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Throughout our empire’s history, brave men and women have answered the call to fight evil. A cold winter day in my youth echoes in my memory—the day I heard the call. I was given the name Hylian, a tribute to a family member who fought in epic battles nearly fifteen centuries prior. While most Stargazians lived quiet, comfortable lives, my life was on the verge of dramatic change. My childhood on the tropical planet Valaria was typical of a Stargazian family—a four-story house, a large yard, pets, and our modest flying car. Twenty miles from our home in Lavoria, my father taught science at the University of Rosenite, while my mother’s job teaching at the city’s science center often kept her out late. 

The Stargazian School System encompassed thirteen grades, including kindergarten, each building progressively more complex upon the last. Students had to pass a competency test before advancing to the next grade. Stargazian high schools typically lasted five years, but attendance varied by location. There were roughly 5,000 students at my high school. My schedule was jam-packed with history, math, science, social skills, biology, gym, skycar driving, and other less interesting classes. 

My upper grades allowed me to take extra electives such as Speech, World Views, and College Readiness. For some students, the military offered a post-high school alternative to further education, provided they passed a qualifying test. With the promise of education and personal liberty, the military became the choice of many students. The thought of the military, the shouts of command and the unforgiving lack of freedom, held no appeal. 

Every morning began with the crisp sound of the Stargazian national anthem, sung by each classmate as they stood, hands over their hearts, while the flag proudly waved in the air. Each teacher, using a blend of interactive displays, collaborative group activities, and occasionally, the less engaging lecture format, taught their classes. The daily homework load varied wildly; some teachers assigned a manageable three hours, while others piled on extra work, resulting in far longer nights. All Stargazian students learned and understood the story of our empire’s flag, its vibrant colors representing the different regions. Many history teachers assigned grueling homework, including essays and presentations, to reinforce the epic tale, which every student needed to know for graduation, creating a stressful learning environment for many students. 

In the distant past, a thousand years ago, the reigning leader merged total governmental control, suppressing the people and establishing unfair laws. Following the Senate’s dissolution, the leader instigated conflict, creating civil unrest by pitting the people against one another. With a roar that echoed through the streets, the Stargazian citizens revolted, seizing control and taking matters into their hands. Torn between their oaths and their consciences, the military split its loyalties between the leader and the people. One day, it all ended. Retired veterans, fed up with the status quo, joined with citizen militias, creating a formidable force. A successful coup by the army removed the corrupt leader and his supporters, leading to a new government. A collective of elected officials will now govern, replacing single-person executive leadership, causing the dissolution of political parties. Representatives of the empire would be chosen through planetary elections. The three-year term of the elected official concluded upon the occurrence of the next planetary election. The newly appointed leadership would prioritize the well-being of the Stargazian populace in their governance of the empire, foregoing self-interest. To mitigate corruption within the newly formed Senate, all meetings shall be conducted with full public transparency. 

They commemorated the inauguration of this fresh start with a new flag, which is still flown to this day. The flag’s background was dark blue, featuring a central white star. In the center, the torch of liberty was held by a reptilian and a human. Since the new government formed, peace reigned in the empire with the new motto: Remember the past and make a better future for all.

Most days in class, I drifted into daydreams of piloting a sleek spacecraft, slicing through the stars at impossible speeds. But those fantasies always landed me in hot water.

“Hylian!” my history teacher, Mr. Thorne, snapped one afternoon, slamming his holographic tablet on the desk. “If you will not pay attention, at least pretend to. What’s so fascinating out that window?”

I blinked, snapping back to the drab classroom. “Sorry, sir. Just...thinking about the cosmos.”

“He rolled his eyes. The cosmos won’t help you pass your competency test. Now, back to the lesson—Earth, that backward little world with no hope of redemption.”

Our empire had known about Earth for centuries. They spoke a language eerily similar to ours and shared echoes of our religion. Most Earthlings believed in a creator God, but their actions painted a darker picture.

“They’re violent, greedy, lazy,” Mr. Thorne continued, projecting gruesome holo-images of wars and riots. “Racism, endless conflicts—just look at these transmissions. It’s why our government stepped in after the protests here at home.”

A classmate, Jennifer, leaned over and whispered, “But aren’t we just like them? Our history’s full of the same mess.”

I nodded, glancing at the holo-images to avoid Mr. Thorne’s glare. “Exactly. We’re not so different. Why judge them so harshly?”

The same flaws plaguing Earth had once torn through our past. Eighty years ago, the Stargazian Government decreed a strict no-contact policy—unless absolutely necessary. Since then, we’d become Earth’s silent guardians, watching from afar. Other civilizations hungered to conquer it, but we’d thwarted them through shrewd diplomacy.

“It won’t stay secret forever,” I muttered to myself that night in my room, staring at the stars. “One day, our paths will cross—and who knows what that’ll unleash?

Following high school, I enrolled at the University of Rosenite to study education, as my parents wished. My parents were against it, but I wanted to change majors because I found teaching uninteresting. Years went by as I frequently passed the Stargazian military recruitment center. A brochure I picked up one day ended up at home, where my mother found it. 

“Hylian, what is this?” she asked, coming into my room, holding the brochure.

I looked at her and mumbled, “It’s a brochure, Mother.” 

“Your father is going to be furious if he sees this! Why do you want to join the military? They kill people!” 

“Mother, kill what people? There hasn’t been a war in over 1,000 years! Why can’t I live my life the way I want to?” I said, sitting at my desk. 

“Honey, we’re not running your life. We just want the best for you, that’s all. I am going to put this brochure in the trash before your father sees it.” She walked out of the room with her arms thrown in the air. 

Once my parents were asleep, I carefully navigated the darkened house, the smell of old books and dust heavy in the air, to get the brochure. I slipped the brochure under my bed and then enlisted the following morning. A long line snaked along the sidewalk when I got to the recruiting station. The line was mostly filled with people my age, though some were older. Applicants could enlist between the ages of 20 and 40, provided they met physical and mental health standards. As I approached the enlistment booth and signed the application, a sudden chill went through me, and I hesitated. A gnawing sense of uncertainty lingered as I questioned my choices. I conquered my fear and registered. I was told by the enlistment officer that a confirmation email would be sent, and I could view the results on my mobile device. 

The days stretched into an eternity, and with each passing hour, the lack of communication from the military intensified my anxiety. One night, an email arrived, the subject line stark and official, confirming my enlistment with a date and time for the ability assessment; a chill ran down my spine. With trembling hands and closed eyes, I waited to open the letter. A few seconds later, I read the letter to find out when my test was scheduled. With the exam looming at the end of the week, college seemed unimportant the following day. We received news at home of the Cyclonian Empire’s latest conquest. A terrible galactic war of extermination raged, yet my empire remained silent. My parents came into the living room to watch the news coverage of the recent attack. I could no longer bear witnessing the carnage and exited the room. I had a feeling that a significant confrontation between our empires was on the horizon. 

I was a nervous wreck the night before the test. Sleep eluded me as I tossed and turned. I woke up early and waited for my parents to go to work. Upon my arrival at the testing center, I found a long queue of several hundred people waiting for registration, test numbers, and seat assignments. I flipped my card over while waiting and saw 234 beside a cubicle number.

Then a Stargazian officer yelled, “234!” 

“Yes, Ma’am,” I responded, shaking all over.

“Follow me, 234!” she said.

I followed her to a room with several testing cubes. Mine was at the end of the hallway. 

“Here is your cube, 234. The test will take about two hours. Good luck!”

“Thank you, Ma’am,” I said.

I began the examination only after a moment of prayer following my seating. I watched as my computer started up and scanned my eye to verify my identity. A holographic keyboard appeared on the table for me to use. The exam covered history, math, science, ethics, medicine, and engineering. Following the test’s completion, the officials tabulated the scores in an adjacent room. I was confident in my knowledge of the familiar subjects, but struggled with the medical and engineering sections. Upon completion of the exam, the results were printed on the screen. The Stargazian military welcomed me and scheduled me for flight training on a particular date. Breaking the news to my parents would be difficult. Upon entering the house that evening, I discovered my parents were already eating dinner. They gave me a disturbing look, like, you’re in trouble now.

My dad began by said, “We waited for you,” ramming food into his mouth. 

Avoiding eye contact, I answered, “Sorry, I was taking a test.”

“What test was that?” asked my dad, while stuffing some more food in his mouth.

Standing there, I gathered the courage and I spoke. “I took an entrance exam into the Stargazian Military.” 

My parents’ forks dropped on their plates, making a clattering noise. Their disappointment showed, and they just stared at me. 

“Is this what you really want to do, Hylian?” my mom asked, standing up. 

“Yes, Mother. Flying is what I’ve always wanted to do, and I feel called to it,” I said.

“If that is what you want to do, Hylian, then Godspeed,” my dad answered, sounding upset. 

“I am sorry, Father. It’s something I need to do,” I said, trying to apologize, as he stood up and walked away from the table.

I shook my head, a frustrated sigh escaping my lips, and sat heavily down on the hard wooden chair. I silently stabbed my food with my fork, ending the conversation with my parents. My parents didn’t come to see me off when I left for boot camp. I loaded my suitcase and, looking back at the house where I’d spent so many years, got into the taxi. I paused briefly before getting in the cab, then stared straight ahead, refusing to look back. 

––––––––

[image: ]


​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2



[image: ]




When I arrived at the main Rosenite spaceport, the reptilian taxi driver helped me with my luggage. I was exhausted after a long flight and struggled to push my way through the crowded terminal. A chaotic crowd of travelers surged past, nearly trampling my feet. Passengers hurried to catch their trains while Stargazian soldiers and security guards maintained a close watch. According to my orders, I had to catch the transport ship in the restricted military area of Terminal 300. Above my head, a holographic map of the spaceport showed Terminal 300 in the distance. I couldn’t think or hear the announcements because the crowd was so noisy. Having pushed through the crowds, I reached the main check-in desk. As I approached, a woman in uniform observed me. 

“Orders?” she asked, looking at me.

I gave them to her and waited for my next instructions from her. Seconds later, she smiled, pointing towards the correct gate in Terminal 300. Terrible music assaulted my ears as I approached the entrance. Pushing open the glass door, I saw a large reptile dancing with food smeared on its face. Following check-in, an altercation occurred between the reptile person and an individual annoyed by his loud music. An exchange of insults escalated into a full-blown brawl. The security scanners failed to detect his opponent’s phaser, which he pulled out during the disturbance. I snuck behind him and knocked the weapon from his hand with a swift kick. He bolted for the exit, but security apprehended him.

“Thanks, man!” said the happy reptilian, showing his large, sharp reptilian teeth. 

“No problem. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Hylian,” I said. 

“I’m Raf,” he said, sticking out his scaly hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Approximately one-quarter of all Stargazian citizens were reptilian. On average, these reptiles were seven feet tall, powerfully built, and capable of incredible leaps. Every reptile possessed a distinctive tail. Some reptiles had smooth tails, while others had bony tails with retractable spikes. Their tails were hooked onto their bodies, yet this didn’t seem to affect how they moved. Everyday activities like sitting or walking didn’t disrupt their lives. While their earlier ancestors were swift, these descendants could leap remarkably far, though they lacked speed. Many intelligent reptiles pursued careers in medicine, science, and other specialized professions, while others served in the military, using their superior strength. A defining characteristic of most of them was their large heads, each topped with a long nose. Their eyes displayed a captivating spectrum of colors, ranging from the deepest blue to a mesmerizing purple haze. 

As Raf and I flew to boot camp, we saw the first world in the Stargazian Empire, called Adora. Adora had a rich atmosphere, with vast forests like no other planet in the galaxy or the empire. The Blue Forest of Adora was the largest in the entire world, with trees as high as 600 feet that penetrated the horizon. Small animals roamed the forest, as well as bearlike creatures, always on the hunt for their next meal. Each planet in the empire had hunting permits available, but only at certain seasons of the year, to help control a growing animal population. Laced with small oceans, lakes and rivers, it was an angler’s paradise. Some varieties of fish became a rare delicacy among the Stargazian people for their unique taste. Windsurfing became popular on Adora in the early part of our empire’s history. Professionals and beginners alike came here to show off their skills. Many surfers fell to their deaths from the sporadic winds carrying them to great heights, only to lose control of their boards. The dangers didn’t deter people, but made it grow in popularity. 

The second planet we flew by was the Stargazian home world, Lumina, which, unlike Adora, had more land mass and population because of the many cities. Lumina cities had the most beautiful architecture in the entire galaxy, with buildings as tall as a mile high, such as the capital city of Baron. Founded 500 years ago, it became the most populous city in the empire, surpassing 150 million people, made up of various ethnic groups. Other cities such as Manna, Mu, Rama, and Elyria all had populations over 100 million. 

As our transport hummed toward boot camp, the last planet loomed into view. Torrenia, the Stargazian military’s designated training hub, lacked the lush allure of Adora or the urban grandeur of Lumina. A single, modest ocean lapped against a vast continental landmass, its surface stark and functional. The planet was carved into four sections: Section 1 by the ocean for naval drills, Section 2 for infantry, Section 3 for mechanized gear—trucks, tanks, walkers—and Section 4 for air and space forces. Each zone had its own medical center, a necessity for the grueling regimen.

Raf nudged me as we gazed out the viewport. “Torrenia looks like a rock,” he grumbled. 

“No forests, no towers—just dirt and duty.

“I smirked. Not here for the scenery, Raf. Ready for the grind?”

He flexed his scaly hands. “Born for it. You?”

“Trying not to think about it,” I admitted, shifting in my seat.

We landed, and the main base buzzed with activity. Viewscreens flashed orders, directing recruits to their posts. The air was thick with emotion as young Stargazians clutched satellite phones, murmuring farewells to families.

“Last chance to call home,” Raf said, glancing at a recruit tearing up nearby. 

“You gonna ring your folks? 

“I shook my head. They’d just lecture me again. You?”

“I’ve already taken care of it,” he replied. He shrugged, but his eyes softened.

We navigated to Section 4, squeezing onto Hovercraft 5. The door sealed with a hiss, and the craft lurched forward, whisking us toward our new reality.

“Flight program’s gonna be brutal,” Raf said, his tail twitching. 

“Think we’ll survive?”

“Better,” I replied, forcing a grin. “We’ll own it.”

“How come you joined?” 

“To get away from my parents. They wanted me to become a brilliant professor like my father, but I wanted to fly. I wanted to all my life and to feel the g-force against my body,” I said, mimicking air flight with my hands. 

“Well, my parents encouraged me to go, and I wanted a challenge. I lived all my life on Valaria and lived with my parents after college. We lived-in the entertainment hub of Woodland City, where my parents owned a dance studio. I knew how to dance before being old enough to walk. The rest is history. I studied math, science, and history for over a year to prepare for the entrance exam. I couldn’t believe I made it into the flight program, but I am glad I am here,” Raf replied, looking at me. 

“Well, that makes two of us,” I said.

It took the hovercraft four hours, but we finally arrived at the assembly camp. When we exited, a rough, bulky sergeant stood in front of us. He ordered everyone into a straight line for an inspection. 

“Pay attention, cadets! In a moment, you will follow me to your assigned barracks. I expect all of you to stay in a straight line as we run over there. Tomorrow is a busy day. Now, move it!” he said. 

The furnishings in the barracks were quite rudimentary. Two beds placed side by side against the wall sat low to the ground. A quick peek into the bathroom revealed the same arrangement of silver stalls. The drill sergeant’s cot was the only comfortable place to sleep. Must be nice, I thought. From my barracks window, I saw distant supply ships being loaded by technicians. As the war hadn’t reached our empire, we provided aid to many other civilizations in their fight against the Cyclonians. Stories circulated about the Cyclonians’ atrocities, including mass graves filled with victims of torture. I don’t know how some people can be that cruel. War is hell, as the saying goes. 

The next morning, Raf and I received our cadet uniforms and attended orientation. On the third day, we learned the basics of flight and practiced marching drills. 

“This sucks, Raf! I thought we came here to fly, not to have drills all day!” 

“Yeah, tell me about it, man,” he said.

A couple of days later, on a scorching afternoon, Raf learned to fire handheld weapons, and I practiced firing heavy phase cannons from an older space fighter. 

“Hey, Raf, look what I’m firing,” I said.

“Pay attention, man!” Raf turned his attention to the Sarge. “When do we get actual targets, Sarge?” he asked.

“You’re not ready to fire at live targets, son. You couldn’t hit a fly on a reptilian bull’s butt!” he growled.

I started laughing aloud, but that was a mistake. 

“Did I say something funny, Cadet?” the drill sergeant yelled, getting into my face. 

“No, Sergeant,” I responded, feeling his hot breath. 

“Maybe you would like to run five miles, Cadet!” The Sergeant walked away and shook his head. He had everyone stand in a straight line as he stood in front of us. “All right, hit the showers and get something to eat!” he ordered. He walked away mumbling curse words. 

After showering and feeling refreshed, I headed to the mess hall, the aroma of frying bacon already filling the air. The video footage, with its jarring images of destruction and the sounds of chaos, deeply disturbed me. Civilization after civilization crumbled before the Cyclonian onslaught; their cities reduced to smoldering ruins. With no allies, we would be the last line of defense against their imminent, brutal attack; the weight of the world on our shoulders. The Cyclonians rarely took prisoners; the only exception was when they intended to inflict excruciating torture. Survivors recounted the Cyclonians’ merciless slaughter, killing all who surrendered or resisted. We knew little about the Cyclonian Empire, including the location of their homeworld. 

Scout ships dispatched by our military to a distant, uncharted region called the Edge of Darkness have vanished without a trace. The High Command therefore declared the area off-limits. This measure ensured that no Stargazian vessel was lost. 

After eating in the mess hall, I took a walk around base, while Raf finished eating. As I walked alone, I thought about my parents and wondered how they fared since I had left. 

“Hey, Hylian, wait up!” Raf yelled, running.

“What’s wrong, Raf?” I asked, turning around. 

“Nothing, I just wanted to walk with you. How do you like boot camp so far, Hylian?”

“I don’t know. It’s okay, I guess,” I responded, kicking some dirt.

Raf touched my shoulder. “You guess, huh? Are you okay? You don’t sound too happy.” 

“I’m okay. I am just thinking about my parents,” I responded, kicking some more loose dirt.

“Oh. Well, I guess you want to be alone, then, so I will let you be.” 

“It’s okay, Raf. You don’t have to, but thanks.”

“Well, I am going back to our barracks to practice some dance moves. I will see you later,” he said. 

I was surprised when Raf ran away, especially since he had such a large build. As I sat there, the sunset painted the sky with vibrant colors, and I contemplated my life. 

In six months, I mastered everything the instructors taught us about spaceflight. Their instruction also covered military protocol and other pertinent details. As graduation neared, everyone practiced marching diligently with increased enthusiasm. 

“Well, Raf,” I said, getting excited, “I can’t believe we made it!”

“Yeah, same here!”

I stared at my unfolded clothes. “How long have we been in boot so far?” 

“About twenty-four weeks, I think,” he guessed.

“Sure doesn’t feel like it, Raf,” I said, folding my shirt. 

“I know what you mean. Well, we still have two weeks until we graduate.”

“Yeah, I know, but we have to pass the last test to graduate, Raf,” I told him. 

The following week, everyone in our boot camp prepared to take the last test. To pass, we had to fly through several rings, using our flying skills. Next, each cadet had a simulated dogfight. My turn came up, and I felt confident. 

“Good luck, Hylian.” 

“Thanks, Raf,” I answered. I started slowly and moved into position. 

“Okay, I am ready, Sarge.” 

“All right, son, be sure not to kill yourself,” the sergeant warned, staring at me. 

The ship violently shook as I entered hyperspace. I expected the violent shaking to break the old ship apart, but it held. Upon seeing the first ring, I flew straight through it. I assumed this would be straightforward. My quick reflexes allowed me to barrel roll and catch the second ring. It’s fast enough that someone might miss a ring. Getting the third ring seemed like a real challenge. My rapid speed prevented me from devising a plan. As the seconds ticked by, I understood it involved a loop. The fourth and final ring materialized before me as I passed through, its faint luminescence barely visible in the dim light. An ethereal glow pulsed from the ring, its rhythmic ticking marking the passage of time. With a grin, I soared above it before executing a sharp reverse loop that transitioned smoothly into a breathtaking barrel roll. 

“Here I go,” I whispered to myself, feeling a mix of excitement and nervousness. 

Wow, this is intense! My tired body strained against the intense g-force, each cell screaming in protest. Now I understand why Stargazian fighter pilots needed fast reflexes: dodging the enemy’s laser fire required lightning-quick maneuvers. 

“Good job, Cadet,” the Sarge commended me. 

“Thanks, Sarge!” I responded.

When I landed, the Sarge had Raf and me stand next to our ships. Since we were the top of our class, a few officers gave us the privilege of flying against veterans next. The lowest - performing cadets would challenge one another after our turn. 

“You ready, Hylian?” Raf asked, looking at me from the other ship.

Sweat ran down my face. “Yeah, let’s have some fun!” I said.

Raf stared at me. “Don’t be an ass, man!” 

As we both started off, the veterans took off first. I felt nervous, but there was no point in worrying. We controlled the outcome. A deep voice came over our communicators.

“Are you ready, Cadets?” 

“Yes, Sir, we are ready!” I said.

“Good. Since you two are the top of your class, we’re going to enjoy this!”

“So will we!” I said.

Raf and I sat in our positions, waiting for the signal to begin. Time stood still as the timer on our training ships ran down. These weren’t the fastest spaceships, but maneuverable.

“Break right, Raf! Let’s break these two up and we will have a better chance.”

“Gotcha, Hylian. Let’s do this,” he said. 

I knew the only way to last against this guy was to outmaneuver and surprise him from behind. As I remembered my ring training, I realized I could trick this veteran by doing a reverse loop and barrel roll. 

“Quit running away! I want to blast you!” the veteran said.

“Catch me if you can!” I replied.

As I did the reverse loop and barrel roll, he did the same maneuver and remained behind me. 

“Nice move, Cadet. The Stargazian military doesn’t train idiots, but good try. My turn!” he said.

Ahh, man, I thought. As I flew faster and faster, I couldn’t get away from the competitor. Just then, an idea came to me of how to kill two birds with one stone. 

“Raf, I have an idea,” I said.

“What is it?” Raf asked over the communicator. 

“Let’s fly fast toward each other, crisscrossing, then perform a reverse loop.” 

“Are you serious, Hylian? That’s intense, man!” Raf comments. 
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