come with 

me.” 

 

“You’re going?  Why not send—” 

 

“One of my crew?  You can’t trust this sortof thing to them.  I know my crew enough 

to know they’re not going to see this the way I do.” 

 

Jayk smiled and gazed into Avalon’s eyes.  He couldn’t decide whether they were a 

deep shade of brown or actually black.  “What do you see in this mission?” 

 

“Adventure.  This is what I dreamed of when I left home for space.  This is the stuff 

that I live for.  Not the credits—well yes, partially the credits—but the chance to do 

something insane and walk away with a huge payout.” 

 

Stunned for a moment, Jayk replied, “I feel the exact same way.” 

 

Avalon smirked.  “Then I guess you’ll have no second thoughts about joining me.” 

 

~~~ 

 

A few hours later, Jayk stood on the bridge of the Nightingale once more, this time 

wearing the more discreet clothes of a trader, borrowed from Hadren’s wardrobe.  He ran his 

hands over the brown leather coat he was wearing, silently remarking on its incredible 



softness.  Jayk was also wearing a holster and gun given to him by Hadren.  Dustball had 

been a rough place to grow up in, so Jayk was no stranger to firearms. 

 

After he had come aboard the Nightingale, the Angel had undocked and 

cloaked.  Hadren would follow Avalon’s ship at a distance to observe the mission in case 

anything went wrong.  Jayk’s first officer had initially rejected strongly to his involvement in 

the mission, but when Jayk made it clear that he wasn’t going to back down, Hadren 

submitted. 

 

“So,” Avalon said to break the silence as they warped to catch up with the Duun 

cruiser.  “Have you figured out what you’re going to say to get them to trade with us?” 

 

“Still working on it,” Jayk mumbled.  “They didn’t seem very interested earlier when 

you came into the system and announced you were open to trade.” 

 

“Well, you better improvise because they’re trying to contact us.”  Avalon pushed a 

button and a few speakers stationed around the cockpit blared to life. 

 

“Attention wasp-class vessel,” an official sounding voice said, “You are attempting to 

pursue us.  What are your intentions?  Respond or we will disable your ship.” 

 

“This is first officer Kyaj of the starship…Troll—a Duun covert ops ship; I am 

temporarily in command of this trade ship.  I have important cargo that needs to reach the 

station in the binary star system you are heading to.  Unfortunately, my captain’s urgent 

mission prevented us from delivering it in person, so I was charged with commandeering this 

trade ship to deliver the cargo to you, so that you could then deliver it to the station.”  Jayk 

tried to sound as official as possible. 

 

Avalon looked at him with raised eyebrows and mouthed the word “troll.”  It was all 

he could do to keep from laughing. 

 

The Duun officer responded with skepticism.  “Your captain couldn’t make a delivery 

to a station, so he gave it to a trader to give to me to deliver it?” 

 

“He charged me with watching over the cargo, ensuring that it would be completely 

safe.  You must deliver it to the station because the trader obviously lacks the security 

clearance to dock.” 

 

Jayk heard the Duun officer mutter something about “impetuous covops captains” 

before responding.  “Fine,” he said, losing some of his formality, “You may dock with us.” 

 

The comm channel cut off and Jayk and Avalon let out a whoop of joy. 

 

~~~ 

 

There was a slight knock on the top of Jayk’s crate.  He exhaled in the darkness.  It 

was finally time to leave the wooden prison that had been his home for the past 

hour.  Avalon’s crew had delivered a pile of cargo onto the Duun battleship—cargo that 

included him, Avalon, and several dismantled explosives. 

 



Above him, the top of the crate moved and Jayk heard a voice whisper, “Rise and 

shine.  Time to blow stuff up!” 

 

Grinning, Jayk got out of the wooden container.  He handed Avalon a few 

components and they assembled the explosives in the darkened cargo bay.  As Jayk worked, 

he found it difficult to keep from making conversation with Avalon.  He felt an overpowering 

desire to know more about her. 

 

Finally, the work was done; between them, they held four explosives that could 

destroy the ship from the inside—given adequate placement.  “We’ll put one in here and 

spread the others out along the way to the escape pods.”  Jayk spoke in a whisper. 

 

“Sounds like a plan to me.”  Avalon placed one of her explosives back inside her crate 

and closed the lid. 

 

Leading the way out of the cargo bay, Jayk moved stealthily down the corridors of the 

Duun ship.  Things were going smoothly until he rounded a corner and ran into a 

crewman.  He thought fast.  “Whoa man, I’m like, so sorry dude.” 

 

The Duun officer was a little disoriented, but responded dismissively.  “No problem.” 

 

Avalon was right behind him and burst out giggling.  “Kyaj you need to watch where 

you’re going.” 

 

“Yeah—sorry again man,” Jayk said as the officer continued on his journey. 

Once the man was out of earshot, both Jayk and Avalon snickered.  “We should 

probably run now,” Jayk said. 

 

“Unless you think the entire Duun military is that stupid.”  Avalon replied with a 

cocky grin. 

 

“I wouldn’t bet our lives on it.”  Together, they sprinted through the ship, slowly 

making their way towards the escape pods.  Along the way, they managed to plant two of the 

remaining three explosives in hiding places they came across. 

 

“Where does the last one go?”  Avalon asked once they were in sight of the escape 

pods. 

 

“Just under the bridge.  That’ll be close by, just up that access ladder.”  Jayk quickly 

scrambled up to the half-level just beneath the bridge and set up the last bomb.  He was about 

to descend when the bridge doors opened and the captain climbed down. 

 

Jayk saluted the Duun captain, who squinted at him.  “Do I know you?” 

 

“Yes sir.  I sat at your table in the mess hall today.”  Jayk fidgeted, hoping the captain 

couldn’t see the explosives behind him. 

 

Nodding absent-mindedly, the captain continued on his journey when he paused for a 

moment, thinking back.  Suddenly, there was a sparkle of recognition in the man’s eyes.  Just 

as he was about to exclaim, Jayk punched him in the face, causing him to plummet 



downwards in a scream of agony.  Avalon’s eyes locked with Jayk’s.  “You know, I think 

we’re in trouble now!” he shouted. 

 
Chapter 6 – Passion 

 

Jayk dove off the ladder, drawing his gun in mid-air.  He hit the metallic floor with a 

grunt and rolled, coming up in a crouched position.  Avalon had already drawn her gun—a 

sawed-off shotgun—and was blasting away at someone down the hallway.  He glanced over 

his shoulder, checking to make sure no one was behind him.  Satisfied with the lack of 

soldiers, he helped Avalon dispatch the wave of Duun officers. 

 

“Now would be a good time for that daring escape,” she said through clenched teeth. 

 

“After you,” Jayk replied, jabbing a button on the wall behind him.  Sliding doors 

leading into a small escape pod opened.  Avalon ducked inside with Jayk right behind 

her.  Familiar with standard escape pod configurations, Avalon shut the doors and hit the 

launch button.  

 

“Detonate the charges now or they’re gonna blow us out of the air!” she said quickly 

as the escape pod blasted away from the Duun cruiser. 

 

“Already done,” Jayk said.  He had triggered the explosives the second he was in the 

escape pod.  Together, they watched through the escape pod’s viewport as the cruiser’s hull 

rippled and shook from the explosions; pockets of fire escaped into space, burning up the 

small amounts of oxygen released.  Finally, the ruptures reached the core reactor and the 

cruiser was vaporized, sending out a massive shockwave.  

 

Jayk and Avalon barely had time to grab onto a few handholds before the wave struck 

the escape pod, propelling them through space at perilous speeds, spinning end over 

end.  Jayk heard the pod groan under the stress.  Something snapped on the outside of the 

pod, and an alarm started to blare on the inside.  In the midst of the chaos, Avalon managed 

to move over to the pilot’s seat, studying the console. 

 

“We’ve got maneuvering thrusters, but that’s about it.  We lost the main burner in the 

wave, along with the communications antenna.  I’m going to try to correct our spin.” 

 

Jayk didn’t respond, merely trying not to get thrown around the cabin.  Within a few 

presses of a button, Avalon had stopped the spin, though their forward velocity was still very 

high.  After their rotational motion was corrected, the alarm automatically stopped.  “There’s 

not much more we can do until the Angel picks us up.  As it is, I’m afraid to touch the 

controls much—I have a feeling that this pod will pop under any amount of pressure. 

 

They sat inside the small pod breathlessly, as if waiting for another disaster to 

strike.  The calm was unsettling. 

 

Finally, it was Avalon who spoke.  “Why don’t you just kiss me already?” 

 

Blood rushed from his face and Jayk felt as though he had been knocked over by an 

asteroid.  He spluttered, “What?” 

 



“Please.  I know you like me; I can see it in your eyes.  You’ve been staring at me 

like—that—ever since we met.” 

 

Jayk tried to respond, but Avalon had already grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him 

close to her.  He felt the softness of her lips on his and it felt as though something inside of 

his soul had been set free. 

 

The universe slipped away as they kissed, for the only thing that mattered to either of 

them was each other. 

 

Jayk felt desperation release as he kissed her like he had never kissed anyone 

before.  Somewhere in the back of his head, there had been a built-up anxiety surrounding 

Avalon.  The way she stirred his heart, he felt as though she was his entire life. 

 

~~~ 

 

Eventually, Avalon pulled away from Jayk.  They rested together on the floor of the 

small escape pod, lying together while looking at the stars through the viewport above 

them.  Jayk subconsciously hoped that the Angel would take a while to find them. 

 

“Av…why did you…I mean, you didn’t have to say anything—” Jayk began. 

 

“Why did I ask you to kiss me?” 

 

“Yeah” 

 

A crooked smile flashed across her face and Avalon said, “It must have seemed fast to 

you—you’re new to space, right?” 

 

Jayk vaguely wondered how she knew that, but simply said, “Yes.” 

 

“If you live long enough out here—if you travel enough, you start to think about what 

matters.  In my line of work, I may visit a place once never to return.  Or I might return in 

days.  Nothing is certain, especially when it comes to people.  You learn to make 

relationships fast or let people slip to the wind.  I don’t have the time other people do to play 

games for years, hinting vaguely at the truth.  I guess I must seem…forward to you.”  

 

“I like it.  Your direct style—it makes life simpler.” 

 

“Maybe,” Avalon sat in silent contemplation for a moment.  “Or maybe it just makes 

it that much harder to say goodbye.” 

 

“Who says we have to say goodbye?” 

 

“The universe would never allow us to stay together.  We love each other too 

much.  Fate enjoys its star-crossed lovers.” 

 

Jayk smiled.  “I’m serious.  We can keep in touch and meet up occasionally.” 

 



Avalon closed her eyes half-way.  “You mean to tell me that there’s no one else in 

your life?  Surely a handsome military man like you has a girlfriend somewhere.” 

 

“Like you said—I’m new to space.  I cut all ties to my past when I left my home 

planet.” 

 

Staring at him for a moment, Avalon gave a little chuckle.  “I must be out of my 

mind—for thinking this will work.  A soldier and a trader.  I never thought I’d see the day.” 

 

Jayk was going to reply when the motion of the escape pod stopped abruptly.  Both 

Avalon and Jayk slid forward, slamming against the front of the pod.  “I’m going to have a 

word with my tractor beam officer,” Jayk said as he glanced at the Angel through the pod’s 

viewport. 

 

~~~ 

 

Hadren and Ryo stood in the cargo bay, leaning against the wall.  Jayk stepped out of 

the escape pod, studying them, particularly the slightly amused expressions on their 

faces.  He held out his hand to Avalon, who was climbing out behind him.  She ignored it, 

and jumped out by herself. 

 

“I take it things went well,” Hadren said. 

 

“One downed cruiser.  I’d say so.”  Jayk replied with a smile. 

 

“I’ll expect my credits before we depart,” Avalon cut in. 

 

“Of course.  The Nightingale is currently orbiting us.  I think your first officer is 

getting impatient.”  Hadren replied to Avalon. 

 

“I still don’t get why you two didn’t just plant the explosives during the delivery and 

return aboard the Angel after you were done.”  Ryo spoke up. 

 

“First, because it would have taken too long.  They would have gotten 

suspicious.  Second, if we had been caught sneaking around their ship, they would have 

blown the Angel out of the sky,”  Jayk explained. 

 

“I believe that your captain enjoys risk.  There is a fire in him, I think, that you have 

not seen.”  Avalon flashed a smirk before walking out of the cargo bay. 

 

The three men stared at her as she left.  Hadren was the one who broke the 

silence.  “Looks like you had a good time.” 

 

Jayk rolled his eyes and headed for the door. 

 

~~~ 

 

The trip back to Vedari space was uneventful.  Avalon had given Jayk her personal 

comm frequency before she left.  He sat in his office, contemplating this fact.  A part of him 



desired to speak to her, but he couldn’t think of anything meaningful to say.  Everything he 

thought of sounded lame or unimportant. 

 

He stared at the small piece of paper she had scribbled the numbers down on, studying 

her artistic handwriting.  Jayk almost started to dial her frequency when the Angel shuddered 

gently as it docked with the Vedari outpost.  He shoved the paper inside his pocket and strode 

out of his office. 

 

Hadren nodded to him and Jayk smiled.  There was always a sense of satisfaction 

about a debriefing—assuming the mission went well—but Jayk mostly felt distant as he 

thought of Avalon. 

 

Cindrake was waiting for him in the corridor between the ships.  “You succeeded,” he 

said simply. 

 

“You didn’t give me any backup,” Jayk replied, suddenly annoyed at Cindrake.  “We 

could have all died.” 

 

“But yet, you found a way.” 

 

“By finding my own allies.” 

 

There was the twitch of a smile on Cindrake’s face.  “Resourceful.  That’s what I like 

about you.  What happened?” 

 

Jayk recounted his tale to Cindrake, careful to leave out his romance with 

Avalon.  Somehow, he doubted the officer would appreciate it.  As they spoke, the two of 

them moved to Cindrake’s small office that doubled as Jayk’s briefing room. 

 

During the tale, Cindrake’s face was completely blank; he nodded only 

occasionally.  When Jayk was finished, he said, “It sounds to me like the mission was a 

spectacular triumph.  I would like, however, to take this moment to elaborate on the Vedari 

regulations for non-military contact.  You did perfectly fine with Avalon; interaction with 

civilians should be kept to a minimum, and as little of your mission disclosed as 

possible.  You didn’t know much about the Duun cruiser though, so it sounds like Avalon 

didn’t learn anything of importance.  I assume you parted on good terms?” 

 

“Yes.  Actually, she gave me her comm frequency—in case I needed her help 

again.  Of course, that might have something to do with the credits I gave her for her 

assistance…” 

 

Cindrake took a moment to phrase his next question carefully.  “Do you intend to 

contact her?” 

 

“I um…maybe?  I mean—you know—if I had some spare time and felt like it.” 

 

“Then I’m afraid I’ll have to disappoint you.  I don’t want you contacting that 

trader.  Interacting with civilians—without an express purpose—is frowned upon in most 

parts of the Vedari military.  You’re a covert operations agent, which makes such interaction 



even more dangerous and harmful to our cause.  Thus, I am ordering you not to talk to 

Avalon.” 

 

Rage boiled inside of Jayk’s stomach.  White hot fury rose through his veins and he 

wanted to lash out at Cindrake.  How could he just do that?  How could he just…just…derail 

my life like that?  He can’t just do that!  Despite the anger within, Jayk managed to listen to 

the logical part of his mind. I’m a soldier now.  If he gives an order, I have to follow it.  There 

isn’t a choice here.  A wave of sadness came over him, and he might have burst into tears 

when a thought crossed his mind.  He spoke up, hoping that his inner turmoil had been self-

contained.  “Sir, would it be possible for me to send her a last message?  I uh… I didn’t… I 

mean, I wanted to say thanks one last time.  Without her the mission would have been a 

failure.” 

 

Cindrake paused for a moment.  “One message,” he said finally. 

 

~~~ 

 

Jayk sat in his office chair, his head in his hands.  There’s no way to say what I 

want.  I…I can’t.  He ran his hands through his hair, closing his eyes.  The words that he 

wanted to say evaded his mind.  Finally, he began typing just to get something down. 

 

Hey Avalon.  There…isn’t exactly an easy way to put this.  My handler doesn’t want 

me talking with you.  I can’t contact you anymore.  It’s not like he knows that I like you or 

anything; he just doesn’t want me interacting with “non-military personnel.”  In a few years, 

my time in the navy will be up.  I’ll find you. 

 

He tried to think of more to write, but nothing came to him.  It was about one in the 

morning and he was entirely drained.  He was tired of the emotions spinning around in his 

head.  With a feeling of resignation, he sent the message and sat back in his chair, 

exhaling.  Pressure was lifted off of his shoulders, and he felt free.  There was a nagging 

feeling in the back of his mind—shouldn’t he still be furious about not getting to see Avalon 

anymore?  Jayk was too tired to care.  He nodded to the bridge crew as he walked out of his 

office, shuffling to the captain’s quarters slowly.  He didn’t bother taking his clothes off, but 

simply collapsed on the bed in exhaustion. 

 
Chapter 7 – Dance 

 

“Jayk?  Jayk, are you listening to me?”  Cindrake snapped his fingers and raised an 

eyebrow in impatience.   

 

Jayk sat at the small conference table in his handler’s office, feeling somewhat out of 

touch with the world.  This was the place—this was where he had sat—where his world had 

fallen apart.  Avalon had been stolen from him, ripped away.  He pushed the thought from his 

mind as Cindrake spoke.   

 

“Yes…I think,” he said, not entirely sure what Cindrake’s question was. 

 

“Good,” Cindrake replied, not entirely convinced.  “I hope you understand how 

important this battle is.  There are going to be hundreds of ships on both sides, engaged in an 

all-out space battle.  You’ve never been in anything like this, so you can’t hope to 



comprehend what it will be like.  I just want you to know that there are lives at stake.  You 

need to be at the top of your game.” 

 

“Of course.”  Jayk lied.  He wasn’t at the top of his game, not in the least.  Not since 

he lost Avalon.  She completed me.  She made me whole in a way that I’ve never felt before.  

And I could never be perfect without her.  His thoughts often ran in mournful patterns like 

this. 

 

“You will be acting entirely in a support capacity.  As you know, your ship isn’t 

designed to take any kind of heavy damage.  Do not engage one opponent for too long, 

simply complete your objective and move on.  Do you understand?” 

 

“Yes!  I understand all of this.  My ship isn’t designed for this battle, but I can be 

helpful on the sidelines.  Scouting, marking, damage control.  Got it.”  Jayk snapped, slightly 

irked by Cindrake’s tone.   

 

The aged Vedari officer studied Jayk, mildly surprised at his tone.  In the end, he 

shook his head in dismissal.  “Send Hadren in here when you leave.  I want to brief him too 

before we go into battle.” 

 

“Sure,” Jayk said, but his mind was already gone again, like a satellite broken free 

from orbit.  With his focus gone, he robotically walked back to his ship and informed Hadren 

of Cindrake’s order before retiring to his quarters. 

 

~~~ 

 

Sitting in his captain’s chair, Jayk gazed through the viewport, studying the outpost 

just in front of the Angel.  The matte black paint gave it an intimidating appearance, like that 

of a spectral entity rising from the depths of hell.  It looked like a warped needle, hovering 

above an ebony sea.  Several other ships orbited the structure, most of them covert operations 

ships like Jayk’s.  Cindrake managed the entire covert operations fleet of this sector, and he 

would be leading them all into battle.  A special logistics cruiser had come for Jayk’s handler, 

which would protect him while he managed the coordination of each and every vessel. 

 

Jayk might have felt nervous or inspired under other circumstances.  However right 

now, he only felt a sense of absence.  Avalon would have loved to see this.  She doesn’t much 

like the military, but she’d probably give her right arm to see all of us flying into battle 

together.  He paused for a moment.  So why don’t I feel anything? 

 

Eventually, the final preparations were made and Cindrake gave the order to set out.  

They were heading to a rendezvous point to meet up with the rest of the fleet before engaging 

in battle.  Jayk vaguely wondered what the point of this battle was.  What is the point of any 

of this? 

 

Mechanically, Jayk gave the order to warp, and felt the inertia of the ship change as 

the Angel increased the output of its engines.  Within seconds, they were hurtling through 

space alongside the rest of the convoy.   

 

Years.  Years, Jayk thought.  That’s how long I’ll have to wait to see Avalon again.  I 

don’t even know the exact time because the Vedari decide when they want to release me from 



service.  He closed his eyes and her face was before him, haunting him, gazing at him with 

pleading eyes.  Jayk could almost hear her voice, whispering into his ears.  It was too much—

he felt as though his heart were shattering silently on the inside, and he left the bridge with as 

much grace as possible, moving into his office and shutting the door behind him. 

 

Once within his sanctuary, he felt the two halves of himself rise to tear his soul in 

half.  I can’t do this.  I can’t do this.  I can’t— 

 

You have to!  You promised Tanya.  This is where you belong; this is your destiny. 

 

I didn’t promise to endure this pain!  What right does a dead woman have to enforce 

this misery on me? 

 

You enforced it upon yourself.   

 

It’s too much.  I didn’t know.  How could I know?  How could I know that I would fall 

in love, or that I would be separated from her, forbidden to speak?  Everything reminds me of 

her; there’s no relief.  Every little action, every scent or smell is connected to her.  I see 

perfectly normal objects and suddenly I’m thinking of her again.  Every part of her is 

ingrained in my mind, from the way she likes her coffee to the way she laughs and smiles.  I 

would do anything for that smile, just to see it once again. 

 

There was a silence for a moment, before the gentle voice of reason and duty spoke 

again.  You must bear this pain.  You did not choose it, but it chose you.  Despite the torment, 

it is your obligation to the memory of Tanya to fulfill her dying wish and avenge her. 

 

But haven’t I done enough yet? 

 

Jayk noticed that he was staring at Avalon—a picture of her.  He had pulled up her 

image from a trading website that had a profile of her.  In the first days since he had come 

back from his adventure with her, he had memorized the network frequency of the profile.  

The smiling photo of her tore at his heart, ripping it to shreds.  He yearned for Avalon like he 

had never desired anything in his life.  Jayk held his head in his hands, blinking away the 

tears that wanted to be set free.  He closed the computer terminal. 

 

I promised Tanya.  I am a man of my word.  I will never go back on my promise, no 

matter the cost to me.  I have a duty, and I’m going to carry it out, no matter what it takes. 

 

He paused for a moment, searching for any sign of rejection within himself, but there 

was none.  It seemed as though he had made up his mind.  As if on cue, there was a knock at 

the door, and an officer stepped inside briefly.  “Sir, we’ve reached the rendezvous point.” 

 

~~~ 

 

It’s an ambush, Jayk thought, trying to make sense of the battle plan.  We’re 

ambushing them, and they’re ambushing us.  Cindrake had explained the Vedari tactics in 

generic terms.  A portion of the fleet would warp to the battle coordinates and attack a 

military research station, along with its guardian Duun wing.  The Duun would then call for 

reinforcements, and then the Vedari would call for reinforcements, making a nice big mess. 

 



Jayk had asked his handler what the point of the battle was, and Cindrake had 

mumbled something derogatory about the black ops division.  He had then proceeded to 

explain that only a major battle would attract the attention of the Duun’s premier general.  It 

was the task of the black ops division to assassinate the Duun leaders, but this particular 

general was extremely paranoid and difficult to catch.  Thus, Cindrake had said, “Some nut 

decided that a full-scale battle would draw him out and it got the support of the council.  A lot 

of people got behind it because they were itching for some serious action.” 

 

None of that has to do with my mission though.  Jayk was tasked to go with the second 

wave of Vedari ships and fly undercover.  Using the superior scanning and electronic warfare 

equipment on his ship, he was supposed to “tag” important targets by putting their individual 

frequencies in a priority attack channel.  The fleet’s commanding officer, a man named Vane 

Haric, would direct the fleet to attack these priority targets according to his discretion.   

 

 “Let’s hear the chatter—on speakers,” Jayk ordered and the communication between 

the ships in the first wave filled the bridge.  He heard captains giving orders, occasionally 

cheering in victory or screaming in death.  It was a battle, but it was distant; Jayk felt 

detached from it.  That’s about to change though. 

 

“Sir, Commander Haric has given the order for the second wave to warp.”   

 

“Roger.  Warp to the battle.  Let’s lock and load people!” 

 

The Angel’s gunners prepared themselves, loading missiles and readying energy cells.  

Jayk thought back to his first job aboard the Nightfall.  He could have been among the 

gunners, pushing ammunition into those tubes without a clue of what was going on.  Could 

have been, Jayk thought, but I’m not. 

 

“Sir, we’ve reached the battle coordinates.” 

 

Jayk pulled himself out of his introspection and gazed out of the viewport.  The first 

thing that struck him was the immense planet beneath the battlefield.  Swirls of cobalt and 

lime filled its atmosphere, marking it as a gas giant.  In orbit around the planet was a thorn-

shaped space station, presumably the military research facility.  It spun around the planet like 

a ballet dancer executing a perpetual pirouette.   

 

Above the planet and far away from the space station, the battle between the Vedari 

and the Duun raged.  Thousands of small fighters swarmed, moving in and out of the larger 

ships like birds in the trees.  Immense battleships and dreadnaughts hovered in place, firing 

weapons of mass destruction at one another.  The small and the large—two ends of a 

spectrum—were a mere sideshow compared to the graceful dance of the moderately sized 

cruisers.   

 

These ships soared in and out of the battle in complex patterns calculated by 

supercomputers to avoid fire and rain damage on an enemy’s vulnerable points.  They spun 

around and around, moving in loops and circles faster than any eye could follow.  Suddenly 

the Angel was pulled into the fray, following the current of ships into the mix.  Jayk knew his 

targeting officer would handle their objectives with skill, so he was free to observe the 

wonder. 

 



His eyes were drawn to the flashes of light, regarding them with a morbid curiosity.  

Guns from all directions struck out with powerful forces, harnessed energy directed at an 

opponent.  The plasma weapons were the most beautiful, the burning, colored spheres arcing 

across the battlefield before striking their target.  Each one had a small tail that trailed behind 

it, resembling an exotic comet.  Comparatively, beam weapons looked like swords in the 

night.  Pale and thin, they flashed across immense distances in the blink of an eye, slicing 

through a ship or breaking upon its shield. 

 

Is all mankind this way?  Jayk thought.  Why are we fascinated by the weapons we use 

to kill one another?  Is it the potential?  The potential to end a life—why is it so beautiful? 

 

The silence disturbed him.  It wasn’t completely silent; bridge officers shouted 

directives at one another, working like a well-oiled machine.  There was a steady stream of 

comm chatter from the speakers.  However, the bone-shattering sound of explosions was 

absent.  The media has spoiled us, Jayk thought. 

 

Would it be better if we could hear what was happening outside?  Would it be good to 

hear the screams of our opponents even as we vanquish them with our might?  Or are we 

fortunate to be free from the ghosts that haunted our fathers? 

 

~~~ 

 

The call of an officer snapped Jayk out of his reverie.  “Sir, we’re approaching the last 

target,” the soldier said.  Jayk dully remembered her name, Ralla.  She had eaten lunch with 

him once on the Nightfall. 

 

“Excellent,” Jayk whispered.  A chill ran down his spine as he began noticing the 

casualties of the battle.  They were broken ships, lying dormant in the void of space.  These 

men and women had given their lives for this moment in time, each hoping to sway the 

course of the universe.   

 

His discomfort came from an internal lack of emotion.  Why don’t I feel anything?  

Shouldn’t I be horrified at what’s going on around me?  Shouldn’t I feel rage for the death of 

these people?  He tried to feel angry, without success.   

 

The last target was a large battleship, a hulking monolith among the stars.  Its primary 

task was to dispatch large amounts of starfighters; once this was accomplished, it remained 

an empty shell—barely able to defend itself. 

 

“Lock on and generate a tracking frequency,” Jayk said.  As his targeting officer ran 

the necessary algorithms, several warning lights started flickering on.  A silent alarm 

appeared on various computer screens and Jayk could feel a shudder run through the ship.  

There was a look of panic among the bridge crew.  “What’s happening?” he asked. 

 

“We’re not sure, but it looks like that battleship has us in a tractor beam.” 

 

“What do you mean, ‘we’re not sure’?  How could it possibly have us in a tractor 

beam?  We’re cloaked!” 

 



“It’s possible that the ship was trying to grab something else and we were caught 

accidentally.” 

 

“Wrong place at the wrong time?”  Jayk grimaced.  “So why aren’t you sure about 

it?” 

 

“Even if we were caught accidentally, we wouldn’t be fully incapacitated.  Tractor 

beams need to be locked on perfectly to immobilize targets like they’re doing to us.” 

 

“So, since we’re completely stuck, it must mean they can lock onto us.” 

 

“Exactly.” 

 

“Radio for help.  Call Cindrake, call anybody.” 

 

“They’ve disabled our communications.” 

 

“Well, what do we have control over?  Could we fire our weapons at it?” 

 

“Not without tearing a hole in the Angel.  The tractor beam would cause a portion of 

our fire to be redirected on ourselves.” 

 

“Prepare the guns anyway.  When we get inside, we’ll fire them and blast our way 

out.” 

 

“If they’re smart, they’ll use a containment field to prevent that.” 

 

“Let’s hope they’re stupid then.” 

 

Slowly, the tractor beam from the battleship pulled the Angel inside its main cargo 

bay, which hung open like the mouth of a giant.  When they were inside, the metal bay doors 

slammed shut, locking in place.  As Jayk’s officer suspected, a shimmering containment field 

was placed around their ship, preventing it from damaging the interior of the battleship. 

 

“Prepare to be boarded.  Take up all weapons and arms.  I want to stop—” Jayk was 

cutoff in mid-sentence as an electric charge struck the Angel.  It ran through the ship, briefly 

electrocuting everyone inside, immediately inducing a state of unconsciousness.  Jayk fell to 

the floor as a deep blackness overtook his vision. 

 

~~~ 

 

“Hello, honey.”  A female voice awoke Jayk.  He opened his eyes to see the face of 

Avalon gazing wistfully at him. 

 

“I must be dead.”  Jayk blinked in a mixture of confusion and joy.  “Where am I?” 

 

A mirthful smile broke out on Avalon’s face.  “On the Duun battleship.  Where else?” 

 
Chapter 8 – Truth 

 



Rising to a sitting position, Jayk took several deep breaths.  He reached up and felt the 

spot where his head had hit the floor of the bridge and winced.  There would be a bruise by 

tomorrow. 

 

Avalon suddenly seemed to remember his condition.  “Are you ok?” 

 

“I’m fine,” Jayk said, “Except for that part where I have no idea why you’re here, 

why I’m not dead, or where my crew is.”  His voice was ragged with desperation.  His 

confusion was accentuated by battle trauma, coupled with the fact that he had been 

unexpectedly reunited with his one true love.  Avalon, he thought.  Her name rang in his head 

like a crystal bell.  It was a name he had yearned to forget.  There was a small voice in the 

back of his head, which reminded him of the pain of separation.  I’m not sure I could stand 

being parted from her again. 

 

Flashing her signature smirk—the smile that drove Jayk insane—Avalon replied, “I’m 

here because I’m in command of this ship.  A lot of ships actually.” 

 

Jayk blinked, suddenly noticing Avalon’s attire.  She was dressed in a military 

uniform, with a jacket casually buttoned in the center.  The color was the deep forest hue 

common to the Duun navy.  His eyes widened as he realized the significance behind her 

words.  “You’re the general!  The one we were—I mean,” Jayk coughed.  He wasn’t 

supposed to give away their mission. 

 

“The one you were trying to lure out with the prospect of a large battle.”  Avalon sat 

on the bed next to him, and Jayk noticed that it was a normal cot, unlike the vertical bunks on 

the Angel.  Perhaps carriers could afford the extra space required.  “I know all about you and 

your mission.  I’ve been keeping tabs on you.  The first time we met, I had the Nightingale 

plant a communications spike on the Angel.”  

 

She grasped his hand, hoping to reassure Jayk, but the touch of her slender fingers 

only seemed to distort his grip on reality further.  Avalon continued answering his questions.  

“Your crew was released as soon as we obtained you.  They were left aboard the Angel, 

which was gently set back in space.  It is assumed that they woke up much the same time as 

you, and they should experience no trouble in returning to whatever base you launched from.  

That reminds me—the battle is over.  It kept up for a little while after you were knocked out, 

but since then, both sides have ordered a drawback.  The Vedari were losing and I had 

already gotten what I came for.” 

 

“You still haven’t answered,” Jayk said slowly, “why am I not dead?” 

 

The fierceness of Avalon’s gaze sent shivers rippling up Jayk’s spine.  “I love you 

Jayk.  More than you could ever imagine, I love you.  I could never let you die, much less kill 

you.” 

 

There were tears in Jayk’s eyes.  “I love you too.  I thought that I would be separated 

from you—for so long.” 

 

“Never again, Jayk,” Avalon said as she kissed him gently on his cheek.  “Never 

again.” 

 



Even as his heart soared from her touch, his soul sank.  The words he had spoken to 

Tanya so long ago, his promise, echoed inside of his head.  He had sworn to join the Vedari 

and battle against their enemies—enemies which now included Avalon.  What am I supposed 

to do?  His thoughts were wild animals, tearing at the inside of his skull and driving him mad.  

 

~~~ 

 

Avalon sensed the discomfort in her lover and resisted the urge to feel anger.  Jayk 

had a reason for joining the Vedari, a guiding purpose.  She needed to find its source before it 

tore him apart, but now wasn’t the right moment to ask.  Instead, she followed her instincts.  

“Come with me,” she said, grasping Jayk’s hand. 

 

He rose from the cot, feeling slightly sore.  Jayk would have followed Avalon to the 

ends of the earth if she had asked, no matter the condition he was in.  Leaving his shoes 

behind, he walked with her through the Duun cruiser, studying the ship with a detached gaze.  

It was unnerving to walk on an “enemy” ship.  He alternated between feeling extremely 

terrified and incredibly sneaky.  Jayk was reminded of the time he had sabotaged a ship like 

this with Avalon.  Suddenly realizing that she had helped him destroy one of her own ships, 

Jayk spoke up.  “When you and I destroyed that Duun ship—” 

 

“Shhh,” Avalon said, beckoning him into her quarters.  It was quieter inside, with the 

thrum of the ship’s engines muffled.  The room itself was spacious, furnished for the needs of 

a high-ranking general.  In tune with Avalon’s spirited personality, it was a complete mess, 

with clothes and trinkets strewn in a haphazard pattern.  She tiptoed across the chaos, seeking 

out an object buried in her closet.  

 

Jayk took a step inside, feeling as though his hold on the universe was slipping away.  

The automatic doors closed behind him, and he leaned against them, staring off into space.  It 

felt so surreal to be reunited with Avalon aboard a Duun battleship.  In the back of his mind, 

he wanted to resolve the cognitive dissonance, but he was too tired to think about his 

conflicting feelings.  There was a cry of satisfaction from Avalon, and several notes of music 

punctured his thoughts. 

 

Moving into the center of the room, Avalon cleared the floor, shoving the 

paraphernalia aside with her foot.  She took off her jacket and smiled gently at Jayk.  “I want 

you to dance with me.  You know I like to dance, right?” 

 

“I remember.” 

 

“Good.  I don’t expect you know how though.” 

 

“I do, actually,” Jayk said.  “I learned a long time ago.  I remember enjoying it.” 

 

Avalon’s eyebrows dipped in an intense manner.  Jayk smiled; she had a tendency 

look like a tiger about to strike.  “Then show me,” she said. 

 

Jayk wrapped an arm around her and grasped her hand with the other.  He felt the 

tension in her muscles, the energy within.  It felt so much like his own.  That moment, he 

decided to forget about his promise, his duty, and every other obligation.  This was his time 



with Avalon, and he would not waste it.  Taking a breath, Jayk began to move with her, 

waltzing in circles around Avalon’s room. 

 

The gentle sound of guitars filled the air, guiding their dance.  They swayed and spun 

in perfect harmony; Avalon felt so much like an extension of Jayk that he didn’t have to think 

about how to move.  He gazed into her eyes and smiled with a level of warmth that he had 

not felt in a long time.  She filled an aching in his heart, making him whole once more.   

 

“What music is this?” he asked. 

 

“I have no idea.”  Avalon giggled and said, “I like to collect ancient music from earth.  

This song’s file was partially corrupted, so I don’t know its title.  One day I’ll match it up 

with records from the historical archives, but I like to call it True Love of Mine.” 

 

“It’s beautiful.” 

 

“I thought you might like it.”  Together, they danced slowly across the floor, each one 

in silent contemplation.  Avalon managed to muster the courage to speak again.  “We’re not 

all evil overlords, you know.” 

 

Jayk raised an eyebrow.  “I never said you were.” 

 

“Then why do you feel afraid?  You look like you’re trying to balance on an asteroid 

or something.  You’re shaken.  It’s not hard to see.” 

 

“It’s not your fault.  I’m happy to be here.” 

 

“Something is tearing you inside though.  Why did you fight for the Vedari?” 

 

“I made a promise to a dying friend.” 

 

Avalon stopped, pulling away from Jayk.  She searched his face for any sign of 

mockery or deception.  He stood still, awaiting her judgment.  Finally, she said, “Well this 

isn’t going to be as easy as I thought.  Tell me the story.”  Avalon pulled him over to a plush 

sofa.  She curled against him and rested her head on his shoulder.  Jayk spoke in measured, 

thoughtful tones as he recounted his life’s journey.  It was not a long tale, but it spoke deeply 

of new worlds, friendship, and promises. 

 

~~~ 

 

Dinner aboard the Duun battleship was a pleasant affair; the kitchens were well-

stocked and Avalon’s position ensured that they received the best treatment from the crew.  

Jayk sat with her at a thin dining table, cutting into his steak with quasi-enthusiasm.  He tried 

to focus on the food, relishing in the tastes and smells of a hot meal.   

 

In the back of his head, memories of Tanya were calling him a traitor.  Images flashed 

before him every time he blinked—pictures of Cindrake, Hadren, and Ryo.  He felt sick with 

guilt and quietly placed his utensils down.  “Why am I here Avalon?”  His voice was a 

whisper. 

 



“Is our love not reason enough?” 

 

“You know of my promise now.  I feel like a traitor.”  He paused.  Jayk’s mind flew 

down a darkened trail of thoughts, leading to the most hateful end he could imagine.  “Am I a 

traitor?  Is that why I’m here?  Did you romance me so that I would fall in love with you and 

betray the Vedari?  Why did we meet?  Why were you on that small trading ship?  Is 

everything I know a lie?” 

 

“Listen to me Jayk.  I do love you.  It’s not a lie.  None of it was a lie.”  Avalon tried 

to keep from feeling vulnerable.  If she wasn’t careful, she might lose Jayk forever.  “There is 

more you need to know before you judge what I did.  However, our meeting did not happen 

by chance.” 

 

“I knew it!”  Jayk declared with the seeds of anger in his voice. 

 

Avalon held up a finger.  “Let me explain.  First, you must understand who Tanya 

really was.  Once upon a time, she served in the Vedari navy.  I know what she told you—

that she was on her way to join the navy with the crew of the Nightfall.  This is a half-truth.  

She was on her way to re-join.  Originally, she was a high-ranking general in the Vedari, my 

counterpart if you will.  We were arch-rivals, each trying to outwit the other.   

 

“It was as if we were twins, both natural prodigies at the art of war.  We fought for 

years, that is, until she fell in love.  You know what the military says about interaction with 

civilians.  She tried to bear it for a while, but she kept slipping.  Her mind lost its edge, and 

much of what made her valuable to the military died.  Eventually, she quit of her own accord.  

Tanya went to marry her beloved, and they were happy for a time.   

 

“Their romance might have lasted except her husband was murdered.  I told you that 

her mind slipped during her last days, and she lost several battles to me.  Apparently, one of 

her soldiers was crippled, and the trauma drove him mad.  He blamed Tanya for everything, 

and set out to ruin her happiness.  He killed her lover before being killed by Tanya herself.  

I’m surprised you don’t know some of this; Hadren was Tanya’s husband’s brother.” 

 

Jayk stared at Avalon wide-eyed, too shocked to speak. 

 

Motioning for him to remain silent, Avalon continued.  “Anyway, I assume she went 

through a natural process of grieving and whatnot.  I did not follow her actions closely; I still 

had a war to win.  Eventually though, she obviously decided to return to the military, and that 

was when she met you.  It was then that I started tracking the situation.  She was gathering 

her powers again, and when she bought the Nightfall—a heavy assault cruiser—I knew 

something was up.  I sent ships to cripple her before she could rise, which didn’t work out 

very well. 

 

“Through sheer dumb luck you managed to capture the covert ops ship I sent.  To be 

honest, I was astounded.  After that incident, I was more determined than ever to crush 

Tanya.  I sent more ships to attack the Nightfall.”  Avalon paused for a moment, and Jayk 

thought he could see a tear forming on her face.  “You can hate me if you want, but I was 

fighting for my people.  It was the right tactical move.  At the time, I knew nothing of your 

promise to Tanya.  However, I did know that she had thought highly of you.  When my ships 



attacked the Nightfall, they downloaded its database.  There were files on you in Tanya’s 

personal log.  She saw something in you, and it drove me crazy not knowing what it was.   

 

“I decided to meet you.  I engineered our adventure.  The Duun cruiser we destroyed 

together was full of traitors, defectors who were going to side with the Vedari.  Our meeting 

was an opportunity to dispose of them; I planted evidence to make Cindrake target them.  

Furthermore, I orchestrated it to happen when it did so that he would have no choice but to 

send you.  I want you to know that just because I planned the meeting doesn’t mean I don’t 

love you because I do.  When I saw you for the first time, I fell in love with you—everything 

about you.  You disarmed me entirely, and I wasn’t prepared for that. 

 

“Since then, I’ve planned for us to be reunited.  When I got your message, I knew you 

were bound by regulations.  I thought about waiting for you to do something—leave the 

military like Tanya, but I was impatient.  I wanted you sooner than that.  So I concocted a 

plan to capture you.  And that’s where we are now.” 

 

Jayk was silent for a moment, absorbing the news with as much grace as he could 

muster.  Avalon’s words made sense, like a puzzle piece filling an empty hole in his mind.  

Despite how shocking it was, it left him with a sense of peace.  “Thank you,” he said, finally. 

 

“For what?”  Tears were quietly streaming down Avalon’s face.  “I killed Tanya and 

attacked you!  I’ve hurt you so bad.  How could you thank me?” 

 

“Thank you for the truth.  You have trusted me.  However, you have avoided the 

original question.  Why am I here?” 

 

Avalon took a breath.  “You’re here because I want you with me.  I want you with me 

forever.  I want you to join the Duun so you can live with me.  But, I would be lying if I said 

that were the only reason.  I told you that Tanya thought highly of you—and for good reason.  

She felt that you could be a great leader in time.  Your knowledge of tactics and such is 

significantly lacking, but that can be taught.  You possess a natural air around you that 

compels people, causing them to want to follow you.  When you want to, you can persuade 

anyone to do as you wish.” 

 

Jayk was skeptical, and thought back to his experiences.  “But what about those 

people I hired that deserted me when I said I was going to join the Vedari?  They left without 

a word!” 

 

“Did you want them to stay?  Can you truly say in your heart of hearts that you 

desired for them to be with you?  I think that you wished for the crew of the Nightfall to be 

your crew, rather than the dispassionate money-seekers you had hired.  I believe you could be 

a great asset to the Duun in time.  You have potential to be an amazing leader, and knowledge 

of the Vedari that few else possess.  You must understand, though, that the reason I was so 

desperate to find you was because of my love for you.  Do you believe me?” 

 

Jayk studied Avalon’s face.  She was pouring out her soul to him, laying bare her 

passion.  “Of course I believe you.  I love you too.”  He glanced down, almost embarrassed as 

he saw the joy rush into her.  “I need some time to think though.” 

 

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.  Feel free to stay the night here,” Avalon said. 



 

~~~ 

 

Jayk awoke in the small hours of the morning on Avalon’s couch.  Despite his 

feelings for her, he hadn’t felt entirely comfortable with sleeping in the same bed with her.  

At least not until I’ve figured my life out, he thought uneasily.  Avalon had asked him to 

betray the Vedari and join the Duun.  The conflict was in the open, and Jayk appreciated the 

truthfulness of the matter.  It made the decision easier.  

 

You promised Tanya, he thought to himself. 

 

Yes, I promised her that I would join the Vedari.  I did.  She never said for how long. 

 

A flurry of comments sprang up in retaliation.  She meant for you to stick it out.  She 

wanted you to fight for her nation. 

 

The fact is: I fulfilled my promise to her.  Furthermore, she knew exactly what it 

meant to be in love.  Tanya left the Vedari for her lover.  There’s no reason why I can’t 

follow in her footsteps. 

 

Nodding with finality, Jayk heard the sound of Avalon behind him.  “Couldn’t sleep 

either?” he asked her with a thin smile. 

 

“Nope.  Too many thoughts.  It’s just a thing with me…” 

 

“Well you should know,” Jayk announced, “that I’ve decided to join the Duun.” 

 

From the way her face lit up, he knew that the decision was worth it. 

 
Chapter 9 – Zenith 

 

Silence filled the command deck of the Vedari outpost as the scientists worked.  Their 

metallic home hovered gently above the system’s solitary star as they studied it, hoping to 

gain new insight into the jewels of the night sky.  The only audible sounds were the gentle 

beeps coming from the computer as it steadily registered data.  

 

Seemingly frozen in twilight, the atmosphere of the station was tranquil; long 

shadows cast by the star draped over every surface.  No one noticed as the ships approached 

from a distance. 

 

The fleet soared majestically through the night, shimmering green and gold in the 

starlight.  Looking like wolves, they gently glided toward the outpost in a graceful display of 

finesse.  There was no alarm to warn the scientists; poor security measures meant that they 

only noticed when the first laser volley struck.  Plasma slammed into the space station, 

burning away at the thin armor. 

 

A state of panic erupted on the research outpost as scientists scrambled for the best 

cover they could find.  Finally, the leader, a man named Kyril, took charge of the 

situation.  “Call our support fleet!” he ordered.  “We need backup now!” 

 



“They’re already on their way but it will take them about fifteen minutes to reach 

us.”  A communication officer responded. 

 

“Why are they so blasted far away?” 

 

“Resources are tight.  They’re patrolling for several of the border outposts while the 

other ships are being deployed in the war.” 

 

“Well the war is right here, so we had better get some ships soon.”  Kyril muttered to 

himself. 

 

The attackers, a gang of seven ships, orbited the station at various radii and 

directions.  This maneuver prevented the station’s solitary turret from being able to lock on to 

any single ship. 

 

“What are they waiting for?”  Kyril asked no one in particular. 

 

As if in response, one of the ships hailed the outpost. 

 

“Receiving transmission, sir!” the communications officer shouted. 

 

“Good.  Maybe I can stall them.” 

 

“Sir—I should inform you: they’re not calling us.  It looks like they’re simply sending 

us a file.” 

 

“A file?  What kind of file?” 

 

“It looks like a short recording.” 

 

“Put it on the screen then—it must be important.  I doubt the Duun navy has attacked 

us just to send us a cat video.”  

 

With his fingers moving swiftly over the console, the communications officer finished 

downloading the file and opened it on the large viewscreen.  At first, the screen was black, 

except for a white time-stamp in the lower right corner.  Then, an image appeared—a man 

and a woman stood on the bridge of a Duun vessel.  The man began to speak.  “Vedari 

facility: I offer you a simple choice.  Surrender or run.  Submit, and you will live.  Flee, and 

you will die.” 

 

The camera zoomed in on the man’s face.  He concluded the message saying, “My 

name is Jayk.  Remember my face, for I am the end of the Vedari State.”  The 

communication ended.  

 

Kyril stared at the Duun ship as it sailed around the space station.  “Something is 

changing,” he muttered to himself.  “Something new is going on and I’m not sure what.  I 

don’t know who this man is, but shame on me if I don’t knock some sense into him.  These 

ships would not destroy an innocent space station.  That I am sure of.”  The words he spoke 

were meant to be reassuring, but Kyril still felt a twinge of doubt inside.  Nevertheless, he 

knew what he had to do. 



 

“Let them eat static.  We will not surrender.  Not now—not ever.”  Kyril 

commanded.  “We’re Vedari, independent until the end.” 

 

Thus Commander Kyril Syanacil spoke his last words. 

 

~~~ 

 

Jayk stood in the situation room of the Quiet Darkness, Avalon’s supercarrier.  He 

held hands with her—his beloved; for the past few days he had grown closer than ever to 

her.  She felt like a part of him now, a piece of his soul.  Together, they directed the war on 

the Vedari State with more ferocity and cunning than either of them had thought 

possible.  With their combined energy and intellect, they made an unstoppable fighting team. 

 

Around them was a wall of computer screens displaying images from the entire Duun 

fleet.  Across the universe, their ships were attacking various Vedari border outposts.  Jayk 

had provided invaluable insight into the Vedari navy, identifying the weak spots in their 

defense.  Since he had joined the navy, every available warship had been sent on a 

coordinated assault on the Vedari with him and Avalon in command. 

 

The Duun intelligence branch had also decided to make Jayk the poster boy of the 

navy in an effort to cripple the will of Vedari soldiers.  They had recorded a brief video of 

him giving an ultimatum to distribute to each battleship.  It was only by the strength of 

Avalon that he hadn’t fallen apart yet. 

 

Still, he couldn’t complain.  He was genuinely happy with his life for the first time in 

what seemed like millennia.  Avalon brightened his world in every way.  Jayk gripped her 

hand gently, feeling a surge of energy run through himself.  “Have you thought about what I 

suggested?”  He spoke to her in soft tones. 

 

“It’s aggressive,” Avalon replied with a note of humor in her voice, “To say the 

least.” 

 

“A strategy worthy of you.” 

 

“Who me?  You think I’m aggressive?”  Sarcasm dripped from Avalon’s words. 

 

“Why don’t you just kiss me already?” 

 

Avalon chuckled silently and planted a kiss on Jayk’s cheek.  “Follow me,” she 

said.  “I’ve had some ideas.” 

 

Jayk trailed behind her, walking into a smaller room designed for conferences.  There 

was a single screen on one wall, but it was otherwise lacking the vast technological presence 

the larger situation room possessed.  Sinking into a plush chair, he crossed his arms and 

awaited Avalon’s ideas.  He could tell that she was subtly excited.  “Ok, what do you have?” 

he asked. 

 

“It was your idea to attack Vedari Prime,” Avalon began.  “It makes sense—attacking 

the capitol.  You’ve even suggested attacking earlier rather than later, to cut off the head of 



the snake.  I think we need to do more than that.  Instead of just cutting off the head, I think 

we need to pack it with C4 and detonate the head.  Ya know what I mean?”  

 

Blinking, Jayk said slowly, “You want to blow up Vedari Prime?” 

 

“Exactly!” 

 

“All of it?”  There was doubt in his voice. 

 

“I told you I was ruthless.” 

 

“I believed you.  It’s why I love you.  So tell me, darling, how do you intend to 

destroy the planet of our enemies?” 

 

~~~ 

 

Hadren picked himself up from the floor and wiped some blood from his face.  He 

wasn’t sure where the blood was coming from, but he didn’t much care.  There were more 

important things to worry about.  “Did somebody get the number of the ship that hit us?” 

 

He heard manic laughter coming from the comm channel—the sound of Nuts.  “Ship 

as in singular?  Boy I’d give my left arm for that.” 

 

“Thank you for your commentary Mr. Nuts, but it is not required.”  Hadren grimaced 

inwardly.  He checked the console and saw a green light indicating that the targeting officer 

had managed to track down the Duun ship that had fired first.  There were three of them, 

smaller frigates which wouldn’t have been a problem for the Angel alone—but were a threat 

together.  The Duun ships swirled around the Angel in a vortex of firepower, sending missiles 

rippling into the hull of the ship. 

 

Nuts and the rest of the gunners were putting up a fight, but they were nonetheless 

outgunned.  “Just once,” the chief gunner muttered, “I’d like to have superior firepower in a 

fight.” 

 

“Corgan!  How goes the work on the cloak?  Can we use it yet?”  Hadren asked over 

the comm system, trying to keep the feeling of nervousness out of his voice. 

 

“Not unless you want to die from radiation poisoning!”  Corgan replied with a plasma 

converter in his mouth. 

 

Hadren sighed, mumbling Vedari curses under his breath.  He felt helpless.  The fate 

of the ship was in the hands of the helmsman—a man named Yithlan—, who was doing an 

excellent job of keeping the Angel out of the enemy fire.  Yithlan suddenly turned the ship in 

a new direction. 

 

“I’m going to try and use their numbers against them and lose them in the belt.” 

 

“Good, good,” Hadren mumbled.  Their chances of survival were dwindling slowly, 

but he was holding out for a hope.  When they had initially been attacked, the Angel had 



called for backup.  It was a matter of chance whether or not the signal had gotten out before 

the comm array had been damaged. 

 

Weaving through the asteroid belt like a fish through a stream, the Angel shuddered 

as lasers and small rocks hit its hull.  Behind them, the three Duun frigates followed, firing at 

every clear shot.  Things were starting to look up as Yithlan managed to lose them in the 

belt—until a tracking missile slammed into their port engine.  The ship started to drift out of 

control, slamming into asteroids. 

 

With their port engine gone and their cloak disabled, the Angel was a sitting 

duck.  The three Duun frigates swarmed the covert ops vessel, peppering it with 

fire.  Suddenly, the entire ship went black.  Hadren glanced around in the darkness—not a 

single light was on.  All of the consoles had simultaneously powered off. 

 

“I think the main power went out, sir” an officer said in the darkness. 

 

“You don’t say?”  Hadren replied with sarcasm.  He could still feel each impact from 

the Duun attackers.  They pounded out a steady beat as they drummed into the ship’s 

armor.  There was no way to contact Corgan, to find out whether or not he was alive or if 

there was a chance of getting power back.  This is the end, Hadren thought.  This is where I 

die.  I will see my brother today. 

 

Suddenly, the beats stopped. 

 

Hadren’s eyebrows dipped.  Something’s happening out there.  It was possible that 

Nuts’ guns still worked, and that he had disabled the three Duun ships.  Possible, but not 

likely, Hadren thought.  There was a beep, and the power came flooding back into the 

ship.  “Find out what’s going on!  I want to know—” he was cutoff in mid-speech. 

 

“Captain Hadren, you’ll be pleased to know that the Duun ships are scrap metal 

now.”  A voice came over the comm channel and Hadren glanced at his computer.  There was 

a Vedari cruiser holding position a few kilometers away with its laser turrets still sizzling red. 

 

“I see.  Well thanks for the rescue.”  Relief seeped into Hadren’s voice, despite how 

embarrassing it was to have to be rescued. 

 

“You’ll get a chance to pay us back.  We’re here to escort you to Vedari Prime.” 

 

“Why?  Doesn’t command still want us to patrol borders?” 

 

 

“The only border that matters now is home.  We’ve got intel that suggests the Duun 

are going to attack Vedari Prime.” 

 

“Intel?  Have you had contact with Jayk?” 

 

There was a sigh on the other end of the comm channel.  “No, as far as we know, Jayk 

is still working with the Duun.” 

 

“He wouldn’t do that.  I know he wouldn’t.  He’s probably trying to help us.” 



 

“You’ve seen the recording, same as me.” 

 

“Thank you for your assistance, captain.”  Hadren spoke dispassionately before 

shutting off the communication.  Brooding a moment, he turned to Ryo, who had been 

promoted to first officer in Hadren’s place.  “Come with me, Ryo.  I want to hear every idea 

you have on how to get Jayk back.” 

 

Ryo smiled. 

 

~~~ 

 

Pacing along the bridge of the Quiet Darkness, Jayk tried to calm his nerves—

unsuccessfully.  The entire assembled fleet of Duun battleships, the culmination of all Duun 

technology, floated silently in front of Vedari Prime.  It was a majestic sight, thousands of 

green and gold ships in perfect formation. 

 

This day will see the destruction of Vedari, Jayk thought. 

 

Avalon stood in the center of the bridge, watching her beloved walk.  She could feel 

his anxiety emanating like poison in his soul.  Despite what he said, he still cared for Vedari. 

 

This day will see the destruction of Jayk’s spirit, Avalon thought. 

 

Sitting in his captain’s chair, Hadren stared ominously out of the front 

viewscreen.  The Angel hovered gently amid the remaining Vedari fleet, which had been 

summoned back to Vedari Prime for a final stand.  The fate of the universe hinged on this 

battle for power.  Hadren felt a deep apathy inside of him.  All he cared about was seeing his 

captain returned safe. 

 

This day will see Jayk in command of the Angel once more, Hadren thought. 

 

The last Duun ship signaled that it was ready, and Avalon gave the order to open 

fire.  Every ship in the Duun navy simultaneously charged its weapons, releasing them in one 

massive blast.  Following only a half-second behind, the Vedari ships responded in 

kind.  Lasers, plasma, and missiles streaked across the battlefield, leaving colorful trails in the 

sky.  Some ships suffered direct hits and exploded, but neither side noticed, because they 

were concentrating on more important matters.  The smaller ships were released from the 

carriers, sent to wreak havoc among the enemy.  The battle would be decided by them—the 

fighter pilots, the frigate commanders.  It was by the efforts of single pilots that capital ships 

were brought down.  Unfortunately, all the tactics in the universe could not save the pilot who 

moved too slowly or fired a little too quickly. 

 
Chapter 10 – Resolve 

 

“Take us in,” Hadren commanded from the bridge of the Angel.  The ship powered 

forward, charging into the battle with hundreds of other ships next to them.  “Aim for that 

carrier,” he said. 

 



The ominous arrow-head shaped ship had been logged in the Angel’s targeting banks 

from when Jayk had been captured.  Vedari Intelligence had verified that Jayk’s lifesigns 

were still on board that vessel.  His specific DNA pattern had been easy to detect.  The trick 

is actually getting onto the carrier, Hadren thought. 

 

Lasers flashed around the cloaked hull of the Angel.  Most likely, any Duun ship that 

wished could take efforts to detect them, but Hadren was hoping that they would be ignored 

for long enough to complete their mission.  

 

“Targeting the cargo bay,” a voice said over the speakers.  Nuts, the Angel’s chief 

gunner, spoke in grim tones. 

 

“We also successfully installed some specialized shield buffers to keep us from 

getting fried again,” Ryo added.  He had personally overseen that operation, having missed 

his old job as mechanic. 

 

“Good.  Everything should be going according to plan then.  Stay the course and I’ll 

be back.”  Hadren rose from the captain’s chair, looking introspectively around the bridge.  It 

was quite possible that this would be his last time on the Angel.  Trying to push morbid 

thoughts to the back of his mind, Hadren strode down the corridors of the ship with a grim 

determination.  Ryo walked silently behind him, moving like a specter down the 

hallway.  They met Nuts at a juncture and headed to the main airlock together.  Waiting for 

them were fifteen other crew members, outfitted with boarding party gear. 

 

“Ready when you are, Yithril,” Hadren said into his communicator. 

 

“Roger that, boss.  Contact in five, four—” 

 

Laser beams from the Angel sliced open the carrier’s shields, leaving the cargo bay 

exposed. 

 

“Three, two—” 

 

There was a deep thrum that vibrated through the ship, which signified two 

penetrator-class missiles being launched. 

 

“One!” 

 

The sound of explosions filled the air as the missiles exploded and the Angel crashed 

into the carrier’s cargo bay doors a half-second later.  Designed to release their ordnance 

forward, the penetrator missiles left the Angel undamaged as it careened into the Duun 

vessel. 

 

Clutching tightly to a support bar, Hadren opened his eyes.  They had made it.  They 

were inside the Duun carrier. 

 

~~~ 

 

Jayk and Avalon stood together in the situation room of the Quiet Darkness.  Every 

screen displayed scenes of destruction and terror, caused by Avalon’s deadly tactics and 



Jayk’s crippling information.  The Duun were slicing up the Vedari Fleet, which had long 

since dissolved into a chaotic mess trying to keep the attackers from landing on the 

planet.  Little did they know that the Duun never intended to land. 

 

Avalon watched on a personally-calibrated scanner as the Angel broke away from the 

action, heading directly for the Quiet Darkness.  Looks like my calculations were 

correct.  Let’s hope they hold true.  “Jayk, I’m going to have to leave.  I promise you I will 

return, but I need you to stay here and manage the fleet.  There’s something I need to 

do.”  She looked at him and gazed into his eyes.  They were cold and dark, filled with 

shadowy visions.  A taint of darkness had corrupted him, changing him from the man she had 

once known.  He looked longingly at her, but simply nodded.  I know I’m the only thing 

keeping him together, Avalon thought as she left the situation room, but if I don’t leave, the 

universe will be doomed. 

 

Jogging now, Avalon sped through the corridors of the Duun vessel, her green jacket 

trailing behind her.  She rested her hand on her gun, taking comfort in its familiar grip.  The 

soft, worn leather felt snug in her hand, like it was an extension of her arm.  Avalon hoped 

she wouldn’t have to use it. 

 

Eventually, she reached a longer, wider hallway that was only dimly lit.  Dozens of 

hatches lay embedded within the left wall, while the right wall was made up of storage 

lockers.  There were benches on that side as well, but Avalon didn’t stop long.  She yanked 

open the first locker she came to and pulled out a flight suit, changing into it rapidly.  Once 

fully geared up, she grabbed a helmet and sprinted over to one of the hatches on the 

wall.  With a breath, she placed the helmet on her head, making sure the seal locked.  I can do 

this, Avalon said.  All the calculations say I can.  

 

Without further hesitation, she opened the hatch and slid inside.  It was a slender tube 

that carried her downwards at a semi-steep angle before depositing her in the cockpit of a 

starfighter.  The ship’s systems powered up as they registered a human presence behind the 

wheel.  Avalon disengaged the ship from the docking tube, sealing the cockpit 

simultaneously.  After being carried through the bowels of the vessel by robotic arms, the 

starfighter was finally jettisoned into space at a high velocity so that she didn’t have to start 

burning fuel soon.  

 

Avalon was struck by the vastness of space.  Inside the tiny cockpit of the fighter, she 

gazed out of the glass canopy at the enormous emptiness around her, broken up by a mix of 

battleships.  Unfortunately, her introspection was cut short as the computer began to 

beep.  Avalon pulled on the controls, narrowly missing death as two beams of light soared 

around her.  Another warning light beeped and her face paled.  Someone had locked on to her 

fighter, which meant an extreme likelihood that they would pursue her no matter where she 

went.  “This was not in my mission parameters,” Avalon growled as she plugged an evasive 

pattern into the computer. 

 

~~~ 

 

“Let’s move it people!  The clock is ticking!”  Hadren yelled as he burst out of the 

Angel’s airlock.  He landed on the floor of the Duun cargo bay with wreckage crunching 

beneath his boots.  The cargo bay doors had been demolished, but an automatic forcefield 

system had sprung up in their place. 



 

Behind Hadren, a company of seventeen soldiers followed, each bearing some sort of 

weapon.  Most favored conventional firearms, but at least three of the boarding party were 

carrying around large laser cannons that were designed to be fired from the hip.  Their 

computerized targeting system made them the most accurate guns, along with the most 

powerful. 

 

With the concentrated power of the three cannons, the strike team blew open the 

doors leading into the heart of the ship.  Hadren led his team through the smoking barrier and 

into the depths of the supercarrier fearlessly.  He never paused as he directed them through 

forks and intersections, having memorized the ship’s interior by heart.  There were few 

officers around—most were at their battle stations—, but when Hadren’s team came across 

them, they were instantly blasted by one of his many sharpshooters. 

 

There was a sinking feeling in Hadren’s stomach as he looked at a small combat 

computer he had carried with him.  Jayk’s life-signs were inside the situation room.  “This 

way,” he ordered as he moved towards the nexus of the ship.  

 

The doors to the command center of the entire Duun fleet were not impressive.  They 

matched every other pair of automatic doors on the ship, except for some red markings which 

identified the security clearance necessary to enter.  The three cannoneers were ready to blast 

them to smithereens when the doors opened by themselves.  Jayk stood alone on the other 

side, with a pistol pointed directly at Hadren. 

 

“Hello, old friend.” He said. 

 

~~~ 

 

“You are under fire,” Avalon’s ship computer said. 

 

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Avalon muttered in response.  “This guy 

just had to target the single most important leader in the entirety of Duun-Vedari 

history.”  She flipped the fighter around so that the guns were facing her attacker.  Due to the 

vacuum of space, the ship kept going in the same direction and speed, so she had enough time 

to fire a few shots before flipping back around to maneuver.  

 

“You missed,” the computer said simply. 

 

“Whoever designed the AI for these fighters has a nasty sense of humor.”  Avalon’s 

mind raced.  I need to take this guy down—but how?  She glanced at the many battleships 

firing round after round of lasers and missiles.  What if I timed it right?  I could fly past a 

turret at just the right time so that he would be blown to bits!  She paused for a second.  Her 

face twisted into something between a smirk and a sneer.  “Forget that.”  Avalon punched an 

access code into the fighter’s computer and sent a coded transmission to central command.  It 

would be processed as one of her orders and given out to all Duun starfighters.  Within 

seconds, two interceptors soared in behind Avalon and blasted her pursuer to so much scrap 

metal.  I love being a general, she thought. 

 

With a smile on her face, she programmed the navigational computer to head towards 

a nondescript battleship hanging on the fringes of the battle.  This was their coup de grâce—a 



hidden superweapon capable of razing a planet.  The technology had been easy to create; a 

planet was easy to destroy, but hard to capture or keep.  Disliking biological warfare, Avalon 

had chosen to use an extremely destructive laser for the project. 

 

Sliding open soundlessly in the vacuum of space, the bay doors of the battleship 

opened to receive Avalon’s starfighter.  Her escort turned back to the battle raging outside 

with just a nod from one of the pilots.  Time to get to work, Avalon mused. 

 

~~~ 

 

Everyone in the situation room was struck with a measure of surprise, except for Jayk, 

who seemed amused.  The humor in his eyes was not the good, lighthearted humor that had 

once fueled Jayk.  Hadren saw a bleaker outlook in his friend’s eyes and was almost numbed 

by the change in the man he had once known.  

 

Fortunately, one of the cannoneers didn’t lose his wits.  He addressed Jayk in a gruff 

voice, saying, “Drop your gun or I’ll blow you to kingdom come.” 

 

Without pausing, Jayk lashed out, grabbing Hadren roughly by the neck and pulled 

him close like a full-body shield.  “I suggest you run away quietly.”  He nodded to the other 

officers in the situation room, adding, “You too.  I want a private audience with this man.” 

 

Fear and obedience in their eyes, the Duun crew filed out of the room with a measure 

of eagerness that everyone noticed.  The Vedari strike team left with more reluctance, but 

they didn’t dare disobey with Hadren inches from death.  Both Ryo and Nuts gazed at Jayk 

and Hadren one last time before hitting the control panel and sealing the two of them in. 

 

Hadren felt the course fabric of a Duun uniform against his neck and the metal of 

Jayk’s pistol against his skin.  They were both cold—a chilled, dead version of a presence he 

had once known.  Slowly, the grip released and Hadren moved away from Jayk, who still 

held his gun threateningly.  “It’s been a long time,” Jayk said. 

 

“Why did you do it?”  Hadren’s jaw clenched.  “Why did you join them?” 

 

“What makes the Vedari better than the Duun?”  Jayk snarled in reply.  In a quieter 

voice, he said, “I joined them because of my love.” 

 

“The girl—the one from the Nightingale—she’s the cause of this?”  Hadren narrowed 

his eyebrows.  “Who is she?” 

 

“You’ve surely seen her in the videos we sent out.  Her name is Avalon, and she’s the 

world to me.” 

 

Hadren made the connection.  “The girl from the video,” he said in a shaky voice. 

 

“Yes.” 

 

Wilting somewhat inside, Hadren said, “Her name isn’t Avalon.” 

 

“What?  How do you—” 



 

“Her name is Lorelei.  And I know because she—however indirectly—killed my 

brother and his wife.” 

 

“It was a Vedari soldier that went mad and killed your brother.  And Tanya deserved 

what she got—she was going back to war.” 

 

“Is that what you really believe?  I can’t get over how much they’ve twisted 

you!  Lorelei sent a Duun assassin to break Tanya’s spirit—by killing her husband.  She 

needed to deliver one last blow to her former opponent, to totally crush her soul.  It even 

worked for a while.  There was no crazed soldier, Jayk.  Lorelei has been pulling the strings 

since this whole thing started.” 

 

“It’s Avalon, and I don’t believe you.  She wouldn’t.  She fought for her country—

nothing more.” 

 

“Jayk, you could never see the war from either side’s perspective.  That’s why you 

mess everything up.  That’s why you should never have promised Tanya.  It was only a 

matter of time before you broke the promise, and if you hadn’t, you might not have caused 

this much damage.” 

 

“I will bring peace to the galaxy!”  Jayk roared.  “The Duun Fleet will see to that.” 

 

“These are the lies she has told you.  You are only causing more destruction.  Can’t 

you see?”  Hadren pointed at the many screens.  They depicted violence—so much 

violence.  Thousands of vessels locked in combat and millions of humans trying to kill one 

another.  Death, terror, and mayhem were spread by the hands of both armies. 

 

Jayk looked at the scenes and something deep inside of him snapped.  He held up his 

gun once more, and prepared to fire. 

 

~~~ 

 

The lack of any human presence aboard the battleship was disconcerting.  Avalon 

crept through the dark passageways with a measure of anxiety.  The plan—

the original plan—had been to fire the weapon remotely.  However, given her new 

improvisation, she doubted that a remote-fire would be possible.  

 

“Why aren’t there any people on this ship again?”  Avalon asked to no one in 

particular.  She vaguely remembered a report from the logistics division saying that the crew 

of the battleship would be better deployed elsewhere.  That’s the Duun for you—streamlining 

all the time.  Why keep a crew nice and safe when you can use them?  Even so, it was 

fortunate that Avalon didn’t have to deal with any confrontations.  Her plan was risky enough 

as it was. 

 

Finally, she pulled herself up onto the level containing the controls to fire the ship’s 

superweapon.  Like the rest of the ship, it was deserted; the room was lit by several 

consoles.  A quick study showed Avalon that the laser was fully charged and ready to 

fire.  I’m only going to get one shot with this, Avalon thought.  Briefly, she pondered the 

consequences of her plan.  Death and destruction.  Pain—so much pain.  Despite these 



mental warnings, Avalon felt no remorse.  She had been a general for far too long.  Or did I 

simply start out psychotic?  Avalon giggled.  Punching in several commands, she felt the ship 

lurch as it moved, turning in space. 

 

Once the ship was properly aligned to the target, Avalon hit one last button.  The 

capacitors in the ship released their charge, and it surged through the ship’s circuits like a 

tidal wave, flooding the laser emitter with raw energy.  A breath escaped Avalon.  The deed 

was done, and no one could reverse it now. 

 

~~~ 

 

The laser was a wave pulsating out from the battleship.  It soared through space like 

an eagle in the night sky, illuminating the ships in a pale green glow.  Those with the fastest 

reflexes swerved to avoid it, but it moved faster than any human.  

 

Jayk watched in horror as he saw the blast—it was not heading for Vedari; someone 

had changed its trajectory.  The laser was heading directly for the Duun fleet. 

 

Without slowing down it sliced through cruiser after cruiser, the majority of them 

lined up in a perfect formation.  Jayk barely had time to grab Hadren and hit the deck.  When 

the laser struck the Quiet Darkness, Jayk felt the interior supports snap in half.  The 

supercarrier split into two pieces.  At best, forcefields had sprung up to stop further damage, 

and only those directly in the laser’s path were killed.  At worst, everything in the ship was 

going to be sucked into the vacuum and the reactor was going to explode.  As usual, 

something in between the two extremes happened: in the midst of the Duun fleet being 

carved up by their own laser, multiple engine cores exploded.  It was impossible to tell if the 

Quiet Darkness’s reactor had been included; the good part was that the ship seemed to hold 

together regardless, due to its forcefield technology. 

 

Jayk was just starting to feel safe when the bulkhead shattered.  The situation room 

was at the center of the Quiet Darkness, but a blast had gouged out enough of a portion to 

barely breach one of the walls.  Responding to the vacuum of space, the atmosphere in the 

room rushed outside.  Oxygen was the least of their concerns as Hadren flipped backwards to 

the opening, snared at the last minute by Jayk’s hand. 

 

Why aren’t the forcefields kicking in? Jayk thought.  Slowly, a darker muse entered 

his mind.  I could just let go of Hadren right now. 

 

As if sensing the thought, Hadren yelled over the gusts of wind.  “Don’t let me go 

Jayk!” 

 

“You are my enemy!” Jayk bellowed. 

 

“I wasn’t always your enemy!  Once upon a time, you made a promise to fight for the 

Vedari!  Once upon a time your word meant something to you!” 

 

At this statement, Jayk howled and Hadren realized that he was being pulled up.  Jayk 

managed to bring Hadren to the point where he could hold on to the steel table that Jayk was 

hanging onto.  “There’s only one way for this to end, old friend.  Goodbye,” Jayk said, as he 

let go of the table. 



 

~~~ 

 

“48.25%,” Avalon muttered to herself.  “48.25%” She spoke this statistic over and 

over as if it were some sort of charm.  “48.25% chance that Jayk is still alive.”  Her fighter 

was in the process of re-docking with the Quiet Darkness.  Many hangers had sustained 

damage, but the bay controls were apparently functional, saving her a great deal of 

trouble.  Once fully parked, a hatch underneath the starfighter opened and Avalon dropped 

down to an exit chamber where she found machines that would take care of her flight 

suit.  She changed quickly and sprinted for the nearest access ladder, climbing upwards like a 

monkey on caffeine.   

 

Her heart sank when she finally reached the situation room.  There was a warning 

light on the exterior control panel signifying a hull breach.  Avalon saw that the emergency 

forcefield auxiliary system had been damaged, and she felt her worst fears confirmed.  With 

her mind numb with shock, she ripped off the control panel and manually wired the system 

back together.  The light turned green and she opened the door, rushing inside. 

 

Jayk was slumped against the forcefield that sealed the gash in the room.  Avalon had 

saved him nanoseconds before he would have been blown out of the hole in the wall.  Hadren 

was on the floor, gripping the leg of a table bolted down.  He looked up when Avalon came 

in with an expression of rage.  “You!” he cried, “You’re Lorelei.” 

 

“I haven’t gone by that name in a long time,” Avalon snapped as she rushed over to 

Jayk.  “That was my name back when Tanya was in the war.”  Jayk was unconscious, but 

otherwise intact.  The forcefield’s shock combined with the lack of oxygen had knocked him 

out.  With new air in the room, he awoke. 

 

“Both of you should just kill me now,” he muttered. 

 

“Why would we do that when you’ve brought an end to the war between our 

peoples?”  Avalon asked with a mad gleam in her eyes. 

 

“What in the ‘verse are you talking about?” Hadren asked roughly as he stood up. 

 

“The beam.  That was me,” Avalon replied. 

 

“You killed—our ships,” Jayk realized. 

 

“I brought balance to the galaxy.”  

 

“You’re a psychopath,” Hadren snarled.  “What kind of person would do that?” 

 

“I may be a psychopath,” Avalon shot back, “but I didn’t kill senselessly.  I defected.” 

 

“You’re a Vedari now?” Jayk asked, struggling to wrap his mind around the new 

paradigm. 

 

“No—you misunderstand.  I defected to a third faction,” Avalon said triumphantly. 

 



Both Jayk and Hadren stared at her blankly.  “What faction?” they asked together. 

 

“A new one.  One made up of the remnants of the Vedari and the Duun.”  Avalon 

grinned and walked over to an intact computer.  “Watch this,” she said as she set up an open 

broadcast that would be received by all the ships included in the battle.  “Cease fire!” she 

shouted.  “A surrender is in progress.  I repeat, do not attack.” 

 

Outside, both factions stopped fighting, convinced that it was the other side who had 

surrendered.  “A surrender?  Who’s surrendering to whom?” Hadren asked, confused. 

 

“I need a name guys—quick and make it good.  A name for a government.”  Avalon 

said, snapping her fingers. 

 

Jayk’s immediately thought, Midnight Burrito—no wait that sounds like a band 

name.  He blinked a couple of times.  Where did that come from?  It had been so long since 

he had been able to think like that; his old humor was coming back.  But why?  He guessed it 

was because suddenly he didn’t have to choose between his oaths and his love.  That’s it! He 

suddenly realized.  Avalon is creating a new government for everyone, made up of all past 

governments.  That’s how this all works out—the sum of Vedari and Duun.  “Call it Veduun,” 

Jayk said finally. 

 

Hadren smiled slightly, beginning to understand.  He commented, “Crude, but 

effective.” 

 

“Ok good.  I’m in a conference with some important people over here.  You guys 

should say ‘hi.’” Avalon said.  Two holographic figures were floating on one of the desks, 

both of them dressed in official-looking uniforms.  “These are the heads of the Vedari and 

Duun governments.”  The two men looked uncomfortable. 

 

“This is highly irregular,” one of them said. 

 

“Indeed,” the other agreed. 

 

“Shut up,” Avalon said with finality.  “You two are going to surrender to this man,” 

she said as she pulled Jayk into the camera.  He waved awkwardly and Avalon rolled her 

eyes. 

 

“Who is he?” asked one. 

 

“Why should we surrender?” asked the second. 

 

“His name is Jayk and he’s the elected emperor of the soon-to-be-made Veduun 

Empire.  If you don’t surrender to him, then things are going to get messy around here and 

when we come out on top, we’ll come after you.” 

 

Hadren decided to cut in before Avalon made the situation any worse.  “What she 

means is—wouldn’t you rather stop the fighting?  People have died enough on both 

sides.  This war has gone on long enough.  We are offering you a chance to end it; right here, 

right now, you can make that choice.  Are you going to step up and be the leaders your 

people need?  Or are you going to let your pride dictate the lives of thousands more?” 



 

The two leaders seemed moved by Hadren’s words.  Quietly, they transmitted their 

seals of authority to Avalon, seemingly convinced of the possibility of a better future or 

persuaded by the depressing status reports they had no doubt just received from various fleet 

members.  After they disconnected, Avalon, Hadren, and Jayk were left staring at one 

another. 

 

“We did it,” Avalon finally said triumphantly. 

 

“What exactly did we do?” Hadren asked. 

 

“We’ve created a new world order.  We’ve just established an empire from the ashes 

of both peoples and put Jayk in the lead.  With both of us to back him up, how bad could that 

be?” 

 

They nodded, as if it were no more important than the daily weather.  “We’ll need a 

capitol,” Jayk said.  “Somewhere to set up a government.” 

 

“You pick—you’re the emperor.  But avoid either faction’s individual capitol so we 

don’t look like we’re picking favorites.” 

 

“I’ve got an idea,” Jayk said.  “A little out-of-the-way planet called Dustball.” 

 

 

 

 


