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Existence. What an obscene thought. All life encompasses the whim of an omniscient being who, at any time, can create or destroy everything we perceive as tangible. 
Time: another creation by man to explain things they cannot understand; a label to which mankind can mark the miserable passing of their insignificant lives. A word that, simply put, is an explanation for the unseen and unknown. 
The fourth dimension, which transpires in space and time, is as real to us as the ability to read another’s mind. Perception is the key to unlocking Truth, and only through the application of Truth can a man truly live – no more, no less. 
In order to see life you have to perish; in order to see death you have to live. The ramblings of a madman, you say? I beg to differ.
Only through stepping outside perception can a person ever attain Truth. How can mass and other tangible things exist when there is neither a beginning nor an end? What if there was no creation? How can a man explain, justify, his life?
My time is growing short. I will soon be taken away to another unknown life. I am not mad or disturbed; only through a man’s faults can his true nature be seen. All that matters now is Truth, the one simple path that leads a righteous man to his predetermined destination. Time, existence, space, mass – attempts to understand what has no real form, no mathematical explanation.
Time is an anomaly, and I will soon cease to exist because I have come to that realization. I can only exist if there is a delicate balance between man and his own mind. What am I to do now? Where can I go from here? 
I am pure energy. 
Life has lost its meaning. 
Perhaps I am wrong? 
Maybe the intangible can become tangible?
Time and all other things are just continuous streams of energy that do not flow from any direction. Fall in love with insanity. Strip away life’s blinders. My name is James Rider. I am but a dream, and this is my story.
 
  
 
  
  
  
  
  
  
 



  
Prologue
                
  
                
She could hear the rhythm of the hooves beating against the drenched land, powerful legs driving hooves into slick earth. The horse came on like a ghost, chest heaving, the collective stench of many miles emanating forth amidst the spittle and foam when the beast had to travel great distances.
The rain beat against the roof of the cottage; rows of wooden boards darkened in saturation from the torrential downpour. The thunder rolled across the land and reverberated against thin walls. Lightning reared, struck out, juxtaposed against the flowing river and the emerald hills.
She sat upright at the sound of thunder, a plague upon the senses, tearing through her soul. The baby, nestled tightly in her arms, cried out, looking up with fear in his eyes. She rocked the child back and forth, cooing softly.
The thunder cracked again with even more authority, causing the baby boy to startle and cry out. In the blinding flash of lightning, the door flew open, the wind full force against it. The baby, ocean blue eyes staring, froze. He cried no more and made no attempt to wiggle from his mother’s embrace.
Darkness flowed outside the door, the night infected by the storm. Then darkness stirred, and the woman’s eyes widened in fear. A cloaked figure stalked through the door, never once missing stride, boots glistening from the downpour outside. The figure threw back the fold of his cloak and revealed a belt embroidered with strange symbols. She exhaled. The shadowed figure raised his arms and pulled back the dark hood. When the lightning flashed again, his face took form.
Wavy, black hair flowed to the base of his neck, the bulk of it smothered by rain and stuck to his cloak. His gray eyes were without form, corneas a mass of the ghastly color of creatures that haunted dreams. His complexion was pale, and a few days’ worth of growth carved his chin line. His lips moved slowly as if he had not spoken in days.
“My beautiful Helena.” The words seemed to come from every corner of the room. “I am home to see you before I make my way to Aridus castle.”
She rose from the bed, the sheets trailing her as an elaborate dress, rather than bed linens of a mother and wife.
“My husband, Menchu.” The words escaped her lips quickly. Her shoulders sagged and she exhaled deeply at his adoration. She extended her arms, the baby cradled within, to the brazen figure of Menchu. “I have waited for your return for many months.”
She looked down at the baby, then back to Menchu. “Your son was born to me while you were away. He has blue eyes, like the seas of Fertusa. What shall we call him?”
Menchu led his wife back to the bed gingerly and bent forward to where she sat. “We shall call him Alterez,” he said.
“Would you like to hold your son?” she asked, holding the baby out to him. Menchu hesitated for a moment, not sure of what to do. 
He had never held a baby, and this was the child who would grow to be the man who would succeed him, as Menchu had succeeded his father before him. Menchu sat on the bed and held his arms in a cradled position, allowing his wife to place the baby in them.
“My son,” Menchu spoke softly. 
The baby began to scream, a voice that Menchu would someday come to fear. Menchu stood up quickly. His cloak began to smolder, and he shoved the baby back into his wife’s arms. Menchu tore the cloak from his frame and threw it to the ground, grinding his moist boots against the smoking material.
“What sort of devilry is this?” screamed Menchu, turning his attention to his stricken wife.
“I don’t know what happened. I don’t understand,” Helena stammered. She rose from the bed with the baby cradled in her arms and hid in the shadows near the window. Menchu tossed the cindered fabric against the far wall and approached his cowering wife, his eyes glowing in anger.
“That demon is to be cast from my home.” Menchu used dark magic to make his form expand into the shadows. “The boy is cursed, and I will not have him destroy what I have worked so hard to create.”
“The child meant no harm.” Helena began to sob. “You can’t take my child from me. I will not let him go – not even for you.”
Menchu flinched at the words. He grabbed at his wife’s dress, throwing her up against the door. The baby cried, and Menchu reached forward to hit the child. The baby’s eyes met his, and Menchu pulled back as if he had been slashed.
“So be it then.” Menchu’s voice, lost of anger, had taken on a somber tone. “Both you and the child are cast from my home. Never again shall you enter where I have holdings. You are banished from the kingdom of Arantania. Go now, before I have the guards remove you.”
Helena’s eyes closed. She turned on the heel of her foot and opened the door, wrapping a cloak around her body to shield the child from the storm, not once looking back at the figure of evil that had been her husband. 
The wind whipped through the room where the tides of time had been breached, and the woman pulled the hood of her robe over her and bent her head as she pushed out into the storm. The sun was rising above the hills, and the horizon flowed into a mixture of yellow and green. Helena left the house of darkness, the home of the vile wizard Menchu.
 
 



  
Iteration I:
Rendezvous with Death
 
 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 



  
“There will be seven and then seven more. Seven warriors shall be the beacons of good and so shall they befall the greatest evils. When the Dark One is released, so shall the essence of Exodus, and the Bearer of the Seven Truths shall have to wield the blade of the ages and seal the Void for all times.”
  
-Words of Myridia, sorceress of Prima Terra 
  
  
  
The scientific outpost on Tersden III was a small fragment of a planet with an oxygen-supplied dome, clear so that the scientists would not forget where they were. The Nemodtians sent their team of specialists to the asteroid for derisium, a rare alloy that, if mined correctly, could save their race.
Jutriue gazed lazily at the surrounding atmosphere, his thoughts drifting.
A specialist arrived, grabbed Jutriue’s arm hard, and pointed to the sky. Something was hurtling toward their outpost.
“What is it, Xertius?” 
Jutriue knew the young man well. He was the youngest on the expedition, a new graduate from the scientific academy on Verdule, prone to solitary behavior. In Jutriue’s opinion, Xertius was the most talented person on the mission, but others, filled with pride from years of scientific study, disagreed. The young man’s face was filled with apprehension.
“There are energy signals coming toward the site, and they are moving too fast to be cargo shipments,” Xertius said.
Jutriue could see nine vapor trails, ships that appeared to be on a crash course with Tersden III. “They must be bombers or fighters. They are too fast for anything else. Who would be out this far?” he said. “Who would have anything to gain by attacking a scientific outpost?”
Then it dawned on him: Xzin. He turned to Xertius and said, “Quickly, warn the others and sound the evacuation signal. Go before it is too late.”
Just as he finished speaking, the nine bombers streaked by, their energy trails replaced by streams of plasma strikes that ricocheted and split the ground of Tersden III. The bombers flew over the installation once and went streaking back into the darkness of space, like the horsemen of the apocalypse.
Men and women floated into space. Oxygen in their bodies was consumed, their blood vessels burst, and they suffocated; cast reminders of war and the cruel times that lay ahead. A communications screen floated near the face of Jutriue. One word scrolled across its screen: Xzin.
 
  
  
 



  
“The Talmon were the grandest of species, but even they understood the failings of man, the need to destroy and to take the powers of others. When the two lights of the land were extinguished, man covered the land in its sickness and infected the holy lands of Exodus. Man found that both light and dark befell their path, and the choice would forever dominate their destinies.”
  
-Teachings of Exodus, Third Age of Chaos
  
  
  
The rolling fields of Nemodtia, stretching to the horizon, reflected on the sides of the golden ship. Entrance ramp extended, the interior was exposed to the elements. 
A trail wove through the yellow carpets of the fields and up the hillside to an articulate metallic structure, out of the ordinary in the surrounding environment. The compound reached far into the atmosphere, and clouds formed a dome around it.
The doors to the structure were a fraction of the height of typical outer-realm homes. The Nemodtians were relatively small in size. Theirs was a solitary culture, one of the few remaining democratic societies in the outer realm that had not been seized by the dark warlord Xzin. 
The piertsa, elected leader of the Nemodtians, requested a private counsel with Fael Damon, the spokesperson and figurehead of the United Free Peoples State. Damon had endured the three-day trip to the outer realm to meet the leader of Nemodtia and to discuss the actions of Xzin, the cruel tyrant with a thirst for carnage who had recently raided a small outpost inhabited by a Nemodtian scientific team. 
The inside chambers of the structure mirrored something of the modern world, not gaudy or flamboyant, but pristine and elegant in a way that allowed visitors to feel at ease. The room had a large desk carved from a soft stone-like material, and the colors blended in swirling patterns, adding to the visually satisfying nature of the entire room. In front of the desk was a solitary, plush seat with an eloquent table on each side constructed of the same material as the desk. 
“Lord Kilyren,” began Damon, spreading his arms wide. “I come on the behalf of the State and bring with me their mandated power. How can I be of service to you?”
Lord Kilyren was a small being, even by Nemodtian standards. He stood no more than a meter tall, and his skin was pale yellow. The skin tone of the Nemodtians generally matched their natural surroundings. In their resting state, they resembled the golden, rolling hills of their world. 
A peaceful race, the Nemodtians had recently begun to amass an army to ward off the constant assault of Xzin’s forces. Their space installation was fashioning a new type of shield generator that could perhaps cloak and deflect the entirety of the warlord’s attacks.
“Thank you for coming all this way to meet with me,” began Lord Kilyren. “By all means, call me Sertion, and I will extend the same courtesy.”
“Very well, Sertion, how can the joint council assist your democratic nation?” Damon’s facial features were of a warrior rather than a politician. He abhorred politics, but knew that there were indeed times when diplomacy was necessary. 
“Could I offer you something to drink?” Sertion’s eyes were much larger than human eyes, and most other species for that matter. His eyes grew even larger and clearer as he offered the drink. 
It was quite unnerving. 
He motioned to the platter with a curved, cylindrical flask that steamed. There were two mugs set out, and Sertion leaned to pick up the container of liquid. Damon nodded slightly, and Sertion poured liquid into the mug: a light blue, sweet-smelling drink. Damon brought the mug to his lips and sipped, the steam caressing his face.
“That is quite good.” Damon reached for his robe to dry the moisture from his face, but a Nemodtian stepped in and dabbed it for him with a long weave of fabric. 
“I asked for an audience with a delegate of the joint council because I fear that we will not be able to hold out against Xzin’s demands much longer. His continued raids of our outposts and cargo ships are starving my people. I cannot allow it to endure.”
“Understandable, your Highness, though I do not see how we could be of service. Your people never sent a delegate to the council. I can hardly…”
Sertion silenced Damon with a wave of his three-fingered hand. “I ask now that the Nemodtians be allowed to join the United Free Peoples State so that we, too, can be represented. I am not asking you to fight a war for us. I only want to enlist your support and brotherhood.” 
Sertion’s features darkened. It was said to be impossible to tell the age of a Nemodtians, but Damon could tell that Sertion had seen many lifetimes. 
“Accept my apology, Sertion,” replied Damon. “I can speak for both the joint council and the State. We would welcome your representative in the council.” 
Damon gathered his robes about him and stood. 
He extended his hand. 
Sertion gripped it.
“Do you already have your representative chosen?” Damon asked.
“I do, indeed. Erinana, please come here.” Sertion waved his hand, and the doors to the chamber opened slightly. A lithe woman walked through the door, looking nothing like a typical Nemodtian. 
Sertion sensed the coming question. “Erinana’s spacecraft crashed on our planet after being attacked by Xzin, and she stayed to help our people rebuild each time one of Xzin’s assault squadrons came screaming through. Very few natives here can fly, so she was a blessing indeed.”
Damon turned to Erinana and accepted her outstretched hand. He kissed it gently, being very careful not to focus on her glistening skin.
“How very nice to meet you, Erinana.” Damon mouthed the words, little sound coming to his lips. He could feel a flush rising over his entire body at the beauty she radiated. 
She was the same height as Supreme Council Damon, and her eyes were multiple shades of blue. Her hair came close to her shoulders, lengthening at her jaw. A chalk white dress, accenting her slender form, yet leaving much to the imagination, hung nearly to her ankles. 
Erinana looked at Damon. 
He realized he was staring.
“I assumed you could take her with you to Verdule, and she could reside in Garefe. She has not been very comfortable here.” 
Damon, embarrassed, resumed an air of authority and straightened his robe. “Of course she can accompany me to Verdule,” Damon said, turning quickly and coughing in his hands. “Unless, of course, you object to the proposal, Lady Erinana.”
“That would be very agreeable.” She smiled as she spoke, and her teeth were blindingly white. “I have not been in the inner sector for many years.”
“Well,” Sertion slapped his hands together. “Now that is in order, I think the two of you should return post haste.”
“It won’t be just the two of us, I assure you, Lord Kilyren,” replied Damon in haste, and as the words escaped, he realized how foolish he sounded.
“I didn’t mean to fluster you, councilman,” laughed Sertion, placing his hand on Erinana’s shoulder. “I only meant that you should return to the council as soon as possible.”
“I was just saying that she would be well-protected aboard my vessel, Wings of the State. The joint council has started dispatching security units in response to Xzin’s raids on cargo routes.” Damon shirked his embarrassment and motioned for Erinana to follow him out the chamber doors. 
  
* * * * *
                                                                                
Wings of the State was perched in the field like a crouched falcon, a wingspan of forty-five meters on an inverted base positioned at two forty-five degree angles that touched at their apexes. The piloting port looked like a deep-blue helmet visor. Behind the reinforced glass were two swivel chairs, inhabited by the ship’s pilots.
“Hey, Kelsre, how much power in the reserve tanks?” asked the woman with short, scarlet hair. She wore a state-issued flight jacket with a pair of faded, forest green shorts. Her tool belt hung loosely across her frame, and attached to her left side was a short-range blaster, smacking against her thigh as she stepped. 
She was reaching up, keying at terminals, which blinked quickly from red to green: indicating the amount of reserves aboard the ship. She was the copilot and chief engineer. Men of the fighting circle knew her as the Red Rage from Rydelli. For the past two years she had participated in the Tech Fights on Fasen Major. To everyone else, she was First Lieutenant Jerry Tissler, the first mate of Wings of the State. 
“We are at eighty percent efficiency,” she reported. “There must be a leak somewhere in the heating coolant chamber.”
Kelsre Arudi was the captain assigned to the diplomatic vessel that, for the most part, transported members of the joint council around the universe. Arudi had been a navy squadron leader for many years. 
When he turned fifty, to his dismay, they grounded him to a political post. He had shoulder-length hair pulled into a ponytail, and his glasses seemed small in comparison to his broad features. A dark scar, awarded when he stepped between two wingmen fighting over a woman on Fasen Major, ran from his right eye to the base of his chin. 
“This is just great,” called Tissler, shaking her head in disgust as she jumped from the railing and down into the center of the magnetic engine’s core. She ran her hand along the black machinery and came to a stop in front of a metal sphere sticking out of the cooling chamber. 
She examined underneath as she crouched in front of it. 
A long smudge of clear green coolant covered her glove. “Definitely a crack in the coolant system,” she muttered. “I think we’ll need to dock the ship when we get back to Verdule.”
“Sounds like a plan,” replied Arudi, keying in the preflight sequence on the pilot terminal. The comm light blinked green and he opened a frequency to receive the transmission. Static hissed, but the voice of the Supreme Council came through clearly enough.
“Captain Arudi, the meeting has been adjourned and we would like to make haste back to Verdule. Have the preflight procedures been completed?” Arudi knew that the Supreme Council’s presence was not well represented by the comm link. “We, sir?”
“Ah, my apologies, Captain. I am bringing a representative of Nemodtia back with me. I trust that will not pose a problem.”
“Not at all.” Arudi switched off the comm link and turned in his chair away from his view port. Damn, those Nemodtians look funny and smell worse, he thought with a shudder. I just hope this one isn’t too repulsive.
  
* * * * *
  
Erinana’s every step was calculated and graceful. Damon wondered if she had been preened for royalty but did not dare pry. Arudi and Tissler waited at the top of the ramp to meet their new passenger; and Arudi was visibly surprised when the beautiful woman came up the ramp instead of the short, hunched, yellow form of a Nemodtian.
“Sir, I was under the impression we’d be transporting a Nemodtian ambassador,” Arudi shook his head in disbelief, breaking the silence.
“Captain Arudi, allow me to introduce Lady Erinana, ambassador of Nemodtia,” Damon’s eyes twinkled, laughing at the surprise on Arudi’s face. To Erinana he said, “This is Captain Arudi and First Lieutenant Tissler. They are the fine pilots who will speed us on our way back to Verdule.”
“Nice to meet you.” Tissler extended her large knuckled hand, bruised and notched, and gripped Erinana’s smooth and elegant one. 
“Very kind of you to allow me to come with you.” Erinana’s voice, like her hands and everything else about her, was very clean and pronounced.
“It’s very nice to meet me … I mean, you.” Arudi blushed and tried to speak again. “I’m sorry, I was just configuring space vectors and I ….” Arudi, mesmerized by her beauty, struggled desperately to regain his veneer of confidence. 
“We have a long ride ahead of us.” Tissler rescued him. Arudi turned away, and Tissler followed his step, grinning the entire way. She simply gave him a look: I can see right through you, babbling idiot.
 
 



  
“Only a pure heart can pull the Herald of Exodus, and once the Seven Trials are complete, you will be able to battle the forces of evil and save the people you love. Fail, and so shall life.”
  
-Conversation between the Bearer and the Guide 
  
  
  
The
residence of the warlord rose above the plains and deserts of Baldor. In its simplicity, it attained an awe-inspiring visage. The base of the palace extended twenty-seven kilometers, and the building stretched far into the atmosphere, so high that the upper floors were shrouded in dark cloud cover. 
The grounds outside the palace were purple and gold, marble walkways entwined and merged at twin doors leading to the inner sanctum of Xzin’s world. The doors dwarfed any monster of the Dark Realm; they were wide enough to land a cavalier-class heavy fighter. Upon a previous attempt by a rival nation to infiltrate his palace, Xzin had further reinforced his planetary defenses. The doors were now thick enough to deflect any type of bombardment.
On either side stood women of medium height, Xzin’s personal bodyguards, each identical in a slender, long-legged body structure. Each carried a notched staff, metallic and as tall as the guards themselves, a blade curving from the top.
A maze of crystal rooms, each identical to another, imprisoned an unsuspecting visitor. The walls were covered in tapestries depicting ancient battles of long-forgotten cultures. They were strewn on walls carving a path to the throne room in no discernible pattern. The purple and gold marble floor tiles were each engraved with the insignia of Xzin. Members of the Baldorian Navy and Xzin’s personal minions wore the insignia, a sphere cast in flames gripped by a solitary palm. Guards were stationed throughout the palace, some seen and others hidden, each identical in stature and appearance.
The man walked briskly, his hands moving evenly at his sides, the pedigree of military training. His jacket and pants were purple with Xzin’s symbol sewn on the left side. His rank indicated that he was a man of consequence: a general. 
His face was expressionless, hard featured as if carved in stone. His hair was shaved short and he allowed no facial growth. He stared forward, red pupils unrelenting in their focus. His never-changing demeanor hid his thoughts.
He approached a huge door with the crest of Xeon embroidered across it; a hidden civilization, a race of beings possessing ungodly amounts of power. It resembled the insignia of the Baldorian people: the outstretched palm gripping the flaming sphere, a symbol of power.
The general pushed the mighty doors open, and the room’s interior blended with the night. It revealed little; everything was shrouded in shadow. Only the haunting eyes of a night creature could permeate this shroud. The room flickered as thousands of candles erupted in purple flame, and a lone table in the center was highlighted against the glow of candlelight. A large figure sat in front of a crafted window – a stained rendition of the Battle of Garefe, where the last enemies of the State were vanquished.
The origins of the Dalcons predated memory, and the race had disappeared less than a century before without a trace. No mortal had ever actually entered their realm. Their art and architecture was traded as one of the most treasured items in the twelve galaxies of the universe. Modern scientists, continuing to build upon decades of amassed knowledge and study of Dalcon technology, were no closer to mastering the puzzle of this most advanced race. 
The man behind the desk leaned against an enormous throne. His eyes seemed engraved in his purplish skull, and the white mane that fell around his head gave him a regal quality. His eyes ate right through the general’s resolve, watching as his subordinate’s shoulders sagged and his face became masked in fear. 
Upon his throne of darkness, he said nothing, only stared at his visitor with soulless eyes. The general fidgeted uncomfortably and adjusted the collar of his jacket. The dark man never uttered a word, just peered through his soul like death incarnate.
“What do you wish of me, my lord?” inquired the man. 
The warlord didn’t answer. 
The general stood his ground, attempting to remain unwavering under the unrelenting eye of his master. 
“General Zar,” began the warlord, “I have called you here because there seems to be unrest within the joint council.”
The general stood motionless, eyes unblinking. “We should not fear any decision the council makes. They have no jurisdiction over you, my master.” The general took a step back and returned to attention, his hands cupped behind his back, eyes facing forward. He could not meet Xzin’s cold gaze.
Xzin sat, his arms crossed in front of his chest, breathing calm and shallow. His eyes closed and fluttered beneath his purple eyelids. 
General Zar stood his ground, waiting for Lord Xzin’s orders. Xzin leaned forward and said, “General Zar, assemble your army. I have seen an assault masked as a mock space attack.” He sat back, his grand arms resting upon the smooth surface of his throne.
“Understood, my lord. What of the Nemodtians?” 
“I heard they sent an ambassador to Verdule with the Supreme Council. I have already dispatched a fleet.” Xzin reached to the controls on his throne and maneuvered toward the stained glass window that looked out upon his rule.
“What about Admiral Reckson? Do we alert the navy?” General Zar allowed himself to sag for a moment behind Xzin’s back. He breathed out slowly before restoring his rigid posture.
“Don’t concern yourself with her, I shall contact her myself. You are dismissed, general.” Xzin waved his arm and two women appeared at the door. They escorted General Zar out of Xzin’s personal chambers and back into the fray.
  
* * * * *
  
Wings of the State drifted through space, the golden hull reflecting the glare of stars and the boiling and churning of the emerald suns. An explosion slammed into the ship breaking the tranquil silence. Tissler steadied herself against the control room railing, bracing herself for another hit. She turned toward the view screen.
“Look at the size of that ship.” Tissler turned to Arudi, her face drained of color. “It’s Baldorian, isn’t it?” 
The underbelly of the enormous cruiser glowed a deep orange as it prepared to reenergize its weapons. The comm link hissed with static; another ship was trying to hail a frequency. Arudi moved slowly to the monitor and pressed the blinking green panel.
“You are attacking a State ship, and are in direct violation of Intergalactic State regulations. Whomever you are affiliated with will have their UFPS charter revoked,” called out Arudi, not knowing who was listening. The ship’s control room was now engulfed in smoke and debris.
An alien voice came over the comm. “We will do no such thing, Captain Arudi. You will cease resistance immediately and surrender, or we will annihilate your ship and all its passengers. My demands are simple, and the longer you wait to make a decision, the more damage your ship and crew face. Do not make me repeat myself, human.”
Arudi turned to the Supreme Council and Erinana. 
The haggard look on his face mirrored their dire situation.
“I will accept your silence as an affirmation of your unconditional surrender. Have your crew shut down the defense systems, and prepare for my boarding crew.”
  
* * * * *
  
The countryside of Garefe was a painting of pure natural beauty and peace; it was the location of joint council meetings. The mountains carved a jagged horizon, the green fields meeting the crimson depths. The meetings summoned all of the leaders of the affiliated worlds to decide the fate of their people. Each planet sent a representative to reside on Verdule to voice their opinions on a universal scale. 
An ancient temple served as the audience chamber, meetings held in confidence since the emergence Xzin’s regime. The brilliant emerald and ebony temple rose high above the vast snow-covered mountains that broke the grassy plains.
The chamber, like an ancient Roman amphitheater, held rows of benches. Each seat rested upon a carved platform and could float effortlessly, if desired, toward the center of the room. In the middle of the chamber a pedestal rose above the other benches and served as the seat for the Supreme Council, Fael Damon. 
The volume in the chambers rose as the members chatted with each other, their apprehension growing every second that the Supreme Council was not present.
An oafish man approached the pedestal, his robes clinging to his gluttonous body and his face twisted into an evil sneer. He clutched a flat, leather-bound portfolio to his chest, his hands slipping against the glossy surface due to sweat beading from his porous frame. 
He cleared his throat and placed his flaccid hands upon the pedestal. His hands lacked the thin, textured look that characterized most politicians and others who have never endured manual labor, but they did not resemble those of a working champion either. 
“My fellow members, as we can all plainly see, the Supreme Council Damon is absent,” began Councilman Welvon. With a short exhalation of breath, he continued, “I fear something has happened. Nonetheless, we have been brought here for a purpose: to decide the fate of the Baldor mission ….”
Before the corpulent man could finish his speech, objections were voiced. The first was a balding man, Viktor Slation, with shimmering silver robes draped across his square frame. The man’s face was contorted with shame and revulsion of the councilman who stood upon the pedestal. His hands were clenched in fists of rage.
“I must interject, Welvon. We cannot conduct a vote without the Supreme Council present, and I plan to wait until he arrives,” Councilman Slation called out. He was the representative from Gerhunana, the sole planet responsible for the production of carbonized air. The Gerhunanan people had long refused an allegiance with the UFPS, but after State-supplied aid during a hunger crisis and military protection during a raid by Xzin’s forces, their opinions were swayed.
“Ah, the eternally just Councilman Slation. If that is the case, then we shall exempt you from voting. I need not mention that in our charter it specifically states that, in the event that the Supreme Council is unable to be present for a vote, the next ranking councilman must conduct it,” Welvon rattled with a piercing edge to his voice. His chin, amassed in putrid fat, wobbled when his head shook. It gave him the quality of having another entity attached to his lower face that reacted to his every emotion. 
“You are perhaps the wrong member to conduct a vote of this importance,” retorted a reptilian councilman from the assemblage. Komdosan was the closet planet to the sun in the Asudian galaxy, a world entirely inhabited by an evolved, reptilian race. Strangely enough, it was one of the first worlds to join the State. “A vote should be taken to decide whether we wait for the Supreme Council. All in favor, stand and be counted,” the lizard-like being said with authority. Many members of the assemblage stood quickly, while others remained seated. 
Welvon shook his hands in outrage. “It cannot be done like this. It is not the will of the Supreme Council. If he were here now, he would not stand for this,” stammered Welvon, adjusting the horn-rimmed glasses that framed his pudgy face.
“The fact remains that he is not here, and I refuse to see the fate of the State decided by a weasel like you,” called another councilman who stood up, yet even then could not be seen by the other members of the council. The small man pushed aside the councilman in front of him and pointed a finger at Welvon. “This council will not see a tyrant destroy what little balance we have remaining. I will ….”
“You have no authority here, and the allegations against Xzin are unsubstantiated. His rights must be preserved, as well. It is not democracy for the few, councilman. It is democracy for all.” Welvon grabbed the loose ends of his robes and evened them out.
“You, of all people, should be the last to talk of freedom and democracy,” began Councilman Slation, his voice pushing its limits. “You have long been an oppressor of people for your own personal gain. You, alone, have subjugated nations for your personal wealth. I will not allow you to stand there and feign compassion for a fellow being. You are a fool and a would-be tyrant.”
The other members of the council were silenced by the councilman’s verbal assault upon Welvon. They shifted nervously at the thought of an in-house rivalry like the one that stood in their paths now.
“You … can’t talk to me like that, you … damned fool,” stammered Welvon, his face beginning to flush a scarlet pink and his hands gripping tighter to the podium. “I am the acting Supreme Council until Damon arrives, and I plan on keeping order.”
Slation moved forward and raised his hand to the assembly. His mouth moved as if he was going to saying something when the doors of the mighty chamber creaked open. 
A small figure clad in a dark green jacket pushed through the doors, a slip of paper in his right hand. His eyes darted from one councilman to another as if he did not know whom to acknowledge.
“Young man, over here,” called Welvon. 
The man approached and passed the sealed envelope to Welvon. The paper was greasy and crumpled. “I have brought word from the Supreme Council, sir,” replied the man, his head bowed, never meeting Welvon’s sheepish gaze.
“Well, what news?” pressured Welvon.
“I was not supposed to read it, sir. I was only to bring it to the council.” The man’s voice wavered a bit under the throaty barrage of Welvon. 
“Fine.” Welvon broke the seal of the envelope, read the words quickly to himself, and then whispered them aloud. He dismissed the man with a wave of his gluttonous hand. 
“I fear that the Supreme Council is in far more danger than we could have ever imagined,” Welvon confessed. The council quieted. They all turned to Welvon’s mass, their eyes dimmed with fear of news of the Supreme Council’s demise.
“What’s the problem, Welvon? What has become of Councilman Damon?” called members of the council without waiting to be acknowledged.
“Wings of the State has fallen under attack, and it appears they might not survive.” Welvon turned from the assemblage in mock despair and allowed a miniscule grin to creep across his face. The smile broadened, turning to a fit of laughter that Welvon stifled.
  
* * * * *
  
“Captain, may we be of assistance?” came a voice behind Arudi. The clean-cut man had been onboard the ship the entire time and had not made any attempt at conversation until now, leaving their presence unknown until they had emerged on the scene. “I am Lieutenant James Rider, and we are members of Alpha Squadron, special unit Alpha Zero, the security team assigned to the protection of the Supreme Council.” 
The man gestured to the two people standing with him, a woman of medium height and a lithe man with a sword strapped across his back. Captain Mela Alvarez was their leader. Jonathon Wei was a mystery. He had not spoken to another human being outside of Alpha Zero in many years and was considered by many to be deficient in intelligence. 
“I suggest that you take the Supreme Council and the ambassador from Nemodtia into the safety hatch and await our signal. We will storm the Baldorian craft. Lieutenant Wei will accompany you and seal you inside the hatch for your own safety.” 
“There is limited oxygen supply in the safety hatch,” replied Captain Arudi, his hands burrowed in his jacket pockets. 
“This is nonsense,” spoke Tissler, her fists clenched.
Mela cast an annoyed glance at her. “I’m afraid this is necessary.”
“Why the secrecy? We should have been told,” rationalized Arudi quietly, his tone defeated. 
“We can discuss all of this later,” replied Rider.
“But ….” began Tissler.
“Wei, please escort them to the safety hatch.” Rider turned to Wei who merely nodded. Turning back to the captain, he continued. “You should have more than enough air to hold you over until we subdue the vessel.” 
He pulled his plasma staff around his back and magnetized it. His jacket hung loosely across broad shoulders, and a red stripe traced its way across the back. His face showed battle scars of many wars fought, but he retained a youthfulness that came through rigorous training and exercise. His eyes mirrored deep blue oceans, and his hair was cut short, swaying only slightly in the swift breeze of the on-ship coolers. Captain Arudi and the Supreme Council nodded, filing off with the rest of the crew. 
Once the ship’s passengers and crew were safely sealed in the hatch, the three members of Alpha Squadron closed the control room and climbed into the air ducts. They made their way to the atmospheric hatch where the assault squadron would board. The hatch opened with a hiss, and ten troops stepped into the smoke with their guns raised. Rider reached for his utility belt and unclipped a silver sphere with a rectangular release across the side; he tossed the ball into the hallway, and it bounced along, coming to a stop in front of the hatch. 
A faint tap and the piercing hiss of a release mechanism echoed. The hallway exploded with a black column of smoke, and the members of Alpha Squadron slipped in under cover of the gas. Mela raised her rifle and pulled on the goggles that were strapped to her head. The goggles changed the hallway from dark to iridescent blue.
“It’s a trap. Go into formation and call for ….” 
A troop member was cut off as a blade sliced his throat, causing him to gargle his last words before falling to the ground. Wei pulled his weapon back. The other members of the boarding party shot blindly into the smoke, aiming at everything and nothing all at once. Rider leapt forward, his plasma staff glowing a clear green. He discharged the energy at the remaining attackers. They fell to the ground with a sickening sound.
When the smoke cleared, only three pale figures remained. Wei sheathed his sword, and Mela pushed her goggles back upon her skull, her red hair twisting in the band. Rider removed a headset from a boarding party member and adjusted it on his own head. He breathed slightly into the microphone to test if the frequency had held. When he heard his own shallow breathing he knew it was ready. 
“This is the boarding party,” he spoke sternly into the headset. “We were met with resistance. We suffered light casualties and need a few more personnel to secure the control room. Please be advised that we need more to secure the ship. Open the atmospheric hatch to return the wounded.” Rider stopped talking and wrenched the headset off. He tossed it on the ground where he crushed it with his foot. 
 
 



  
“The Dalcons were the most pure of the two races, and upon pulling the Planeshifter, they condemned mankind forever. The line of men would battle the hordes of Rh’Keltken for all time and when Failure came with Truth, man would be able to stop the endless cycle of despair.”
  
-The words of the Fourth Tier of Chronos 
  
  
  
The Baldorian ship, Debilitator, hung in space beside the smaller gold ship. The crew sat back in apprehension of what would come of this insurrection. 
The communications board lit up suddenly, and the nearest comm officer turned quickly to the flashing panel. The distant voice of Rider carried through his headset. “Captain, I have received word from the boarding party,” he said.
Captain Kawe Sadon was a loyal member of the Baldorian Security Council. Like most Baldorian fleet commanders, Sadon was once a respected and integral part of the State’s navy, but Xzin could be quite persuasive, as well as cruel. 
Xzin made Sadon a wealthy man in exchange for commitments to acts of pure evil, such as the assassination of his own family, which would have been done by someone else if he hadn’t done it himself. The memory of his family pleading before he registered their bodies uninhabitable almost brought emotion to his voice.
“Continue your report,” replied Sadon as he looked out across the bridge to the captured ship. Wings of the State was the only registered vessel that transported the Supreme Council. The Baldorian Security Council had tried repeatedly to discern the exact location and shipping logs of the Supreme Council in the vain hope of capturing him. It was no secret that the councilman traveled without a convoy simply because it would draw obvious attention.
“The squad leader reports that he has been met with resistance and requires a team of reinforcements to pursue them,” replied the lieutenant. “Shall I open the hatch to allow more to board?”
Sadon didn’t answer immediately. “Yes, dispatch an additional squadron and have them proceed with caution,” replied Sadon.
“Understood, sir.” The communications officer moved his fingers adeptly over the controls. The atmospheric hatch creaked open allowing the second squad to negotiate its way aboard the State ship.
  
* * * * *
  
The seals on the atmospheric hatch rotated with a metallic hiss. It opened ever so slowly, crimson searchlights of the photon hand generators quickly exposing the darkness. The Baldorian squad leader, rifle extended, led his men. He motioned the squad forward. The soldiers filed through one at a time, spreading alternately right and left, crouching in the shadows of the ship’s interior. 
The shadows above hung quietly until the last Baldorian had disappeared around the corner. Their chronos glowed clear yellow in the darkness of the ducts. One by one they dropped without a sound to the floor. The hallway was dim, and the ground glittered with the sparse light from the interior of the Baldorian ship. The darkness mirrored their silhouettes, their attire blending with the shadows. 
“We don’t have much time, so we better make the most of it.” Rider stood, checking his chrono. The light from the chrono cast an unearthly glow upon his face. His eyes were sunken, circled by dark purple patches. It was the sign of a man in constant motion, never once stopping to allow time to catch up to him.
“The party in the hatch has about ten minutes before they have to resort to the reserve oxygen tanks. Any longer will be pushing the lines of safety,” said Wei as he checked his gear. “What do you think, captain?”
“We have to eliminate the threat as quickly as possible. Our presence here needs to go unnoticed,” replied Mela as she adjusted her gear and checked the toggle switch on her vest. 
Spacehawk uniforms were crafted from indestructible fabric, designed to retard most airborne projectiles and straight-on concussion attacks usually associated with plasma weapons. The toggle switches activated a recovery process, to heal the body and the protective layer of armor.
“I’ll go straight to the control deck to see if I can force entry. You guys trek along the maintenance corridors and try to eliminate the power,” said Rider.
He thumbed the slide mechanism and the piercing green staff illuminated. Mela turned and shot him a quick glance, brow furrowed, glowering slightly at his assumption of command. Rider smiled casually, and she returned his expression.
“Okay, Rider, left toward the main chambers,” began Mela. Casting a glance at Wei, she said, “We’ll circle back and knock out the generators so we can get this ship off-line as soon as possible.” 
Wei nodded and touched a metallic pad alongside his temple. A clear pair of glasses encircled his head and the indicator light glowed red.
“We have only eight minutes remaining, so let’s make the most of it.” Rider turned quickly and raced down the corridor. His plasma staff hung close to his side reflecting the green of his home world. Mela turned and watched Rider disappear into the darkness. She adjusted her rifle with a hammer fist on the barrel.
“We are wasting precious time.” Mela strapped her rifle across her back and checked the sheathed blades littered across her armor. “Energize your armor and bring weapons systems to full.”
Wei nodded solemnly and depressed the circular patch on his vest causing an orange light to encompass him. When it shimmered away it left a bio-armor extension of his body. The field around it was not transparent, but seemed to have an electric nature to it, emanating fragmented particles. He flexed his hand. The armor crackled against the pressure, releasing ions and causing Mela’s armor to hiss as well. 
“Weapons systems engaged and armor integrity at one hundred percent,” replied Wei. His monotone nature was ever dominant over his demeanor. Mela hovered for a moment and pressed forward, her armor repulsing to keep her a meter off the ground; all the while never making any noise. 
Wei followed suit and lifted off, his armor straining against the slow, methodical nature of floating. The armor was made for deep space battle. At lower levels the armor strained, as if the delicate nature of floating was too much pressure on the generators.
The ground shook for a moment as three sentry bots raced forward, nine legs scratching against the pale floor of the corridor. Their spinning bodies came to an abrupt halt, and their robotic heads swiveled one way and then another. Blue sensors cast a glow ahead of them. Wei ejected a series of smoke grenades, the capsules exploding as they neared the bots, casting an eerie cloud over the hall. 
Mela raised her rifle. 
Before she could fire a shot, the sentry bots began to screech, their high-pitched wailing shaking the entirety of the ship. Wei threw his body into motion, swinging his crimson blade across the corridor in broad strokes. Mela, in turn, fired bursts in the same direction. After a few seconds of battle the ricochet of metal could be heard as the bots fell to pieces.
“They know we’re here now. We have to move in haste,” called Mela as she started down the hallway at full speed with Wei at her heels.
  
* * * * *
  
Rider moved stealthily against the darkness of the ship, never bothering to illuminate the corridor with light. He continually checked his chrono, the amber light casting a peek of what lay ahead. 
Rider’s foot smashed against a wall and startled him from his thoughts. He touched the side panel on his temple and a green light flashed, illuminating his blocked path.
The wall was dark except for a small panel with a data pad. Rider holstered his plasma staff and produced a small cylindrical tube with a push-button trigger on the rear tip. He depressed the button and a vibrant blade erupted from the crest and spun counterclockwise. He inserted the blade in the panel and chiseled away. The small panel slid open as the remnants fell to the floor. Rider looked down at his chrono. Three minutes remained.
  
* * * * *
  
Metallic and cold from the deep space freeze, the safety hatch interior resembled much of the rest of the ship. The space was no larger than the control deck and, at the moment, four people sat huddled around the table in the center. If the ship’s core elements became unstable or the ship fell under attack, they could escape by the safety hatch. The chrono by the entrance ticked backward, marking the ten minutes of oxygen supply they had left. They silently watched time slipping away. 
“Who are these Alpha Zeros?” Arudi asked, zipping his flight jacket to fight against the freezing air. The captain had not wanted to relinquish control of his ship so quickly, but the supreme council had executive command authority. 
“When Xzin started raiding diplomatic ships, the council decided to include elite squadrons onboard every ship,” replied Damon, his features turning pale blue from the cold. “We know that there is a spy in the council, and for that reason the information has not been disclosed.”
“That’s absolute nonsense,” replied Lieutenant Tissler, her anger boiling over into her words. “We should have been notified. It is bad enough that no one tells us our destination until we board. We are treated as though we can’t be trusted.” 
Arudi brought his hand down on her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. She looked up and her eyes softened. 
“They were confident that they could eliminate the problem without resistance, so we know that they at least have seen battle before.” Erinana’s voice was tranquil. Her features were as graceful as when they had first left Nemodtia, the frigid air having no effect on her at all. 
“I agree. They would not have taken charge unless they were positive they could handle the situation,” acquiesced Damon, his thoughts drifting to the elegant figure of Erinana.
A smile crept across the face of Erinana. For a moment it seemed she knew what he was thinking. Can she read my mind, he wondered. Her smile grew, and he knew then that she was reading his every thought and teasing him for his embarrassment. 
“Well, whatever the case, as far as I can tell we have less than four minutes before we have to disengage from the ship or else we will have to resort to using the spare oxygen tanks. Last time I checked, they had a serious leak,” mumbled Tissler, her fuming anger disintegrating into the cold, hard reality of their situation.
“Let us hope they are as good as they say they are,” replied Damon with less enthusiasm than he would have liked. Erinana and Arudi turned to him, grimaces painted across their stoic faces, each doubting in their own way. The ship pulsed again. Their sprits sank with every shifting of the vessel. 
They looked at the chrono. Two minutes remained.
  
* * * * *
  
“Captain Sadon,” began the lieutenant as he stared wide-eyed at his monitors. The control panels lit up as if they had been struck by lightning. “Our ship is under attack, from the inside.”
“Impossible.” Sadon released the word slowly, as if it were gas escaping from a container. “I will not be the captain to tell Lord Xzin I have failed,” he roared, bringing his fist down upon the table. 
He gathered his thoughts. The lights died out, and only the red glow of the emergency systems illuminated the room. Rider dropped from the duct interior and landed silently. He crept along the back wall and came around near the center view-screen. He took his rifle from his back and laid it upon the floor. Peering over the top of the comm control module, he looked for the captain of the Baldorian vessel. Rider selected the captain based on the outlandish volume of his voice.
“Captain Kawe Sadon, this is Lieutenant James Rider of Alpha Squadron. I implore you to surrender before I have to use force to occupy this ship,” he called through the darkness.
“Force be damned,” the captain screamed. “You have already killed half my crew. What do you call that?”
Rider brought up his rifle. “Work in progress.” 
He then opened fire, catching the captain across the chest with the lowest setting. He rose from his position. The other members of the crew raised their hands in defeat, knowing that they had been occupied. Looking down at his chrono he saw that he had forty-five seconds to spare.
  
* * * * *
  
Wei’s head went up instinctively at the sound of gunfire. He moved to Mela and found his position in the darkness. Mela nudged him and brought him back in focus. He holstered his plasma cutters and stood up, taking in the tattered surroundings of their path of destruction. The walls were scorched with burns from their rifles and energy from Wei’s blade. The floor was bleeding oil, highlighting their flight suit path. 
“Rider must have control. Let’s circle around to the control room of the Wings of the State and see what we can do,” replied Mela.
“Agreed.” Wei’s responses were always curt and without feeling. He found it the best way to deal with all people, not just enemies. Wei gathered his equipment and activated the lifts. He glided back toward the safety hatch, backtracking through the carnage. 
The safety hatch was on the opposite side of the control room, and the view port had frosted over from direct contact with the deep freeze of space. Wei pressed the release mechanism on the temperature panel. 
The door hissed, and then cracked. The cold air hit the warm air of the control room and condensed. Their clothes were drenched from the temperature change, and in moments they had retaken their seats. 
Captain Arudi opened the frequency line to the Debilitator and saw the darkened face of Rider flash onto the screen. “I have subdued the control room and the second squadron. I have locked them in the security pen where they will await docking on Verdule for subjugation and sentencing. I will pilot, following your lead, Captain,” called Rider across the cackling frequency.
“Very well. I will restore the ship and reset course for Verdule,” replied Arudi as he negotiated the control panel and adjusted their trajectory. Tissler worked diligently beside him, pressing glowing panels and twisting various knobs to initiate the core and thrusters.
“Debilitator out,” called Rider.
The frequency closed, ending the conversation. Shadows of space returned to the view screen. Arudi turned to the Supreme Council and Erinana. He tilted his head as if anticipating some kind of response. “Well, Supreme Council Damon, are we ready to depart?”
“Let us be on our way, by all means. I fear we have much to discuss with the council,” replied Damon, his eyes narrowing and his face shadowing with a distant gaze.
“Is something the matter?” asked Erinana, placing her slender hands on Damon’s robes. 
Damon looked down at the placement of her hand so delicately on his own and wondered how wonderful it would be to have her. He dismissed the thought quickly, knowing that she could read his mind. Clearing his throat, he adjusted his robes nervously. 
“Nothing more than there was before. We have a mole in our midst that must be dealt with,” replied Damon, his hands clamming up and his brow sweating slightly. Erinana merely smiled and returned her gaze to a passing star. Arudi nodded and swiveled back to the view screen. He set course for Verdule.
  
* * * * *
  
Rider sat back in the captain’s chair at the control station and peered into space. His thoughts drifted to the day’s events. The rumble of the core startled Rider, and he swiveled quickly to the captain who sat tied up.
James Rider.
The voice seemed to come from the captain, but his lips had not moved. Rider watched the captain and fitted him with a puzzled look.
“Did you say something?” inquired Rider, his curiosity piqued.
The captain didn’t reply, only met Rider’s gaze with hatred.
“I said, did you say something?”
“You are hearing things, fool,” replied the captain, unable to afford the tone to give edge to his meaning.
James Rider, you cannot escape it.
The voice came again, this time louder and clearer. It seemed to come from all directions, even from within. It was unlike anything he had ever heard before. He searched the room with his eyes, roaming for something to affix the voice to. 
“Do not play with me,” called Rider. He stood now, his legs pumping with anticipation and his hand squeezed tightly, as if expecting an attack from behind. “I’m warning you, Sadon. 
“You are going mad,” replied Sadon curtly, his voice returning to him. Rider was staring at him as though he was looking right through him.
“Have no delusions. You are not getting off this ship or out of my custody,” Rider’s countenance returned. He was still in control of the ship, and would not lose it to some phantom of his mind.       
“You will never capture Xzin. He will succeed where all others have failed.” Sadon’s face was twisted into an evil sneer. His hands writhed against the binders that held him; his face sweated pale blue moisture as he struggled. “My master will never be defeated by a mortal. You will fail, human.”
“Is that so?” laughed Rider. “Then why did you get caught today?”
Sadon stopped moving, and his face slackened.
Rider continued. “That’s what I thought. Just keep quiet until we reach Verdule. You can say whatever you want to the interrogators.”
Time will catch up to you, and when it does, you will fall.
Rider jumped and drew his plasma staff, the emerald energy billowing off its tip. Rider swung it one way, then another, and turned back to where the prisoner sat. “I warned you, Sadon, your sadistic mind games will not work on me. You will be silent, or you will not make it to Verdule with your crewmates.”
Kawe Sadon, pride of the Baldorian Navy, sat motionless and stared into the fierce face of Rider. He swallowed hard, knowing full well there was no way to placate the man. 
“I said nothing and will not say anything. I do not know what you hear, but it is not me,” whispered Sadon, his face showing lines of fear. 
Rider turned and tossed his plasma staff against the captain’s chair. He sat back down. There were no more whispers in his mind, but something ate away at Rider’s consciousness as they drifted through space.
 
 
 



  
“The wisest man does not know the way to the enlightened path, nor does he know what comes at the end. All he needs to know is how to walk the path. Only then will he forever be in the graces of Fate.”
  
-Final words of Exodus, millennia before the First Age of Chaos 
  
  
  
Wings of the State deployed its landing gear, the suspension hissing as the craft settled on the ground. The occupied Baldorian ship landed alongside. Debilitator dwarfed the smaller State ship. 
A crowd made its way toward the two ships as the atmospheric hatches opened. Wei and Mela came first, guarding Supreme Council Damon and Ambassador Erinana. Captain Arudi came next, followed by Lieutenant Tissler. 
Rider held his rifle at mid-level and walked Captain Sadon and his crew down the deployment ramp. A group of security officers scuttled to Rider and gave him a quick salute. 
“We have come to relieve you of the traitors from the Debilitator.” The man spoke in quick, flustered tones, and his rifle shook slightly in his hands. “I am captain of security for the council, and we shall take them to be judged.”
Rider pushed Sadon forward with the butt of his rifle. He caught the man off guard. Sadon turned quickly and shot him a glance of pure, unadulterated hatred. 
“Watch them closely,” commented Rider.
The security force moved the crew from Debilitator and disappeared around the assembly building. Rider turned in disgust as he saw Robert Welvon making his way toward him, the councilman’s robes could not conceal his zeal for gluttony.
“James Rider, I presume.” Welvon’s words bit against Rider’s better judgment to reply with sarcasm.
“Yes, sir.”
“I assume that the Supreme Council was not hurt?” 
“Supreme Council Damon is safe. They have docked already.” Rider felt his patience running thin for the councilman.
“Then what am I talking to you for?” Welvon’s words were no sooner out than he spun on his heels and marched away. 
Supreme Council Damon stood with the lovely ambassador from Nemodtia. Welvon’s bulk moved closer, and he cleared his throat to get their attention. “We feared the worst, but it seems you have been returned safely,” said Welvon. He attempted to escort the Supreme Council into the chambers.
“Dispense with the false pleasantries, Councilman Welvon,” replied Supreme Council Damon as he removed his brown hood. “It was an ambush that could only have come from within. Only the joint council and Supremator Nama knew about my diplomatic journey. Somewhere along the line there is a leak. The only reason I escaped was because of Alpha Zero.”
“Have relations been reached with the Nemodtians?” hissed Welvon. He hated Nemodtians with all of his being. They were the only people that had ever denied Welvon what he wanted.
“On the contrary,” began Damon. He reached behind, grasped Erinana’s hand, and moved her into Welvon’s view. “They have sent an ambassador and agreed to sign the UFPS charter. May I introduce you to their council member of choice.”
Welvon’s eyes bulged. “Well,” he stammered to recover, “I am glad to hear that Nemodtia is going to participate in the affairs of all the free people of the universe. I imagine that she will be joining us today for the vote on the Baldor mission?” His facial features revealed his flustered nature. “Please allow me to convey to the members of Alpha Zero our most sincere gratitude for delivering the Supreme Council and the distinguished ambassador from Nemodtia to safety. Councilman Damon, Erinana, if you would please follow me.”
Rider nodded to the vanishing figures. 
The air grew thin as night approached, and the hillside showed their shadows hanging like a fog on the distance. The three Alpha Zeros walked slowly together. Mela grabbed Rider’s arm and hugged him. Rider shook her slightly, as if rocking her. He kissed her lightly on the head.
“Not bad for a day’s work, huh?” laughed Mela, poking him in the ribs and jumping back out of his reach.
“It went pretty smooth considering,” replied Rider, his eyes focusing far off into the distance.             
“Considering what?” shot back Mela.
“Considering the Baldorians could have just blown us away instead of boarding; considering a lot of things, I guess.” Rider never moved his gaze from the horizon, even when Supremator Nama casually walked up and gave each of them a hearty handshake. 
Nama was a recognizable man. 
He patted Rider on the back and let out a sigh. “You were great today. We knew someone was after Supreme Council Damon, as well as the joint council,” said Nama without hesitation.
“There was something strange about the whole ordeal though,” responded Rider absently.
“How so?”
“They were waiting for us, like they expected us to come. It was as if they knew exactly where we were going and didn’t bother to try to destroy us. They merely boarded with the intent of capturing the ambassador.” Rider always had a good sense of things, and this was a red flag, in his mind, that something was not right.
“There is a debate in the council right now about an attack on Baldor’s moon, and after today, you three are the prime candidates for the job.” Nama’s words echoed hollowly in Rider’s mind as if they had not been said at all.
“Then I imagine we shall have to be ready by tomorrow or the following day,” Mela cut in, sensing that Rider was somewhere else. 
“Is there any discussion? Will you accept the mission?”
The three members of Alpha Zero shook their heads in agreement. “Then get back to base and enjoy your last shore leave,” Nama spoke with grave seriousness.
“We understand, sir,” replied Wei, stepping forward. “We’ll be ready tomorrow for the assault.”
Supremator Nama turned and waved farewell to the members of Alpha Zero, wondering what was to become of the mission at hand. 
  
* * * * *
  
Two guards flanked Sadon and dragged him down the corridors of the Justice Building. He’d been beaten fairly badly. If he revealed the information they wanted, he’d been told there would be no more pain, and he would be sent to incarceration. He spat at their offer, and he now stood at the entrance to pain and suffering. Sadon could feel the pressure in his skull – the contradiction of the wants of his beaten body and the rigid structure that ruled his mind. A certain amount of self-discipline was one thing, but an abandonment of personal knowledge in the face of injury was something else altogether.
They arrived at the entrance to the interrogation chamber, a tarp draped across a dank hole infested with bacteria and rodents. Sadon could not distinguish one guard from the other, his eyes so swollen that he could barely discern two complete figures. 
“Captain Kawe Sadon,” a voice called without inflection. Sadon could feel stale breath upon his face. “You have been brought here for attacking Supreme Council Damon. Do you deny this statement?”
“I am a loyal defender of the peace of the Baldorian people. I do as instructed, nothing more,” replied Sadon. He winced as he spoke, the blood beginning to gush again from his dried, cracked lips.
“Aggressions against the Free are taken seriously. You have spilled innocent blood in the depths of space and on the soil of pacifist nations, all in the name of the murderous demon Xzin.” The man’s voice remained flat. He produced a serrated blade, longer than Sadon’s arm and twice as thick with a purple liquid substance smeared across the tip.
“I have nothing to say to you.” 
Sadon’s words echoed in the little room. He could already feel the stinging and numbing sensation of the blade tearing through his flesh.
“You will think otherwise when we have finished with you,” replied the interrogator. Sadon saw a vicious smile creep across the pale, cold features. “All is forgiven when we are done.”
The man shoved the blade along Sadon’s jaw, crushing bones beneath the brutal blade. Sadon tried to resist, but his hands were bound and his legs were strapped to the makeshift chair. Leg bindings dug into his skin, drawing blood as he maneuvered his body against the pain. Sadon screamed, his head pulsing from the deep wound.
The other man approached and dabbed the wound with fabric, stopping the overflow of crimson life force. The man thrust forward again and cut along the inside of Sadon’s thigh, hitting a major artery.
“What is wrong with you? If you kill me, I can’t tell you anything,” pleaded Sadon. 
“You already claimed to have no intention of telling me anything. I might as well have a little fun as I watch you die.”
Sadon swallowed hard and spit in the man’s face. 
The man jerked back quickly and swiped at the mucus with the woven fabric. He flashed a row of uneven, golden-stained teeth, each more crooked than the last. “You will now feel the wrath of the State, old one.”
“What is the meaning of this?” roared a voice from outside the chamber. The interrogator stopped and peered at the figure in the archway. Supremator Nama spoke in an infuriated tone. “Untie this man and get him to the medical building.”
Nama’s hands shook violently and his eyes widened in anger at the viciousness he had just witnessed. The absolute lack of remorse and care for another individual made the blood in his veins boil. 
The interrogators moved sluggishly and removed the binders on Sadon. They lifted his decimated frame from the booth of despair. He shook uncontrollably, his face drained of all color. The guards each grabbed an arm and negotiated the prisoner back along the hall, past Nama. 
“Sir, we were only doing as instructed by Lord Welvon,” spoke the man in low, shallow tones. 
“I see.” 
Nama brought his right hand up to his face and traced the line of his jaw in thought. The interrogators stood without wavering, their heads hung low in admonishment of their guilt, expecting Nama to lash out in acknowledgement.
“You two are dismissed. From now on, run all prisoner interrogations through my office, before the council, understood?”
“Yes, sir. We understand.” Gathering their tools, they moved quickly past Nama. They made their way from the confines of the torture pit. Shaking his head, Nama watched them go.
  
* * * * *
  
The shuttle moved along the track like a snake weaving across land, the movement continual and precise. The interior resembled most State spacecrafts, modern and metallic, no trace of humanity. 
The other passengers seemed oblivious, but James Rider could feel a taint in the air, as if something was going to go awry. He looked through the crowd and felt a pang of sadness; his was a life of solitude. 
He considered himself a disease or a mistake of creation.
The shadows talked to him, and the land reacted to his emotion. He had a certain control over energy and other intangible things. Other soldiers had shunned him because of this. His powers confused them, and they feared him. Even the council was reluctant to allow him to operate. He’d been told he was just as much a menace as Xzin himself.
The piercing whistle of the shuttle infected the air and startled Rider from his thoughts. He rose from his bench and followed Mela and Wei out the sliding doors into the night. The crisp, stagnant air reminded Rider of capital cities the world over, overcrowded and disruptive to the peace within. 
 Approaching the center of the city, the artificial lights were so bright in contrast to the shadows that it could be mistaken for daytime even on the darkest nights. The streets were littered with the worst sort of scum, inescapable eyes and ears of the city. 
Rider stalked ahead of his squadron, ducking his head against the flare of the night. Alpha Squadron moved toward the darker end of the city, hoping to remain anonymous. Details of the Supreme Council’s rescue were being announced on every station on the planet. 
The fewer questions they had to answer, the happier they would be. The last thing they wanted was trouble on their night off. They neared the Mooncrest Tavern, a place where soldiers could lay low and spend a decent night without interruption.
Clouds began to gather in the pitch-blackness of the night, and the accompanying thunder could be heard rolling in. A flash of lightning came with the downpour that soaked the metallic walkways and roads. The Mooncrest’s sign glowed pristinely in the wet darkness, and the windows dripped with accumulation from the storm. The night livened as the city’s criminal element crept out from their hiding places.
Wei pushed open the door. 
The sounds of gathered masses and music flooded out. Rider and Wei pushed through the congregation of people huddled near the front of the tavern. 
Mela rode the path they carved.
Alpha Squadron sat at a back table, far from the entrance and the ears of other customers. The floor was heavily scratched. There was an equal layer of smoke and ion emissions hanging along the ceiling. Rider sat closest to the entrance, his back to all who came into the Mooncrest. Patrons were caught up in their own issues, unconcerned with three plain-looking individuals.
James held his thoughts to himself. 
The door opened with a chime and five men entered, each enshrouded in a darkness all their own. Their minds were closed to the rest of the world. They fixated their energy on Rider and company. Their moves were not at all hostile, but their very presence made Rider uneasy. He turned to the others and gestured toward the men who had just entered.
“Trouble,” whispered Rider, his hand staying close to the buckle of his plasma staff. He unbuttoned his flight jacket and exposed his undershirt, just in case things got rowdy. 
“They invaded my thoughts the moment they came in. They are focusing on us and no one else,” replied Wei, his voice low.
“I have to agree with you guys on this one. I feel creepy.”
Mela wasn’t as quick to judge as her squadron mates, but she had the same uneasy feeling. The bartender arrived at Alpha Squadron’s table and placed three black drinks in front of them.
“We didn’t order these,” said Rider, calmly and politely.
“The gentlemen in the first booth ordered them for you,” replied the bartender as he slipped behind the safety of the bar once again. A smile crept onto Rider’s face as he got up. He walked over to the first booth and threw some money on the table.
“Thanks for the drinks, but save your money for another time.” The men got up, Rider already turning to step toward his own table.
“We wanted to give you one last pleasure,” hissed the stranger. Rider turned and stared coldly at the group. “I am Frask. Xzin has sent me to personally disembowel you.”
“I want no trouble in my bar,” roared the bartender, as he reached for his assault rifle. One of the men drove a blade through the bartender’s hand, causing him to fall with a loud, panicked cry.
“Quiet, old man.”
“Save your money to buy a drink for the devil when you meet him,” Rider spoke calmly as Wei came around with his sword blazing. 
Two men fell quickly, the blood splattered across the walls of the bar. Mela delivered a powerful kick to the third in the chest, causing it to erupt with a loud crack. She spun and drove a blade into the throat of the fourth assassin. He fell to the ground gasping for his last breath. 
Frask surveyed the carnage without emotion. 
He brought his eyes up to meet Rider.
“That leaves you and me, Frask,” began Rider, as he removed his squadron jacket. “The way I look at it, you have two choices: tell Xzin of your failure, or die trying to complete your mission.”
Frask let loose a primal scream and jumped at Rider, who dodged and slammed his attacker against the wall with a stiff-arm strike, breaking the glass mural in the process. 
Shards littered the bar. 
Frask stumbled to his feet, wiping blood from his mouth. Glass had shredded his clothes and hands. He spun and began swinging wildly at Rider, who merely sidestepped and broke Frask’s arm at the elbow. Frask swung around with a vicious sidekick. Rider caught his leg, and in one smooth move, he cracked the assassin’s kneecap. 
The man fell to the ground, his wrecked limbs useless. He brought a hand up and tried to pull against the bar to return to a standing position.
“You – will – not – survive,” his words came out in short, labored breaths, his mouth twisted with pain. His hands shook on top of the counter; his eyes were glazed. He raised himself slightly and managed to look Rider in the eyes. “My master will not give up merely because I have failed. He will strike again when you least expect it.”
“You speak too freely,” replied Rider, his tone low and penetrative.
“I speak only the truth.”
Mela moved close and lowered her rifle to Frask’s face, sagging against the bar. His cold eyes met the weapon and he exhaled sharply.
“You – will never – succeed. He knows – more – than you – can imagine.”
“Perhaps you ….” 
Rider’s words were interrupted by a sudden flurry of movement from Frask. In a surge of adrenaline, he drew his sidearm and aimed it at Rider’s skull.
Mela moved first, firing off three bursts from her rifle in succession. Frask’s body jolted from impact, slamming against the wall next to the bar.
Rider turned to the bartender and threw a few credits on the counter. The bartender nodded in satisfaction. The trio stalked out of the bar. Rider looked at his squadron mates, their faces now allowing the shock of disbelief to show.
  
 
  
  
  
 



  
“The planes of existence are held together by the Transient, although a time will come when there seems to be many paths for a single man. When this time comes, the Transient will know his path and follow it to his end.”
  
-The writings of the Talmon on the final days
  
  
  
Welvon walked nervously through the corridors of Xzin’s palace, his mind drifting to his actions at the meeting, as well as the fact that the Supreme Council had survived unscathed. 
The halls narrowed and the illumination along the ceiling dimmed to almost total darkness. The doors of Xzin’s personal chamber stood like gargoyles on a cathedral, large and menacing. The door opened instantaneously without so much as a creak. 
The full aroma of burning wax washed over Welvon. It was dark inside despite the candles. A desk stood on the far side of the room, and a large viewing window filled the far wall. There were no other furnishings. The cascading window looked out upon the city of Gajying, the central city of Baldor Major: once the largest metropolis in the universe, smugglers and gangsters frequented downtown Gajying when trying to locate stolen and black-market goods.
A dark figure at the window looked over the city. 
His robes were vibrant silver. His hair was in a long, white braid, and his features were shrouded in darkness. Lord Xzin turned and sat on his plush throne behind the desk. He whispered softly in the ear of one of his guards. She rose and massaged the cruel tyrant’s shoulder muscles.
“Councilman Welvon, what news do you bring to my humble home?” questioned Xzin who stared from beneath massive features and soulless eyes.
Robert Welvon’s initial decision to spy for Lord Xzin had been inspired by his jealous rage the day Fael Damon beat him by a unanimous vote for the position of Supreme Council. He was only beginning to understand the potential dangers of his alliance with the dark lord.
“The joint council has reached a decision,” began Welvon, choking back the lump that was beginning to form in his throat. “They have decided to launch a secret attack tomorrow led by those conniving fools, Alpha Squadron.”
Xzin remained silent for a moment, contemplating his actions. He surveyed the city once more, ignoring Welvon completely. As hard as he tried to remain in place, Welvon’s nervousness brought fidgets and bodily ticks.
Xzin grinned as Welvon squirmed behind him.
His heavy gaze fell on Welvon again, knowing the man’s thoughts of self-doubt and self-deprecation. Welvon’s mind raced, fearing his own demise. He began to form plans, both diabolical and idiotic. 
“Councilman Welvon,” began Xzin, “You have done well and will be rewarded for your efforts. I want you to go back to the joint council and object to the mission. Adamantly profess that it is a poor decision on Damon’s part. When the attack fails, they will demote Damon and you will be the ideal candidate to replace him.”
Welvon stared, stunned. He thought Xzin would kill him for having failed to sway the joint council’s decision. It was an unbelievable turn of events, but an excellent one, nonetheless.
“My lord, I had not expected such grace.”
“You have nothing to fear, councilman.” Xzin’s unreadable features were cold, even to his closest confidants.
“As you wish, my lord,” Welvon bowed slightly and turned to leave. Two of Xzin’s personal guards paced him, on either side, out of the room.
Xzin returned his eyes to the city, contemplating his ultimate rule. A smile came to his face, a cruel smile worn by a man caring nothing for life, only for ruling the remnants of destruction. The laughter of a madman rang out, echoing in the depths of the city below.
  
* * * * *
  
The military installation on Nabul stood alone, kilometers and kilometers of desert surrounding it on all sides. The rolling hills of sand were indistinguishable from one another. Constant windstorms afflicted the planet, so the only sound that could be heard was howling wind across the desert. The sound resonated off the soldiers’ domiciles, constantly battering their minds. It was a perfect training and holding facility for the military.
The installation at Kadwe served as a training and outpost building for the most dedicated and secretive space squadron in the State’s military: the Spacehawks. On Nabul, it was difficult to tell night from day, but a certain rhythm eventually became clear to the soldiers. Their bodies adjusted to longer days without rest.
The building was internally formed almost entirely of chromer, an extract of transansium: the strongest metal in the known universe. Each room held two soldiers, and those who held rank of lieutenant or higher had domiciles of their own. 
There were seven floors above ground and two below. Every floor below level five held fifty soldiers. The sixth floor housed the Hawk’s Nest, a holographic training simulator for specific space missions. It was the most advanced training simulator in the universe. The seventh floor was the armory, and the two basements held ships and other transportation devices.
Supremator Nama was in charge of the Spacehawks and this installation. Anything that happened was reported directly to him. He had overseen the construction of the installation for eight years, and had remained to see the Spacehawks grow into the premier force in the universe.
Lieutenant James Rider was the most decorated man in the State’s military history; the first Spacehawk to attain the rank of lieutenant. He held the record for most successful space missions. A superior pilot and brilliant tactician, when it came time for promotions, he refused captain, not wanting to separate the superior team of Wei, Alvarez, and himself. Together, they formed the most efficient military force in the galaxy and the most successful, as well.
Rider’s alarm went off, and he rose sluggishly from bed to pick it up, launching it halfway across the room into the receding wall, smashing it on impact. 
The fourth I’ve had to replace this month, he thought.
His chrono read 500 standard hours. Walking to the sanitizer, he washed his face. It was immaculate, much like the rest of the domicile. Spacehawks were not allowed to have personal belongings in case of mass evacuation. The door scanner sounded, and he reached to the glowing panel and turned on the intercom.
“Who is it?” he said, wiping his face and turning on the shower. The shower kicked up steam, a drifting fog covering the miniscule room in clouds of billowing condensation.
“It’s Mela,” was the short response. Her voice sounded commander-like as usual, always the first one up and the last to leave, making her the ideal candidate for leadership. “Why weren’t you at the morning training session? Nama supervised it himself. He was disappointed that you didn’t show.”
He opened the lock from the panel in the sanitizer. He could hear the door slide open and her footsteps as she entered. The door closed, and the sound of Mela jumping on the bed could be heard. 
The bed was a standard mattress and was furnished with a single sheet, bedspread, and pillow – all a soldier needed. Mela lay on her side, positioning her body to get comfortable on the ruggedness of the sleeping quarters.
“This is no way to treat your fiancée, you know,” she called from his bed.
“How rude of me. I’ll be out in a minute,” Rider called as he stepped out of the shower. Mela hummed softly and looked through the pictures on his shelf. There was a picture of the two of them on Fasen Minor. 
The sound of running water stopped. 
James came out dressed in his military fatigues and his Spacehawks jacket. He bent down and gave her a kiss, then picked his weapon off the top of the dresser and holstered it. Sitting down beside her, he rubbed her stomach. 
“When this is all over, we’ll go away and get married on some distant planet. We’ll start our life together,” said Rider.
“Once we’ve made it safe to do so,” Mela sighed as she spoke. “Nama called a meeting today after the test simulation. He said it is important we see him before the mission.” 
Rider got up from the bed and slipped his boots on. “I wonder if this has anything to do with the attack on the Supreme Council?” 
“Perhaps. I imagine they received some information from the Baldorian captain,” replied Mela, pushing herself into a sitting position.
“Captain Kawe Sadon…”
“What about it, James?” 
Her question was filled with concern.
“Nothing. Let’s get going, we have a long day ahead of us,” he replied as he walked out the door.
She sighed and got up, following him to the simulator. They walked down the hallway to the lift and called for the sixth floor. Lights came on as the doors slid closed, and the lift started to accelerate.
“Do you think Xzin will mount a defensive on the moon?” questioned Mela as she stared out of the lift tube to the sandy wasteland of Nabul.
“There shouldn’t be any resistance considering this is a covert mission. In theory, Xzin should possess no knowledge of the time or place of the assault.” After a pause, Rider continued. “I never know what to think. Most of the time Xzin knows exactly what we are planning, and this time it just feels as though something is dreadfully wrong. The attack on the Supreme Council during the vote had to be more than a coincidence.” 
The lift stopped, and the doors slid open.
“I guess we’ll find out,” said Mela, as they walked toward the simulator room, the Hawk’s Nest.
  
* * * * *
  
On Verdule, the lush personal chambers of Supreme Council Damon were completely silent. Erinana paced gracefully, her robes never touching the ground. Her delicate features were carved into a frown, her hair pulled back tightly with a band, only a few stray strands draping her face. 
She wrung her hands and her arms rippled from the pressure. Her blouse was low cut, revealing ivory skin. She exited through double doors that led to the balcony overlooking the green, billowing landscape of the planet. Her crimson slippers glided across the marble floor. The mansion itself was far from the city in the outskirts of Garefe.
She rested her slender hands upon the railing, and the diamond-encrusted crest that hung from her neck glittered in the lowering sun. Her eyes settled on the distance, reflecting back to a time when the universe was much simpler. 
Her birth name was not the eloquent Erinana, but a feral name, Leona Castina: a name synonymous with bounties. When she had first landed on Nemodtia she had been far more adapted to war than peacekeeping.
Supreme Council Damon, dressed commonly, arrived behind her. “I see that you are admiring the scenery, ambassador,” Damon said, his words running smoothly from one to another. He held two glasses, both in his left hand, cradled by their long necks. He handed one to Erinana, and she accepted with a nod.
“Yes, it is quite beautiful here. It reminds me of home,” replied Erinana, her thoughts drifting again to the past.
“I did not know that Nemodtia had landscape resembling this.” Damon tilted his head in confusion.
“Oh no, but Nemodtia is not my birthplace,” replied Erinana, her eyes never leaving the view before her. “I was born on Fasen Minor, near the city of Tertin, a place of green beauty like this one. It has much of the natural beauty of Verdule, only fewer cities. Fasen Minor depends very much on isolation. It does not attract undue attention.”
“I see. I have heard about the splendors of Fasen Minor from many of the squadron members. I believe Lieutenant James Rider is from the very same world, if I am not mistaken.” 
“You are correct as usual, Master Damon.”
“Please, call me Fael. To be referred to in the formal sense is quite unnerving.” Damon’s face took on a rosy color for a moment as he felt the flush of embarrassment. He had always been a bachelor, focused consistently on the needs of the State. 
“Fael.” 
“I really abhor having to destroy a perfectly serene moment.” Damon moved back toward the main chamber. “However, we are needed in the council chambers to make final arrangements for the Baldor mission.”
“Of course.” Erinana allowed herself to be led back inside, slipping her arm through Damon’s. A wind picked up suddenly and rushed through the open balcony doors. Curtains flew out, brushing Erinana forcefully against Damon. Damon automatically grabbed her waist, steadying her. When she recovered, her face still flush with embarrassment, Damon merely smiled, looking into the depths of her eyes.
  
* * * * *
  
Xzin moved slowly, his every move calculated and in precise motion. The comm panel glowed red as he ran his hand over the flashing light and activated the view-screen. Xzin turned his throne toward the screen, his full height leaning against the rest. The screen came to life in a series of green blips and materialized into the face of a middle-aged woman who could have passed for her early thirties. 
Her eyes were almost black, like the coals of a planet’s core, each reflecting the interior lights of the capital vessel. Her hair was deep black and shoulder length. Her lips were pursed, ready to respond. She flicked her hair and adjusted the small frames that sat centered on her face, resting on her perfect, sculpted nose.
“Admiral Reckson, always a pleasure.” Xzin’s voice echoed across the comm frequency. “I have summoned you because we have a mission of the utmost importance.”
“How may I serve you, my lord?” she responded. Reckson was a woman of tremendous intelligence, never allowing herself to succumb to petty fears and stereotypes.
“As always, to the point, an important quality for this mission.” Xzin knew better than to try and flatter the woman, for she was beyond such things. She lived and died for battle, the raw power associated with war. “Is your fleet assembled?”
“Yes, my lord. They are one light-year from the Baldorian rim, within forty-five thousand kilometers of Nemodtia. We are watching from their farthest moon for any kind of movement.”
“Very well, I want you to set course for the military installation on the moon here in our home system.”
“Shall I remove all of my forces, my lord?”
“Yes. The State is planning to launch an assault on the moon, and I have every intention of making sure nothing comes of it.”
“As you wish, my lord.”
“Do not attack, merely hold position.” Xzin’s typical hostility was held in check with Reckson. Her strict adherence to orders made her a favorite of his, along with the fact that his favoritism didn’t seem to affect her in the least.
“Understood. Roseblade
out.” Reckson’s visage dematerialized, and Xzin returned to the darkness that he called home.
 



  
“War. Peace. In the eyes of time they are both the same. Victor. Loser. Mere descriptive words to those who write history. But the greatest mystery of all is time. When will it end and how did it begin? Find those answers and the fabric of existence will disappear.”
  
-Proverb of the Clan of the Branded
  
  
  
The purple ship, Mind’s Eye, landed with a defiant hiss. Welvon’s ship, without a doubt, was one of the most intricate vessels in service. The atmospheric hatch burst open and a metallic ramp, curved like a Victorian staircase, extended to the ground. 
Welvon stepped down, flanked by two burly security men, and proceeded across the lawn to the council chambers. As Welvon refused to do anything of a physical nature, the guards pushed open the enormous doors to the cathedral-like chambers for him. 
The halls of the council were grand and wide. 
The tapestries that lined the wall were painted during a period of expressionism and reluctant darkness. Juxtaposed against the magnificent art were panels and devices that seemed only at home aboard a space vessel. The massive arch of the main entrance led to a marble pathway, which wove its way into the council chambers. Scores of statues and several androids, dressed and robed much like the councilmen, lined the path. An android turned to Welvon with a dossier in hand, his eyes glowing an undead yellow.
“Honorable Councilman, may I be of assistance?” The android’s voice was mechanical and echoed in the vast chambers. Welvon turned toward the android and gestured for it to leave. “As you wish, Councilman Welvon.” 
The android scurried away.
 “Sir, we are here.” 
The raspy voice of the guard startled Welvon. 
He shook his head and proceeded through the chamber doors. The council meeting was already in session and Welvon took his seat beside Councilman Hedra, an arachnid-like being from the planet Arachis.
Damon called upon him with an obvious look of annoyance.
“I stand before this assemblage to voice my objection to the assault on Baldor’s moon and to document an act of vengeance that is being carried out upon the Baldorian government. This mission will only accomplish the needless slaughter of some of our military’s elite forces. My objection may not change what has already been decided, but I hope my plea will prevent this sort of injustice from happening again.”
“Perhaps you have spoken the truth,” began Damon, not allowing Welvon to have the last word. “I can say without hesitation that Xzin’s attack on the free people of Nemodtia was an act of aggression to a democratic nation, and that will not be tolerated by this council.”
“That may very well be, but without proof, how can we be certain?” replied Welvon, his tone insolent, like a wrongful child speaking to his father.
“The Nemodtian ambassador has told us what has transpired. What more proof do we need?” Damon’s words cut through Welvon’s defiance; and when Erinana placed her hands upon the podium, Welvon saw some of his own power diminish. 
“This mission is foolhardy. I want my objection to be noted.”
“Noted, but please do not interrupt the ambassador when she is speaking.” Damon sat back as Erinana’s words echoed through the amphitheater.
“My fellow free people, I stand before you today to profess the evils that Xzin’s forces have visited upon the peaceful people of Nemodtia. Xzin’s bombers and raiders have repeatedly struck us down. As well, a scientific team on the asteroid Tersden III was slaughtered. I stand here in desperation, pleading before you, the council, to stop the madness of Xzin.” 
The council sat in silence as they pondered the words of the ambassador from Nemodtia. Welvon’s face contorted into a grin of pure, unabated pleasure.
  
* * * * *
  
Night descended upon Gajying. The streets were paved in purple, reflective steel, trailing off into the surrounding canyons before coming to an intersection with Xzin’s palace. 
Two figures crept quickly in the moonlight, picking their way through the trees. Each was garbed in dark colors, camouflage. They passed within meters of each other and crossed to opposite sides of the road, making their way to the cliff face below Xzin’s castle. Their eyes were clouded in the darkness, a mixture of gray and black. Nemodtians had evolved an ability to change their features to blend with the surroundings, making them ideal for a covert mission. 
“This is extraction point. Come in, Darkune One, this is extraction point.” The voice was low, merely a whisper in the darkness. The dark figure pressed one of his three-fingered appendages to its head, trying to clear up the transmission.
“Extraction point, this is Darkune One. All systems are go. Repeat. All systems are go.”
“Understood. Extraction point out.” 
Silence returned to the night, and the figure pointed his arm upward, facing the top of the cliff. A sharp, piercing sound filled the night. A dark line shot up from his hand toward the apex of the incline. The figure pulled down hard, testing the line for integrity before offering the line to another who had just arrived.
“You go first, Yurena,” the figure mumbled through the mask. Yurena obviously understood, grabbing the line and leaping onto the wall. The other started up when Yurena disappeared from sight. The line shook violently and the figure called upward, “Yurena, is it clear?”
He waited for a response and then continued to climb, not knowing what lay above. With a ripping hiss, the line snapped, and the figure reached for the wall with his right arm. With no real outcropping, the figure freefell against the wall, trying to gain some footing as dust clouds erupted from his trail. 
Finally his hands dug into the surface, stopping his descent. He reached with long arms and ascended the wall hand over hand. When he reached the top, he looked back down to the certain death that he had averted. Yurena stood in the light of the mansion, unmoving, staring straight ahead. 
“Yurena, are you alright?” 
No answer. 
“Yurena, give me a signal. What is the matter?” 
There was still no answer. 
He moved forward cautiously and grabbed Yurena’s arm. Her skin was cool. Knowing full well what it meant, the man moved, but the blasts came just as quick, ricocheting off rocks and trees that were placed along the balcony of the fortress. He rolled to a stop near the building’s rear entrance and crouched low. 
He heard footsteps approaching.
The sounds halted and then started again, distant as they turned back upon their own trail. The assassin took advantage of the moment and leapt onto the balcony. The doors were beautiful stained glass, but he crashed through them. 
They shattered. 
The lavish room flickered in the glow of the fireworks outside. He moved along the wall, not wanting to attract any undue attention. He heard a woman moaning. He opened the door, looking for the source of the noise. 
He only found another corridor. 
Setting out, he looked for Xzin’s chambers. Negotiating numerous artifacts, he finally came to the double doors that marked Xzin’s private rooms. The Xeon crest was blazed across them. He pushed against the doors, using the accompanying shadow as cover as he crept slowly around the doorframe and surveyed the room from his crouched stature. 
There was a large canopy bed at the center of the room, each corner held by an enormous pedestal. A figure writhed to and fro, hair whipping against her body. He moved silently, using the moonlight to decipher the image. It was a woman, moving smoothly and sensually in rhythm with a lover, her bare chest was traced by the moonlight. 
He paused, his breath caught in his throat.
He drew his long staff; a blade fastened to the end, and crept toward the bed. The woman screamed when she saw him and pulled the covers around herself, exposing Xzin’s face, contorted in anger. He rose to a seated position and extended his arm. 
A burst of energy flew from the staff, but Xzin’s outstretched hand halted its progress. Xzin’s hands wavered, as if holding the energy in place, then cast the energy aside with the flick of his hand.
“You have come all this way to destroy me?” Xzin stood, dumping the woman unceremoniously on the bed. His eyes glowed like a predator. “Don’t stop now. You do not have much time left.”
“You have persecuted my people and subjugated free nations,” the man growled. He leapt forward, striking in frenzy. “Your terror ends tonight.” 
Xzin moved flawlessly, caught the man’s leg mid-strike, and lifted him off the ground.

“It ends for you.” 
Xzin’s words were never even heard as he brought his leg across in a horizontal motion and struck the man at the base of his spine, crushing him instantly. He turned to the woman on the bed. 
“Get dressed and dispose of this trash.”
The woman rose quickly, wrapping herself in a robe. She dragged the dead, would-be-assassin out of the room.
Xzin stalked to the balcony window and focused his mind toward the stars. 
  
* * * * *
  
The door to Supremator Nama’s room, like everything else in the building, was militaristic and modern. The metallic frame blended into the hallway walls. The door slid open with a hiss as the trio arrived. 
Jeffery Nama was the original Spacehawk. He started the organization when he was discharged from the normal defense squadron for unsatisfactory conduct. 
Nama had killed a general on the opposing side who had already surrendered: General Hira Xzin, the ruthless leader of the Baldorian Assault Teams who, after the merciless slaughter of an entire village, decided to surrender when he found himself outnumbered. The women and children were hung from trees and burnt until their flesh crisped, and the way in which the women were violated was so heinous that even the most seasoned soldier of war and brutality could not stomach the sight. 
Nama told everyone that he shot Xzin and burned the body, but in truth, he hung Hira Xzin from a tree and watched the life drip out of him slowly. He left the body swinging in the darkness of the night, never revealing the truth of his cruelty. 
Hira’s body had disappeared. 
Though Nama himself watched the man die, a part of him believed that the warlord was one and the same as Hira Xzin who had, so many years ago, dismembered his life and mind.
The years made his fears impossible. 
Cybernetic implants and other computer enhanced features kept Nama, himself, alive. But for Xzin to have survived he would have been graced with unnaturally long life. Besides, Nama watched the man die. There was no way he could have survived.
“Alpha Zero, please come in,” called Nama casually as he stood behind his desk staring out upon the vast, wild desert. The trio took seats in front of the desk and remained silent. “I have asked you to come here because I need to tell you something before you leave for the Baldor moon. The success of the State depends upon the completion of this mission. Should this mission fail, all is lost. Xzin wins.”
“Why does so much hang in the balance?” questioned Mela, her words coming out slowly. 
“He would be able to declare war if we directly assaulted his home world.”
“If that is the case, why only the three of us? Perhaps a larger strike force should be assembled.” Rider rose from his chair and paced.
“That would seem to be the most strategic point of action, but it is not the wish of the council.” Nama stopped for a moment, as if pondering some archaic question of humanity, wishing for the ability to predict the consequences of today’s actions. “I have utmost faith that we will complete this mission and set the stage for the elimination of Xzin. I just wanted to tell you that I hope for the best.”
The members of Alpha Squadron sat in silence. They had no words for this age-old warrior who had spent his life in battle. Rider’s eyes shifted from the chrome floor to the eyes of his comrades, hoping they possessed some insight as to what to say to the warrior who stood before them.
“Understood, and we shall do our best to not disappoint,” replied Wei. Nama bowed his head and returned to the window overlooking the desert. He gripped his hands behind his back, never returning his gaze to the soldiers who would decide the fate of so many.
 



  
“Fear not death for mortality is the definition. Fear life for your pain is the most prominent here. The immortal one feels the most pain of all, to never end the suffering and to live with the mistakes of all eternity, to be the Failure.”
  
-Teachings of the Guider of Prima Terra
  
  
  
The Baldorian point ship hung in space behind the shadow of Baldor’s desolate moon obstructing all that lay beneath and beyond. Roseblade was a colossal ship. It extended well over six kilometers, a monstrosity that could easily defeat the bulk of the State’s navy. 
The hull shone a deep purple and carried the insignia of Xzin, a ward against the power of rival nations. The vessel acted as a focal point for a fleet of more than one hundred ships. Together they possessed a power greater than the combined forces of the State’s navy.
The inside of the ship resembled a mighty citadel. Each room was carved in brilliant magnificence. The helm held more than ten thousand personnel, and it took that many to man this flying battle city. 
Admiral Diana Reckson was in charge, and she deserved the position more than any other accomplished voyager in the Baldorian navy. A former member of the State’s navy, Reckson could, for the most part, accurately predict the outcome of any battle. She retired from the State’s navy after achieving the rank of captain. An unfortunate accident took the lives of her mother and father.
The cool blue oceans of Fasen Major seemed so strange when compared to the lush green exterior of its sister world, Fasen Minor. Captain Reckson had, for many years, wanted to return to the land she came from and remain there until her final days. But on this day, a shadow fell across the skies – a monster bred of darkness and steel that floated amongst the stars. The flagship Marauder was an impressive feat of craftsmanship, a grand vessel, the premier ship of the burgeoning power of the State. At least, up until the day it cast darkness over Fasen Major.
Reckson had been far away at a meeting on Verdule, deep within the amphitheater of Garefe. The news came later, the demise and incineration of the planet that had held all her dreams and memories. Master Admiral Michael Gray was a decorated soldier from before the establishment of the UFPS charter, which united the universe into a hopeful cohesive unit. 
On this day, however, he had fallen far from the steady path and convinced the crew of the flagship to open fire upon the lands of Fasen Major; claiming that hostiles had entered the atmosphere and gained control of the reactor core there and were threatening to detonate it, causing a cataclysmic chain reaction that would set the very fabric of space off balance. 
After later scrutiny it was discerned that there was no such threat, and the transmissions immediately following the decimation of the planet showed a haggard and maniacal man who was hanging on by mere threads. The UFPS found him to be guilty on multiple charges of murder. 
Reckson pleaded to the judgment committee to execute Gray, yet they felt it unnecessary to give the aged soldier the death sentence. Master Admiral Gray died several years later on a minimum-security prison world and with him went Reckson’s joy, her path forever diverted from the State.
Reckson stood on the bridge and looked through the view port. The empty space was much like her life, and through this solitude she had hardened her anger into a cold determination to destroy all that was the State. She contemplated the coming assault upon the moon, and a smile crept across her face. The pathetic State, and all the superior moral attitudes they pervaded, would be defeated. 
Better judgment kept her from showing emotion around her subordinates. She sometimes missed the ability to actually feel for others, but those days had been swept away and with them, her ability to care. The only things that held any meaning were her ship and the protection of the Baldorian systems. A helmsman informed her that they were receiving a message.
“Patch it through,” she replied dryly.
“Yes, ma’am,” replied the helmsman, without looking up from his station. The screen erupted in static, and then an image began to form: the face of Lord Xzin.
“Admiral Reckson, I assume that everything is going according to plan?” boomed Xzin, his voice echoing throughout the bridge.
“Yes, my lord. At 1330 hours we will set coordinates past the moon to simulate a normal flight pattern and make our arrival look like an accident. We are then to destroy the lead ships and allow the defensive ships to escape. Is that correct, sir?” replied Reckson, unwaveringly. 
What Xzin admired most, besides her obvious beauty, was that she could not be frightened. She was an unusual being like himself, denied the pleasure of fear.
“Yes, as usual I can count on you to follow through without flaw or hesitation. I commend you on your leadership and courage. Nonetheless, you will answer to me if you fail,” replied Xzin with a noticeable edge.
“Understood, sir,” replied Reckson. “I will contact you when the plan has been carried through.”
“Very well.” Xzin’s voice was cold and hollow, but Reckson found his faith in her abilities comforting in a way that she had not felt in a long time. “Remember, do not engage the enemy, and only subdue their progress.”
“I shall inform all lower category ships to fly defensive patterns only and to divert core energy to front shields and low stun.” Reckson’s face softened for a moment. “Is that all, my lord?”
“Yes, that will be all, Admiral.”
“Roseblade out.” 
The screen darkened. 
Reckson allowed her mind to wander the distant stars.
  
* * * * *
  
The hangar of Eyes of the Phoenix was filled with fifteen to twenty small, short-range crafts – each branded with the emblem of the State – that were to be employed in the assault. A man entered through the far end of the hangar bay and diligently made his way across the gleaming metallic floor. He stopped in front of the congregation of anxious pilots and cleared his throat.
“Thank you for taking time from your normal duties to join us here today. I am Master Lieutenant Zisa Eyerre, and I am going to run you through the specifics of the mission.”
A series of murmurs arose from the crowd.
“It is now 1325, and we are approaching the Baldorian sector. The target moon is ahead, and we will be within range at exactly 1330 hours,” the lieutenant said, his every word capturing the attention of the pilots. “Our smaller fighters will run lead with Alpha Squadrons One through Eight. Alpha Squadron Zero will land in the forest outside of the reactor city and make their way into the city itself. At 1730 hours, the reactor should blow, giving us exactly one hour to pick up Alpha Zero at the rendezvous point and escape in time to watch the ensuing fireworks at exactly 1830 hours. Any questions?”
“What are the squadron assignments?” a small voice asked. The man was Deld Rwender, a pilot from the rim world of Takrot. It was a planet rich in spice and the addictive drug castion – a smuggler’s paradise.
“There will be two distinct teams,” began Eyerre, his posture straightening so all could clearly hear what he had to say. “Alpha One through Four will be commanded by Jearse Bedlohi; Alpha Five through Eight will fly with Deld Rwender.”
“Alpha Two, Three, and Four, follow me,” called Jearse Bedlohi, a tall, lanky man from Fasen Major who had, more than once, led covert missions with the katana-class fighters against Xzin’s forces. 
A series of ayes sounded as the pilots followed Bedlohi into the loading bays and boarded storms, the smallest of the fighters in the State’s navy. Firestorm-class ships were the most efficient ships in the galaxy. Their relatively small size compared to their weapon capacity, as well as their maneuverability, gave them certain covert advantages. 
“You heard Bedlohi,” called out Rwender. “The rest of you follow my lead and board the remaining storms.” The remaining pilots negotiated their way around the ships and strapped themselves into the crimson cockpits. After the last storms careened off of the hangar deck, the three solemn figures of Alpha Zero Squadron arrived. Rider brought his arm up and ran his fingers over the rectangular control panel that ran the length of his arm. 
“It is time.” Rider’s voice was flat. 
Mela met the distant look on Rider’s face, her silky features glowing against the space outside the viewport. “Have no fear, love. We shall complete this mission, and then we will be able to live the remainder of our years peacefully.” Mela’s voice sang like an angel on the darkest day. It reminded Rider of the many times he had fallen in love with Mela at each step along their journey.
“I agree.” Wei’s voice was like a stone in a vise, never changing and hard. “This is nothing more than we have done before. We are the best, my friend.”
“Yes,” Rider’s voice trailed off, and he did not make an attempt to complete the thought. He passed his hand over the Spacehawk patch on his chest, which housed the armor chip. 
In one smooth motion, his body was engulfed in a shimmering green energy field. His eyes were hidden behind the confines of a mask, but they looked remorseful nonetheless. 
He began to rise slowly off the deck and extended his arms forward. The armor, anticipating and following his lead exactly, moved forward. Rider’s frame was hovering, floating toward the hangar bay doors. “Are you guys coming?”
Mela and Wei energized their suits in unison, their energy trails illuminating the hangar walls. Mela’s peaceful blue glow painting shadows across the remaining vessels and her trail sifting out behind her, carving an ocean for all those who followed. 
Wei’s aura was piercing and bright, the yellow glow permeating all corners of the vast room, exposing the darkest places of shadow. They moved forward and dropped into space with Rider, following the pyramid of Storms descending to the moon below.
  
* * * * *
  
The Hawk’s Eye hung in space, shields pulsing at minimum and crew scattered about the control room. Admiral Gerald Roberts looked out upon the mother to all pilots: space. His thoughts moved quickly, reviewing things he had done and things that might soon come about.
He pictured Diana Reckson, a woman he once knew. She had been the most respected tactician in the State’s fleet, but after the mishap on her home world and the accidental deaths of her family, her countenance had changed for the worst. The ship rocked forward and shook Roberts from his thoughts. 
“Helmsman, bring up front shields and activate the view-screen. What the hell is attacking us?” Roberts’ voice was crisp and echoed above the uproar of his crew. 
The helmsman spun into his chair, bringing his hands dexterously over the controls. The distinct hum of shield generation calmed the crew for a moment, but when the view screen sputtered to life, showing the colossal form of the Roseblade, their demeanors fell sour.
“Sir, we seem to be under attack by a Baldorian vessel.” The helmsman’s voice was shaky. “Bringing front and aft shields to full and activating reserve tanks to divert power to primary shields.” 
The view-screen shifted from the Roseblade, back-dropped against the stars, to the stoic face of Admiral Diana Reckson. The crew moved quickly at their workstations trying, without success, to restore the ship to its proper coordinates and power. Roberts walked slowly toward the screen, his hands at his sides and his brow furrowing slightly, the beads of sweat trickling down his chin.
“Admiral Roberts.” Her tone was icy. “I see that you still serve that slaughtering government you call the State. This, in a way, is very unfortunate because it seems as though you are trespassing on a confirmed Baldorian sector. The penalty for such an offense is severe, and I believe that you, as well as your fleet, will have to pay.” 
Before Roberts could respond, the screen went dead.
“Helmsman Tason, send an emergency message to the council immediately,” replied Roberts as he turned back toward the bridge of the ship. “All other stations go to battle status.” 
Tason looked up with a bit of panic. He merely nodded, and the helmsman moved his hands quickly sending a distress signal to the council chambers of Fael Damon.
  
* * * * *
  
Eight storms floated effortlessly in space, waiting for the eventual attack from the moon below when Admiral Reckson noticed the perimeter warnings and sent small ships to engage the boarding fleet. 
Roseblade cast a shadow over the battle as it pulled away from the moon’s darkness; and when the smaller State ships caught wind of the towering starship, they flew from formation. 
The storms maneuvered quickly and brought up their rear shields as they dove back toward the surface, trying to line their weapons systems with the lead ship. The fighters split into their teams and raced in a crisscross pattern at the hull of the Roseblade. 
Progress came up short when the belly of the governing ship slid open and hundreds of black forms dropped into the thickness of space. They washed over the eight storms like a hurricane, a wave of blaster fire and screeching carbon engines.
“This is Alpha One, break formation and pair up.” Bedlohi’s voice came through the comm system. They immediately broke formation. “Alpha Two, fall in with my lead and fly a diagonal pattern to my energy trail.”
“Understood, Alpha Leader.” Alpha Two was a slick pilot with marksman’s reflexes. The other pilots had nicknamed him Flare Roberts for his challenging nature in battle simulations.
“Alpha One this is Alpha Five, repeat, Alpha One this Alpha Five. Do you copy?”
“This is Alpha One, I hear you, Rwender. What is it?” Bedlohi had always admired Rwender for his tenaciousness and dedication. He was comforted, for a moment, at the reminder that Rwender was in this situation with him.      
“We don’t stand a chance against Baldorian fighters in open space.” Rwender’s voice sounded strained over the weak frequency of the comm units.
“What are you suggesting?” 
“Fly as close as we can to the point ship. The smaller fighters won’t dare use full bursts when they are that close. It is our only chance as far as I can see.” Rwender was known for his quick thinking in tight places, but he wasn’t known for reckless abandonment for personal safety issues. 
“That’s suicide,” Alpha Three spoke up without invitation.
“You don’t know how fast these Baldorian pilots are, Alpha Three. I have seen a single squadron wipe out entire convoys of capital ships.” 
“Sorry, sir, pardon my assumption.” Alpha Three was a political addition to the Alpha Squadron, put there entirely to maintain diversity. It had been a peacekeeping move between factions of the council. His piloting skills were par, and at a time like this they fell more along the lines of nil.
“I agree, Alpha Five. All fighters set shields on full rotation and fly as close to the lead ship as you can.” Bedlohi unsnapped the corner strap from his helmet and rubbed the scar tracing his eye line, knowing full well the uselessness of their positions. “Maybe we can buy Alpha Zero a little more time before we have to evacuate.” 
The vapor trails of the State ships slowed, and they broke the offense line and flew in random patterns, focusing the noses of their ships at the hull line of the Roseblade. 
  
* * * * *
  
The moon was a mixture of environments, and the reactor city sat on the edge of a vast forest that extended across more than half the planet. The reactor city glowed under the penetrating light of intense generators and the sweeping floodlights that surveyed the outpost. Alpha Zero landed in a clearing on top of a cliff that overlooked the city, their suits powering down and the sand beneath them swirling into a mass of dust. 
The reactor city was a government installation that supplied most of the Baldorian system with power. The reactor itself was at the center of the military city and was guarded by a security force that was known to be ruthless. Wei removed a sight enhancer from his suit and looked down on the city. He moved his hands over the controls along the side.
“There seems to be around one hundred and fifty heavily armored buildings, and patrol groups of fifteen,” rattled Wei, as he peered through the enhancers.
“What about the possibility of ambush?” Rider had always been the voice of suspicion, no matter the severity of the mission.
“Always a possibility, but the demeanor of the security, from what I can determine, seems to be relaxed.” Wei removed the sight enhancers from his eyes and returned them to his gear bag.
“Just watch for traps, and move toward the reactor at all costs.” Rider, more often than not, assumed the role of leader and resorted to the delegation of orders and responsibility. Mela cleared her throat and threw Rider a sheepish grin. Rider raised his hands in mock surrender and silenced himself. 
“Okay, we split up and meet at the reactor at 1700 hours. Try to avoid detection. Also, avoid communications contact because they will more than likely discover the frequency,” Mela turned to Rider as she spoke, “Rider, have the explosives ready when we reach the reactor.” 
Mela turned and leapt off the cliff as her armor conformed to her falling body. Wei and Rider exchanged glances, then followed suit. The superior technology of the armor made the drop seem more like a footstep. 
When they struck bottom, they went opposite directions and raced through the forest to the edge of the reactor town. They had four hours to disable the reactor.
  
* * * * *
  
The amphitheater on Verdule was in a state of absolute chaos as Damon fought to calm the council members. He held his hands in a lowering swoop, trying to subdue their fears long enough to return to civilized discourse. 
Damon had returned immediately from his private chambers when he received the hailing from The Hawk’s Eye, and from that transmission the council had completely lost all diplomatic nature. Factions within the council became evident as the very stability of the State was at a crossroads. 
Councilmen could be seen brandishing harsh gestures and shouting at each other. The very universe seemed to be unraveling at its seams. After a moment, Supreme Council Damon gained the attention of the infuriated masses.
“Gentlemen, if you would please calm down we might be able to do something about our present situation. Continue to bicker amongst yourselves and we will get nothing done,” called Damon to the angry mob. There was only one figure amongst the crowd that remained still – Robert Welvon.
“You have no right to speak, Supreme Council Damon. You are the one that called for this ridiculous mission in the first place,” retorted Welvon, but continued to speak with greater conviction. “I move that this mission be abandoned and that all forces be withdrawn from the Baldorian system. I move, as well, to revoke Councilman Damon’s title and that a new Supreme Council be elected in this time of crisis.” 
“There is still time to send aid, perhaps more cruisers.” Slation’s voice was one of the strongest in the room, but could hardly be heard over the rising sounds of the masses. 
Welvon smiled cruelly and made his way to the Supreme Council’s floating pedestal. He raised his hand and pointed at Damon, finger extending from a limp wrist. “The blame rests solely on the Supreme Council.” Welvon’s voice gained an amount of power after seeing the disintegration of the assemblage, and he seized the opportunity to play on their fears and angst. “This was his wanting. Damon, alone, called for the covert attack on the moon, and he, as well, traveled to Nemodtia to bring back the ambassador who further led this council astray.”
“You speak out of turn, councilman, and I will not have you talk of Erinana in such an insolent tone.” Damon’s face flushed as his anger rose quickly to the surface, threatening to break his resolve.
“You see nothing. Your blind adherence to this ambassador is appalling. She is a witch and has tainted this council with her venomous words. Once again, I move to have Supreme Council Damon’s position revoked. Damon has lost his ability to properly conduct this council. We need new leadership.”
Puzzled glances and mumbled words swept through the council. “Despite the allegations in Councilman Welvon’s past, I must agree with him on both counts of his objection. I second the movement that the Baldor assault be withdrawn immediately,” began a councilman in the front row as he turned to face Damon. “I move that Damon be removed from his post and the election of a new Supreme Council be conducted. I nominate Councilman Robert Welvon.” 
“I, for one, will not see Welvon at the head of the operations of State. If this happens, I will officially resign from the council, and I will take my worlds with me.” Slation’s words hit home, and several other council members stood up and voiced similar concerns. 
“This is absolute foolishness. This anger quells absolutely nothing that is happening out there,” pleaded Damon, a deep-set anger loosening itself and rising to the surface.
“You, coward,” glowered Welvon, as he edged closer and closer to Damon’s side.
“You are the only coward here,” shot back Damon. “You are the worm that has destroyed the core of our peaceful civilization. Even now you wish only to bring hardship to what so many have struggled to achieve.”
“A resolution must be reached here and now,” called out the representative from Fasen Major, a tan woman who flicked back her golden braids in annoyance. “A vote shall be taken.”
Welvon looked to Damon and then back to the assemblage. “So be it,” whispered Damon, looking as though he had not slept in some time. The council rose one at a time, each responding aye or nay in favor of the removal of Fael Damon and, in the end, evil found a place upon the path of justice. A great man was replaced by a shadow of a man who wished to thrive in darkness.
Welvon shoved Damon aside and took his place on the floating pedestal. He acceded to the place of absolute power, and the waves of evil permeated the remaining council. In time, all that should have been remembered was wiped away.
 



  
“To fear is to be bound. To be bound is to be a slave. To be a slave is to be dead.”
  
-Three Principles of the Clan of the Branded
  
  
  
Mela was the first to reach the reactor city interior, and when she reached the primary storage building, she looked for security forces on the street to gauge her point of entry. In the middle of the terrace were two security agents standing together with their guns on their shoulders. Mela puzzled over their relaxed postures. 
“How much longer?” one agent asked the other.
“Soon. They have us running on intervals now, overlapping patterns.” 
“Hey, Daeken, did you see that Tech Fight last night? The Box and Sean Richards went at it. The Box ripped Richards to shreds.” 
Tech Fights were held monthly on the planet of Fasen Major, and anyone who wanted to participate could enter – anything goes. Tech Fights had become so popular they were broadcast all across the known galaxy. It was one of the few things that both the Baldorians and the rest of the State participated in.
“I figured that Richards would have crushed him. The Box is ancient, isn’t he? Didn’t he used to be a security agent?” Daeken replied. 
“We better get back to our rounds before the boss catches us goofing off,” replied the other, as he started to walk off. He stopped after a few footsteps and turned back toward Daeken. “You know why we’re on a level-two security alert?”
“I overheard the boss talking to the general about it. There is supposed to be some sort of attack on the reactor by some covert State team, but I doubt anything will become of it. Our fleet was ready for them.”
Mela grimaced, feeling the news like a physical blow. 
  
* * * * *
  
There was an air of dismay on the bridge of The Hawk’s Eye, and Admiral Roberts stood alone watching the worthless slaughter of his fighter pilots. The thought of their collective deaths weighed heavily on the aging admiral. 
“Admiral, we are receiving a transmission from the council,” called a helmsman from his post on The Hawk’s Eye bridge. “Shall I patch it through, sir?”
Roberts nodded and focused on the view-screen. The cruel face of Welvon appeared. His emotion rose to his voice before he could contain it. “Where is the Supreme Council?” questioned Roberts.
“I am Supreme Council now,” replied Welvon, his face controlling the rising laugh of triumph. 
Roberts hid behind a mask of confusion, his emotions fighting to take control and tell this worm before him what he truly felt. “I do not follow you, Councilman Welvon.” Roberts’ words bit against the rising fear that was forming in the pit of his stomach.
“Councilman Damon has been relieved of his position, and I have been chosen to stand in his place,” replied Welvon, an evil smirk across his face. Welvon’s broad face and sagging chin occupied the entirety of the view screen, obstructing all behind him.
“What do you wish of us then, Supreme Council Welvon?” asked Roberts, his voice wavering in defeat.
“You are to withdraw your forces from the Baldorian sector and return to Verdule immediately.” Welvon’s voice took on a tone of pure elation, as if telling them to diminish all hope and return in defeat made his day complete. 
Roberts looked down at his crew and sighed heavily, knowing that democracy was at an end. “Understood. The Hawk’s Eye out.” The screen faded to static, then blanked. “Helmsman.”
“Awaiting orders, Admiral.” Tason sat quietly in front of the control board that was now flashing bright colors and blinking from one to another in an indiscernible flash of information.
“Have all remaining fighters dock immediately, and lay a course for Verdule. We are withdrawing from here.” No sooner than Roberts had uttered the words, the last storm exploded in a shower of sparks against the stars. Roberts turned and stared into the vastness of space. 
  
* * * * *
  
The Roseblade crew watched as The Hawk’s Eye warped from the sector in an explosion of thermal gases. Reckson stood on the walkway overlooking the control stations and watched her foes run in defeat. For less than a moment she allowed emotion to well up inside, and let it pass just as quickly.
“Lieutenant, open a frequency immediately,” ordered Admiral Reckson. The view-screen quietly conveyed static before Xzin’s face appeared glowing in anticipation of the news. Reckson’s face gave no indication.
“What news do you bring me, Admiral Reckson?” questioned Xzin with a smile spread across his broad features, his eyes black spheres burrowed deep in his skull, never allowing the light to infect them.
“The State’s forces have withdrawn. They have failed. We have triumphed. What are your orders?” replied Reckson. Always at attention, her eyes reflected her unwillingness to fail. 
“You have dispatched all of the State’s attacking vessels?”
“Of course, my lord.” Reckson’s face showed no pleasure, but she felt a certain satisfaction from carrying out her mission to the letter.
“Remain where you are in case of any other form of attack on the sector. You impress me as usual, Admiral Reckson, and you will be rewarded for your success,” replied Xzin.
The screen went blank. Reckson could finally return to her eternal home: space.
  
* * * * *
  
Wei moved stealthily along the rooftops, his sword drawn and held at his side, the crimson color illuminating his path. He could see the reactor in the distance and stole his way across the remaining rooftops with small, short bursts, landing without a sound. He stopped at the final building and peered down to see if there was anyone below guarding the entrance.
He spotted only five guards in the entire area. Wei leapt across the gap and landed on the walkway above the guards, drawing along the long coil of his plasma line. The guards started to circle around the building, and Wei seized the opportunity to fire a line down around one of the guard’s necks. He pulled, hanging the guard off the walkway, the body twitching violently without sound. 
Wei leapt to the ground and moved around the reactor floor, making sure to tread lightly, leaving no footprints for an unlikely guard to follow. He grabbed another guard by the base of the neck and swung him around in the opposite direction, snapping his spine. The third guard turned at the sound of the body hitting the ground, his rifle coming in line with Wei’s frame. 
Wei sidestepped and slashed forward with the blade, slicing at the man’s waistline, spilling his intestines onto the ground. The last two guards charged Wei while his back was turned, and Wei fell to the ground to make himself less of a target. In one smooth movement two projectiles flew from his hand. The guards fell to the ground in convulsed movements.
The reactor-core tower lever stood out among the mechanisms. It was spherical, a mixture of constant colors flowing through it. Wei rotated the sphere until it shone black. The tower’s hum slowed and then stopped, indicating the manual shutdown. Wei turned on his heels and leapt back up the terrace above. He then sat cross-legged in the confines of the shadows, awaiting the other members of Alpha Zero.
  
* * * * *
  
Rider did not have the patience, or the tact, to go the covert avenue. He merely made his way down the main cargo entrance and acted as if nothing was out of the ordinary.
Several guards were milling around the entry. Rider drew his plasma staff in anticipation. The first soldier stepped forward and placed a hand on Rider’s shoulder in an attempt to impede his progress.
“Stop. You are not authorized to be here,” began the leader, his gaze shifting to the Spacehawks emblem on Rider’s suit and then back up in panic. His brow began sweating at the realization of who stood before him. 
Rider grabbed the leader’s arm and snapped it around his back, pushing the man into the laser fire of the other security troops. Steaming and burnt, the body fell to the ground. The troops stopped in astonishment, their rifles falling to their sides. 
He took advantage of the opportunity and brought his leg across, kicking the nearest guard in the chest, crushing it immediately. He used his body momentum and spun his other leg in a high arc, bringing his boot around and striking the other stunned guard at the base of his neck. The head fell limp and the body crashed to the ground in a disjointed heap.
The remaining three came at Rider with their weapons blazing, the red laser sight fixed squarely on Rider’s chest plate. Rider’s now energized armor deflected the fire and he drew his plasma staff, spinning it in concentric arcs. The energy lashed out in waves upon the remaining guards. He used the diversion to charge the lead guard and lift him into the air with his staff. He brought the dead body crashing down on the next guard’s skull, crushing it instantly. The remaining duo tried to escape, but the explosion from Rider’s flame cannon stopped them dead, literally. 
Rider felt no satisfaction from their deaths, but he knew it was necessary to protect the State. Rider made his way along the dusty path to the reactor core, his mind nagging at the possibility of having been betrayed.
  
* * * * *
  
She took post intermittent with the taller buildings on the compound, keeping herself hidden from sight. Mela sighted Wei at the reactor from where she stood upon the roof of the general’s building, her armor disengaged so that she wouldn’t attract thermal scans from the ground troops. She raised her arm, the armor trickling forward in waves of energy as she ran her hand over the sensor eye to facilitate her actions. A shot of plasma line flew to the top of the reactor, her body flying forward when she activated the release. 
The sky was beginning to darken. 
She removed a sight enhancer from her suit and surveyed the area, detecting no security guards within one hundred meters. She peered down at her chrono, shading her eyes from the setting sun; one hour till rendezvous at the reactor core. She walked around the catwalk and climbed down the security ladder, searching for a way in. Her internal scanners provided no warning when the figure crept up behind her, its features hidden by the flickering shadows of the setting sun.
“Freeze, intruder,” called a voice from behind. 
Mela, caught completely off-guard, stopped in her tracks and slowly raised her hands into the air in a gesture of compliance. A guard poked a rifle into the small of her back, the muzzle warm from recent firing. Mela spun quickly and kicked the guard square in the stomach, knocking the rifle from his hands. 
She dropped his lifeless body off the edge of the terrace. She bent to pick up the assault rifle, but flinched when she felt a numbing pain in her side. She fell to the ground; her arms limp at her side. Her eyes fluttered as she began to fade out. Before the blackness enveloped her, she saw the attacker’s uniform. It bore the insignia of Xzin.
  
* * * * *
  
Wei’s eyes opened suddenly, as if the life had been sucked out of him. He looked out across the field, his plane of vision falling upon Mela. He picked up his sword and sheathed it harshly. Leaping from building to building, his feet finding holds among the walkways and beams that surrounded them, his boots finally clattered against the terrace where Mela lay. 
He drew his sword instinctively, expecting a trap. 
His eyes continued to search for his unseen adversary as his hands found the fabric of her uniform. Not bothering to glance at the face below him, he pulled the body closer. He heard a cackling, and his eyes swept quickly to the body before him. It was not his comrade, Mela, but another wearing the uniform of the Spacehawks.
“Not your friend, hero,” laughed the man as he kicked Wei in the stomach and knocked him against the reactor wall. 
The sword fell from Wei’s grip, skirting across the metallic walkway. It came to a stop at the far edge, threatening to fall to the ground below. Wei’s hands moved concisely, striking his attacker in the face with tremendous ferocity. The figure tilted back, and Wei rolled forward quickly, gathering his sword from the edge and brandishing it against his opponent.
“You will not take me so easily, scum.” 
Wei’s words were low and belligerent.
“Heroes and your valiant pride. You cannot win. My master has told me to eliminate the threat that infects our moon, and that is what I will do.” 
The gruesome figure’s mouth was twisted with an evil sneer, rows of razor-sharp teeth gleaming beneath his thin, green lips. Wei flicked the sword forward and slashed in a series of precise, penetrating strikes, but none connected. The figure moved quickly and grabbed Wei by the arm, bringing his leg around and striking him across the back. 
Wei fell to the ground, his spine erupting in pain. 
The figure produced a long, cylindrical pole and jabbed it into Wei’s back. The stick erupted in static electricity, the wave causing his body to fall motionless. Wei was hoisted upon the attacker’s shoulder and carried toward the terrace wall. 
The wall dematerialized. 
Lugging Wei, the victor walked down a corridor and into a storage room. He opened the door allowing light to enter the enshrouded quarters. Mela was tied up in the far corner. He tossed Wei next to her and returned to the hunt. His prey was the final Alpha Zero, Lieutenant James Rider.
  
* * * * *
  
Rider’s footsteps slowed as he neared the entrance of the reactor. The surrounding corridor was dark, and a film of gas residue slickened the walls. He lowered his visor, and the field was covered in green beneath his enhancers. His hand rested on his assault rifle. A small hiss sounded when he disengaged the safety.
The green field darkened, and Rider reached out with one of his gloved hands, running his fingers over the slimy structure.
Rider pushed on the door panel, and it slid open with a disgusting, squashing sound. He stepped into the darkness. The hallway burst into a crimson rain, the floodlights gleamed, and an alarm rang out in the distance. The familiar crashing of boots on sludge echoed through the hallway. 
The soldiers stopped in formation opposite Rider in the narrow corridor. Rider drew his assault rifle and unloaded random bursts upon the squadron in the vain hope of disorienting them. He engaged his suit and flew across the corridor, his plasma staff drawn at his side and charged. In one subtle movement he discharged a wave of green energy. 
All in range were consumed. 
The bodies collapsed in a series of coordinated thumps, and Rider lowered and powered down his armor. He reached out and pushed the door open, allowing the luminance from the other room to cast a glare across the mayhem. 
It was a sickening sight. 
The bodies lay in random heaps, their limbs contracted in strange shapes and forms, their blood splattered across the walls. In the darkness, the shadows seemed to have a will of their own, demons prowling in the dank, dead air. 
Rider turned away from the grotesque sight and focused on the path ahead, not wanting to dwell on the meaningless deaths of people who knew no better. The air was calm with the kind of silence that accompanies death. The only real sound was the dripping of the coolant leaking from the inner core chambers.
Drip. Drip. Drrrrippp. 
The sound brought a chill to Rider’s skin. The air slipped past him like a snake through weeds. Eeriness sent vivid images of death careening through his mind. The shadows stirred, and a form revealed itself from within, taking shape as it crawled through the darkness, its eyes shining like a feral animal prowling in the moonlight. Rider energized his armor, the emerald aura illuminating the darkness and casting shadows across Rider’s set features. 
“Lieutenant James Rider,” called the dark silhouette from the shadows. The boots echoed in the storage containment, and the walls resounded with their misery. 
“Who are you?” Rider’s words came out jumbled and in haste. The two circled, tracking each other like hunters. 
“Rodar.” The name rebounded in the hollow area. 
Rider could feel the evil radiate, the pale gray and black aura seeping from Rodar’s being, dissipating into the luminance of the body armor. 
“I have been sent to destroy Alpha Zero. The rest of your team, I have already dealt with. Surrender now and your death will be quick. ”
“How did you know we were here?” questioned Rider, as he powered his weapons systems and drew his plasma staff.     
“Lord Xzin had a mole within your council, and he informed us of the attack ahead of time. By now, your pathetic fleet is defeated and you are abandoned on this moon to die,” he replied, mocking Rider as he twirled his sword. 
Rider’s face flushed, his anger rising to the surface.
“Welvon. It’s Welvon, isn’t it?” he spat. “You have been misinformed. We are not quite so easy to dispatch.” 
Rider leapt in the air and came down hard on Rodar’s forearm, the plasma staff striking true, but with no damage inflicted. Rodar merely pushed Rider back against the retaining wall, knocking the plasma staff from his grip.
“You know that woman I caught is delightful. I may have a little fun with her before I rip her heart out.” Rodar’s face was contorted in a grimace, his lips tucked inward against the rows of sharpened teeth. 
“Never.” The word split the air and the oxygen grew thin as Rider’s aura darkened, his blue eyes clouded, and his hate pushing forward into his foe. A roar of rage escaped Rider’s mouth, and he dove at Rodar with everything he had, his body armor extending blades far into the path of his destruction. Rodar was caught off-guard, and Rider hit him before he had a chance to defend himself. 
The blades slashed at his forearms, drawing blood to the surface. Rodar fell to the ground panting and brought his hand up to his mouth. He tasted his own blood. Rider brought his plasma staff back to center, its glowing length reflecting Rider’s hatred. 
Rodar leapt up quickly and kicked Rider in the chest, knocking him back, but Rider spun and side-kicked Rodar, smashing the attacker’s face into the slick, hard enclosure. The blood smeared thickly and ebbed slowly down the wall, the light giving it a chilling appearance as if the blood itself was a purely evil entity. 
Rodar brought his sword across in response and slashed Rider across the chest, drawing blood through his armor. Rider felt the blood run through his fingers when he wiped his chest.
“How did you do that?” asked Rider in disbelief. 
The amazement blanketed his face. 
His eyes glazed for a moment. 
“Wouldn’t you like to know,” laughed Rodar as he leapt at Rider again. Rider blocked and turned, bringing his plasma staff in a high arc and cutting at the last moment. Rodar screamed as his arm slid to the ground. He coughed up blood as he tried to speak. There was a horizontal slash across his chest where the staff had found its mark.
“You should never anticipate the outcome of battle, but rather allow for the fates to take their course. You were a fool to come here,” breathed Rider. 
He decapitated Rodar with one slash of his plasma staff, the head rolling effortlessly to the moist floor. Rodar’s eyes stared blankly up toward the heavens, and Rider bent close and ran his hand over them, shutting them for all eternity. Rider brushed his sleeve along his face, wiping away the blood that was congealing. 
His armor dulled and powered down, returning the corridor completely back to shadow. His enhancers slipped over his eyes to reveal the passage to the weary soldier; the green luminance extended across the room. Rider pressed the enhancers and they clicked one plane deeper. He could now see farther, through the walls into the next room.
Rider flexed his forearm and a plasma pistol shot forward into his outstretched hand. Upon impact, he fired three consecutive bursts, exploding the door inward. 
“Mela?” called Rider into the darkness of the room. “Wei?” He could hear murmurs from the corner of the room, and through the enhancers he found the light panel and ran his hand over it, lighting up the room. Mela and Wei were bound at their hands and feet, a dark fabric taped across their mouths, muffling their calls. 
He pulled the fabric away, tearing it off with a quick, piercing motion. Mela inhaled deeply, taking in the uninhibited air. Wei rose and rubbed his previously bound wrists in irritation; the skin reddened and worn.
“Rider, I thought that monster had got to you,” said Mela with tears in her eyes. She readjusted her rifle across her back and strapped her boots back up, making sure to tuck the plasma blade in line with her boot.
“What happened to that smiling bastard?” Wei’s tone held an air of humor and disappointment. His dark eyes shone with a sliver of gold. His aura rose to the surface, causing his body to have a resonant hum.
“He had to take a meeting,” replied Rider as he peered out the door, checking for an accompanying charge of foot soldiers. Rider’s enhancers slipped over his clouded eyes, and his head swiveled from side to side scanning the area for life-form readings. 
“What now?” Wei adjusted the sword sheath across his back and pulled the dark mask over his face, its end covering everything except the small of his chin.
“We go, now.” Rider ran quickly through the dark, his plasma staff bouncing clumsily at his side. Mela quickly followed with her vision enhancers down, scouring the trail that lay ahead. Wei moved stealthily behind, keeping up out of necessity only. He served as the rear guard for most of his tenure in the Spacehawks and planned on upholding that post far into their darkest hour.
 



  
“The insurrection of one shall set the stages for the end of time and the merger of the realms. To be conspirator is to be a pawn of time, and this pawn will make a king. In time, the cycle shall reverse and the king shall be a pawn again.”
  
-First Tier of Chronos to the Seven Riders
  
  
  
The inner chambers of the council fell to desperate silence, their eyes averted, none looking at another. Robert Welvon stood out. His entire body stood straight, his face beaming in pure pleasure. His voracious frame seemed to radiate his cruelty, his insane desire for leadership; his eyes staring vacantly out into the place where he alone stood as the ultimate power.
“Supreme Council Welvon, what about the covert team on the Baldor moon?” asked one of the councilmen. 
The question took Welvon aback, his train of thought veering at the unexpected query. He coughed dismissively into his clenched fist and smoothed the wrinkles of his hefty robes. “There is really nothing we can do without starting a war with Xzin,” began Welvon. “I suppose they must be counted as casualties of peace, and we must move on. In their memory, we should vow that a mistake of this magnitude never happens again.”
“No, this is impossible,” called Supremator Nama, standing from within the assemblage. “This mission was supposed to be a secret, yet we were ambushed. I suppose we will never know what happened exactly, but we can’t leave three soldiers to defend themselves from a planet of hostiles.”
“These are the consequences of hate mongering. When they joined the military, they knew the dangers associated. If I am not mistaken, they are there protecting the ideals of the State. These are soldiers, not victims of a war that should never have taken place.”
“That does not change that they are unaware of what has transpired far from their location,” called back Nama, his voice rising above the others. 
“Very well then, Supremator Nama. We shall conduct a vote here and now as to what we are going to do in this most delicate situation.” Welvon’s opinion now possessed far more weight than it ever had, and the council recognized that power, not wanting to displease their new ruler.                
“I must grudgingly agree with Supreme Council Welvon. The members of the mission on Baldor must be pronounced casualties of war because of the fragile nature of both our withdrawal, and presence there.” The oldest and most respected member in the council’s long history stood up as he spoke. 
“By all means, all this talk of publicly abandoning this mission is insulting, and I will not be a part of it.” Supremator Nama made his way to the floating pedestal and was coming closer to Welvon. His hands were clenched at his sides, and his face was distorted in an untamed look of disgust. “I will not stand here and watch the decision of so few destroy the lives of three of the most dedicated soldiers in the whole of the State’s military. This is absolute nonsense.”
“Your disagreement has been recorded, but the will of the council is to remove all responsibility of the State and to pronounce them consequences of war.” 
There was a series of ayes and the crowd became silent once again. Nama shook his head and did not bother to quibble with the other members of the council any longer. He took his leave of their foul political stench. Welvon stretched his hands over the podium and beamed at the crowd, knowing that there was nothing now that could stop him, ever. 
  
* * * * *
  
The hillside two miles north was the rendezvous point for the members of Alpha Zero, and that was where their salvation lay, in the hands of a pilot they had never met. They crested the rocky hills, and in the distance they spotted two storms glittering in the moonlight. They made their way carefully toward the ships, not wanting to attract any more attention than they had already received. As they neared, they saw a lone man standing in the steady winds. His Spacehawks jacket whipped in the storm. Rider pulled the enhancers off his face and powered off his suit, the emerald trail extinguishing in the storm winds. 
“Identify yourself.” Rider’s voice fluctuated in the gale, and he remained out of sight until he could evaluate the response. Without the enhancer’s cloaking, the area of the sky seemed to glow with the repulsors of the Baldorian crafts amidst the stars above. 
“Captain Xeno Lobo, Covert Mission Alpha Zeta One,” the voice whispered slightly on the wind, his facial features hidden by debris careening through the air. Rider nodded to Mela and Wei, and they emerged from their cover and made their way alongside the solo figure of Xeno.
“James Rider.” He introduced himself then turned to his companions. “This is Captain Mela Alvarez and Jonathon Wei.”
Xeno gripped each of their hands firmly and quickly. Pointing up to the night sky, he traced several bright spots and their vapor trails. “I’ve been listening on the comm, and we suffered heavy casualties up there. Our fleet has withdrawn. We have to move now or we may never leave this moon.” Xeno had the trademark of cocky and daring pilots: a grin.
Rider shook his head in dismay. “Alright, I’m going with Xeno in his storm. You guys take the one Xeno towed as a backup,” called Rider as the wind picked up. 
The ground began to rumble and the group ran to the overlook. Scores of armored tankers and smaller hovercrafts were making their way toward the rendezvous point.
“We were followed,” Mela yelled over the rumbling of the storm. Ten soldiers from the military vehicle opened fire, sending bursts hailing far over their position. Mela leapt into the pilot’s seat, while Wei positioned himself against the ship to return fire, drawing his plasma cannon from within his armor. 
A wave of fire cut Wei along the chest, and he slumped against the seat of the ship, a defeated scream escaping him before he blacked out in the copilot’s bay. Mela ran her hands over the controls, initiating liftoff, and the craft abruptly jolted toward the upper atmosphere. 
Rider’s storm was already in space as Mela pressed her ship to catch up, the thruster core whining under the tremendous strain. The blackness of space filled her viewport as they escaped the surface of the moon. 
The transient flickers of the city below soon faded into something far more sinister. As they rounded the moon they saw the Roseblade and the entirety of the Baldorian fleet resting peacefully, their reserve thrusters glowing dully in the darkness of space.
“Rider, we’ve got company,” called Mela through her headset. Wei moaned in the other seat, and his breaths started to come in shallow gasps. “I think Wei is dying. What the hell are we going to do?”
“Get Wei to safety. I’ll catch up later. No questions, just go,” replied Rider as Xeno turned the ship back toward the Roseblade. Mela shook her head grimly and turned away, pushing the thrusters into full gear and heading for Nabul, their only hope for a tomorrow.
  
* * * * *
  
Damon moved slowly through his personal chambers, his robes dragging along the polished marble floor. His face was drawn tight enough that his jaw muscles tensed in sequential patterns, causing his face to shift forward and back in a distressed way. He stopped on the balcony overlooking the grasslands surrounding his home, the one place that Welvon had not acquired as supreme council.
He thought of all that had befallen them that day, not just himself, but also Erinana, Nama, and the other council members who had renounced the State. In time, they would become enemies of the State under the guidance and foul leadership of Robert Welvon. The misrepresentation of one man would ruin many lives. Damon’s head went up instinctively, anticipating the small knock from within the chamber moments before it sounded.
“Come in.” His voice remained low and calm, not allowing the deeds of the day to affect his countenance. The incredible figure of Erinana arrived beside him on the narrow balcony and fixed her eyes on the horizon.
“What happens now?” Her question was soft and delicate, not probing or anxious, allowing only for a straightforward answer.
“We all will, in time, become decadents in the eyes of the State. Our presence will invoke hatred and angst in people. We will be seen as traitors of the worst sort, abandoning our democracy at the most pivotal and important hour.” The words rolled off his tongue.
“Be that as it may, but we still have to do something. The members of Alpha Zero are stranded on that moon, and with their testimony we could still change the tide.” 
Erinana shifted her weight and cocked her head to meet the defeated gaze of Damon, knowing that his pride had been diminished today and, with it, his ability to stop the indiscretions of the council.
“They have been given up as dead; and if they do survive, they will be hunted down by Welvon’s orders to conceal his aspirations and treachery. For years we have speculated that Welvon served Xzin, but we came to that understanding far too late.” 
Damon lowered his head and undid the top collar of his royal robes, exposing the mauve fabrics underneath. He produced a chain with a dangling sphere. He rubbed it between his forefingers as if it were a charm of some sort.
“We give up then. That is your plan.” Erinana’s hair was pulled back in a bun, exposing her eyes to the elements, the pupils glowing in despair in the thinning light. “I have fought hard and long for the freedom of all people, and now, when shadow crosses the land, you cower.” 
“We have no choice.” Damon couldn’t meet her eyes knowing that she would see his defeat. His pride could not handle more ridicule. “Welvon will unite our military and that of Baldor’s, and within a short time they will have the capability of assimilating the entire universe.”
“Then I will take my fight to someone else, someone who will stand up to these injustices. The State was formed during these same times, when tyrants ruled and peace and democracy were nonexistent. Now you shirk your right to be free. Where is the man who came to my planet to help us find peace?” 
“He is dead and gone. The man you refer to was a man in a position of power. I have nothing.” Damon’s response clouded her beautiful eyes further, and she turned away suppressing the misery and loss of faith she felt toward the broken man.
“Then so be it. But know one thing: you are responsible now. When you refuse to fight what is wrong, you make it worse. Power is not in your position in life, but rather in knowing oneself and what you can truly do. If you cannot defeat your own demons, you are cursing yourself to a walking death.” 
Erinana spun on the heels of her crystalline slippers, her mind dwelling on what to do now that the walls of decency had crumbled.
  
* * * * *
  
The viewport of the Roseblade went crimson as the alarms destroyed the silence of the vast control room. The navigation boards lit up, as well as the perimeter sensors. The helmsman ran his finger across them and prompted the information onto the screeching view port. “Ma’am, we seem to have an attacker approaching us,” called a helmsman, obvious confusion in his voice.
“What class of ship is it, helmsman?” asked Reckson.
“It seems to be a Model 45 Firestorm Class A, but I don’t understand where it came from. It is a State ship and the State’s fleet has already been dispatched,” replied the helmsman, his brow sweating slightly, anticipating a volatile lashing out on his commander’s part for the sudden appearance of a State vessel.
“Notify the smaller ships. Bring our shields to full power and maintain our position,” ordered Reckson. The lower bay of the Roseblade exploded open and twenty small crafts were deposited into space, their engines screaming in the freezing, desolate span. 
The ships’ weapons flared in the hope of striking the weaving target of Rider and Xeno, their vessel making extreme maneuvers to dodge through the onslaught of the fleet.
Xeno pushed the storm to full speed and rode alongside the Roseblade, so that the smaller crafts wouldn’t risk firing on them. As he rounded the Roseblade, he came into plain sight of ten or so smaller crafts, which, in turn, opened fire on the now exposed storm. 
Xeno craned his neck and called to Rider. “We’re getting torn up, and I don’t know how much longer the ship can handle this abuse. We might ….” 
The control board exploded, killing Xeno instantly and leaving the ship adrift in the dead void. Rider pushed the body aside and surveyed the damage frantically, rummaging over the shattered control board. 
The only functioning system was the dimensional drive and even that was rapidly losing power. Rider set a course for the one place he knew no one would follow: the Dark Realm. The thrusters kicked in and the ship shot off through space in a flash of light. The smaller ships’ pilots pulled back in astonishment as the storm cut through space and disappeared into the distant stars.
  
* * * * *
  
Mela set the ship down softly on the Nabul sand. She toggled the ignition switch, shutting the engine off. She leaned over the pilot’s seat and grasped Wei’s wrist, grimacing at his weakness. Wei’s pulse was dangerously slow and his breathing was shallow. 
She opened the atmospheric hatch and carried Wei to the medical building, his clothes tattered and the blood pooled in his Spacehawks uniform. She brought Wei’s limp body into the first room and placed him on one of the beds, scattering the medical equipment on the flawless floors. 
A nurse responded immediately to the noise and came bursting through the door yelling, “You can’t just barge in here. This is a restricted facility.”
“This is Jonathon Wei, a Spacehawks soldier. He is dying,” replied Mela as she turned and left the room, leaving the nurse to help Wei. 
She walked onto the lift, and her mind crawled. 
Tears sprung into her eyes.
The lift shuddered to a stop. 
She stalked out and pushed open the only door on the seventh floor – the office of Supremator Nama. Her entrance startled the aged officer, and he rose slowly, not knowing what to make of her appearance. 
“Captain Alvarez, I apologize. I assumed the worst,” he began, but Mela cut him off.
“Wei is dying, and Rider is probably already dead. Where was our support? We were stranded there and had to fight our way out. They knew we were coming and set an ambush at the reactor. Is Supreme Council Damon on Nabul?” Mela spoke harshly, her hands clenched in fists and shoved against the table in anger.
“Damon is no longer Supreme Council. Robert Welvon has taken charge, and he is the one who moved for the abandonment of the Baldor mission. There was nothing I could do,” replied Nama. He sat back in his chair, lowering his head, knowing that their lives had been sacrificed in vain.
“This can’t be happening. All that work is wasted because of one man’s foolish actions? Why can’t we get rid of Welvon?” Mela’s frustration took over; her voice had risen from angry to wailing.        
“He is in charge now, and he has the approval of every remaining member of the council. He won’t be stopped by anyone. Those who opposed his ascension resigned, and all others will be dealt with in time.” Nama spun his chair toward Mela and spread his hands out on the table. He rose slightly to try and rationalize with her.
“But, he’s Xzin’s mole.”
“That doesn’t matter anymore.” Nama turned and sat down, staring out the window once again.
He turned at a clinking sound on the table. Mela was walking from the room. The Spacehawk insignia lay on the table with her armor chip beside it. He rose from his chair quickly and tried to intercede in her exit.
“Mela, what are you doing?” he asked as he picked up the chip and insignia.
“The State is crumbling, and I don’t intend on falling with it. I have lost everything that I care about. I am alone,” she replied, a look of desperation in her eyes.
“You’ll have no friends, and you will be hunted.” Nama pocketed the armor chip and tacked the insignia on the bulletin wall in line with other various memos.
“Like you said, it doesn’t matter anymore.” 
She walked out of his office and back to the lift.
Arriving at her domicile, she entered and activated the lights. She packed her things into a bag, shoving in random clothes and her few personal belongings. She came across Rider’s letter in which he had first asked her to meet him. It was the day of his proposal, the most blissful day of her life. He called her his Starhawk, and she almost burst into tears as she reread the note. Rider would tell her not to cry. 
  
* * * * *
  
Admiral Reckson stood at attention as the view-screen dissipated into a clear black background, her hands held firmly behind her lower back. The screen cleared, and the massive features of Xzin appeared, his lips held tight as if he knew something had gone wrong. 
“Admiral Reckson,” Xzin’s voice engulfed the control room bringing all to attention. “Why have you called for me?”
“I have something strange to relay to you.” Reckson spoke unwaveringly.
“What is that, Admiral?” Xzin replied.
“We had a variance in the mission,” began Reckson, her eyes glowing with disapproval. “Two hours after the scheduled displacement of the State’s military, two unknown storms lifted off from the moon. One of them engaged the fleet.” 
“They were dispatched?” The question was more like a statement than an inquiry; his voice growled feral under this new information.
“Yes, one of them was damaged terribly and had to use the remaining engine power on the dimensional drive. It set course for the Dark Realm. The other was damaged as well, and flew toward Nabul.” The words slipped out between pursed lips, her mouth growing dry under the close inspection of her master. 
“Maintain position and await further orders.” 
Xzin’s voice was crisp and curt.
“Acknowledged. Roseblade out.” The screen returned to its desolation, and Reckson followed suit, her mind crawling deep into the belly of the frozen stars. 
 



  
“Do you not recognize your own face, your own blood? I am of time, as are you, and together we create existence. We separate to define humanity and together we begin anew. You cannot defeat yourself; therefore, you cannot defeat me.”
  
-The riddle of the Dark One at the final hour
  
  
  
Wei opened his eyes and found himself bathed in an emerald liquid, his body held in place by cables locked into his major organs. He moved slightly and tried to wrench free, but the system held strong, keeping him from making noise or attracting any attention. He tried to work his mouth, but an oxygen mask produced only bubbles for his effort.
Wei saw Mela push through the double doors that served as the entrance and exit to the room. He tried to get her attention, but he was unable to make any kind of move being restrained the way he was. He could hear their voices from within the tank. Mela walked to the aging man wearing a scientific smock and saluted him dismissively.
“I am Dr. Johann Felwar. Mr. Wei could not be revived without vital implants. Is there anyone we should contact?” Felwar was a small, hunched man with thick frames accenting his sharp features and graying hair. He held a rectangular board, continually running a cylindrical pen over it, lighting various panels within the room.
“That’s something you’ll have to take up with him when he is better. What does this label mean?” asked Mela as she inspected the tank. It said Project 32f: Black Rose, with some sort of numerical code underneath. Wei was held in stasis within the thick, emerald, gel-like liquid, and his movements swayed with the humming of the generator.
“I believe it is a military code of some sort,” replied Dr. Felwar.
“Can he hear me?” Mela ran her hand along the clear glass and gazed at Wei.
“I’m not sure how far along he is in the healing process, but in his present state there is no possibility of response,” the doctor replied.
Mela dropped her bag on the ground and put her hands up to the glass. “I’m leaving, but I wanted to say good-bye. I’ve left you everything.” Mela spoke through the glass. All she got back was the relentless gaze of Wei’s hazel eyes, dilated in the green liquid. She smiled once more and left, never looking back.
  
* * * * *
  
Wei tried to react to Mela’s talking, but all he could accomplish was inner monologue. Being unable to speak was unbearable. He would soon change that and find out what was going on. The same aged man came to the tank and shined a light generator into Wei’s eyes. In one quick burst, Wei exploded through the tank and landed on his hands on the ground. He rose slowly to the startled look on the poor doctor’s face, the green liquid pooling off of his body.
“Xzin,” said Wei roughly.
“What did you say?” replied Dr. Felwar. He dropped the panel and it fell to the ground, breaking into two perfect pieces.
“Where is Xzin?” 
Wei tried to steady himself against the smashed tube.
“What can you remember, Mr. Wei?” Dr. Felwar adjusted his glasses, picked up the remains of the panel, and placed them on a table near the tank. He pulled a light generator from his coat and brought it to Wei’s eyes. 
Wei closed his eyes against the glare. “I remember Rider and Captain Alvarez and our escape to the rendezvous point,” responded Wei, moving farther into the room, pacing in the wake of his emergence.
“Anything else of your past?” 
The question stopped Wei, and he turned back toward the man with a puzzled look on his face. “I remember training for the Spacehawks, but before that only bits and pieces. What have you done to me?” 
“We gave you some prototype cybernetic enhancements, as well as an in-body central computer, which you can access simply through thought. Your neural waves have been synchronized with the computer to enhance your reaction time and knowledge. You’ll have quicker reflexes, you’ll be stronger than anyone else, and you can act instantly to any situation. You were so close to death that we had no choice. Most mainstream medical treatments could not have repaired you. The alternative was to let you die.” Dr. Felwar turned away and scribbled something on one of his boards.
“So, what do I owe the benefactors of these wonderful gifts?” countered Wei.
Supremator Nama walked through the door as Wei finished his sentence, grabbed Felwar by the shoulder and gave him a friendly shake. “Lieutenant Jonathon Wei,” Nama greeted Wei with enthusiasm. “You are immediately reinstated in the State’s military.” 
“What about Mela and Rider?” Wei was cautious.
“Mela has resigned from the service, and Rider is missing and presumed dead,” replied Nama, a sad look on his face. 
Wei paused for a moment, letting this information sink in. “What about armor? Do I still have an armor chip?” Wei grabbed a coat and threw it around himself, latching the belt and pulling a pair of boots on his slick feet.
“During the healing process, which evidently took less time than we anticipated, we modified your armor chip. It is now lodged in your computer system. It can be accessed at any time,” rattled Dr. Felwar.
Wei did not respond, but turned and walked out of the room. Captain Mela Alvarez, quite possibly the strongest woman he had ever known, had left by herself to start a life all over again. Wei had always been content as a part of a team, but now he was on his own. 
Nama interjected himself in between Wei and the doorway. “There is more you need to know before you begin to distance yourself completely,” spoke Nama slowly.
“I understand there are certain things associated with these implants, but they are unimportant now.”
“It is about you home,” trailed off Nama.
“Earth III,” whispered Wei.
“Xzin has freed Wan Russeau from the prison moon and the Crimson Hand has been restored, destroying the majority of the populace there.”
Wei looked at Nama with disbelief, his hazel eyes filled with emotion. “This is why I was revived, to fight the same demons that haunted my past?”
“I’m afraid so. I wish it was something else.”
“Enough,” replied Wei definitively and stormed from the room, pushing past Nama easily and out into the dark hallways leading deeper into the Spacehawks installation. 
Wei’s mind was a canvas of emotions; anger at the news of the occupation of his home world and then sadness at the loss of his comrades. He nursed the shadows, his eyes reflecting devilishly in the half-light, and as he pushed on the final door he emerged in the open dock of the transit bay – the room that Mela had no doubt stood within as she walked away from this life. He stared up at the coming of night and wished that the answers he sought were firmly in his grip, but he knew that life had changed for the worst.
  
* * * * *
  
The interior of the dislodged ship was pure darkness, and the sound of a man’s shallow breathing echoed through the dead space. He was attempting to conserve as much oxygen as possible because the descent to the planet’s surface would be harrowing. 
Rider hoisted himself up to see through the viewport. He used his sleeve to wipe away the layers of freeze that accompanied deep space. The void of space had changed from black to fluorescent green, and it was somewhat disturbing. 
The outer ring of Xeon was comprised of acidic gases put there with the simple purpose of secrecy. The ship floated through space, its fragmented pieces trailing like vapor. The only thing holding the craft together was the sheer determination of the pilot. 
Rider checked the reserve tanks absentmindedly, knowing full well that they had diminished to critical levels. Three percent of the filtered oxygen tank remained.
Up ahead a planet rose into view, and it resembled a ball of tainted gas. With little time remaining and nowhere else to go, Rider fired the thrusters and used what power he had left to rocket toward the surface of the planet, negotiating the asteroid belt and the thermal storms that racked the outer rim system. 
The atmosphere of the planet was like a veil of fog, and it began to corrode the ship’s hull. The gravity of the planet ensnared the craft, and it plummeted toward the surface. Rider strapped himself in, preparing for impact.
He had jettisoned Xeno’s body into space, so he only had to worry about himself. The ship landed hard, knocking Rider free before skidding to a fall over a cliff into a steep ravine covered by the mist. The ship whined for a moment before its engines ceased. 
Rider rolled over and felt his chest. His heart was beating wildly and there was a dull ache in his head that no doubt would progress into a horrible headache.
A series of figures moved through the mist as they made their way slowly toward Rider. They were extremely tall and broad, and they seemed to be each carrying a staff that was as tall as they were. 
The leader gestured to one of the others.
“Learnsman Dael, check this man for injuries.” The leader’s voice was heavy and resounded in the vast mist. The youngest came forward and lifted Rider’s head in one of his huge hands. Rider awoke at the man’s touch, but fell back when he saw the man’s face.
“Xzin?” screamed Rider, as he pushed away frantically, searching around himself for a weapon. The leader stepped forward and placed the staff on Rider’s shoulder, hindering his movement.   
“How do you know my family name, outlander?” asked the man.
“This is impossible,” replied Rider aghast, as he looked at each member of the group. Each resembled Xzin, a purplish tint to their skins and the bulk of their frames. They shared Xzin’s broad facial features, as well. The only difference was their shaven heads tattooed with some sort of emblem extending from the bridges of their noses to the bases of their skulls.
“I ask you again, outlander, how do you know my name?” This time the voice seemed much different than what Rider had heard on the holos and recordings of Xzin’s demands.
“Where I come from there is a vile dictator whose sole intention is destruction. He looks like you. His name is Xzin,” replied Rider, dusting off his pant leg and rising to his feet. He checked his equipment quickly and realized the armor chip had been damaged, as well as all of his mechanical weapons. “My belongings have been destroyed. I come here with nothing to offer.”
“My son, Hira, left our planet some time ago. But I must say I am rather distressed to hear that he could be this dictator you speak of.”
“I am afraid so. His name is Hira Xzin, and he is the shadow on the peace of my universe.”
Herado sighed and his eyes dropped in understanding. He placed the staff at his side and leaned against it. “I am Herado, leader of the humble Xeonian race. You are a guest here. We expect you to offer us nothing.” Herado lumbered away. His steps were agile and sure, not oafish or clumsy, as one would assume from his size.
Herado walked into the mist. 
It seemed to part around him. 
The city of Xeon was beautiful and surrounded by a lush forest. From space it appeared uninhabitable, unexplored by civilized man. The mist, produced by the collective minds of its inhabitants, acted as a dome for the Xeonians and kept intruders from finding the city. Beyond the forest were miles and miles of open land enshrouded in the same mist. Without a guide it would be impossible for a stranger to find his way. The city itself was rather small and had rows of adobe-style homes with markings above each door. 
Herado walked Rider through a door into an elegantly decorated room. He motioned for Rider to sit down, and Rider did so with a nod of his head. Herado sat in a plush chair, which seemed to conform to his body.
“Tell me of your universe,” started Herado, as he took a sip from a glass on the table beside him. Looking to the bare table beside Rider, he said, “How rude of me. Would you care for something to drink?”
“Yes, thank you,” replied Rider. “Where should I begin? I have so many questions. Is it true you have the ability to read minds?”
“Quite true. However, I want to hear what you have to say and not what you think,” replied Herado as he poured Rider a drink.
“My name is James Rider. I was born on the planet Fasen Minor. I was a member of an elite force of soldiers,” began Rider, taking a sip of the liquid to quench his parched throat.
“Your personal past is inconsequential for now, James. I want to know of my son.” Herado’s voice was gentle even though he seemed to encompass the entire room when he spoke.
“He is known as Warlord Xzin, and he controls a system of twelve planets and several moons: Baldor. He destroys all in his path. He is a tactical genius, and only the most skilled soldiers serve him. For the past ten years, he has danced around the possibility of war with the United Free Peoples State.” Rider stopped and drank more of the sweet-smelling liquid Herado had poured for him.
“That sounds like my son, headstrong and greedy. He had those tendencies even at a very young age,” replied Herado, his countenance unchanging. “How exactly did you become involved?”
“I was a member of an elite squadron known as Alpha Zero. Our mission was to render the reactor on Baldor’s moon useless and force surrender from your son. But he outsmarted us. He had a mole within our joint council who told him of our planned assault on the moon. My team was stranded there, and we had to fight our way through his ground defenses to escape from the planet. I fought while my fiancée and my dying comrade flew to safety on our military installation at Nabul. At least, I hope that they have reached there unscathed. The pilot of my ship was killed and I set course for the Dark Realm. That’s how I ended up here.” Rider placed the glass down and looked thoughtful.
“My son has caused much grief.” Herado got up and went to the window, looking out into the surrounding forest. “My race cannot intercede in the lives of mortals, but we may be of help. Mere mortals can never defeat my son, although the time spent in your universe has weakened his powers severely. As a guest on our planet, you will be trained in the ways of our people. In time, you will be prepared to return and defeat my son for the peace and prosperity of all free people. The liquid that you drank is changing your genetic structure as we speak so that you may experience what only Xeonians can,” sighed Herado, as he walked in front of Rider. He reached down and touched the nape of Rider’s neck, and Rider jumped back as if he had been stung. “You have been given a great honor and I convey unto you the title of learnsman and the commitment to learning the ways of Xeon and its culture.”
A flow of energy careened through Rider and he knew that a profound change was taking place. The very essence of his being seemed heightened. Herado led him to a clearing where one of the Xeonians sat cross-legged on the ground with his staff pointing toward the sky. 
“I am Madon, and I will be your teacher.” The man spoke slowly and with great calmness. “There are four skill levels and each will take three standard human years.
“That’s twelve years.”
“I understand your concern, but there can be no other way,” countered Herado amiably.
“During that time there is no telling what will become of my people. They could be scattered and squandered long before that time,” exclaimed Rider in frustration.
“You must trust in what we will teach you,” replied Herado as the cross-legged man remained silent, his body in perfect stillness.
“Here on Xeon you will learn to defy the aging process. You will learn to use the mist. As a result, your reflexes will increase tenfold. Your strength and speed will grow from this planet’s air and your life will possess a whole new meaning,” the man spoke as he rose from his position and faced Rider. “From this day forward you will remain in constant training, and you will no longer yearn for rest. Your mind and body will learn to act in complete unison. Prepare yourself, outlander.” With those words, Madon raised his staff and attacked Rider with the power and speed of the heavens themselves.
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“To be a Bearer of Truth is to be without a home, to be without solace. A champion of time can be neither saint nor sinner, but willing to suffer the errors and consequences of humanity gone awry. Are you ready for such a responsibility?”
  
-Conversation between the Bearers of Truth
  
  
  
The Dark Compendium, the Book of Rh’Keltken, the Three Books of Darkness; all synonyms for the volumes that encompass the incantations for the resurrection of the Dark One, a being of absolute malevolence and terrible power. 
Long had the defenders of Exodus hidden away and guarded the demonic passages, but in the scheme of time they had been misplaced and lost. With them had gone any hope of subduing the unholy master from the Void. 
The book had remained in stasis for so many years that it ceased to be of common knowledge; even the most benevolent powers knew nothing of the darkness that lay within the book. In time, things that were meant to remain in darkness would return from the Void; all this in the name of Chaos, the dark master that had plagued the lands of Prima Terra.
The Warriors of Exodus were a clan devoted to the service of the word of Exodus and the protection of the Dark Compendium and the volumes contained within. When darkness fell across the land and these great warriors were extinguished, the powers that be had nowhere to turn. 
So, to shield the great book, they cast it forth into another dimension that was unaware of its existence, a dimension hundreds of thousands of years in the future. It was unknown that something dark lurked within this realm, a being of undeniable power that lived for death and destruction. 
Through his dark thirst, the Dark Compendium was reborn. The merger of the realm that held the Dark Compendium and the one that housed the living spirit of Chaos held the power to return Chaos, and so shall the dark powers see it done.
Some battles are fought and never won, and some victories come without even a shred of violence, thus was the way of humanity. The United Free Peoples State was something of a conundrum, a contradiction of terms. There were those who joined in order to move toward a greater good and those who meant to gain power from the unity. In the end, it seemed that power outweighed good. Those who saw an opportunity to join together the scattered fragments of society were left to the winds, and those who sought absolute power remained at its center. More than a decade later, those in power still quested for more, never satisfied by what they possessed, constantly panged by greed. In order to stifle those misgivings, they took more.
  
* * * * *
  
The streets of Gajying were something of a criminal oddity. The flashy showmanship of the shops and the illuminated corner halls and taverns made it seem part of a pleasure planet as opposed to the center of smuggling rings and hired mercenaries. 
Not long before, a citizen of the State would have been in such utter fear for their lives that they would not even venture into the miserable streets, but now it was a thriving metropolis to the twisted citizenry of the Baldorian government, which over the years had begun to absorb the once wayward populace of the State. 
The dark streets and equally shadowed skies cast a strange aura over the patrons wandering the roads, their progression marked by pale silhouettes and distant, hollow footfalls. Gajying was situated in a deep valley beneath jagged plateaus and winding channels of water that churned throughout the countryside. Far above the city was the citadel that marked the rule of Xzin. His fortress surveyed his capital city.
Robert Welvon was a ghost of his former self; the fall of the State and removal of all that it stood for was something of a blow to him. Despite his hatred and angst toward his fellow man, he felt a pang of guilt for what he had done. The Baldorian government spoke of him in high regard, his name synonymous with bravery. He found solace in inebriation, his mind drowned to the painful memories and images of heroes destroyed due to his selfishness.
He was finally beginning to question the actions that brought him here, but the acquisition of power far outweighed a sense of camaraderie and citizenship. Xzin had offered him rank and title, a place among society’s elite. Welvon had gracefully declined. He wanted only to hide away from accusing eyes. He watched the once immovable pillars of the State crumble and collapse in the spiraling void that was Xzin, his merciless rule wiping away the remnants of justice and prosperity.
Welvon’s once gluttonous frame had drawn thin, the sallow pockets of his cheeks allowing his eyes to bulge, dilated pupils pools of indistinguishable tears. The brown bottle hung loosely from his grip, and his drunken stagger was becoming natural to him, the miscalculated steps something of a perverse dance.
The dark streets wove no clear path through the undisturbed shadows; his eyes were still accustomed to the dim lights of the tavern. The rooftops were shrouded in the same darkness that consumed him; bright lights of the false night could never infect the dreary shadows above. Twin silhouettes leapt from building to building, their approach marked with no sound or other indication of their presence, only the inaudible exhalation of air as they touched the solid base of the building before springing to the next perch.
Welvon stumbled, and then regained his balance, his outstretched arm finding the cool steel of a pillar amongst the scores of identical buildings, each dark door labeled with the cruel stamp of Xzin: the iron fist of injustice. Welvon staggered closer, and then produced a long, thin blade about six centimeters long, the edge no more than half a centimeter thick. 
He grasped the hilt of the blade, and then placed the tip upon the insignia of the door, carving thin lines into the outcropping. A moronic smile spread across his face, the effects of the alcohol inducing a surreal glee. When he finished, he stepped away admiring his handiwork. Three poorly constructed words were etched at the center of the symbol – Welvon was here. 
He began to laugh hysterically, a childish pitch to his voice. He slid down to a sitting position against the vandalized door. His eyes stared out at the silent night, his hands grasped the thick, brown bottle and he brought it up for a quick, decisive drink. He wiped his lips as he finished the chug and placed the empty bottle upon the ground. 
He began speaking in loud, verbose tones. “To hell with Xzin. To hell with sanctimonious fools,” cackled the drunken politician, the world spinning wildly in front of his eyes. He compensated by rotating his head aimlessly in his stupor. “I am Robert Welvon, and I am a fool. You hear me? I am the king of fools.”
 Welvon tried to get up, but his hands would not support him. He fell back against the doorstop, not hearing the dual set of boots hitting the pavement near him or the unsheathing of weapons as the duo rounded the corner of the building. Their features were hidden by the night, and the silvery edges of their blades were lost without reflection of artificial light. They converged on Welvon in a poetic fashion, nonetheless.
“You are Robert Welvon?” 
Welvon turned sluggishly to locate the voice, and upon setting his eyes upon the two, his ranting exploded exponentially and his words came out in flabbergasted and irrational tones. “Well, look at you two fine gentlemen. What are two such reputable villains doing out on a night like this?” Welvon attempted to rise again, this time successfully, but not without first kicking the bottle at his side, breaking it into thousands of indistinguishable shards. 
“Looking for you, your grace. I am Edge, and my silent partner here is the poignant Hocher, master of the unspoken word.” The shadow called Edge laughed, feral and cruel, a mocking, horrific version of the drunken councilman’s childish giggle. 
“How wonderful to have admirers. Who, pray tell, is the gracious host to which I owe the honor of your meeting?” Welvon felt the flush of heat that accompanied the tremendous amount of alcohol he had consumed. His mind was stuck in a moment of years past – a class from the academy – a time when ancient literature seemed to be the focus of his mind, books and stories of ages lost.
Edge flashed a cruel grin. He felt joy at playing along with the drunk’s games. “Why, it was none other than his grace, Lord Xzin. He asked us to deliver a message of the utmost importance.”
The glaze and twinkle of Welvon’s intoxicated eyes seemed to dry, and a look of absolute fear crossed the sagging and depressed features.  “Assassins,” spoke Welvon slowly, his hand rising to his mouth and his steps jumbled as he attempted to back away from the duo. 
Edge moved closer and the silent, plain figure of Hocher remained a step behind, the exactness of his features not yet revealed. Edge’s face came into the dim light of the broken street lamp and the sharp, angular features and rows of delicately sharp teeth reminded Welvon of a predator. 
The dark cloak hid his body type, but from the drawn look of his face, there was no doubt that he was wire thin. The folds of the cloak hid the blade at his side, but as he stalked forward, the glint of the sword caught what little light enhanced the scene. The glimmer was a fearful sight for the already shaken Welvon.
“Yes, we are your executioners sent by Lord Xzin to show you the price of dissension. Your treasonous words have fallen on ears of your enemies and that path has led you to here, the crossroads of your existence.” Edge seemed to enjoy the speech he spewed at Welvon, his voice rising and falling with proper inflection as if dictating the prologue to a classic play or a speech to an assembled crowd of distinguished individuals. 
“Xzin remains the coward, I see. Won’t spill the blood of enemies with his own hands, but sends peons to do his dirty work. How does it feel to be nothing more than an extension of his hate: a pawn?” The situation had sobered Welvon, his eyes regained what sanity he still possessed, and he squared his shoulders and met the gaze of his executioners. 
“Such coarse words, as if I have not heard them before. I could not care less whether I am pawn or king. I enjoy carnage and death, and yours shall be a splendid display, no doubt. Promise me you will fight back or at least make a scene. It is far more enjoyable that way.”
Hocher gripped Edge’s arm, the silent man’s face coming into view for the first time. It struck Welvon that this man was attractive, without cruel or twisted features as he would have expected. Hocher had the face of a politician or an instructor from his academy days. This man did not look like a killer.
Welvon, true to Edge’s request, leapt forward with the thin blade he kept in his coat pocket. The point was aimed at Edge’s throat, but the thrust fell short as the assassin’s blade sliced through Welvon’s elbow. Ducking and spinning, the blade opened Welvon’s stomach and spilled intestines to the pavement.
“Thank you,” choked Welvon as he fell to the ground, his severed appendage churning with a fountain of lifeblood; his body discharged the remnants of his soul. The assassins turned from Welvon and melted back into the shadows, their departure marked by the same silence as their entrance. The universe did not mourn a lost hero that night. Rather, it was complacent, knowing that an eternal wrong had been righted and a justice, of sorts, had been carried out.  
 



  
“The priests of Kenylon were the vilest of men, but they had conviction, a sense of unity, whereas in all of Prima Terra walked people who cared little to battle the hordes of evil. To be evil does not take conviction, but a lack of wanting. To be good takes purity of soul and an understanding far beyond the mortal coil.”
  
-Dion Volghurn to the armies of the Crimson Shield
  
  
                
Fasen Minor was once just a simple land of people who cared only for their own patch of life. Fate was self-determined. The only purpose and constant to their lives was that of providing for family and the sanctity and protection of loved ones. Much had changed in the land where greed grew faster than any crop and despair spread quicker than rumor.
Long since those archaic eras, the land had grown into a veritable metropolis of bustling cities and pleasure resorts for the rich and treacherous. The minds of the people had regressed to those of primal creatures, their instincts focused on satisfying their insatiable appetite for hate and mayhem. 
The center of their lavish need for violent spectacle and widespread danger was the universally renowned battles childishly named the True Test of the Technological Combatant. Tech Fights, as they’d been nicknamed, had grown into an institution for youth across the galaxy, and these most troubled games were held in the capital city, Hulan. 
Within the walls of the once prosperous city, the blood and the tears of some of the vilest criminals alive were tilled into the soil, and the dreams and aspirations of a land forgotten were tucked beneath the folds of the rich and adored.
The grand, cascading hills covered what little landscape remained, and the illustrious home of Riken Falcone stood alone in the dense forest that surrounded Hulan. The brutal guards who walked the grounds were of the most vicious and proficient security in the known galaxy, rivaling even the vast resources of the cruel dictator Xzin. Falcone, the sole proprietor of the Tech Fights, was a man of ill humor and insurmountable power. As well, he was the leading trader and producer of the most potent drug in both the civilized and barbaric universe – castion. 
His vast smuggling routes and trade deals had made him wealthy beyond the dreams of many men, the powerful and pitiful alike. The drug was an addictive spice, highly desirable to both aliens and humanoids. Within this evil empire he had created, Falcone found a world that could be devoted to his own sick pleasures.
Inside the grandiose monolith was a tremendous hall where the most vile and intrepid scum in the established universe gathered. The music flared, and the fluorescent lights pulsed. The masses moved in a rhythmic wave that almost materialized between the flashing beams of light and the smoke emanating from the walls. 
A man sat upon the ivory throne in the center of the room. His presence was that of a man relishing his own power and wealth, a man who felt himself king of all he surveyed. Women of all sorts surrounded his throne, each with the face of a goddess, but with cold eyes that chilled a man to his soul. To the immediate right and left of his boorish frame stood guards enshrouded in dark, loose-fitting garb. Each held a pike that was far taller than themselves, and the bottom resting lightly on the velvet carpet surrounding the throne. 
A woman emerged from the swaying crowd and shone like a clear beacon on a foggy night, her iridescent frame back-dropped against the room’s reflecting cornucopia of colors. She came toward the throne and knelt humbly before the gluttonous master, her shimmering hair catching the rainbow of colors. 
Her dress was made of ornate silk and clung to her perfect frame as skin would, revealing the body of a goddess reborn, every curve in tune with nature. Falcone allowed his hungry eyes to dance lazily over the body of the crouched woman. His tongue slipped across his lips, the moisture glistening in the pulsing of lights and colors. 
“Who comes before my throne in such reverence at a festive time such as this?” His weak voice was unable to conquer the volume of the music. She raised her head slightly, and her eyes fixated upon his sweating face. He could feel that there was something altogether different about the woman. 
Beware the idle pleasures of the flesh, the words sounded within.
“I am Haki. I have been sent for your pleasure.” She smiled slightly, a sliver of her delicate white teeth revealed between parted, scarlet lips.
Only a fool’s mind can be blinded by beauty and bewitched by innocence, the voice whispered to him. 
“I see, and who may I thank for your intrusion?”
It matters not, for she has already ensnared your senses and is in command of your every thought. You have lost. The voice mocked him now, teasing the light gray matter of his brain.
“The mighty Lord Xzin is pleased with you and wishes to thank you in a more personal manner, my lord.” Her words seemed small, and yet her voice permeated the deafening levels of sound.
Listen now to the voices of those you have plundered in the past and realize that your life means nothing in the scheme of the grand plans of the Dark One. You will fall, as will all humanity.
“I do appreciate his generosity.” Falcone rose from his throne. His robes concealed the rolls of fatty flesh and sweat-stained fabrics beneath. He whispered into Haki’s most perfect ear, “Do you wish to accompany me to my chambers?” 
To succumb to sin and feel the utter solitude and worthlessness of wealth and power.
Haki merely nodded and allowed Falcone to slide his arm beneath hers and move her toward the rear archway leading back into the darkness of the castle. Falcone brushed the sweat from his brow in annoyance and desired to throw himself upon the gorgeous vision. Instead, he subdued the urge and led her through the winding corridors that carved the inner chambers of the dictator. 
Now we come to the pinnacle of man’s evolution, everything ends in copulation. How miniscule we have become. In time all shall fear and despair. 
Falcone stopped before the double doors at the end of the hallway and turned to the shadowed face of Haki. “Inside you shall see the wealth and pleasure of a man truly blessed.” 
Haki moved into the room and eased her shoulder straps down from her shoulders. Her bare breasts were revealed, and then the dress fell down around her ankles. The vision of her unsurpassed beauty drew Falcone toward her. Haki spread herself across the velvet sheets of the bed and gestured for him. He allowed his garments to fall to reveal a man who had led a life of indulgence.
Haki quickly reached forward and scratched the oafish villain, the sleeping agent coated on her nails taking quick effect. He crashed upon the bed, his breaths the snores of a pampered man. Haki lay beside the sleeping frame, eyes shut tight against the foul sight of him.
No rest for the wicked. In time you shall wish you had never allowed yourself to be swayed from your path. You should have waited for your love to return. All shall quiver beneath the surreal power of time. As Haki slipped off into sleep, she too could hear the haunting, mocking voice that plagued all mortals before the end. 
  
* * * * *
  
The prison colony of Baldor III was unique. The identities of the prisoners there were hidden for scores of reasons. The planet, no more than twelve kilometers in diameter and composed mostly of compressed volcanic rock, was the perfect environment to squander the pride and dreams of any man, no matter what strength had once been within their frames.
Supremator Jeffery Nama had been imprisoned no more than a month after the disassembly of the State. Control of the Nabul installation and all his possessions had been taken from him. After a decade, he had long since dismissed thoughts of escape and the life he had lost.
There were no natural resources on Baldor III. A fraction of the actual surface was encased in a once translucent dome. Over the years it had corroded with the toxins and minerals from the combustion of the natural fossil fuels. 
Baldor III prisoners worked up to twelve hours a day mining what little ore there was in the compressed and hardened earth. When they were done, they were crammed ten or twelve into rooms designed for double occupancy. 
The hundred or so prisoners were scattered about the mining site; their hunched and gray-draped forms digging at the ground with crude pickaxes and various poorly maintained plasma drills – their pale, sputtering blades a testament to the conditions of the camp. 
Those who remembered the proud and regal posture of Nama would have been hard-pressed to recognize him here. The barrel-chested, gruff soldier of years past looked starved and aged as he meant to before the cybernetic implants ruled his body. 
A dull, dilated pair of soulless irises watched the plasma blade smash against the steely earth. The beam sputtered and froze, the pulsating ion chamber glowering and then fading. The steady hum of the drill faded to a tranquil silence. 
“Guard,” croaked Nama, his voice cracking as he strained to reach the ears of the nearest guard who stood at the far end of the dig site. The red glow of the guard’s visor stuttered and then fixed on Nama. 
“Prisoner number 2391-A23, why have you stopped working?” The guard moved toward Nama, his movements mechanical as if he were an android – but everyone knew that the soldiers were more animal than anything else, feral and unkind beasts that tormented the living. 
“My drill has stopped working. I need another tool in order to mine.” The words were flat and morose, the tone having lost all humanity and passion. 
“Repair the tool, prisoner. We have no more tools. Report to maintenance and see to the replacement of necessary parts.” The mechanical voice showed lack of empathy for the stricken prisoner. 
“Understood,” Nama responded without thought. His only mission was to complete the redundant tasks before him each day, no matter how insignificant. The replacement parts for the drill didn’t exist. The trip to the maintenance shed would only result in another task, using an even more worthless tool for mining.
 Nama looked up into the stained sky, the smears of the stars and the utter blackness of the beyond. For a moment his thoughts were showered with fragmented images of the life he lost; Rider, Alvarez, the incredible aura of the Black Rose as he fled from his pursuers into the night cascaded through the seas of his mind. 
He was a mere shell housing of what once was. His footfalls fell upon the ground, the crystals and minerals packed together made for jagged outcroppings and sharp edges. 
The prisoners were given no footwear. Nama’s feet had become callous mounds of flesh, unaffected by the sometimes-damaging portions of the sites. Warmth passed over Nama. Flickers of memories from the past drove him to his knees. 
What remained of him wept a thin, cracked sob for what was lost and would never be regained. A few brittle tears flowed down his sallow cheeks and onto the reflective stones beneath. As the butt of a weapon screamed into view, he saw that a man could be forgiven in the end. In one smooth crack the world flooded into darkness.
  
* * * * *
  
The bright lights of Hulan shone like a beacon across the land, and the stage for the Tech Fights stood at the center of the city. The crowd that had gathered was already raging, anticipating the carnage that would ensue. A mix of adrenaline and wealth permeated the masses. 
The ring was below the spectators in a pit shaped like a bowl. When the bell sounded, two competitors leapt into the pit and fought until only one man was left standing. On this night, however, there was something far more at stake. The best combatants of years past were invited to join the Tournament of Champions.
One man had a mission altogether different from the others. That man sat alone in a tavern nursing a drink that lasted not nearly long enough to douse the painful memory he kept. The bartender edged closer and wiped down the bar, trying to grab the seated man’s attention.
“Aren’t you Commander Vaughn?” asked the burly bartender in a mix of awe and disbelief. The man didn’t look up from his glass, but nodded in agreement. “But why are you drinking? Don’t you have a big fight tonight?” The bartender rattled on, but Vaughn’s mind slipped back to the day that had forever changed his path in life. 
  
* * * * *
  
The house was silent as the rain drenched the land and the home situated upon it. The grand hills and unkempt forests that surrounded were in turmoil beneath the storming skies. A man sat alone in a plush chair, resting comfortably, lost in thought as he read a novel, the pages dancing in the scattered light and gentle swishing of the tree branches lumbering against his home. 
The strikes of lightning and the accompanying thunder resonated within the walls of the immaculate home. A distant clatter of animated footsteps sounded. A small girl rounded the corner and bounded into the reader’s lap. She covered her mouth with miniscule hands trying to suppress her mix of glee and fear from unknown sounds of the night.
“Daddy, when is the rain going to stop?” Her tiny voice seemed to dissipate in the solemn silence. She covered her eyes quickly as another lightning bolt lit the sky, and peeked out between them as if her hands served as a shield, which could forever protect her from evil and ruination.
“It can’t rain forever, my little Fawn,” replied the man as he placed the book aside and hugged his daughter tightly. He looked out the grand windows at the raging storm and wondered to himself if the rain would ever truly end. He had a vague feeling of something amiss, but shook his head to make the seeds of doubt disappear.
A woman’s scream shot through the home, echoing off of the well-furnished walls. The dire pitch of the voice caused little Fawn to grasp her father’s neck with nimble fingers in absolute fright. The man got up quickly and placed his daughter in the chair. He leaned close to her and whispered, “Honey, don’t move from this spot until Daddy gets back, okay?” 
His daughter nodded, her eyes round with fear. He grabbed the saber from atop the fireplace mantle and made his way across his shadowed home. He crept through the living darkness, but the stifled murmur of another scream drew him forward. He approached the kitchen without caution. He knew the source of the scream: his wife.
A man garbed in a long, black coat stood with a serrated sword to her delicate, slender throat and cocked his head to the side in mockery of their visitor.
“Fred Vaughn, no doubt. I have been sent to relieve you of your esteemed estate. It is now in the possession of Riken Falcone. We are here to evict you,” sneered the man.
Fred Vaughn felt the rush of another body behind, and he spun quickly to intercept. The sight of the frail frame of his daughter underneath the second assailant’s arm slowed him. Vaughn vaulted and brought his sword around in a high arc, aiming for the man’s throat, but the villain was too quick and deflected the blade, sending it into the darkened hallway.
“You shall pay if you hurt my family,” Vaughn’s voice lacked the muster and anger that he felt. Deep within his soul he knew that agitating the man wouldn’t save his wife and daughter’s lives.
“As you can see, Falcone gets what he wants, and he wants what you have.” With those words he felt a piercing pain split his head, and he collapsed in a wave of disoriented colors. As consciousness faded he saw the man tear the clothes from his beloved wife and daughter and grope at them, sneering at the fading eyes of their protector. The sea of darkness engulfed him, and he sank deep within its waters. 
He woke several hours later to find his beautiful home burnt to the ground. He could remember the assailants dragging him from the house and the blazes that consumed his home, and eventually his life, flickered like a dream. The bodies of his wife and daughter, almost certainly violated, had burned in the fire. He tore his way through the ashes, his hands peeling from the still burning embers of the pieces of his home. 
His hands fell upon the mangled bodies that he could not bring himself to look upon. He lay there beside his wife and child, and tears of shame and sorrow coursed down his ashen cheeks, for he knew he had failed in a way that no man could endure. He lifted their charred bodies effortlessly, stumbled across the slick ground, and found a place for them in the woods. High atop a pyre he finished the job his tormenters had begun hours before and freed his family from the horrors of this world. He looked upon the rising embers and vowed that he would see his tormenters writhe and rot beneath his fury. When that day came, he would rejoin his fallen family.
  
* * * * *
  
The bartender was lingering, waiting for an answer.
“I’m not that man anymore,” replied Vaughn waking from his memories. He put some credits on the table and pushed his shivering frame from the counter. As Vaughn leaned against the double doors of the tavern, the memory of his daughter’s face flooded his emotions, and he felt warm tears spring to his eyes. He hoped that the bounty hunter, Starhawk, would carry through with her promise to end Falcone’s life, once and for all.
  
* * * * *
  
The roar of the crowd was silenced by a wave from the lord of the land, Riken Falcone. The masses turned toward his outstretched arms, silenced in expectation of his traditional prefight speech. 
“Fans, I have gathered the best from around the world to participate in this one most-decisive tournament. This shall be a grand fight of colossal proportions, to an extent that has never been seen before. If you are light of heart, I implore you to leave now. Once the bell is sounded, the true violence begins. As for the rest of you, enjoy the games.”
The crowd erupted. 
Even the excited screaming of small children could be heard. Falcone sat in his private booth far above the commoners. Beside him sat the beautiful Haki, who hung on his arm and was clothed in Fasen ceremonial attire. Falcone turned his head and looked down at the voluptuous form of his new mistress. 
He smiled a cruel grin of pleasure. “Haki, my dear, what do you think of these games? Do you enjoy such pursuits?” called Falcone.
Haki turned her head with a flick of her shimmering hair. She caught the full effect of the moonlight and her green eyes reflected an innocence that was pure. 
“I abhor violence, but if it pleases my master, then I too shall be pleased.” With that, Haki’s attention returned to the fighting ring.
“In our first round of competition we see the return of a Tech Fight great, Fred Vaughn.” The announcer’s voice echoed throughout the vast stands, and he turned toward the right side of the ring. 
The light moved across the pit to the entryway, and the figure of Vaughn strode through, raising his hand to the crowd and then bowing toward Falcone, never once meeting the gaze of his family’s murderer. 
“And in the other corner we have a Baldorian great and also a Tech Fight veteran, Sean Richards.” The light leapt to the other side of the ring, and the enormous, lumbering form of the Box came running out with his fists clenched, eager for battle.
“Gentlemen, you know the rules, if your opponent submits then the match is done and you return to your designated corner, understood?” 
The two men nodded to the announcer who was being lifted from the pit. The bell sounded, releasing the angst of the competitors within. Richards ran forward, but Vaughn stopped the man in his tracks, drawing a gun and leveling it at the monstrous frame of Richards. Falcone leapt from his seat and his gluttonous hands clasped the railing. His face was contorted with disgust and contempt. 
“What is the meaning of this?” roared Falcone as he waved his hand at the guards close to Vaughn. Before Falcone could utter another word, his head rolled from his shoulders and landed beside his falling body, the smell of burnt flesh overwhelming everyone who was close. 
Haki stood with a blade made of translucent plasma in her hands and a look of sheer determination in her eyes. She leapt from the booth in one fluid motion and fell toward the pit below with metallic skin forming around her dropping frame. 
When her feet met the ground, Spacehawks armor enshrouded her, and her head rose slowly. She gazed at the guards through her brazen helmet. The guards moved forward and met the onslaught of discharging plasma cannon, and their brittle frames crumbled.
“You’re Starhawk aren’t you?” asked Vaughn with a look of disbelief. 
She stood, unwavering amidst the roaring crowd and the oncoming security force. “Our position lends more toward being bold than safety. I think that now would be a good time for us to leave,” replied Haki, as she lifted Vaughn into the air and sped off into the dismal horizon.
 
 
  
 



  
“If you wish to find terror and inhumanity, then look no further than your own heart. The taint of Chaos is far too easy to carry and much more appealing than the grace of Exodus. Choose your path, for today you meet your maker, no matter who it may be.”
  
-War cry of Fane Volghurn at Shaden Randh
  
  
  
The myths of the defeated installation had grown to obscene proportions, and many believed it was haunted by the specters of fallen warriors. This team, however, had not been sent to solve children’s riddles, but to put an end to the last threat against Xzin. 
The installation on Nabul sat like a tombstone upon a lost world, its once shimmering visage reduced to a pale view amidst the swirling, oppressive sandstorms that ravaged the plain horizons. The black clad squadron stood outside the grand doors of the once-revered training place of the most elite forces in the galaxy. Their faces were unidentifiable beneath the intricate breath masks that clung tightly to their faces. 
The conditions on Nabul had degenerated over the past decade because of resistance to the constant bombardment by Baldorian forces. After the dissolution of the State, rebel Spacehawks squadrons remained on Nabul and defended their last sanctuary with their lives. 
Nature had adapted. 
The barren land was even more difficult to survive in. 
Their mission here had been one of singular importance because deep within the confines of this retired compound was a ghost of the past – a hero long since forgotten – the Black Rose. His name was one that still struck fear in the vast armies and navies that scoured the galaxies, yet even now their minds fell back on the morose tales that described and wove demonic characteristics into the last hero of the people. 
The figure farthest to the front motioned absently over his shoulder for the squadron to push forward. He was Corporal Warren Schone, a man who had long since left the ideals of the fallen State behind and embraced the corrupt laws of Xzin. 
At one time he would have been labeled a traitor to his people, but what was left of the State had retreated to the farthest reaches of the universe and was scarcely more than thieves and criminals against the new regime. 
His plasma rifle was shouldered loosely against his upper arm, but his grip upon the handle caused his shaking hands to sweat because a deep-set fear grabbed his heart. Through the golden years of the State, he had witnessed the precision of Alpha Zero. To go into the last hero’s sanctum was like heresy.
The control panel for the outer doors had long since melded over, and Schone called for the technician to manually release them by overriding the main security breaker. The tech pushed forward, his hand raised across his eyes as a shield from the oppressive sunbeams and the impenetrable walls of sandstorm that had raged against them since they landed on Nabul. 
The squadron had been briefed to keep communication at a minimum. The desert could sap a man’s strength on the gentlest of days. The sand parted and chunks fell clumsily as the aged entrance opened and then righted itself, exposing a decade of solitude to the cruel elements of the outside storms. 
The squadron moved adeptly. 
They closed the door behind them, and several of the soldiers ignited pale green glow rods. They found themselves in a hangar bay occupied by useless machinery. Schone disengaged his mask and took a breath of the stale air. He inserted his plasma rifle into the containment pocket along his back.
“Two squadrons: one led by myself and the other led by Lieutenant Carlson.” Schone gestured to a grim, lean soldier with multiple scars lining his gaunt features. “Locate and exterminate any remnants of Spacehawks technology, as well as squatters who have found their way into the ruins.” 
The collective mind of the squadron was gripped by creaking noises and distant footsteps that echoed throughout the massive complex. The ebony figure of Carlson stepped forward and waved his rifle in the direction of the darkness. He made a slicing gesture with his gloved fist.
“This half follow me; rendezvous on the southern end in approximately two hours. Understood?” 
There were mixed murmurs. 
The soldiers shuffled their feet to track their commander, not wanting to linger in any portion of the frozen monolith for longer than necessary. Schone smiled inwardly, knowing that if the Black Rose was still alive, none of them would leave this tomb. As the last emerald glow faded into the darkness, Schone moved his portion of the squadron forward along the eastern wall and hoped that the place was indeed haunted by ghosts and goblins, otherwise a much darker force would be stalking them in their sand prison.
The corridors smelled faintly of rotting flesh and excrement, but the black clad warriors pushed forward knowing their mission. Failure was not an option for death squadrons. Lieutenant Fameke Carlson was an institution among Baldorian warriors, widely known for his cruelty to prisoners and soldiers alike. 
His was a leadership that could never be questioned.
The deeper the hallways carried them into the facility, the more likely it was that they would discover something. Nabul had been the last staging point for resistance in the final days of the State, and the power source to the entire installation was a plutonium extract with immeasurable storage life. It was estimated that it could supply minimal power for close to seven centuries, and that was more than long enough to harbor fugitives of the resistance. 
The hall jutted slightly and opened into a stasis chamber, which had once – more than likely – acted as a medical station for the crusaders of the State. Ceiling luminators buzzed rhythmically, their bulbs coursing with energy. 
Along the back wall were three faded, cylindrical units, but the luminators there had long since failed, and shadows danced across the crystalline surfaces. The soldiers glanced around hurriedly, expecting some demon to emerge from the shadows or for a ghost to materialize from the floor beneath them. 
Screeech.
The soldiers whipped around quickly, eyes roaming for the target. Something dragged itself along the dusty ground and let loose a faint howl, sending shivers of fear throughout the company. Their eyes darted back and forth and their eyes grew twice their normal size, but what they found neither heightened nor repressed their fear. A dislodged piece of machinery was swinging back and forth, the rusted metal screeching loudly. The men lowered their weapons and sighed in unison, believing death had skipped over them in that moment.
Suddenly, the luminators exploded, each in succession. Before the squadron could redraw their weapons, the light was drained from the room. Their fears were plunged into darkness. Carlson was the first to activate the infrared option on his face visor, the room becoming bathed in an eerie red glow. His mind raced in search of meaning, his thoughts falling on childhood fantasies and terrors of monsters devouring him in the night.
His mind, however, would not relent. It knew no boundaries for horror had conjured forth demons of all shapes and sizes, all hell-bent on killing the boy within. His hands started to tremble as he heard his companions cry out. As if on cue, the containment cylinders burst, and the sloshing of fluid and the sick, slick smell of decay permeated their senses, driving their primal instincts into overdrive. 
Carlson fired wildly into the darkness, not knowing or caring what he hit. His mind wanted to be free, to be away from the terrors that awaited him. The pale flashes of plasma revealed a dark form leaping from soldier to soldier as if riding entirely on darkness. 
It had no need for human motion. 
The form slithered through the darkness to grasp the corners of his mind, and Carlson had to bring a hand to his mouth to stifle the scream that had been rising in his throat. The luminator at his side began to flicker, and he slapped his hand hard against the bulb, not wanting to be stranded entirely without light. 
Muffled screams echoed in his mind, and he realized that one by one his men were being ripped apart, the fleshy tearing sounds rose above everything like the beat of a drum. The solid thump of bodies hitting the ground meant that his squadron mates were no more.
The darkness stirred beneath the clammy grip of his luminator, and in the deepest recesses of his mind he knew he had no choice but to run. His feet slipped on the slick floor beneath him. Knowing that the floor was flooded with the blood of his comrades, he fell to his hands and crawled through the battle lines. 
His body smeared with the lost lives of his soldiers, the men he had led into this place of death; he kicked and squirmed in both the rivers that had flooded his mind and the steel beneath him. He cried out into the darkness and finally regained his balance when he rounded a corridor and leaned against the wall opposite the medical room. 
He brought his hands to his face, only remembering the cruel patterns of blood that now stained them and pulled them away. Running his hands along the wall, he tried to steady himself as he crawled down the hallway into the hangar bay from which they had emerged. He stumbled, his legs tangling as he approached the cross-section. 
A familiar frame – Commander Warren Schone – stood ahead of him. He raced forward almost gleefully, and when he laid his hand upon the other man’s shoulder, he realized the grim truth. The slack figure of Schone shifted and the corpse slid down the wall, a face of contorted horror turned toward Carlson.
He screamed and pushed the body away. It hit the ground with a thick, moist snap. He kicked away from the wall with renewed force and barreled down the remaining meters that separated him and the sandy exterior of the installation. 
The air hissed as he saw the crack revealed in the double doors to sanctuary, and with a cruel, crunching noise he felt something enter his back and lodge into his sinewy spine. He twisted in the air and fell to the ground, writhing in pain, his voice no longer audible. 
His mind was stunned by terror. 
He twisted his neck and tried to face the rising darkness, but his body would not react; it merely ignored his pleas as if they were separate entities. The form shimmered into view, its face partially hidden by the darkness, but the blood of Carlson’s fallen comrades dripped from its clenched fists, the black suit mirrored the hideousness of the monster that haunted these ruins.
“Who are you?” The words were small and panicked, the wound in his spine had started to dull and Carlson could feel his senses fading. In no time, he would drift into unconsciousness. 
The form crept farther out of the darkness so that he could be seen in the prey’s last moments. Instead of the horrific features Carlson had anticipated, he saw the set jaw of a human, his glare as hard as elusium, and his dark hair cropped sharply against his skull. His face was one of turmoil, as if the very essence of his life defined his torture. 
“Please, I didn’t mean to trespass on your resting grounds.” Carlson’s voice was a shrill pitch now. 
The stoic figure of death stood unmasked and menacing against the darkness. “This shall be your final resting ground.” The words were simple and flat, almost inaudible compared to the shrieks of the fallen lieutenant. 
The shadow raised his sword and the crimson brilliance reflected in the eyes of his stricken prey. A silent prayer crept across the man’s lips. 
The blade sang true and Carlson’s head rolled free. 
The blood did not splatter, the wound sealing itself from the sheer speed and friction of the sword. The figure sheathed his sword against his back, and black goggles fell across his eyes, resting on the crown of his nose. His footsteps echoed in the sanctuary of death behind him, and as dusk filled the hangar bay his face contorted into sadness. 
He knew that now was an even darker time. 
More than ever, a hero was needed. Jonathon Wei walked out into the sandstorm, and his dark visage was a portent for a justice that needed to be reborn.
  
 



  
“Justice, much like everything of man, is both in the eye of the beholder as well as a matter of timing and circumstance. If evil were to win today, then what was once good would be evil and what we consider evil would be the righteous.”
  
-Musings of Napoleon Bel’tara
  
  
  
She could feel the rush of air through her armor, the oppressive force of wind slamming against her speeding frame. Vaughn was motionless against her, his eyes squinted closed – lips dry and drawn from the streaming winds that assaulted him. 
They flew by buildings and trees. 
“Computer, engage field analysis and thermal scans. Deploy position matrix and homing scans.” The veins of Mela’s neck protruded, her voice pushed to its limit. 
“Acknowledged. Deploying scans and position matrix. Impact imminent at twenty-five meters,” rattled off the female, computerized voice. 
A pristine building screamed into view, the fluorescent colors of the elegant sign and the lights pulsing. Mela rolled as her internal scanners flashed bright red and felt her shoulder slam into the cornerstone of the building, sending her trajectory off tilt into a violent spiral, the ground a swirling mass steadily coming into view. She fired her posterior thrusters and gravity pulled on their mortal frames, their hearts being squeezed by the pressure of the maneuver.
“Several thermal units approaching from the south, closing in at approximately sixty kilometers per second. Estimated time of attack less than three seconds.”
“Activate arm cannon and multiple target array. Bring shields to maximum capacity and lower internal temperature.” Mela could hear the computer networking and attempting to facilitate her request. 
In the distance, the steady hum of the pursuing crafts shook the earth and spiked the thermal tracker situated along her visor. “Commander Vaughn, you will be best suited to sit this particular engagement out, the risk of your being killed in this volley of fire is quite high.” 
She lowered her thrusters and landed atop one of the smaller buildings, the afterburner charring the metal and flashing sparks all about the landing. The mists of heat in the distance grew, and the shaky visages of the approaching enemy crafts emerged along the horizon. “Wait here. I will retrieve you once I have dispatched the ships.” 
“Proximity warning. Attack imminent.” The visor rolled from a light bluish screen to red; a green matrix marked off the incoming vessels, their approach approximated in meters until impact. “Attacker has breached final defenses, attack is now unavoidable.”
“I’m not blind you know,” barked Starhawk at the computer, knowing full well that it was devoid of both emotion and sarcasm.
“I am merely attempting to convey the state of your situation,” replied the automated tone without inflection.
“Never mind. Disengage response protocol. The last thing I need is you in my ear,” Mela muttered.
“Understood. Response protocol disengaged.” 
The computer’s voice went silent. The humming of the approaching engines grew exponentially, and their silvery hulls became recognizable within Mela’s natural range of vision.
“Activate plasma blades, dual-edged, both arms.” The computer responded with a series of whirs, and deep-blue blades erupted from each arm, one along the palm and the other along the top of the hand. 
The crafts split past Starhawk, three to the left and four to the right, their crystalline cockpit ports showing amateur pilots, their eyes still wide with the anticipation of battle. They were small fighters, second-generation storms, manufactured by the Baldorian government to squander the remaining threat posed by the outland factions. 
Their twin lasers flew forward, tracing distinct lines beside Starhawk. She could feel the heat from the bright purple lines from the pulse cannons. Leaping up, she met the closest ship head-on, the electromagnetic field of her suit searing the nose of the fighter. She smashed the entirety of the blade through the exhaust port, sending the smoldering craft into a death spiral. 
Starhawk fired her rear thrusters and flew straight down the two lines of remaining crafts, her energy trail blazing a divider between the separated squadrons. She spun to a stop; her body flipped the wrong way, her head to the ground and her feet extended far up into the heavens. Raising her forearms to shoulder level, she angled her line of sight at the bellies of the fighters. 
“Computer, activate thermomagnetic cannons.” 
The blue blades dispersed along her left arm and scores of metallic wires crawled from her shoulder across her hands, ending in a barrel several centimeters from the tips of her fingers. 
The cylindrical cannon boasted twin ports and a linear firing sight; the pre-modern sight cross-fixed at the closest vessels. The gray blast oozed across the skies and settled over the squadron, the smoke-like substance absorbed into the hulls of the ships and dampened their sensor arrays. 
“Lower internal temperature and reduce thrusters to low pulse.” Her armor responded, and the bright yellow of the full thrusters dimmed to a pale blue. 
Mela floated in the mist. 
She leaned her body forward and the suit followed, the bewildered ships flying in sluggish patterns until they began to fall from the sky, their descent marked by swerving trails of bright amber thrusters. She landed atop the small building again, and Vaughn sat waiting, his legs crossed beneath him and his eyelids closed; the eyeballs beneath searching. 
“We can leave now, Commander Vaughn. The hour grows short, and it would be best if I were on my way.” 
Vaughn nodded solemnly and allowed himself to be picked up by Starhawk once again, the electric field her armor produced shocking Vaughn momentarily and making his hair stand on end all across his body. The thrusters glowed deep yellow once more before they shot off into the distance, a blur against the landscape. The sun lowered in the distance and shadows began to crawl across the land, long, spindly fingers caressing the remaining light and turning it all to darkness.
  
* * * * *
  
Hector Delgado fancied himself immortal because he served the most powerful being in the universe. His master sent him to the desolate world of Fasen Major for a single purpose, to take care of the mysterious bounty hunter, Starhawk. 
The woman had lately targeted many of Xzin’s supporters and systematically ended the intricate smuggling rings of the addictive spice castion. On this night, however, he saw something he had not expected. Starhawk came to the aid of a washed-up State commander.
It was widely believed that Starhawk was Mela Alvarez; Delgado was certain that Starhawk was Alvarez. The idea of a ghost walking through the galaxy seeking vengeance for events that had transpired over a decade ago was absurd, but viable.
Delgado boarded his personal vessel, and the pilot silently acknowledged his presence. The chrome frame lifted into the atmosphere and the pilot set coordinates for the Baldor system. 
Eye contact was strictly forbidden with members of the high council. Because Delgado was the highest-ranking official, it seemed a good time to adhere to the obstinate structure of their society. Delgado seated himself at the rear of the craft and crossed his legs. He raised his hands to his shoulder height and closed his eyes, drifting into a state of meditation. The subtle turbulence did not sway the slumbering master from his trance. 
Fasen Major was an important asset to Xzin’s empire. After what had transpired today, it seemed as though their controlling interests had been compromised. Nevertheless, Xzin would take over the decaying planet and then, inevitably, the drug trade. Riken Falcone was scum with ties to some of the worst criminals in the known galaxies, but he was undyingly loyal to Xzin. 
Meditating, the course to Baldor seemed to take no time at all. The ship landed with a hiss on the platform at Gajying. Delgado strode down the ramp, his robes flowing in the brisk night air, his pale eyes glowing in the darkness.
 Xzin’s palace climbed high into the sky as though tempting the gods to enter his home and challenge him. A guard fell into his path and opened the main doors to Xzin’s personal residence. The personal bodyguards of Xzin, warrior women trained by Xzin himself in the mystical arts of Xeon, were marked by yellow robes and embroidered hoods. 
There were scores of them throughout the compound, and it was rumored that there were well over a hundred scattered throughout the city at any given time. Their job was to seek out scandals and thieves who would defy their master.
Delgado’s gaunt frame careened through the halls, his head bowed to the ground, oblivious of his surroundings. The grand doors of Xzin’s personal office were propped wide open, and Delgado slowed and eased into the room, not wanting to alarm his sullen master. Xzin sat staring out the window, his back to Delgado.
“What news do you bring me, Delgado?”
“Starhawk made an appearance just as you foresaw, my lord,” replied Delgado, his head bowed in reverence. 
Xzin stood for a moment, pondering the appearance of Starhawk. She disturbed him. She was a kink in his rather smooth coil, and he wondered why he had not gone to greater lengths in the first place to deal with her.
“Delgado, alert the Intergalactic Authority to be looking for any suspicious ships within the vicinity of the Fasen system. We will clip the wings of Starhawk once and for all.” 
Xzin turned to meet Delgado’s wary figure and lifted himself from the chair with the ease of a much smaller person. Delgado stood before his master without fear, but gazed at the common floor beneath his feet. Delgado bowed simply and left the room. Any voiced opinion would be foolish to a man as great and powerful as Lord Xzin.
  
* * * * *
  
The city of Garefe, the shining capital of the long since squandered State, was once the meeting place of forgotten leaders and slain warriors. The perfect image had forever been altered, the scattered cobblestone and ruined buildings just a reminder of the fall of democracy, the removal of justice, and the unfairness of the cosmic scales. 
She could remember the distant, brilliant emerald hills and the cascading mountains that framed the horizon, but now the air was thick and coarse, filled with noxious chemicals and debris of structures long since removed. 
Her footsteps seemed loud upon the tattered earth, the slick black boots so distinct in the graveyard of politics. There were no survivors here, only memories; hardened, terrible memories of people who had once been symbols of strength and pillars of justice to the oppressed. 
She wistfully remembered the State, once a unity between beings, a council to resolve the issues that plagued all people, all worlds. Her final moments here on Verdule were of little consequence now. 
The ancient symbols and decals of the State still adorned her jumpsuit, the UFPS insignia brandished across her right arm. Her muscles coiled beneath the suit and hard lines showed in her face. Thoughts of this fallen place put a great weight upon her heart. 
She had been an outcast, a fugitive across the galaxy, yet here she had found someone she wanted to be with. Her life could have been complete here; no more running, and no more hiding.
The amphitheater that served as the meeting place for the council no longer resembled architecture. The roof was caved in and the walls were blackened and burnt. The leading walkway was covered in dark stains; blood, no doubt, that had soaked into the earth staining it for all eternity. 
The sculpted greenery that had lined the entrance – grand trees and bushes covered in aromatic buds and voracious flowers – were no more than roots and dying shrubs, their growth having been stifled along with the rest of Garefe. 
Xzin’s forces had leveled the city, and eventually the entirety of Verdule. The lush environment had been snuffed out by constant strikes from space, the pulse cannons laying waste to even the jagged images of the mountains on the horizon. The few survivors of the merciless bombings fled to outer rim planets, hiding as far away from Baldor and Xzin as possible. 
The double doors that led into the amphitheater were cracked and torn, lying at obtuse angles. She placed her gloved hand against them and pushed with her entire body, her muscles screaming in anger and pain. 
The door did not budge. 
The woman sighed in frustration, her mouth pursed and her eyes shut in contemplation. The wind had picked up since she first landed on the world, and the howl was like a beast from beyond, feral screeching that assaulted the shadowy mask that covered her face, the exposed coils and compressors ravaged by debris in the gales. 
She unbuckled her strap and brandished the repeating blaster, the barrel wavering in the wind and her hands shaking beneath the pressure. The bluish blast splattered against the doors and held for a moment, heating them to a deep red before exploding the crushed steel inward. 
She stepped across the threshold and fell in place with the darkness within, shadows dancing in the wind and winding hallways that led deeper into the once-hallowed sanctum. Her footfalls echoed in the solitude, and she could hear distant scratching and growls, scavenger beasts, no doubt the only inhabitants remaining on Verdule. 
“Anyone here?” Her words echoed in the halls, and she could hear the distorted version of her voice careening into the deeper places of the tomb. She raised her right hand to her left forearm and depressed a series of controls along the bio-suit. The responding clicks and whirls sounded ridiculous in the fallen pillar of society. 
“The oxygen level is sufficient for human respiration. There is a .000009 percentile of remaining toxins. Tech scans reveal a functioning generator attempting to regulate the air supply within the structure. The cracked roof has diminished the efficiency of the device.” The automated voice was poignant at best, and the female voice sounded no more human than the computer whirls and blips that accompanied her diatribe. 
“It is safe to disengage filtration units?”
“Affirmative. The probability of an airborne toxin avoiding the scan is less than ten thousandth of a percent. Proceed with detachment of filtration system.” 
The hiss of the filtration mask decompression echoed in the dismal halls, sounding like the release of a thousand serpents. The cloud of carbon gas dispersed into the atmosphere quickly and the wearer shook her head, trying as best she could to shake them off. 
She had changed her features as soon as she had left this world more than a decade ago, her dark black hair and gray eyes surgical implants. She missed the defining features that had attracted Damon all of those years ago. The thick black curls framed the same sharp features, but lines of scars and burns gave her a dark appearance that she had come to embrace. 
The black goggles changed the hall to varying shades of orange, the solid objects taking on a darker, denser appearance. Gaseous and translucent forms were of a much lighter shade. She moved, her right hand gripping the blaster loosely and her left hand raised slightly, a thin crimson web cruising in front of her. 
“Warning. Seven unidentified thermal forms approaching from the west.” The automated voice was as sterile as before, not conveying the gravity of the situation. 
An identical blaster emerged from a compartment along the left leg of her suit, and she brought the weapon up to shoulder height. She tapped the right side of her goggles and a clear blue rectangle swept across the visor, erupting into lines of statistics in yellow.
“What do we have on them? Everything on Verdule should be catalogued and processed, there are no unknowns here.” A noticeable edge seeped into her voice. Sweat beaded along her hairline, and she could feel a flush of heat pass over her body.
“There are now seventeen unidentified thermal forms. Approximate size seventy kilograms, no more than a meter in length or height. Composition is a gaseous/solid combination.”
 The woman shook her head; her dark curls flashing in her range of vision as she did so. She moved quickly now, her pace a light trot.
“Where are they now? Still approaching from the west?” 
She could hear scratching now; ragged growls were much closer than before. She could almost feel their presence. The hair on the nape of her neck rose and a flash of goose bumps ran down her arms and lower back. Their growls turned into high-pitched screeching before she saw them. 
There were more than two dozen – with solid yellow eyes and razor claws – in the mist. They were blocking her entrance into the amphitheater. Their forms were translucent like a gas, but arms hung limply at their sides and the thin claws scratched at the floor. She ran now, her legs churning with newfound energy. She regulated her breathing, not wanting to cripple what little chance that she had. 
The creatures moved along the walls, their legs seemingly nonexistent and their eyes staring coldly after her. Their claws sparked against the curved metal along the walls. Their numbers seemed to grow exponentially as they moved. 
She looked over her shoulder for a moment and felt her leg slam into something hard, sending her into a spin against the retaining wall, ending up head over feet into a pile of rubble. Her bio-suit squealed as she slid along the floor. Her visor crackled and the creatures converged on her in an unearthly way. 
She brought the blasters up as she slid along the floor and opened fire, the bluish energy leaping from the barrel and slamming into the tumbling forms of the shadowy creatures, their dark bodies heating and then exploding into balls of gas and flame. The wall of rubble jarred her aim and the clear blue of the visor crackled once more and then dissipated, plunging the room back into the orange glow from the goggles. 
The point of a claw pierced the outer hull of her armor. She snapped her legs up and her body followed, her guns still gripped tightly. The torn pieces of her suit spit sparks and dangled loosely, banging against her as she moved. Blue energy shot from her blaster in random, concentric patterns, sending the shadowy creatures into screaming piles of gas and flesh against the walls and shattered remains of the hallway.
“Report external damage,” barked the woman to her onboard computer. She rubbed her hands and grimaced; the flesh had been burnt and torn from sliding across the steel floors. The black fabric of the gloves had disintegrated and her bruised and bleeding palms had absorbed the majority of the friction burn.
“External bio-suit at eighty-nine percent capability. Internal networking at one hundred percent. Thermal scans running at thirty-seven percent; a repair is necessary. Weapons systems running at one hundred percent.” 
The automated voice crackled a bit as it rattled statistics. The wiring was, no doubt, damaged in some way. A loose flap dangled off of her chest and ripped off easily as she gripped it and tossed the worthless piece into the rubble around her. She turned and viewed the wall of rubble she had crashed into. Immediately to the left was an automated door with a faded label that read: control room. She pushed the glowing red button, and the gray door remained closed. 
“Computer, disengage lock immediately.” A thin, cylindrical component leapt from her left arm and inserted itself into the control board of the automated door. It glowed and spun; the whirs and beeps an attempt to open the wayward door. 
“Lock disengaged,” responded the automated voice. 
The door slid open revealing a small room inhabited by rows of computers and mechanical devices. At its center was a glowing blue sphere that mapped Verdule, a bright white spot identifying the capital city of Garefe. Her steps crunched on pieces of fallen machinery, and her hands found their way to the controls of the blue locator sphere. 
“This is the series eleven map finder. How may I be of assistance?” The automated voice was that of an older man. She visualized a thin, ghastly gentleman with thick glasses and a slight limp.
“Individual locator series, location of Fael Damon.” The computer whirred inconsistently, the blue sphere flexing and contracting, blazing a bright blue and then melting into an iridescent green.
“Confidential information. Voice clearance required. Please state name and position to access information.” The gentle elderly voice seemed unfettered by the intrusion, yet the woman raised her clenched fist all the same, shaking it at the machine and lowering her head in defeat.               
“Ambassador Erinana of the federated planet of Nemodtia,” replied the woman, her gray eyes cold beneath the black frames. 
“Voice verification confirmed. Welcome, Erinana of Nemodtia. The current location of Councilman Fael Damon is unknown, last known location was his residence on Verdule three kilometers west of Garefe.” 
The image of the planet blinked and then clicked off, plunging the room into darkness. The woman once known as Erinana felt the darkness in her soul. She had journeyed back to a place that had once shown her great hope, but much like the rest of her life, had eventually brought misery and defeat. This was not the end of the road she had hoped for. One more path needed to be walked and she would do so. Regaining a lost life is the journey of the dead and dying.
  
* * * * *
  
The chromium ship rested alone in the clearing, its silver coat reflecting the shine of the moon. It cast an eerie glow upon the two silhouettes standing before it. Night fell as the two of them made their way from the arena as pursuing security forces attempted to impede their escape.
“I can’t thank you enough,” began Vaughn, searching through his pockets to find the payment he had stored for his savior. “I wasn’t sure you would show, but I guess you proved you are true to your word.”
“Even a broken clock is right twice a day.”
“About the payment, I don’t think I have it; I can’t remember where I placed it.” The man’s face showed internal anguish.
“Don’t worry about payment,” she replied, pressing a clear blue button on her bio-suit. The vessel’s atmospheric hatch burst forth in its usual fashion, and a thin, metallic ramp extended to the ground, digging hard into the vegetation. She turned away from the man and paced toward her ship; not wanting to look back upon another fallen hero of the State, but Vaughn reached out a hand and tried to stop her.
“What do you mean?”
“Commander Vaughn, there was a time, many years ago, when it was my duty to save lives. That time has passed, and when I look upon your broken dreams I realize that to abandon justice is no better than being a soulless killer like Falcone.”
“This just means so much to me.”
“I understand that, and to that end I am glad I could be of service, but I really must go. There will be more pursuers and it would be best if we were safely off-world in opposite directions.”
“That’s fine, but I can’t let you go without saying thank you. My daughter, my wife, that bastard took them away from me. If you ever need someone, for anything at all, I will be at your service.” 
Vaughn looked away, tears welling in his aged eyes. He searched for the words that conveyed the wealth of the things that she had done for him. 
“You have no debt to repay. This was my duty. I cannot let men like Falcone continue to take innocent lives.”
“I don’t even know your real name.”
“Starhawk is name enough. I, too, lost someone very dear to me. I share your pain. Peace be with you.” With those words, she turned and stalked up the ramp, sealing the atmospheric hatch behind her. Mela disengaged her suit and slumped into the pilot’s seat, closing her eyes as the computer registered the automated liftoff sequence and careened into the blackness of space.
Vaughn stared after the fading ship, knowing that the woman who had saved his soul had seen and experienced things that would harden any person. He was thankful he had found her. 
He could now join his family in the Void. 
A smile spread across his face, the tears of acceptance and joy pooling quickly. He brought the blaster to his mouth and inserted the barrel as far as it would go before pulling the trigger, the resounding blast knocking him to the ground. He was with his family, once again.
  
* * * * *
  
The ship floated effortlessly in space and the forward thrusters barely pulsed as if it was a leisurely ride in the park for passengers. Haki, or as she was known years ago, Mela Alvarez, sat in the cockpit dreaming of days when she wasn’t on the run. As she let her mind slip away, she remembered the day she became a vigilante; the day the fates had decided her path.
An indicator light went off on the dash and Mela woke from her dream state. She surveyed the rapidly approaching image of the water planet, Naulad. The Trandolian Mountains wove a clear path across the planet, and the light of the casino drew her like a beacon as it had a decade before. She lowered her approach and flew beneath the guest landing platforms down into the hidden hangar bay beneath the casino.
Once the ship was docked properly, Mela strode toward the repulsors lift and punched floor four on the keypad. The lift shuddered trying to gain momentum. 
The casino had grown considerably over the past ten years. Heiko’s office was no longer on the second floor. The lift indicator went off and the doors opened with a whoosh. Two female guards stood on either side of the doors, assault rifles held against their shoulders. Mela strode forward and sat down in one of the empty chairs in front of Heiko’s desk. His back was to her. He gazed out upon the empire he had created. Finally, he spun to meet Mela’s gaze with his characteristic grin spread across his aging features.
“Haki, my dear. How did it go on Fasen Major?” He took a long sip of the same golden liquid he always served.
“You should have told me he was going to be so disgusting. All he did was drink and spoil himself, but killing him did feel good.” Over the past few years, Mela had grown to enjoy her job, eliminating scum from the universe.
“I thought it best not to mention his gluttonous nature. I do recognize that you abhor self-indulgent types much like myself.” The boyish grin seemed to come naturally, his features in perfect alignment with one another.
“Don’t be ridiculous. You may be an egotistical megalomaniac with a lust for beautiful women and wealth, but you aren’t that self-indulgent,” replied Mela, trying to retain a serious look. 
She knew all too well that Heiko created a pleasant happiness in her, although it could never fill the void that had been created when Rider died. 
“Yet you continue to decline my advances; spurned by the woman who complements my soul so well,” laughed Heiko. He had known Mela, though as Haki, for the better part of a decade and yet so much of her remained a shrouded mystery to him. 
So many aspects of her past were locked away.
“Enough. I took care of Falcone and extracted Vaughn from the hostile position he put himself in.”
“I hope it did not upset your delicate nature to have to baby-sit the commander,” chided Heiko, his legs crisscrossed upon his desk and his body reclining in the plush chair.
“There was a bit of miscommunication of sorts.”
“And that would be?”
“He didn’t have the payment upon assassination.”
“What?” replied Heiko, his grin disappearing. He sent his fist smashing into the desk. “We are not a charitable organization. You can’t keep doing this, Haki.”
He knew better than to invoke her anger and forced himself to return to his seat. He knew how powerful and incredibly dangerous the woman could be when angered. 
“I had to. Vaughn was an absolute mess. Falcone’s men murdered his family: his wife and his young daughter. I couldn’t be so heartless as to demand payment for killing a man who so deserved to die.”
“I am thankful that you are not my financial advisor. I would be quite broke by now.” He sighed in resignation. “Please do your best to charge our customers from now on.”
“Yeah, no problem.” She spoke without conviction. 
“I have another job for you right here in the casino – a political target, Baldorian.”
“That’s pretty risky these days considering the sanctions and cruelty the Baldorian government would inflict for killing one of their own. Where is the dossier?”
Heiko slid a folder across the table, and Mela snatched it up as quickly as possible, knowing this was a job she would not enjoy. Heiko made many enemies in his dealings, and not all of them were terrible people. 
She opened the pale folder and memorized the target’s face. The facial structure reminded her of Rider, but facial hair hid the distinct features. “I’ll take care of it.” Mela stood up and left his office, hoping that one day she could live a normal life.
 
 



  
“The fires of the righteous shall be extinguished tonight, and we shall burn their miserable corpses upon the pyres to which they light their faith.”
  
-The words of Darmon Hutchen after his possession
  
  
  
The storm echoed across the land. A lone man crashed through the woods, something sinister at his heels. He ran full speed through the dense brush as if the devil himself were following close behind. He came to an abrupt stop, frozen in his tracks by some mysterious, intangible force. 
He turned slowly and looked at the overgrowth he had just cleared. To continue would be to plunge a great distance down a rocky ledge. To remain would be to meet his executioner. Lightning struck and thunder rolled. The footfalls of his pursuer were coming closer. He felt like an animal when its hunters have crept close, a dull thud within his chest. 
The forest shadows condensed and a man enshrouded in night’s darkness emerged. He loomed like the apparition of death. The feeble man turned to flee, but not before a scarlet length of cord snapped out faster than the storm’s lightning and wrapped around his exposed throat. 
The man let out one last primordial scream, which was silenced by the unsheathing of a glimmering blade. The shadowy figure snickered as the man’s head rolled effortlessly to the ground; he turned and faded back into the shadows of the forest. 
  
* * * * *
  
The crackle of the fire cast a small glow and two robust men sat by the flames eating their meal in silence. The shadowy figure slithered from the forest into the firelight, which danced along the features of his face, tracing lines of death and despair. 
“Hey boss, did you get him?” asked the heavy-set man closest to the flame.
“David has been dealt with,” replied the grim figure. “He will no longer share a tie with this institution.”
“What did you do with him, Kublai?” 
“That is none of your concern. Watch your tongue or you’ll be next.” Kublai retreated to his tent, and the men moved closer to the warmth of the fire. 
Another portly guy, Sam, waddled over to the figures crouched near the fire. The larger of the two motioned, and when Sam neared arm’s length, the man gruffly grabbed his collar.
“We want more food now, fat ass,” spat the mercenary.
“Okay, okay,” stammered Sam. “But tell me why Kublai has been so on edge.”
“Because of the Black Rose, you fat fool,” replied Tenson, the smallest. The mythical Black Rose was a ghost that stalked the land hunting down evil and destroyers of the earth. Sam shook his head and spooned more stew from the pot.
“I thought the Black Rose was just a story.” 
Sam had a way of annoying the hired mercenaries.
“He is and he isn’t,” replied Tenson. 
The shadows around the forest shifted, and the unnerving sounds of the night permeated the conversation. They cast panicked glances in all directions, wondering if a monster might actually leap from the darkness. Sleep would come quickly as the fire died down. They would soon realize that their nightmares could not be as disturbing as the reality that stalked their kind.
  
* * * * *
  
The lithe man looked over the land that was once his home and grimaced. The burned land and destroyed cities had once contained millions. He tied a line to the trunk of a large tree and leapt off the cliff face, casually scaling down its side. He reached the bottom quickly, and once he had footing, he tugged on the line causing the twine to release and twirl to the ground. He wrapped the line around his forearm and stuffed the coil into his backpack.
The Black Rose, known by many names that struck fear into the core of men, was once a member of the elite Spacehawks squadron, Alpha Zero. 
He was the sole survivor of a small island clan, which was eradicated by the vile gang known as the Crimson Hand many years before Xzin had even begun to be a threat. The Hand was a mercenary society that ruled this land with hatred and spared no one who fell in their path.
A slight movement far off in the terrain, nothing a normal man would notice, caught the Rose’s eye. He crashed forward into the bushes and crouched out of sight. Four men rushed into the clearing; each bore the tattoo of the Crimson Hand. 
The Rose burst from his hiding place. 
He charged with the ferocity of a wild animal. The first man fell to a slash across the chest from the Flaming Strife. As the Rose brought his sword around, another man attacked. He drew his crossbow and dealt the attacker a bolt to the chest, slamming the man back into the brush. 
The Black Rose rolled by an oncoming downward slash from one of the remaining assailants and stuck him in the abdomen with his left dueling claw. The attacker spun back from the force and crashed into the trunk of a grand oak tree. 
The sword fell from his parched hands. 
The fourth and final man locked eyes with the visage of the Rose, as one looks at Death himself. Wei charged the frozen prey and leapt, kicking the attacker in the head, slamming the delicate human frame against the rocky wall. The man’s neck snapped. Wei mumbled a few meager words to satisfy any pity he felt for the fallen men. He resumed his travel across the battered continent.
  
* * * * *
  
“All men report to the Collective Hall immediately,” boomed the intercom. The soldiers in the Resistance headquarters scrambled into the large, white room, which resembled an old school auditorium. Their gray uniforms and equally gray attitudes seemed to cast a sour glow over an otherwise pleasant day. 
A man of about forty-five approached the podium when the shuffling of feet subsided. He saluted them and all were seated. The darkness of his eyes seemed to be an extension of the dark shock of hair upon his skull. The drab gray uniform disguised his frame, more portly than in earlier years. He walked casually and at ease, though his thoughts were lost somewhere on the horizon.
Hario Busho was flanked by a young woman on his left and a large, black man on his right. Mariko Wing was a thin, attractive woman with corrosive eyes and an aura that immediately repelled people, her very being screaming to be left alone. Joseph Grenn was jovial; only confrontational when someone shied his requests.
“I have bad news to report,” started Hario. “First, our installation in New Paris has been annihilated. I grieve for any loved ones you may have lost in this terrible tragedy. Second, war resources are running low and this means raids of government facilities. Lieutenant Wing and Major Grenn will fill you in on the specifics.”
“I would like to thank all of you for showing up,” began Grenn, one of the most devoted Resistance members. “Lieutenant Wing and I are looking for volunteers for a raid on the Felnon base. It is adequately supplied with food and the defensive supplies we need.” 
“Any help would be appreciated,” cut in Wing. “Sign up in the administration building. Please do not feel obligated to do so, but if you can spare the time and effort, it would be appreciated.”
The building slowly emptied leaving Busho, Wing, and Grenn. The trio walked back to a main building, with Grenn in the lead and Wing taking up the rear.             
“We need a large turnout. If something is not done soon, we will not have enough money to operate,” began Busho. 
“It’s true, we are hemorrhaging soldiers and money,” put in Grenn.
“Enlistment really isn’t an option with Xzin watching our every movement so carefully,” commented Wing, her eyes sullen. 
“Freelancers? They’re willing to do almost anything, and I imagine they would be without political ties,” responded Busho.
“No,” replied Mariko quickly. “They are not to be trusted. They are the worst sorts of criminals and, for the most part, they will have affiliations with the Crimson Hand. They are more of an enemy than Xzin.”
“Can we trust the Rose with something like this?” questioned Busho.
“Maybe but how to we find a ghost?” replied Grenn.
“Don’t underestimate the Rose. He could find a piece of grain floating in the middle of an ocean,” retorted Mariko. 
“But, can he defeat Russeau, the Crimson Hand, and then liberate our people?” retorted Busho.
“Who knows? The problem remains the same: we can’t exactly hang a flashing billboard with his name.”
“True, that would expose both him and our installation. Perhaps we have waited too long, and now the Hand will finally succeed in eroding away the foundation of what we have built here.”
“We have no choice then. We will find a way to get to the Rose. There is a man I know who might be able to open the correct channels, get a message where we might not otherwise be able.” 
A knock sounded at the door as Busho finished his sentence. Upon Busho’s invitation, a security officer popped his head in and looked at the three of them.
“Sir, we have an individual that wishes to speak to you in private,” the young officer spoke directly to Busho. “Shall I let him in?”
“Who is it?”
“A delegate of the Baldorian government: Delgado,” replied the warrant officer.
“Of course. Let him in,” replied Hario. 
The soldier saluted curtly and exited the room. After his footfalls disappeared, Busho motioned for Wing and Grenn to huddle closer. 
“You two wait in the next room and don’t let your guards down. Who knows what kind of request this might be.”
They nodded and retreated from the room, doing their best to silence their footfalls. A small man dressed in a dark business suit entered from the opposite end. He carried a small black suitcase, his movements clouded and hurried.
“I am a messenger from Lord Xzin,” began the decrepit man. “Hector Delgado, personal aide and bearer of much carried out in his name.”
“How may I be of service?”
“I have been sent to deliver a message to the leader of the Resistance here on Earth III,” replied Delgado slyly.
“I am afraid you have been misinformed. I am no freedom fighter.”
“Our sources indicate otherwise, Hario Busho,” scoffed Delgado, his hands thin and drawn.
“I am sorry to disappoint you, but I am a soldier in the federated army of Earth III, more than likely the last commanding officer alive this far west.” 
“A most interesting response, but my master’s message is thus: you are to cease your terrorist activities immediately and remove this installation, otherwise you will be dealt with accordingly. The ultimatum is annihilation.”
“This is not a terrorist installation, or a resistance faction. We are a people’s army. If Xzin feels that people don’t have the right to defend their lands, then that is his problem. Semantics won’t change the horrors he plans to visit on this land.”
“How very poetic, but you are battling the Baldorian government, the only recognized hierarchy in the universe. I suggest you heed the warning,” sneered Delgado.
“I don’t know what you hope to gain by acquiring Earth III, but I swear that I will continue to fight for my people until the last breath of my body has been consumed by the cosmos.”
“Our goals are none of your concern.” There was a distinct note of sarcasm in not addressing Busho by rank, and a cruel sneer carved across the little man’s graven features. 
“Then I imagine we have nothing left to say,” replied Busho, his words filled with the bile and acids that churned in the coils of his body. 
“You are correct. There will be no further talk. You have received my master’s instructions, and you are free to do what you like. But I warn you, Xzin has destroyed entire worlds and he will not hesitate to see your pathetic faction dissolved from this universe.” With those threats, Delgado exited the room, his hunched frame disappearing around the corner. 
Wing and Grenn emerged from the shadows.
“What can we do, sir?” asked Grenn.
“Sir, you look as if everything has fallen around you.” Mariko craned her neck around the corner to see the departing image of Delgado and wondered what the little man had said to her leader.
“Give the evacuation signal,” replied Busho, his gaze unwavering. “We have to leave now.”
“We have nowhere else to go,” replied Mariko, astounded by the finality in her leader’s words. 
“It must be done. Grenn, sound the evac alarm now.” 
Grenn stared at his hero, dumbfounded, wondering why they would abandon their only safe house, why they would leave their hard work unfinished. The resolve in his general’s eyes prompted him to nod his head simply.
“Understood, sir,” was all that he could muster. 
He knew better than to go against Busho’s judgment. The duo saluted and exited the office. Busho sat alone, contemplating his options. What wild card could he still play? He could hear the echoing screech of the evacuation signal, as well as the hurried footfalls of the first people to evacuate. He flipped his transmitter on and activated the number of the one man he knew could change the tide of this war, once and for all.
  
* * * * *
  
Wei approached Buojing and frowned when he saw the military brigade that had fastened itself to the town entrance. As he neared, a leader emerged from the group and was identified as Lieutenant Jerald by RAVEN, the integrated computer that had been linked into Wei’s cerebral cortex. He stopped when the barrel of a rifle touched his chest.
“Identification,” growled the lieutenant menacingly, his rifle ready to ignite the man without prejudice.
“Here,” replied Rose, handing him a clear plastic card with black writing scrawled across it.
“So how are you doing today?” The man looked down at the identification card, searching for the man’s name, “Mr. Taksion. What are your plans today, sir?”
“A couple hours of shopping,” replied Wei casually. He did not want to spark any suspicion in the minds of the imbecile soldiers scattered about the hillsides.
“Alright, move along.”
“Thank you, lieutenant.”
The lieutenant cast a puzzled look, but waved Wei through, focusing on the person who had arrived next. He allowed himself a small smile. Soldiers were far too easy to deceive. 
He walked through the bustling metropolis of Buojing and waltzed toward the tan building marked with faded letters scrawled across the wall. It was the same as any other bar in the galaxy. 
It had a wretched stench that adhered to your clothing, and the air was always thick with smoke and burning incense. The relative darkness of the tavern hid the true likenesses of the people, and it allowed the most criminal beings a place to hide. 
Nonetheless, the Rose found the man he was looking for. 
A short, plump man leaned against the bar as if his feet might collapse beneath him at any moment. His name was Fusen, and he was Wei’s most trusted associate on this world. Rose walked stealthily up behind the man and grabbed his shoulder gently.
“How are you doing, old man?” whispered Wei, almost knocking Fusen over with surprise.
“You almost gave me a heart attack,” the startled man grinned. 
“Anything interesting about the Baldor presence here?” 
“Oh yeah, I went out to the landing platform outside of town and there were soldiers all over the place with assault rifles. Each wore a Baldorian uniform. There is also a message for you from Hario Busho. He said you guys were old friends from before the war.” Wei turned his head in bewilderment at the mention of Busho’s name.          
“What did you say the name was?”
“Hario Busho. Yeah, I thought it was strange, too. I never heard of him.”
“What did he want, this General Busho?”
“Well, at first he asked for Captain Jonathon Wei, but I told him I never heard of anyone by that name. Wait, I never said anything about him being a general.” Fusen furrowed his brow and looked at the Rose. “He used your frequency. He was really pushy and demanded that I give a message to the bearer of the frequency. Are you okay?”
“Never mind. What did he say?”
“He said: give him the message no matter what he calls himself.” Fusen stopped talking and merely stared at the man known as the Black Rose.
“What was the message?”
“He said he needed to see Jonathon Wei immediately and that it was a matter of life and death.”
“Very well. Is my bike out back?”
“Yeah, of course. What’s the problem, boss?” Fusen’s voice wavered slightly.
“Nothing, nothing at all, my friend. Where was the message transmitted from?”
“Dakison.”
“I’m leaving right away, and I’m not sure when I’ll be back. You should disappear for a while. I’ll find you when I’m done.”
“But, boss.”
“This is something I must do.” 
“Who is this Busho anyway? I’ve never heard of him.”
“A very old friend.”
“Why now?”
“He never would have radioed if it wasn’t an emergency, and it would be best if I was on my way.”
Fusen nodded meekly and started to speak, but held his tongue. Rose pushed through the back exit and slid onto his jet bike, firing up the energy thrusters. Memories of years past floated back and he relived a time when he was Jonathon Wei – a time when dignity still permeated the galaxy. Even though he had disagreed with many of Hario Busho’s tactics so many years ago, time heals all wounds. He raced forward, brooding about the horrors awaiting him.
 



  
“The water of life flows through every man, woman, and child that walks the earth. How you choose to taint the water is no concern of mine.”
  
-The Clan of the Branded
  
  
  
“Father, Wei is returning to the resistance,” said Kublai as he knelt before a graven figure upon a polished bronze throne.
“With his help they could become a great threat to our relationship with our grand master, Xzin,” replied Wan Russeau, the aging figurehead of the Crimson Hand. 
“That is why I came to you. He must be dealt with.”
“Agreed.”
“The delegate came. The one Xzin calls Delgado.”
“There were words then. Perhaps an ultimatum.”
“What shall I do?”
“You will take a squadron of our most accomplished assassins. Dispose of the Black Rose and the others.”
“As you wish, father.” Kublai bowed gracefully and rose to his feet. He stalked from the room leaving his father to his blissful solitude. 
Kublai entered the brightly lit compound and raised his gloved hand, summoning his grandest warriors and motioning for them to board the waiting transport. It lifted into the sky without error and careened off, setting course for Dakison via the brutal deserts that surrounded the city. The men shared stories of the cruel heat that dominated the deserts and of aliens that roamed the badlands.
The stories soon became reality as, in the first day alone, they lost three men to Arid Dragons, transparent demons that flew through the desert winds. They finally landed in Dakison, pulling in front of the last remaining Resistance transport. The warriors of the Crimson Hand flowed from the transport like locusts and descended upon the Resistance ship, capturing all members aboard. Kublai sauntered down the ramp and squinted against the harsh glare of the orange sun. One of his men raced toward him and kneeled at his feet.
“We have retrieved some soldiers from the ship,” began the mercenary as he motioned toward the people being escorted from the flaming Resistance vessel.
“Who do we have here?” questioned Kublai sinisterly, turning toward the captives with a mocking grin on his face.
“Lieutenant Mariko Wing and Major Joseph Grenn,” replied the mercenary eagerly.
“How utterly enjoyable,” laughed Kublai. He brushed his hand across the tan face of Lieutenant Wing and grasped her chin roughly, looking into her eyes. “I get to eliminate two of my favorite enemies: the murderous betrayer Mariko Wing and the self-righteous Joseph Grenn. As an added bonus, I get to wipe from existence the one man who has single-handedly caused the Crimson Hand so much pain: the Black Rose.”
“He’s here?” Mariko’s face softened from its stony resolve, and her eyes welled with tears as she crossed her arms around herself. 
“Not yet. But, of course, he is coming. He has to save his damsel in distress. That, and your feeble excuse for a leader, Busho, begged him for help,” laughed Kublai, turning away from them.
“You won’t take him, you worthless piece of desert trash,” spat Wing as the mercenaries pushed her to the ground.
“Enough of this strained romantic sentiment. How far away is he now?” Kublai ignored his prisoners, speaking directly to the warrior nearest him.
“Two kilometers and closing fast, boss,” replied the nondescript assassin.
“Excellent. Places, everyone.” Kublai removed himself from the clearing and drew his heavy assault rifle against his shoulder. 
Wei’s jet bike roared as it rounded the corner and was decimated with plasma bursts from every weapon in the Crimson Hand’s arsenal. The bike rolled to the middle of the clearing, charred to pieces with a skeleton of a man clinging to the handlebars. Mariko let out a shrill scream as her hopes of a valiant rescue were squandered.
  
* * * * *
  
“My lord, I bring news of the resistance,” began Delgado, his miniscule frame kneeling before the shadow of the dark throne and the man who commanded it.
“Tell me, my servant,” boomed the ominous shadow.
“I delivered the message, and Busho was persuaded to remove his installation from Dakison. Your plan worked flawlessly. Busho called the Rose for help. Now we can see the ruination of the Resistance and the infamous Black Rose. On a grander note, two ranking soldiers in the Resistance have been apprehended by our Crimson Hand – Lieutenant Wing and Major Grenn. However, the deranged son has no intention of keeping them or the Rose alive. Shall I send a detachment to stop this possible slaughter?”
“Yes, keen intuition. I need Rose alive, and then I will have the two remaining pieces of the too-soon-forgotten State: the bounty hunter Starhawk and the Black Rose.”
“Everything will have come full circle, my master. The resistance, Starhawk, and even the Black Rose. All of the reminders of the long-forgotten State shall be dealt with accordingly.”
“There is another matter that I need to speak with you about.”
“Yes, my lord?”
“It is of the bounty hunter Rione. She is tracking James Rider.”
“Rione? James Rider? I do not what you are speaking of, my lord,” replied Delgado slowly, his dark eyes narrowing.
“The last member of Alpha Zero was James Rider. He was written off for dead, but never found. I sent the young girl to find him. She can be quite, persuasive.”
“Understood, my master.”
“She will come to you with her report. Let me know when you receive the transmission.” 
Delgado rose timidly and cautiously dismissed himself. The double doors more than dwarfed his diminutive frame. In time, the Rose and his pitiful band would be forgotten legends.
  
* * * * *
  
That was close, thought Wei as he approached the clearing dressed as one of the Crimson Hand assassins. The antics of the younger Russeau were all too obvious and the ambush expected. 
He crept behind the scenes and watched as the fools celebrated their victory without so much as a closer inspection. He made his way around the hull of the Hand’s transport and came up behind Kublai. Drawing his glowing blade quickly, he held it to Kublai’s throat.
“Enough gloating. Hand your prisoners to me, and I might let you live.” Wei’s voice was a hoarse growl, his right hand gripping the hilt of his blade with restrained power. Anger welled in the pit of his stomach, and he searched the horizon wildly.
“I saw you burn,” replied Kublai incredulously, bitterness and resentment in his voice.
“The man that rests upon that rubble is the stumbling lookout who left his post foolishly and wandered too far into the unforgiving desert.” 
Wei pushed the gaunt frame of Kublai toward the fire below, arriving beside the bound prisoners. With one swift slice of his sword he cut them free. Grenn grabbed the mercenary behind him who was also dumbfounded by the sudden presence of the Black Rose, relieved him of his weapon, and threw him onto the platform below. 
The trio moved quickly and picked their way through the confused crowd. They commandeered three speeders that were lying dormant and escaped, dodging blasts from their enemies who were just beginning to realize what had happened. After several kilometers of sandy desert, they brought the crafts to a stop.
“Our little escape will have them rallying the troops, so you two better be on your way,” called the Rose as he started his bike again, kicking up dirt and sand from all around him.
“Why aren’t you coming along?” queried Grenn, a very small part of him jealous at the unquestionable stare of Wing at the brazen form of the Black Rose. 
Wei ignored the question and turned to Wing. A small smile crept to his lips at the unrelenting stare she had leveled at him, and she blushed when he met the gaze. “I know that your primary base has been evacuated. Where are you headed now?”
“Verlun,” blurted Wing. 
Grenn was caught off-guard by the explosive nature of her response, and once again he could feel childish resentment rising to the surface. 
“I will see you there.” Rose turned his bike in a wide arc and sped back toward Buojing, leaving Wing and Grenn alone with their thoughts – at this moment, nothing but confusion.
  
* * * * *
  
Wei sped toward his adopted home in search of his only remaining friend, Fusen. He arrived in unsurpassed time and went straight to the town’s inn; he knew that Fusen owned an apartment there. He knocked on his friend’s door hoping against hope that he would answer. The Crimson Hand knew where he was and that Busho had hired him. They knew things they couldn’t have known without inside information. He knocked again, this time with more force.
No answer.
He disengaged the door with one swift front kick and called out for Fusen. Only silence answered. Moving through the apartment, he saw a figure he knew all too well. Fusen’s bruised and bloodied body was slumped against a wall; someone had run him through the ringer more than once. Dark, black burns cast shadows on his crisp flesh as if someone had ignited his body in order to extract information from him.
“Boss, I didn’t tell them anything,” rasped Fusen in a barely audible voice. “I swear I didn’t.”
“I know, old friend, I know,” replied Wei. The Hand had likely just removed the information with a cerebral scan and beat the man solely for amusement. He already knew the answer to his next question. “Who did this?”
“Russeau,” whispered Fusen. “The son,” he mouthed before he crumpled forward and the breath of his mortal frame passed on to the heavens above. Wei closed Fusen’s eyes and laid him upon the bed, covering him with a sheet to shield him from the elements.
The Crimson Hand would pay for what they had done to his friend. Wei left the building with Fusen’s body, placing his dead friend on the back of his bike before speeding off into the night. 
Deep in the wilderness he burnt Fusen’s body atop a pyre. He waited until the last embers of the fire blew away in the wind, forever engraving the memory of his friend into his mind, vowing never to forget. He headed toward Verlun with only one thought echoing in his mind: the blood that stained the hands of the man known as Kublai.
  
* * * * *
  
“I wonder where the Rose is?” 
Grenn vocalized his thoughts. 
He and Wing sat at a pale fire and stared into the frigid night that accompanied blistering, cloudless days. They had camped just east of Verlun, partly in fear of being spotted by members of the government and partly because of their inability to distinguish the Crimson Hand at a distance.
“Did he say that he was going to help us?” asked Wing as she stretched out warming herself in front of the fire.
“He didn’t exactly come right out and say it, but that was the implication.”
“We’ll see,” replied Wing shortly. The conversation came to an end as armored soldiers suddenly surrounded them, all pointing their rifles squarely at the duo. 
A soldier came forward, his rank insignia identifying him as a private in the Resistance. “Identify yourselves immediately.” The sound of the chamber loading itself prompted Grenn to rise and speak quickly and with authority. 
“I am Major Joseph Grenn and this is Lieutenant Mariko Wing.”
“Sorry, sir,” replied the leader of the squadron as he quickly lowered his rifle and saluted in embarrassment. The group led Wing and Grenn in a westerly direction for about half an hour before coming upon the sandy-colored tents that had been erected in a circle near a jagged cliff face. They entered the temporary Resistance camp. A startled Busho greeted them in a dimly lit tent.            
“I’m so glad to see you alive,” began Busho. “When we learned of your capture, we anticipated the worst. How did you escape?”
“The Black Rose,” replied Wing simply.
Busho’s eyes brightened. 
“The Black Rose? Where is this man?”
“My question exactly,” snarled Grenn uncharacteristically.
“He had to take care of some unfinished business. He said he would meet us here,” Wing answered defensively.
A young soldier arrived breathlessly, describing a mercenary at the gates who wanted to speak to the general. Busho, Wing, and Grenn exchanged puzzled glances.
“Invite the poor soul in. If he came to fight, I am afraid he would be sorely outnumbered,” answered Busho.
“Understood.” The young soldier turned, and in the same instant Wing and Grenn backed into the shadows to surprise the mercenary if he indeed meant harm. It was Wei. Busho smiled and greeted him with genuine affection. He laughed to himself for expecting a monster.
“It is good to see you, Wei,” said Busho with obvious admiration in his voice. “Why would my soldiers identify you as a mercenary?”
“Captain?” exclaimed Grenn, emerging from the shadows. “This is the Black Rose, sir.”
Busho looked at Wei, his eyebrows raised. “Is this true?”
“I am afraid so,” began the Rose. “Shortly after I parted ways with the Resistance, my village was wiped out by the Crimson Hand. I was injured severely in the State’s final, failed assault on Baldor’s moon. In the surgical process of restoring my life, I was given experimental, mechanical enhancements that resulted in tremendous powers. My case name was Black Rose. My appointed mission is to eliminate the Crimson Hand.”
“Why didn’t I know any of this? You could have come to me,” implored Busho, trying to make reason of his friend’s rationale.
“I had every intention of coming back and helping, but after I saw the devastation within my own village I knew that I could only truly make a difference on my own, without anyone knowing my true identity. The stories of my death gave me a certain advantage as an avenging ghost. Whereas, if I had rejoined your ranks as I had done in the years before my affiliation with the State, my ability to carry out justice would have been greatly squandered. The Hand has murdered a friend of mine. I am here now to see if I can rally some of your men and make one final stand to take back this land.”              
Busho remained silent. Grenn, who knew relatively little about Wei, met his gaze with skepticism. Wing, however, had a more personal understanding of Wei, and her thoughts drifted back to a time when she was involved with the violent gang known as the Crimson Hand.
“Wing, snap out of it,” called Grenn. “Busho wants us to gather the elite combat squads and have them rendezvous with Wei at the Tradnan Cliffs. Are you ready or not?”
Wing nodded slowly, not sure what lay ahead of them: victory or oblivion. The Tradnan Cliffs were an ugly series of cuts and bruises that scarred the landscape and their jagged appearance made them seem all the more menacing. The cliffs were infested with ravenous, roaming monsters. Wing and Grenn made their way up the side of the far cliffs to where Wei stood leaning against his cycle.
“Wei,” called Grenn over the howling desert winds. 
Wei turned and nodded toward them without much animation in his hard features. “Alright, this is how we are going to run this,” began Wei as he climbed aboard his bike and started the engines. “I’m going to drive straight through their ranks and lure as many of them as I can. In the confusion, you lead the remaining men into the base camp and destroy whatever is left.”
Wei didn’t wait for a response. He raced the bike off the cliff’s edge, his thrusters running vertical to cushion the landing from the astronomical height. Grenn raised his rifle and pointed it forward, calling the troops to charge into the unknown. Wing looked after the fading form of Wei, wondering if she would ever see him again.
The vast wastelands below the Tradnan Cliffs were suddenly in motion. Crimson Hand tanks and vehicles chased the pale rider across the desert. Their dust trails and churning engines created a sandstorm that covered the heated horizon.
Wei’s thoughts swam as the gorge’s massive visage became apparent. He kicked the bike into gear and whispered one small prayer, racing to what very well might be his doom.
 



  
“The castaway, the light, the royal children, the guardian, the shadow, and the huntress. Seven souls will languish in the evils of Chaos and fight the hordes of the Dark One. What a fate to be born to.”
  
-The Seven Riders of Exodus
  
  
  
The planet of Xeon floated effortlessly in space looking like an empty shell of a world without civilization. The gaseous clouds that rose from its surface kept the sun from revealing what actually lay beneath. The dense forest that stretched across the land was only clear in the one place that contained the few hundred natives of the planet and one outlander. Almost twelve years had passed since the failed attempt on Baldor’s moon, the defining moment of the State’s disassembly. 
The city of Xeon glistened with natural radiance from the planet’s core. James Rider, a former elite soldier in the State’s navy, was remembered by only a few outside this distant planet. Rider’s farguna, his Xeonian teacher, Madon, watched Rider perform his cyclexia, the ritualistic set of exercises for a learnsman of Xeon.
“Faster learnsman,” called Madon as Rider spun off the palm of his hand and leapt up onto a ten-foot ledge. “Your skills are almost complete. You will soon return to your people as a champion of justice.”
Rider drew his staff and swung it in concentric circles. He used his cloaking mind skills to cloud his numerous, consecutive strikes. As he ran, he flipped one-handed and then with none, finally landing on both feet with his staff across his chest in a ready stance. Rider met the eyes of his farguna, the characteristic grin of the past replaced by a solemn look of determination.
“Very good. Your power of suggestion rivals my own, and your physical skills are exemplary. I think now it is time for your final test.” Madon removed his ceremonial training cloak and laid it beside him. In one smooth motion his energy staff emerged from his closed fists and was raised across his chest in a similar gesture as Rider’s. 
“You must use your abilities to prey on my weaknesses, learnsman. Ready yourself.” Madon flew forward, his staff moved as if not constricted by his hands at all. Rider met the tremendous force with a parry and pushed his staff beneath his master. 
He threw a sidekick that connected with Madon’s back, and fell forward when Madon was there no longer. Rider cloaked immediately, plunging the arena into a gray-green mist that consumed sight. He ducked low and closed his eyes, feeling for his master’s energy. 
When he located it, he leapt and swung his staff in a high arc, aiming to trip up his farguna. He was met with air, and when he settled again he felt the energy all around him. In a panic, he swirled his staff creating an energy shield and felt the vicious blows from all angles. 
With a swoosh of his hand, he removed the mist and stood with his staff outstretched. Madon stood with his arms across his massive chest. He merely smiled as Rider tripped on his staff and began to fall. Rider compensated and swung around on his hands. He landed upright shooting a mocking grin at his master.
“Farguna Madon, do I yet possess the skills needed to defeat the Betrayer?” asked Rider as he wiped sweat from his face with the shredded piece of his training tunic. 
“This is not my decision, learnsman. You must talk to Herado,” replied Madon, gathering some of the training equipment. 
He motioned for Rider to do the same. Rider grasped a few of the weapons and followed Madon back to the simple domicile of Herado Xzin. Rider bowed to his farguna and pushed through the entrance. Herado sat in a plush chair with his back to the entrance. Rider kneeled on the rug that served as a chair for guests.
“High Master Herado, I have come,” began Rider with his head bowed in reverence.
“I know why you have come, James Rider,” replied Herado turning around in his chair and facing Rider. 
“There are some things that I must know before I return to my world and I must ask them of you.”
“You may ask me anything. You are a friend of Xeon.”
“Tell me the story of your son.”
Herado looked upon Rider for a moment. “That is a difficult story, James Rider. My son, although a tyrant among your people, was once an innocent little boy much loved by his parents. He witnessed something that would forever change his life.”
Rider nodded and continued to stare at Herado, waiting for him to unravel the tale. “More than a hundred years ago, my son was but a boy. My wife and I were among the vessels that had agreed to journey to the rest of the universe, to try and understand what separated us,” began Herado, his voice that of a father. “We made it as far as what you call the Baldor marker, an uninhabitable stretch of planets that were of no affiliation with the rest of the universe.”
“Baldor,” whispered Rider as Herado continued. 
“We docked at a station there, drawing stares from travelers and natives alike. We merely smiled and went about our way, inquiring about their universe and trying to understand their ways. We resided there for some time, eventually befriending some of the locals. One day, while engaged in discussion with an elder man that we had been talking with for some days, a fight broke out in the tavern in which we were sitting. A few of the men in the bar were harassing a young girl; I believe they were what you refer to as mercenaries. They were striking her and doing crude things to her.” 
He continued. “My blood boiled upon witnessing this and my wife restrained me, wishing that I would remain out of the trouble. To my shame, I sat back down and the scene continued until finally they struck her and she did not get back up. One of the men panicked and drew a weapon, his eyes wide and feral. He approached our table and brandished his weapon at us. I tried to dissuade the man, but he persisted, asking for our valuables and identification. My wife stood up quickly to try and calm the man, and he discharged his weapon.”
Rider’s face hardened; the uselessness of humans far too evident in his story. “Herado…” 
“She fell back upon the table; her hair covering her face and the wound in her chest bleeding heavily. I could not heal her. My anger was incredible, but nothing compared to the youthful fury that erupted from my son. He leapt upon the table, his hands glowing a deep red, and he grasped the man by the head, heating it to such a point that his skin melted and he fell to the floor in death. His movements had never been so cruel. Xzin struck down all of the men, his vengeance quick and merciless. Tears streamed from his face and he sat upon the floor, his hands gripping the sides of his head, shaking one way and another.”
“He wished for justice as well.”
“It should have ended that day, but he could not quell his hatred for humans. As he aged, he harbored a deep resentment. He vowed that he would return to the human realm and make an example of all of them; to destroy their lives as his was destroyed. I tried to reason with him, but he became unreachable, his powers fueled by hatred.”
“That is why he rules as he does. He wishes for us to suffer as he has.”
“I am afraid so. All these years I have cursed myself for not trying harder to stop him from leaving this place,” exhaled Herado grudgingly.
“I am really ready to battle him, to stop him now.”
“Twelve years have passed. You, however, have not aged a single day. Your powers are complete.”
“Then I must go back to my world.”
“It is regrettable that you must leave our peaceful community. Within our secluded environment you have become a man who can transcend barriers set forth eons ago. You now have the power to right an eternal wrong and make this universe safe again for free thought. If anyone can stop the evil that has sprung from my son, it is you.” 
After a pause, Rider raised his head to meet Herado’s gaze. “The words you speak are my intentions. I regret having to destroy your only son. Xeon has been generous to me.”
“Feel no sorrow, James Rider.”
“I will truly miss your words and friendship, Herado.”
“And I will miss your willingness to achieve great things. The hour of my son’s ultimate treachery grows near, and evil has begun to consume this plane.”
“Then I shall make my way back to my world,” replied Rider rising slowly to depart. Herado placed a hand on his chest, keeping him for another moment. 
“I have sensed uneasiness in you, James Rider.”
“There is a voice that plagues me, preys on my self-doubt, attempting to destroy me from within.”
“Listen not to this voice. You must trust in your powers. You were powerful before you came here, and now you are among the few that can truly be called Xeonian.”
“I thank you for those words, but I cannot deny that I am merely human. To believe that I can create such immense change seems like such a far cry from what I truly am.” 
“Your powers were tempered here and here is where they are most powerful. As you stay among humans you will slowly lose focus of what you have learned here. The ways of man will try to pervert what you have achieved. Remember always that you can only make change in your own life, others must do the same for their own.”
“I will try to remember always what you have taught me. I will finish what I have begun.”
“Then it is time for you to leave.”
Herado followed and together they picked their way to the edge of the city. “Your ship has been repaired and awaits your precise adjustments,” said Herado solemnly as he handed Rider his pass code key. Rider looked down at the card in the palm of his hand and nodded to the man who had filled the role of father for the past twelve years. 
Rider inserted the coded key into the ship port and the atmospheric hatch deployed along with the ramp. He sauntered up and turned, waving his last farewell. The trip home would be a long one. As he fired the engines and lifted the craft into space, heaviness fell upon his chest. He had come to love this life on Xeon and almost wished that he didn’t have to return.           
Memories of Mela and Wei brought him from this state. He nurtured the hatred he harbored for the murderous fiend, Xzin, of the very same family that had helped him attain a state of being that could be found nowhere else. He thought of his love for Mela. As he drifted through space, he hoped to one day see her face again.
  
* * * * *
  
Rider maneuvered the craft into the busy space above Meridian. A veritable line of dirty and scarred crafts made their way through the polluted atmosphere to the merchant city below. Rider could feel a certain apprehension behind the controls of the fighter. He had trained for the last twelve years with only his hands; the people of Xeon possessed no machinery, barring the things necessary for crops and day-to-day living. 
He was surprised to find that Herado’s words were already drifting from his memory as he traveled farther from Xeon and the rites that had molded him. An inner torment had grasped his soul upon the Baldorian ship over a decade ago, a voice that taunted him. This voice had stayed with him even during his training on Xeon; the mocking, seemingly interminable voice that tried so desperately to crack his resolve. 
The communications board lit up and Rider pressed it absentmindedly. A voice erupted from the aged speaker, the volume infected with static. “This is Meridian landing platform two-four-nine. Please state your name, ship registration, and purpose for entering Meridian spaceport.”
Rider paused for a moment; he had not anticipated questions during his landing. The ship in which he had returned from Xeon would no longer be in the resource systems. Rider quickly recited the alias to which his ship upon Meridian was registered under. 
“This is Lance Noeda, ship registration Quicksilver alpha, delta, bravo, three, nine, four. Docking for space parts and cargo.”
The line remained silent for a moment, as the operator no doubt searched the databases for the archaic information that Rider had delivered. “Captain Noeda, your ship is listed as already docked.”
“I am aware of that. This is my excavation vessel. I was in the mines near the ninth pole to the west. I am returning from there now to retrieve my ship,” responded Rider, as he stumbled over his excuse. His skills at deceiving docking patrol greatly atrophied from being with the Xeonians for so long. 
“Understood, but under recently established Baldorian landing code, we must inspect your ship at the security station since the vessel you currently reside in is not in our databases and has not been for the better part of a few years,” called the operator back over the frequency. 
Rider’s mind raced, he couldn’t fool the security force once he landed. He exhaled sharply and depressed the communications switch again. “Understood. Light me a path.” 
Rider sat back in the pilot’s seat, exasperated. He changed the trajectory of the ship as three much smaller sweeper ships came alongside him and guided him to the remote security platform far away from Rider’s desired location.
The archaic ship landed hard, parts for the repressors in the landing gear having been unavailable on Xeon. Rider unstrapped the belts that crossed his body and rose to his feet, considering for a moment whether to grab a rifle from the wall of the cockpit. He shook his head, convincing himself otherwise. 
The atmospheric hatch opened slowly at first, and then dropped to the ground. Rider stepped from within the shadows of the ship and smirked when he saw the raised rifles of the seven soldiers that awaited him at the end of the platform. They approached cautiously, but did not lower their weapons. The lead soldier held his weapon in one hand and gestured with the other. 
“Hands up. You are under arrest under sector code four-seven-alpha-nine of the Port Authority sanctions. You are in possession of a stolen craft and are under suspicion of piracy and terrorism.” Rider raised his hands slowly, but continued to move forward, bridging distance between himself and the soldiers. 
“I think that there is perhaps a misunderstanding,” called Rider as amiably as he could. The soldiers stopped and activated the releases on their weapons, the hiss from their rifles signaling that motion. 
“When your ship identification number was run through archives, it was reported as being a part of the attack on President Xzin’s moon reactor. Whether or not you were part of that attack, you still are under suspicion for possessing such a vehicle,” replied the guard.
Attack: the guard’s use of the word surprised Rider. “Hold on now, I picked this piece of junk up at an auction for excavation purposes,” began Rider, slowly concentrating on cloaking the platform with mist. The black hologram generators at each corner that served as security monitors sparked and then exploded, drawing glances from some of the soldiers. 
“Come peacefully or we will have no other choice than to use force,” called the guard. The mist had risen like a fog and soon immersed the entire platform in shadow. Rider moved forward with a speed that accompanied only heroes of legend and lore. He grasped the lead guard’s weapon and smashed his open hand into the man’s shoulder, crushing it with the one blow. 
The guard fell to the ground with a panicked gasp and then tried to call out. “The prisoner is mobile.” Rider slammed his foot across the man’s face, breaking his neck in one motion. Then he changed his position in the mist, his leg coming across the second soldier’s back and driving the man to the ground without a sound as his spine snapped beneath his armor. 
Rider’s green aura spiked from around him and his fists were consumed in the emerald fire. His eyes trailed with jade energy and he extended his hands out toward the other guards, a pillar of energy flashing over them and incinerating them in a flash. Rider quickly dispersed the mist and incinerated the ship he had arrived in, along with the first two bodies of the soldiers. 
He sighed to himself and felt remorse for the lives he had to take. If he had not ended them, his presence would be known. He looked down the platform and saw that the lights of the city were farther to the south. Meridian was as dirty and desolate as it had always been. A long, dusty path stretched as far as the eye could see, and diminutive lights of the capital city could be seen radiating in the distance. 
A transporter came barreling down the road, carrying behind it a stream of smoke and dust that marked its journey. The transporter squealed as it came to a halt in front of the dusty form of Rider; its hull was comprised of a series of decals that had no doubt been sprayed on by local thieves and other criminals. 
The passenger door slid open smoothly, revealing a lush interior that served well to comfortably carry a guest into the city. Rider stepped in, and the transporter jumped forward as the door slid shut again. The driver craned his neck and smiled at Rider. He was middle-aged and robust in the midsection. It was obvious that the man didn’t get out much, but Rider politely smiled back. 
“Where are you coming from?” called the man over the roar of winds slicing across the transporter.
“I’ve been away for a while. Just coming home for a visit,” replied Rider. It was far easier to be cryptic than to try and explain that he had been living on Xeon, a mythical planet.
“What’s your trade?” questioned the man as he negotiated the craft around a large growth in the middle of the beaten path. Rider supposed that this constant blathering was part of the service. He swallowed the urge to tell the man to mind his own business.
“I’m a freelancer,” replied Rider.
“A hunter, eh? We see your type come and go on this world. I assure you that you’ll find work easily. People here hold on to grudges,” laughed the man as he pulled the vehicle into the modern streets of the city. Rider wondered why he chose a place like Meridian to return to.
  
* * * * *
  
The room was filled with noxious smoke swarming with bacteria; the floors were rotten and littered with ash and broken shards of glass. It could have been any out-world tavern. Those who didn’t come with drunken intentions came to hide from the lawful hand that stretched across the land. 
James Rider sat at the bar with a half-empty glass of dark liquid in front of him. Forever the pessimist, he could not convince himself to think of the glass as half-full, even when fate seemed to be shining favorably on him. 
It had been several months since he had arrived in Meridian. The longer he remained among humans, the more he lost the voices of Madon and Herado. He had been so sure their words would remain strong, and he found himself wondering, at times, what it was he was trying so hard not to forget. 
Newcomers were not welcomed at the bar, and Rider soon found himself on the receiving end of the hateful stare of a local drunk. The man rose from his table, knocking it to one side as he rumbled forward looking for trouble. Rider pushed himself away from the bar and stood before the clumsily charging man who easily outweighed Rider by a hundred pounds. 
A thin, metallic ring was strung through the man’s nose, giving him the appearance of an angry hog. His clothes were tattered and worn, filled with weeks of odor. Within inches of Rider’s face, the stench of alcohol and sweat escaped the larger man and swept over Rider.
“What do you think you are looking at, scum?” bleated the man as he adjusted his pants and clenched his fists in anticipation of a fight. Rider grimaced at the man’s stench. He took a step back and cleared a path between them. 
“There is no conflict between us,” began Rider as he prepared himself for the rush of the larger man. “There’s been a misunderstanding.” Rider was trying to reason with the sensible side of the man, if such a beast existed.
The larger man just stood like some ancient monster with nostrils flaring and teeth barred in anticipation of the battle and fury that lay ahead. “You picked the wrong night to mess with me,” bellowed the larger man as he swung his fists toward Rider’s smaller frame. 
Dodging easily, he used the man’s momentum to throw him into the bar and brought a kick straight down onto the brawler’s torso. The man struggled to his feet and steadied himself against the barstools; he then let out a roar and charged. 
Moving quickly, Rider grasped the brawler’s wrist and spun it in the opposite direction of the man’s charge, causing the man to fall forward in one spin and land on his right arm with a distinctive crunch. 
The brawler crumbled to the ground, his broken arm rendering him helpless to rise up. After a moment, the man swung his leg around in an attempt to trip Rider, who merely leapt gracefully and came down on the man’s kneecap, crushing it in one smooth movement. 
Rider took a step back and surveyed the scene. He realized that, out of instinct, he had clouded the place with his mind. The other patrons were just now realizing what had transpired. 
“You had your chance to walk away,” called Rider. The brawler struggled to get himself into a sitting position against the wall. He lifted his swollen and mangled face to Rider. His right arm fell limply across his body, and his left leg was turned at an angle, the tibia sticking out through his pant leg. The drunk’s breathing was ragged and accompanied by a hacking sound, probably a sign of internal bleeding. The man sputtered and tried to utter a sentence, but he only vomited blood.
The other patrons soon became bored with the display and turned back to their own conversations. Rider returned to the bar and lost himself in his drink until he felt the gentle hand of a woman slide across his back and around to his chest. Rider grabbed the slender wrist and spun the enchantress to face him. 
Her brown hair, streaked with brilliant red that mirrored the sun-drenched waves of the demon world of Nevar, hung to her shoulders. Her eyes shone an aggressive blue and tight faded jeans and a ribbed top that conformed to her body accented her lithe body; the ’talon that hung across her back lent to an image of savage beauty. Her dark complexion and youthful features moved Rider to believe she was no older than seventeen or eighteen. 
Her crimson lips pursed, and she moved close to whisper. “I hear you are a well-respected hunter, and after what I just witnessed, I would have to agree.” 
She backed away and took the stool next to Rider, but did not remove the weapon strapped across her back. The ’talon was a two-meter blade chiseled by Dalconian lasers and equipped with a hilt directly in the center. Furshtertalon was the creator of the weapon and one of the greatest pit fighters to ever live.
“I have been known to locate people.” Rider felt drawn to her for some unknown reason; there was something about the girl that did not seem right. “What’s your name?”
“I am Lila Felwar, princess of Narida. My father is Johann Felwar, and he once worked for the same organization as you, James Rider.” She finished her sentence with a small smile, watching for that moment of surprise. She found no such reaction. 
“Your father worked in the bioengineering department at the Spacehawks installation. I seem to remember a small girl who helped her father in the lab. I suppose it is safe to assume that the woman before me today is that same girl.”
The girl surveyed him for a moment before responding. “My father disappeared from our home on Narida exactly one week ago. Yesterday I received a holo stating that if I valued my father’s life, I would await his return in silence and never speak of his disappearance to anyone. I became worried and sought after the one man that would want to destroy my father’s captor. It has been rumored that you have returned from the dead. I came here looking for old Spacehawks, and I now see that the rumors are true.” Her beautiful blue eyes filled with tears.
“Who captured your father?”
She wiped her face with hands and sat up. “Xzin.”
“Do you know why Xzin has taken your father?”        
“My father had been working on a virus from Palop Ten. He found a single strain that appeared to be incurable. Xzin must have thought the virus had chemical warfare possibilities. I will pay you anything. Please help me find my father.” 
The look of absolute helplessness in her eyes almost caused Rider to hold her, but he fought it and motioned for her to follow him outside.
The night air was crisp. Clouds were rolling in, a possible storm on the horizon. An element of crime and danger permeated the city. Lila hugged herself as a fit of wind swept past her. Rider stopped suddenly and raised his face to the sky as if he could sense something unnatural. 
Lila came to a halt beside him. “What is it?” 
She was silenced by Rider’s gloved finger at his lips. Rider drew a pale staff and with one flick of his wrist, extended it to the entire length of his body. Holding his hand up for Lila to stay where she was, he moved silently along the side of the building. 
A shrouded figure dropped from the shadows in front of Lila as Rider disappeared from view. Lila turned to call out for Rider, but the man raised a blade and shook his head, knowing her intention.               
“Gimme all ya credits,” growled the man, but the sparkling of the ’talon caught his eye. “Gimme the ’talon for good measure.” 
Lila struggled with the man, but her assailant was too strong. He knocked her against the wall, causing the ’talon to come loose and spin down the alley. The thug fell forward after the weapon, tripping over the trash and the cans littered about the ground. He fell, finally, and slid crashing into the far wall. 
He stood with the ’talon in his hand. A laugh escaped his lips, but was silenced when the grim silhouette of Rider stepped into the alleyway blocking the man’s exit. Rider dragged his staff across the wall, causing a shower of sparks to litter the ground.
“Where did you come from?” cried the man. The staff at Rider’s side glowed a deep shade of red, and the pulsating of that glow caused the man to shudder. His entire body trembled as if struck. 
Rider raised his staff, and in one smooth movement he sent the man crashing into the wall, shattering the man’s jaw. The would-be assailant staggered, trying to right himself against the slick, rotten building he had just collided with. Rider stood statue-like against the night.
Lila came running up beside Rider and cringed. When she saw the glimmering of her ’talon, she leapt forward and grasped it in her small hands. Rider guided Lila back toward the entrance of the alleyway and left the broken man in the shadows of the night. “So, what is the plan, Rider?” questioned Lila after they got back on the dimly lit streets of Meridian. She was visibly shaken.
“I don’t know that I can defeat the army that guards your father. However, I will help you, and I think I know someone who can lend us some aid,” said Rider as they turned down one of the side streets; a silver building rose up in the distance. “I have a ship, and we are going to find some friends of mine. We’ll find a way to help your father.”
The doors to the building stood twice the height of Rider and seemed to be impenetrable to any weapon of man. But with the single swipe of a card it slid open and revealed a vault of pristine ships and other transport vehicles. 
Rider walked up to one of the smaller ships and placed his hand on the hull. In one quick motion the security locks disengaged from the atmospheric hatch and it exploded open. Rider started up the entrance ramp and waved for Lila to follow. The inside of the ship was the same color as the hull, and it seemed as though it had seen little or no use in the recent past. Rider moved through the ship effortlessly and made his way toward the cockpit. He sat in the lead seat and spun to face Lila.
“This is my ship, the Quicksilver. It is one of the few things I still have from the past.” Rider ran his hands over a series of keys with efficient skill. “We will make our way toward Baldor, but we will have a short stop in Naulad.”
“Why Naulad?” Lila leaned against the cold, metallic wall and brought her arms across her chest.
“I have a friend there who can set us up with some reinforcements. As well, he can give us some advice. He once worked on Baldor and saw the tyranny of Xzin firsthand.” 
Rider accelerated and the Quicksilver leapt toward the sky, clearing the atmosphere in a matter of seconds. The stars blazed in the distance and the Quicksilver floated effortlessly through space. Rider looked out, and Lila moved against him, hugging his arm.
“Rider, I’m afraid of losing my father. Xzin will slaughter millions of innocent people with this virus. I feel so helpless, and no matter how strong I pretend to be, I can’t make myself look past the possibility of my father’s demise.”
Rider could see the small child that he remembered from years ago. He thought of the pain Mela must have felt when she thought that he was forever erased from her life. “I know that pain tends to outweigh the possibility of hope, but try to remember your father when he was there for you and all the times that he made your day brighter. We have not yet lost your father. Don’t give up hope, because you never know when fate is going to smile on you.”
  
* * * * *
  
The casino’s interior was littered with extravagance and occupied by all sorts, from the elite to the criminal. Kubidan, in his dark purple military uniform bearing the insignia of Xzin, stood out in the diverse crowd. Other patrons did not even dare to gaze in his direction. As Xzin’s lead weapon of slaughter, Kubidan was known as “the Butcher of Worlds.” 
Mela’s dress gently brushed the crystalline stairs as she gracefully glided down, her incredible features drawing stares from women and men alike. She made her way across the hall of tables. Her beauty affected Kubidan, despite his militaristic nature.
“Who might you be?” questioned Kubidan with one of his eyebrows raised as if he hoped to appear charming. Mela adjusted her dress appropriately and flicked her hair back with a toss of her neck. 
“Heiko has sent me for the honorable guest, Kubidan. I am Haki, and I have been trained in the arts of pleasure. How might I serve you, my lord?” replied Mela as slyly as possible. Kubidan let his attention slide from the game he was playing and turned to Mela in anticipation.
  
* * * * *
  
The Quicksilver entered the atmosphere of Naulad and glided along the Trandolian Mountains with the ease of a much smaller ship. As the casino came into view, Rider could see several smaller crafts hovering in the distance behind him. They were slowly advancing upon the Quicksilver.
“Is that where we are going?” asked Lila as she pointed to the bright lights of the casino.     
“My friend, Heiko, owns this place, and he has helped me in the past. I see no reason why he wouldn’t help me now.” Twin, smaller crafts were now flying alongside the Quicksilver. 
A high-pitched screech was followed by the view-screen erupting in static. “This is Naulad Security, please identify yourself.” Rider’s hands danced across the controls as he transferred the information across the open communication line. “You are cleared for passage. Thank you for visiting Naulad, and Casino Maximus.”
The crafts dispersed and a path of hovering bulbs was revealed outlining the landing platform in front of the casino. The landing gear touched down and the Quicksilver lowered and landed with recoil as the landing gear retracted. 
The atmospheric hatch opened and the ramp extended to the ground with a loud crushing sound. Lila came forward with Rider less than a step behind her. The usual conglomerate that followed Heiko greeted them. Heiko’s smile diminished when he saw the haggard figure of James Rider.
“James?” called Heiko as he approached the two of them, the shock of seeing Rider alive more than enough to penetrate the smooth façade that Heiko usually carried. “How rude of me,” he finally turned his attention to Lila, “I did not introduce myself, it was the shock of seeing James, of course. I am Heiko, and this mesmerizing place is mine. Who might this gorgeous creature be?”
“This is Lila Felwar, princess of Narida. Her father is Dr. Johann Felwar who worked in the bioengineering department back in the better days of the State.”
“And what brings you here?” queried Heiko.
“I was wondering where your loyalties lie these days?” shot back Rider with a smirk. 
“Same old Rider, huh? Feeling out the situation because he doesn’t know whom to trust.”
“Still dodging serious questions, I see.” 
Lila just sat back and watched the exchange, a deeper conversation was boiling beneath the surface, but superficially it seemed as though they were only old friends giving each other grief.
“What is the matter? Don’t trust me?”
“Are you trustworthy this time? Last time I checked, it was all about money.”
Heiko looked visibly hurt by Rider’s verbal slap, but continued all the same with his trademark smile. “I am no friend of the regime of Xzin. He is a tyrant, and he is certainly no friend of mine.”
Rider regarded his old companion with mistrust, the years spent on Xeon granting him powers of both suggestion and truth. He searched Heiko’s eyes for sincerity and he found it within the glaze there. “I believe you. Our position is quite dire.”
“How so this time?” replied Heiko with a sigh, glad to have the strained slander done and over with.
“Lila’s father has been kidnapped for a virus that he discovered and she has asked for my help. However, the location of her father is something of a problem.”
“How so?”
“He is being held in the heart of the Baldorian Empire, and I cannot do this alone, despite what I would like to believe.”
“So you came to me for what – help?” 
“You know people who know people. I know that you no doubt have guards and bounty hunters on your payroll that could help us out,” shot back Rider.
Heiko nodded and led them through the front doors, which were crafted from the finest minerals in the galaxy. The main entrance chamber followed the extravagant doors, equally breathtaking because of the precise order of everything inside. It melded into the casino floor. Rider came to a stop, a member of the crowd catching his eye.
Heiko continued to lead Lila through the casino; unaware that Rider was no longer trailing them. Rider arrived at the table were Kubidan was gambling and placed his hand with such force that all action at the table ceased.
“Excuse me, sir, you are in my seat.”
Mela stared, wide-eyed, in obvious disbelief. Kubidan placed himself between Mela and his opponent. “I am afraid that you are mistaken, friend.”
Rider, overwhelmed, was unable to respond.
“Hey, I’m talking to you, tough guy. This is my seat, and the woman is mine; a gift from the owner of this casino.”
His words woke Rider from his dream state and he turned his gaze at Kubidan. “This woman is my wife.”
Kubidan paused for a moment before drawing a blade and taking a swing at Rider, but he did not possess the speed for surprise. James grabbed Kubidan’s wrist and disarmed him, knocking the blade across the card table. Kubidan immediately swung his fist at Rider’s head, but was stopped short when Mela grabbed the man by his shoulder and struck him across the face with her palm, the force of the strike lifting the man into the air. Kubidan fell to the ground and lay there, unmoving. Rider pulled Mela into his arms. Their lips met before words could be exchanged, and he held her. Drawing back, she looked at him with tear-filled eyes, and her lips quivered as she tried to form words.
“An explanation is in order, I suppose.”
Mela nodded her head, too confused to even speak. Rider held her hand and led her up the crystalline stairs. Mela watched him intently, wondering if it could really be the same man she had lost more than a decade ago. He had not aged a day. Mela pulled him to a stop as they reached the top of the staircase.
 



  
“More than ten thousand years before the Age of Chaos, the dark lord Chaos tainted the soil and clouded the skies in death. Exodus came forth in true form, not housed in a mortal body, but ethereal. The meeting of the Seven gathered the vast powers of Exodus and sealed Chaos in the Void with Exodus for all eternity. The world spun against time that day and cast the evil taint from this world.”
  
-Passage from the Chronicles of Exodus
  
  
  
Xeon Palace stood alone on a barren world, and within its massive walls was carved the one being that exemplified evil; the one man who could, in a single gaze, bring worlds to their knees. The hall echoed with Delgado’s footsteps. The palace itself was a military base that contained enough firepower to level most cities. 
The doors to Xzin’s private chambers were more than twice the height of an average man, and the width could allow for the landing of a small cruiser. Two guards in purple cloaks flanked the door, and in their hands they carried crimson pikes higher than their heads. 
Delgado bowed slightly, and the guard on the right opened the chamber doors and allowed him passage. Only candles lit the room. Xzin sat in a meditative state in the center of the room surrounded by a ring of candlelight. 
Delgado waited silently, motionless. 
Xzin moved to his feet in one quick motion and proceeded to put out each of the candles with just the movement of his techniques and then, as he eliminated the last of them, he opened his eyes and left the circle, causing each of the candles to burn a deep purple. He moved toward the chamber doors and stopped when he saw the graven figure of his servant.
“Delgado, I hope that you have brought me good news,” he called, sitting down in a plush chair and casting his sullen stare upon his subordinate.
“My lord,” began Delgado as he postured himself correctly in front of his master. “The bounty hunter Starhawk evaded the sweeps and made her way back to Naulad. I have made plans to send a squadron to Naulad to terminate her threat once and for all.”
“Then you believe she is Mela Alvarez?”
“No, my lord. I would never jump to such conclusions. Only your sight is grand enough to ascertain what shall and will be,” replied Delgado humbly, his body not cowering, but not glowing with confidence either.
“The woman is Mela Alvarez. There is no doubt in my mind.”
“Then it would be safe to assume that both Rider and Wei are alive and well.”
“Perhaps you assume too much, Delgado. The Hand has reported their suspicions of the Black Rose, but no one has confirmed that he is Jonathon Wei.”
“What about James Rider?”
“I sense his aura, but it is cloaked somehow, his signature seems faded or protected in some way.”
“What shall I do now?”
“Your failure is all but complete, yet you have served me well in the past. Send Edge and Hocher to Naulad to deal with her.”
“Yes, my master.” Delgado began his retreat.
“Delgado?” Xzin watched the man with unblinking eyes.
“Master?” He paused mid-bow, unsure if he should right himself or bow deeper.
“To fail means death. Be sure they bring back Starhawk and anything that gets in their way.”
Delgado bowed humbly and left his master to his training, hoping the two mercenaries would be able to complete their assignment.
  
* * * * *
  
“Where have you been?” cried Mela as she wiped away tears from her eyes. “How can you just show up after all these years and expect me to leap into your arms. I’m so confused right now that I can’t see straight.”
Rider was holding her close and he could feel her body losing its strength to resist him. She was trembling with emotion and she pounded her fists against his chest in futile anger.
“I never wanted to leave you.” Rider exhaled and pushed himself away. “I wanted to return to you immediately, but there was something I had to do. I had to stay away so that when I finally did return I could make a difference. Not just for you, for us, but for our universe.” 
He gazed out into space as if he could somehow point where he had been this entire time. “After the assault on the moon, the ship was badly damaged. I set course for the one place where no one would follow: the Dark Realm.”
“The Dark Realm?” gasped Mela.
“It is quite real, and the planet Xeon lies directly at its center. I found Xzin’s people there. I met Xzin’s father.” 
Mela drew in her breath sharply and immediately seemed to soften toward James. “It must have been horrible. Are they all as cruel as Xzin?”
“No. In fact, they were very peaceful and cordial. They treated me as one of their own. They taught me the ways of their culture and trained me in their mysteries.”
Mela just stared at Rider as though at any second he would disappear again and be forever wiped from her life. “This makes no sense. I can’t think straight.”
Rider took Mela in his arms again. “Herado, leader of Xeon and father to Hira Xzin, spoke of a great evil that was coming to our universe.”
“Greater than Hira Xzin??”
“He was convinced my role was pivotal in this campaign.”
Heiko came down from the top of the stairs, Lila at his side and staring intently at Mela. The smile upon Heiko’s face broadened when he saw Mela or, as he knew her, Haki. 
“I wondered where you had run off to,” called Heiko as he came down the steps with the grace of a nimble dancer. 
“Sorry.”
“Well, Rider, it seems as though you have met my beautiful hunter, Haki,” laughed Heiko.
“Who?” A look of confusion spread across James’ face.             
“Me,” replied Mela. She looked between the men, trying to decide whom she owed the first explanation. “I am Mela Alvarez, former captain of Alpha Zero. Lieutenant Rider and I served together, and Rider was my fiancé,” she added with a bit of a blush.
Heiko stared. 
A large grin came to his face, “Well, I always knew there was more to Haki than beauty and competence. But to think you were connected with my dear friend James.”
James was still looking at her, waiting for further explanation of her new name.
Mela ignored him, and spoke again to Heiko. 
“I believe James could use our help.”
“Yes, Miss Felwar has filled me in. I am not sure that I can help. But I do have some information regarding the whereabouts of an old friend of yours. I suspect you know him too, Haki, or should I say, Mela?”
Rider and Mela exchanged bewildered looks.
“I believe I can tell you where to find Jonathon Wei.”
  
* * * * *
  
The Quicksilver stood as a reminder of the past, the insignia of the Spacehawks branded on its side. Rider walked ahead of the two women, half-listening to their conversation.
“I can’t believe I am here with Captain Alvarez. I used to hear about you all of the time when I was a kid; we would fight over who got to play Mela Alvarez,” rattled Lila.
“That was a long time ago, and I’m not sure I was that well respected by my contemporaries,” replied Mela with a small smile despite herself.
“Once we find Jonathon Wei, the members of Alpha Zero will be reunited. We’ll have no problem rescuing my father.” Lila turned a bit somber thinking about the capture of her father. 
Mela put an arm around the girl. 
Rider opened the atmospheric hatch of the Quicksilver and the ramp extended to the ground in its usual fashion. He bowed and gestured for the ladies to board first. Lila managed to hold back her girlish laughter, but Rider was satisfied just to get her to smile again.
Mela laughed as she poked Rider’s ribs when he closed the hatch behind them. “What a gentleman we have here,” she said. He made his way to the cockpit with Mela and Lila no less than a step behind.
“I’m not entirely sure that Wei is going to be the same man we once knew,” said Mela as she made herself comfortable in the copilot’s seat. “He was very near death when we returned from the Baldor mission. They implanted him with cybernetic enhancements. There is no telling what that has done to him psychologically.”
Rider sat back for a moment and pondered “I believe it would take a little more than a computer to change the Jonathon Wei I remember.” With that, Rider turned to the controls and lifted the craft into the blackness of space.
  
* * * * *
  
The fourth-floor office suited Heiko just fine, and his success as a businessman was no small thing either. Nonetheless, he often found himself feeling empty inside. What difference did his life make to mankind? He was shaken from his self-centered thoughts when a personal guard approached and informed him of a caller.
“What exactly do you mean by caller, my dear?” replied Heiko with his trademark smile. The guard’s face was generally incapable of displaying anything but beauty, but for a moment she appeared fearful.
“Don’t fret. Send this caller in.”
She nodded and went to open the door, but it flew inward, knocking her back against the wall as two creatures shrouded in darkness infected the room.
“Are you Heiko?” rasped one of the men.
“Yes, and who might you be?” inquired Heiko, pulling himself closer to his desk and subtly reaching for his plasma pistol. The man who had not yet spoken cocked his head as he entered the room and looked out the large window that surveyed the haggard oceans of Naulad. 
“Where is Starhawk?” the first man asked, but this time he parted his coat to reveal the ’talon strapped across his back.
“I’m afraid you have been misinformed. I am not in the business of head hunting. I am a casino owner.” Heiko struggled to maintain his demeanor.
“Do not lie,” the man commanded. The other man, seemingly incapable of speech, merely stood and stared around the room. “We have been sent by Xzin with orders to return with Starhawk.”
Realizing the futility of the situation, Heiko drew his pistol from beneath his desk and fired three bursts. The attacker dodged and proceeded to strike with all of the strength he could muster. 
Heiko’s screams could be heard throughout the casino, but they fell on deaf ears. Everyone within the casino had watched the two men go up and knew exactly why they had done so, but they played on as though they saw nothing, not wanting to interfere with the wrath of Xzin.
  
* * * * *
  
The bike screamed against the desolate humid air, and the haze of heat upon the desert floor created a surreal ocean that floated across the land. The cycle came over the crest of the hill, a lonely ghost that glistened in the afternoon sun. No less than a hundred meters away was a procession of armored vehicles and savages that looked as though they had escaped hell and risen up through the desert sand. The Tradnan Cliffs etched a pathway to a bottomless ravine. Those who entered only found solace that comes through their own demise.
Jonathon Wei had no intention of dying on this day. The Crimson Hand had infected mankind for far too long. One way or another, he would succeed. 
  
* * * * *
  
Mariko Wing looked as if something had run directly over her heart, her dark irises cold despite the sweltering heat that assaulted her body. She knew what she must do and also what she wished to do, two sides of the same coin. Grenn watched her and could see the pain that radiated from her heart.
“Go to him,” he called simply.
Wing looked at him as if he had sprung wings and flown into the sunset. “What?”
“You heard me, lieutenant. You want to be with him, so go.”
Mariko nodded, her eyes focusing far off into the distance as she swung her legs over the side of the jet bike. She slammed her foot against the accelerator and the bike pulled forward, dust spiraling back over the stoic figure of Grenn. 
  
* * * * *
  
The Quicksilver’s engines hummed back to life and the portal thrusters shut down, bringing them into normal space. Earth III came into view. Even from space, the deserts were the most prominent feature. 
Mela and Lila came into the cockpit; the powering down of the portal thrusters waking them from slumber. Mela was still wearing her gown from the casino. Lila was wearing a really large shirt with a cartoon scrawled across it.
“Where are we?” yawned Lila as she rubbed her eyes, trying to extract the sleep from them. Mela raised her eyebrows, mirroring the question.
“We are hovering just outside of Earth III,” replied Rider. Mela and Lila came close enough to gaze out at the world below. Rider took the opportunity to pull Mela onto his lap. 
“Hold on there, buster. You’re still under penalty. I haven’t yet forgiven you for missing the last decade,” joked Mela. The pained look on Rider’s face made her wish she could take her words back.
Rider got straight to business. “We know Wei’s energy signal. We should be able to home in on him and land in close proximity. We’ll be back on our way in no time.” His hands moved quickly over the controls and the view-screen quickly displayed the exact coordinates of Jonathon Wei.
“We land right there.”
  
* * * * *
  
At the ravine, Wei turned the bike and brought it to a sliding stop. For a moment he could not see them in the haze that scoured the desert plains. As if part of the land itself, they erupted into view, and Wei used the moment to engage his armor and weapon systems.
  
* * * * *
  
Mariko pushed her bike hard. The more she thought about it, the surer she was that she would never see him again. Nonetheless, she pushed on. The blazing sun in the distance seemed to fall farther and farther away from her course, a portent to her love with the man known as the Black Rose. 
  
* * * * *
  
Rider maneuvered the Quicksilver down through the atmosphere and into the intricate pathways of the planet’s ravines. As he crossed into the gorges by the Tradnan Cliffs, the sensor panels erupted into a veritable lightshow. Mela was the first to recognize the urgency of the flashes.
“If your sensors are correct, there are forty to fifty signatures in Wei’s vicinity. The sooner we get there, the better,” urged Mela.
“I agree.” With a grin, Rider accelerated and they weaved their way through the ravine, careening to a halt directly behind their friend. Rider quickly righted the ship and deployed the offensive maneuvering system.
“Five armored vehicles and twenty to twenty-five jet bikes crawling with scum,” Mela reported as she swiveled in her chair and pulled herself up to another set of controls. 
Lila stared, stunned.
“Lila, do you think you can work the weapons systems?” The question came out a little curter than he had intended.
“Yes, my father taught me,” she replied.
“Man the plasma cannons in the rear, and don’t come back until I tell you to.” Lila simply nodded and retreated to the gunnery. Mela gave Rider a sour look, and he merely shrugged. 
Mela activated the external comm and began to speak. “Jonathon Wei, this is the Quicksilver, and we are here to assist.”
Wei’s head snapped up. 
He craned his neck and took his eyes off the impending forces of the Crimson Hand, trying to make out the insignia on the hull of the silver ship. He recognized the Spacehawks emblem and he shook his head furiously, the anger in him welling to mammoth proportions. Wei pointed his arm skyward and proceeded to unleash an onslaught of energy from his onboard cannons upon the hull of the Quicksilver.
“I don’t know what you are trying to pull, but James Rider is dead and Mela Alvarez hasn’t been seen in over a decade, so if this is one of your tricks, Xzin, I swear I will find you and destroy you once and for all,” bellowed Wei and with that threat he unleashed another powerful array on the Quicksilver.
Mela shook her head and looked back to Rider. They couldn’t hear what Wei was saying. She tried to call over the comm again. “This is Mela Alvarez. We are here to help.”
The control board rocked from Wei’s attack.  There was urgency in Rider’s voice.  “It’s no use. He’s gone. His mind is too far beyond reasoning.”
“Don’t be so sure,” Mela replied, “Until yesterday, I probably would have shot someone appearing out of nowhere, flying the craft of my long-dead friend, too.”
“So what do we do?”
Before Mela could formulate a plan, James continued with a plan of his own. “Open the docking bay doors. I’ll jump down and talk to him.”
“Jump? You can’t be serious. It is at least seventy meters to the ground. Do you even have your armor chip anymore?”
Rider shook his head. “Trust me, okay?”
Mela bit her lip and opened the hatch. Rider smirked and made his way to the docking bay. The current was causing a vacuum. Without a moment’s hesitation, Rider leapt from the craft to the ground below. Using his Xeonian skills, he slowed his descent and landed as if stepping off the ship only a short distance to the ground. 
“What kind of trickery is this?” cried Wei in disbelief.
“There’s really not time now, old friend, but I can assure you that I will explain it all later.” Rider and Wei stood for a moment facing each other. 
A blast startled Wei, and Rider took the opportunity to leap, Jonathon in tow, back up to the waiting Quicksilver. The doors closed as the duo made their way to the control room. Wei slumped against one of the passenger benches. His armor dissolved around him and he brought his eyes to meet Rider’s, his gaze confused and drained.
“So, I imagine if you came back from the nexus for something our universe must be in dire peril, and if that is the case, I guess I am involved somehow?” Wei had an incredible ability to state the exact nature of any situation and make it seem as though it was trite.
“I’m not exactly sure how you figure in cosmically, but I do know that our common enemy has kidnapped Dr. Johann Felwar for a virus that will, no doubt, annihilate mankind. I felt that something of this magnitude required the reuniting of Alpha Zero,” replied Rider as if he had rehearsed the speech.
The three of them sat there looking at one another. Mela was the first to break the silence. “Why would Xzin want to kill more people? He basically controls everything already. What is his motive?”
Wei pondered the answer. 
It could be a lot closer than they imagined. 
It might even be within their grasp.
 



  
“During the fall of the Bel’tara Empire, Chaos rose again to contaminate Prima Terra. The Seven Lords of the Shadow attacked the land of Arantania, which fell without remorse. The soil rotted, the rivers ran with the poisoned blood of the shadow, and the lords of darkness tore down the walls of man.”
  
-History of Prima Terra, Volume 3: Dark Ages of Chaos
  
  
  
The water world of Naulad was dark, as if a blanket had been thrown over the entire planet and condemned it to an eternity of paleness. The Quicksilver quickly wove through the mountain paths. Within the cloud cover was just as pale and bleak as outside.
“Why is there no activity? Where is the security force?” murmured Lila. There were no flashing lights from the grand casino. 
It appeared, without fanfare, before them.    
The Quicksilver docked. 
The atmospheric hatch opened and the musty odor of casino permeated the thick air. Rider was the first off, followed closely by Lila. Mela and Wei took up the rear. Wei motioned for Rider to stop.     
He moved close and whispered, “Rider, something terrible has happened here. The air is disturbed.”
“Something is definitely amiss.” 
Rider looked at Mela. 
Lila was looking around feverishly.
“We’ll go in together. Stay close, got that everyone?” called Rider. Mela and Lila gave slow nods. He didn’t even bother to look at Wei for response. 
They moved forward through the casino doors. 
Lila covered her mouth, but not in time to suppress a scream. Heiko’s body was propped up on a cross, and Wei immediately set about taking him down. Mela held the child while she sobbed.
“Who would do such a thing?”
“Something is not right here,” spoke Wei quietly.
“What was your first clue, the dead bodies or the stench?” Mela’s frustration and anger came through in her voice.
In Wei’s gentle hands, Heiko coughed roughly and tried to move. Rider quickly moved to his side. Heiko’s eyes fluttered and opened slightly.
“They – were looking – for Mela.” Heiko coughed hard, a bit more of his life escaping. “They said that they – needed the – Dark – Compendium.”
“What is the Dark Compendium?” asked Mela.
“Well, if you must know, it is what this little ploy was all about,” replied Lila. She stood up and drew her ’talon to Mela’s throat. “See, I needed to get to you, and once I heard that a man matching James Rider’s description had been seen, I knew he could lead me to Starhawk. I thought the good doctor’s kidnapping might bring you all together. Now, I’ve managed to achieve what Xzin’s greatest hunters have not.” 
They looked at the girl, dumbstruck.
“Why?” asked Rider incredulously.
“That, as well, is very simple to explain.” Two men leapt down from the balcony and landed beside the imposter. “I am Edge, and my silent partner here is Hocher. The young one, Rione, works for Xzin, like us. He wants Starhawk, and we always deliver.” 
“We should take them as well,” interrupted Rione, bringing her ’talon around her back. Edge looked back at Rider and Wei, their gazes full of hatred.
“You aren’t leaving here alive,” called Rider coldly, his aura fluctuating around him; the clear emerald tainted with hints of crimson and black. Wei came up beside him, his armor forming around him. The modified Spacehawks armor was a deep black, but his blue aura resounded just outside of it, a strange contrast to Rider’s.
“We, unlike you, did not come unprepared,” mocked Edge, his sword brandished across his chest, the point directly at Rider’s frame. The far doors opened and a regiment of Baldorian soldiers burst through, their rifles drawn and leveled at the duo. 
Mela struggled beneath Rione’s grasp, and as she turned to break free, Edge smashed the hilt of his blade at the base of her neck. Mela’s body slumped forward and Rider moved instinctively, his anger rising and evident in the flux of his aura. 
“Take them out. Make sure they do not leave here alive,” ordered Edge to the anxious troop of soldiers. Hocher held Mela in his arms and he started out the doors, but Rione placed her hand on Edge’s chest to stop him.
“We were supposed to capture all three of them. Dead was not part of the equation,” scolded Rione angrily, her eyes staring through Edge. 
Edge smacked away her hand and leveled a finger at her. “I don’t have time for this. If you want to stay and test your luck with the two of them combined then you are more than welcome. If nothing else, we need to keep them occupied so we can get out of here.”
“Fine,” spat Rione as she spun on her heels and followed Hocher and Edge out the door. Rider could see the exchange from across the room, but the legion of soldiers at his front kept him from progressing.
“Move aside,” roared Rider, his voice rebounding off the walls as he heard the thrusters engage, and then the ship lift off into the atmosphere. The soldiers were indistinguishable beneath their purple masks and armor, they merely moved forward. 
“No time for discussion, old friend. There is only one way to end this,” reasoned Wei as Rider grew angrier and angrier, his power exponential compared to when he had first come back. 
His aura radiated out and consumed both Wei and himself, the translucent dome reflecting the volley of fire that the legion released upon them. Rider began to rise into the air, his power driving him from the ground, as he did so the dome disappeared and once it had dissipated completely he fell to the ground in a crouch, his eyes completely white, the trails of emerald no more. 
“Rider,” whispered Wei incredulously.
“Now,” snarled Rider as he moved forward in a flash, his body moving from one point to another as if by teleportation. His hands were energized once again and he slammed his fists into the soldiers, each blow knocking a foe far into the surrounding walls.
Wei’s crimson sword blazed and slashed through the air creating intricate carvings as he struck down soldier after soldier. For every man Wei struck down, Rider vaporized three or more. The battle lasted mere moments, and Wei saw the last soldier in Rider’s grasp. He was being held high in the air by the scruff of his uniform, and Rider held his free hand a short distance from the man’s face, the energy radiating out and searing the mask that guarded the man’s features.
“Rider,” called Wei from across the room as he ran toward his friend, his armor powering down as he came to Rider’s side. “Put him down. You’ve killed enough.”
“I’ve killed enough? It will never be enough. These fools never stop, so neither shall I,” retorted Rider turning toward Wei. Rider’s face was consumed by the energy now. His stark white pupils and featureless face was a horrid sight. 
The man struggled beneath Rider’s grip as his attention was upon Wei. The soldier attempted to draw his pistol. As he did so, Rider’s energy fluxed one last time and consumed the soldier, erasing him from existence. Rider fell to his knees, his energy leaving him, and Wei placed a hand on his shoulder.
“What was that all about?”
“I don’t know. It is happening again. I am going to lose everything again.”
“Rider, what are you talking about?”
“They are light years from here now. All of that training for what; to watch those two bastards take Mela from me again. I am going to get her back. This will end.”
“Calm down, Rider. We have to figure out a plan. The choices we make will determine Mela’s fate and ours as well.”
“I know what I must do,” replied Rider coldly.
“What happened, why were you so consumed?”
“The voice was mocking me for allowing Mela to be taken. I couldn’t bear it, rage took over,” answered Rider defensively. Wei looked at his friend with confusion and turned away, not wanting to place his accusing gaze upon him. 
“You speak as though you are tormented.”
“I am. This voice plagues me always, sapping my strength and threatening my sanity. It is too much sometimes. I don’t know if I can handle it. The power takes over and then I can only react,” replied Rider, his eyes drained completely of the strength he had moments before. 
“I can see that. You must fight this voice. To lose to one’s own fears is to lose your mind. You must fight back.”
“I know,” replied Rider. He turned back to the charred exit. “We really need to be on our way.”
“One question.”
“Hmm?”
“How did you free-fall seventy meters without any armor back on Earth III?”
“On the night of that assault on Baldor’s moon, I made my way to the Dark Realm and eventually to the planet Xeon.”
“Planet Xeon?”
“They trained me in their ways – powers of the mind and body – in order to combat Xzin. Their leader warned me that my powers would ebb here in the human world unless I could remain focused.”
“Don’t give up hope just yet, my friend. I think I know where they are going, or at least a place to start looking for some answers.”
“Where?”
“You remember the last words Heiko spoke?”
“Vaguely.”
“He mentioned the Dark Compendium. There is a book by such a name capable of merging realms and bringing forth the Dark Lord Chaos.”
“Merging realms? I just want to get Mela back.”
“Well, if Xzin is indeed looking for the Dark Compendium, and he sent those two idiots after it, we may be able to beat them there. We could get Mela back and keep them from getting the book.”
“Won’t merging the realms destroy us?” 
Rider felt confused. It wasn’t that he did not understand physics and complicated conceptual mathematics, but he found when he began to ponder such things that his mind slipped away to the plane of angles, where science dominated his being.
“Precisely, I doubt that Xzin knows the magnitude of the ritual he is performing.”
“You said there was a place to begin looking?”
“Nevar. The Demons of Nevar housed the Dark Compendium for thousands of years. It was never meant to be seen by the living, but somehow Xzin got a hold of it. If anyone can give us answers, it would be them.”
“How difficult is it going to be to get information from them?”
“Depends on how subtle you are.”
“I can do subtle.” 
This brought a grin to both of their faces. 
  
* * * * *
  
The hills of Fasen Minor were beautiful even under the cover of night. The moon lit a path through the sullen hills. To anyone else the silence would have been alarming, but to Mela Alvarez it was as though the world had come to a complete stop, magnificent because she could spend each moment without fear of it passing. 
A mist flowed over the hills and surrounded her as she ventured through the night. In the distance, a form shimmered as if a beacon to follow. The closer she got, the more familiar the man appeared, and the brighter the light seemed. 
Within meters of the figure, she called out, but received no answer. Frustrated, she began to run, but in her haste the figure seemed to move away from her. She screamed at the top of her lungs for the man to stop, but she had no control over the fleeting image.
“Mela,” something called from beyond.
“James, is that you?” cried out Mela. She halted and searched the mist for some sign of him. Again she saw the shimmering, unreachable figure. 
“Mela, where are you?” called the voice again.
“I’m here. Come to me, please, I need you.” Mela fell to her knees and began to sob softly into her hands. The flickering form finally drew nearer, a mere meter away.
“Mela, I can’t see you. Where are you?” 
The voice sounded urgent. 
The shimmer changed to a deep purple.
“James, it is you, isn’t it? I’m scared, and I need you. Please come to me.” Mela turned to face the glittering figure as it made its way toward her. Purple changed to brilliant red, and Mela could finally make out the features. It was, indeed, James Rider, but he looked haggard, and the clothes he wore were not of a world she knew. “James, please talk to me. I need you, and I love you. Please come back to me.”
The figure seemed to look through and around Mela as though she were not there at all. Without warning, the figure disappeared from view. 
  
* * * * *
  
Mela blinked her eyes sleepily. Her view of the metallic interior of the spaceship was hazy. The room was small, and a cot lay in the corner with no blanket upon it. She realized that she was lying on the floor naked. 
Her eyes searched the room for something to cover herself. She spotted a blanket on a chair at the opposite end of the domicile. She immediately moved to the chair and wrapped herself. As she turned again, the door slid open to reveal one of the men from the casino. He looked at her with a disgusting grin that showed his razor-sharp teeth and pointed tongue.
“Who are you?” asked Mela, meeting the man’s gaze.
He didn’t answer.
“Why have you kidnapped me?” called Mela again.
Still no answer.
“Answer me, dammit.”
The man moved farther into the room, reached into his coat, and produced his blaster. He pointed it at Mela and motioned for her to move. 
She rose slowly and raised one hand above her head. The other hand maintained a tight grip on the blanket. They walked in silence through the metallic corridors of the ship. There was no light in the craft. Mela tried to remember this hunter’s name, but the trauma had rendered it a distant, unrecoverable memory.
He motioned for her to enter a door at the end of the corridor. Behind the far door was the grinning visage of Xzin. Mela froze. If it weren’t for the shove from the razor-toothed man behind her, she would not have moved at all. 
It took a moment for Mela to realize it was a holographic figure of Xzin that she was looking at. The holograph’s eyes seemed to glow a piercing red color and its gaze caused Mela to shiver as though a cold breeze had swept across the room.
“The ever-evasive Starhawk, or should I call you Captain Alvarez?” Xzin’s words echoed throughout the room.                
“The murdering pig Xzin,” replied Mela, gathering her wits to return Xzin’s icy stare. 
Xzin merely shifted his weight from one foot to another.
“Very well, now that we have gotten past the pleasantries we may get to business. I have hunted for you for quite some time. I wanted to thank you for your past failures. They have been crucial to my successful rule.” 
Xzin paused for a moment.
“We would have succeeded if not for your little worm Welvon,” retorted Mela, trying to contain the emotion in her voice. 
Xzin allowed himself to smile and take a breath before continuing. “Yes, Welvon was useful in his time. It still stands, however, that your pathetic little Alpha Zero members were the only ones who could have changed this course of history, and you failed.” 
“You murdering bastard. You slaughtered heedlessly those who got in your path, as well as those who just happened to be nearby. Maybe now we will finally rectify your wrongs.”
“Such strong words. You are in no position to make idle threats.”
“Idle? We will kill you this time.”
“Such brashness for our first meeting. You will be surprised at the power I possess, and it’s only growing stronger.”
“You are a fool. Whatever power you believe you have will be taken from you. You are nothing more than a miserable tyrant with ridiculous aspirations, a madman seeking surreal powers.” 
The visage of Xzin darkened slightly from Mela’s verbal slap, but he merely smiled back with his ravenous grin. “On to more pertinent matters: the reason you are here.”
“Why am I here? You could have taken us all, why take only me?”
“So many questions,” scoffed Xzin’s visage. “Your foolish companions are going to scour the universe following the clues I left them and the paths that I have already chosen.”
“What?” 
“You are merely bait. I made sure Heiko would utter the proper words before dying. Edge and Hocher can be quite persuasive when they want to be.”
“All this to lure Rider and Wei into a trap?”
“I need the Dark Compendium, and I am betting that the two of them will locate it first in order to keep it from me. You are merely an interesting little addition to my plans for your universe.”
“You monster,” replied Mela, her eyes narrowed and her face twisted into a grimace.
“There’s a problem with that, boss,” interrupted Edge quietly, his head lowered. 
“What is it?” boomed Xzin, visibly annoyed with his moronic underling.
“Both Wei and Rider were there at the casino, and they were a bit too much for us to handle, so we left a regiment there,” spoke Edge slowly, each word harder than the previous.
“You fool, I told you alive. I wanted them alive.” Xzin looked as though he was going to say more, but he raised his hand calling for silence. “Enough. I will see you when you arrive.” Xzin’s figure shimmered and disappeared, and with it went Mela’s composure. 
  
* * * * *
                
The world of Nevar was shrouded in darkness except for a red, flowing mass that crawled across the surface as though it had a soul of its own, blood boiling and intestines toiling. The Quicksilver slid through the crimson giant and crawled close to the surface, scouring the area for a place to land. As they came over the ridge, they saw a pillar reaching up into the heavens. Much like the planet of Xeon, the crimson serpent that caressed the sky was merely a cover for what lay beneath the clouds on the surface. 
The land was sour brown, and there was no foliage in sight, but there was definitely life; the pillar was evidence enough. The Quicksilver came half tilt to a halt and gracefully extended its landing claw and attached itself to the surface. The atmospheric hatch erupted from the pressure of the oxygen and the gleaming ramp thrust itself into the earth. There was no sun caressing the ground on this world, and the ship’s interior remained shrouded in the darkness of the land.
“This place gives me the creeps,” Rider called to Wei. “What is the matter? What is taking so long?” Rider was standing on the ramp, waiting.
“Sorry,” replied Wei as he stepped out from the shadows of the ship. Wei had already activated his bio-armor. Rider cast him a sidelong glance, and Wei smiled back.
“Well, I guess we should head for the pillar. What do you think?”
“The Nevar people are subterranean. They were once quite powerful, the chosen ones that first received the Dark Compendium.” 
“So why did the people of Nevar let the book go?”
“Good question. I think our answers lie there,” replied Wei, pointing into the distance at the only defining landmark on the landscape. 
The monolith stood like a stone gargoyle on the walls of ancient cathedrals, ominous in appearance. The surrounding land smelled burnt and there seemed to be no life on the planet’s surface. A mass of dust particles resembling a passing cloud marked the trail of their ship. “Do they not cultivate the earth in any way? How could any civilization have existed here?” called Rider.
Wei stood motionless, taking in the surroundings and processing the information. “Something, as is beginning to be common, feels wrong,” replied Wei.
The air was calm, and the land was very still. Then, as if some divine power crept down upon them, the air thickened and a coarse wind blew. The howling soon rose to deafening levels. Rider had trouble maintaining his footing against the gale.
“Wei, can you hear me?” called Rider. 
He tried to use the communicator, but all he got was static. Rider inhaled sharply in frustration, taking in some of the sand that was blowing across the land. He leaned forward and began to cough heavily, finally falling to one knee, clutching his throat.
“Wei – there’s – something – in the – air,” gargled Rider as he collapsed on the ground. The winds slowed and stilled. Wei lay upon the earth only a few meters from Rider. The doors of the monolith opened with tremendous force, and several hooded figures scurried out to the two unconscious men. The hooded individuals exchanged no words, but merely grabbed hold of Rider and Wei and carried them into the structure.
  
* * * * *
  
The purple candles cast an eerie glow. 
In the chamber’s center, Xzin was dressed in the ceremonial robes of Xeon. He was gracefully moving through the forms of J’yretu, the Ever Flowing. Practiced only by the Xeonians, it created an incredible focusing of energy. The room reflected his every movement as if he had become one with the shadows. Then, as if time had stopped itself, the shadows took shape and emerged from the wall. It was a man, and its mouth moved as though it were trying to speak.             
“Xzin.” The faceless form spoke his name.
“How do you know my name, creature?” inquired Xzin, startled by its voice.
“You are the harbinger of death,” replied the form. The form began to take more detail. Clothes became more apparent, and its posture started to slope. 
“Who are you to pass judgment? You are formless, less than nothing,” replied Xzin with a noticeable hint of fear in his words.
“You know nothing. You believe yourself to be the most powerful, but you are ruled by cruelty and greed. You will never know truth,” laughed the shadow. The form shimmered once again and James Rider stood grinning before Xzin.
“You will never defeat me. I hold all the cards,” replied Xzin, rising to his feet and pulling his robes close.
“You may have the upper hand, but you do not control time, and you will lose that race I am afraid.” 
“I am the master of this realm,” shot back Xzin defiantly.
“That may be, but this realm is weaker than many, and you shall be no more than a pawn in the Dark One’s games. You are a fool.”
“Who are you? Do I know you?”
“I am time. I am nothing. The question is: what are you?” mocked the voice.
“How can you be here in my sacred place?”
“No place is sacred in a heart as dark as yours,” replied the figure, his face holding the merciless grin of the ages.
“You’ve lost everything, haven’t you? Not a soul left to save. You are pathetic. You are a nonperson, mortal,” laughed Xzin maniacally.
“You are the fool. Your power is insignificant in the place you wish to open. Your place there will be one of servitude and waste. You are the pawn in this game.”
The figure began to laugh, low and throaty at first. Then it became louder, high-pitched. Xzin brought his hands to his ears and howled in pain. 
In desperation, he lunged at the figure – who in the light looked like Rider. He moved from one side to the other as though he knew the attack was coming. Rider caught Xzin’s extended leg and brought his elbow down on Xzin’s knee, crushing the kneecap on impact. 
Xzin fell to the ground and extended his arm to grasp Rider, but to no avail. Rider merely caught the arm and used it to launch Xzin into the far wall. He bowed to the destroyed figure that lay beneath him and faded into the wall from whence he came.
“Come back, you bastard. How?” 
Xzin shook his fist at the wall, but received no response.
  
* * * * *
  
Xzin sat up quickly in his bedchambers and looked about. Two forms moved on either side and then turned toward Xzin, their eyes gleaming in the moonlight.
“My lord, is something the matter?” Two women of identical build and facial structure lay on either side of him. They sat up in unison and began to caress his back. “Can we relieve your stress, my lord?”
“Not now. Summon Edge and Hocher immediately,” replied Xzin, wondering if his dreams were a portent of things to come. The two women filed out of the room and Xzin, for the first time, contemplated what it would be like to fail. 
  
* * * * *
  
Rider woke up in a kind of haze with Wei standing over him. He put one hand on the ground and pushed, overcompensating and falling against the wall. He grabbed Wei to steady himself.
“Are you okay?” inquired Wei.
“Just a bit shaky. Where are we?”
“Not completely sure yet, but we are definitely underground. It is much darker than before, and my sensors indicate that it is far more humid here.”
“So we’ve been taken by the bottom dwellers.” Rider looked about and found that they were trapped in an entirely earthen room. The only door was above them, emitting a pale scrap of light.
“Have you tried to get out through there yet?” asked Rider as he turned back to Wei.
“Not yet, I awoke just before you did.”
“Let’s go then. What are we waiting for?”
“Indeed.” 
Wei jumped up and grabbed the edges of the hole. Rider followed suit. Pulling himself up behind Wei, Rider dusted off his pants and was interrupted by a faint tap on his shoulder.
“What is it?” replied Rider, getting up and turning toward Wei. A gigantic crystal sat in the middle of the cavern. The luminance extended to the far reaches of the room. The light also extended upward, above the crystal itself.
“Hard to hide something like that. What is it?”
“That is the homing crystal of Nevar. It is their power source. It is their sun,” replied Wei as he moved forward, closer to the crystal. As they neared it, it seemed to shine a light blue rather than a white light, and it seemed much smaller up close than it had appeared at a distance.
“Do you think this is what Xzin is after?” asked Rider, pointing to the blue radiance. Wei moved closer yet. An open, bound book with transparent pages rested on a pedestal atop the crystal.
“This is what Xzin is looking for,” replied Wei, gazing at the iridescent book in front of him. The sheer magnitude of energy encompassing the book caused Wei to fall to his knees before it, and he did not possess the power to regain his composure.
“Are you okay?” asked Rider as he rushed forward and tried to help his friend to his feet.
“You are unaffected by the radiance?” asked Wei incredulously, looking up at Rider with awe on his face.
“He is indeed,” called a voice from behind them. 
They turned and looked for the source of the voice, but the brilliance of the light from the crystal impaired their vision. Footsteps sounded closer until the figures of several beings could be seen against the backdrop glow of the crystal.
“Who are you?” asked Rider, as he tried to steady Wei.
“I am Reftein, chief of the people of Nevar,” replied a figure closest to the front. Their features were becoming clearer. Their eyes shone an iridescent yellow, and their bodies were covered in ragged clothes. Rider would have classified them as demons. 
Reftein’s face was composed of pale red flesh and black patches that wove canyons deep into his skin. Two, smooth, curved pieces of bone protruded from either side of his head. The extrusions were creamy white in color and ended in sharp points. As the man advanced, Rider could make out tiny ridges at the nape of his neck that extended beneath his clothing, apparently down the length of his spine. His clothes were dusty and filthy, but with an aged quality to them that made Rider think perhaps there was power within them, lying dormant.
“We have come to warn you of an evil man who plans to steal the Dark Compendium,” began Wei, regaining his balance and deactivating his bio-armor. “His name is ….”
“We know. Hira Xzin, warlord of Baldor,” finished Reftein. He turned and paced back through the crowd of his people, looking upward into the darkness of the cavern ceiling. “I hear it in the wind, in the earth, in the darkness; his name is upon our world and his stench of destruction and despair is all too evident.”
“Then why do you leave the book out?” asked Rider, pushing Wei so that he could get closer to the chief.
“Do you know where you are?”
James opened his arms, but an answer escaped him.
“Do you know where you are, James Rider?”
“How do you know my name?”
“I hear your name, as well, James Rider. My people listen to the callings of the universes. We hear the plight of all,” replied Reftein. “The truth whispers that you are to deliver us from pain. Only you can defeat the evil that Hira Xzin is planning.”
“Then we must hide the book immediately before the minions of Xzin come here to get it,” broke in Wei as he stepped forward to grasp the book.
“No,” boomed Reftein, his right hand raised into the air. A black circle surrounded by a vibrant purple light emerged from his hand. The light thrust forward and entangled the book in one smooth motion. A force field contained the book and the crystal. 
Wei hit the floor face first; his arms limp at his sides. Rider ran to him and turned him over so that he could face his fallen comrade. Rider looked up from his friend into the soulless eyes of Reftein.
“Why did you strike him? He only meant to help,” inquired Rider, rising from a crouch and slowly stepping toward the gathered crowd. “All he wanted to do was to get the book away from here so that he could stop the slaughter of your people.”
“We do not fear death. We only fear what will happen if the book is removed from this sanctuary. It’s very presence here keeps the delicate fabric of existence in check.” 
Reftein’s aura powered down, and he looked much older than he had before. The wear lines of age could be seen as if some intangible time creature was stretching his face. Looking at the man, Rider found himself wondering how he could ever hope to defend these people against the onslaught of Xzin.
  
* * * * *
                
The halls of Xzin’s fortress echoed with the footfalls of fools. Hocher and Edge moved silently through the inner sanctum of this castle of sorts.
“Why do you think he has called for us?” asked Edge.
“Anger.”
“You think he is mad at us for not killing Rider and the others?”
“No.”
“What could it be then?”
“Anger at Nevar.”
“You mean that demon world that houses that stupid book Xzin is always raving about?”
Hocher merely nodded and continued to stride toward the double doors of Xzin’s personal chambers. Edge slipped behind him, his sword at his side as he cast glances from side to side.
“This place is strange sometimes, eh?”
“Hollow.”
“You mean the walls are hollow?”
“No, the meaning is hollow.”
“Why can’t you ever make sense? Don’t you know how to form sentences?”
“You talk too much,” replied Hocher, as he pushed his weight against the double doors. They glanced at Xzin’s massive frame set against his dire throne, his features shrouded in darkness. Xzin said nothing when they entered the room. He only watched Edge fidget nervously under his scrutiny.
“Perhaps the two of you are wondering why I have summoned you here,” boomed Xzin. “I want you to go to Nevar and retrieve the book.”
“What book?” asked Edge without thinking.
“The Dark Compendium, the book I have been questing for eternity, you sniveling, insignificant little fool.” Xzin rose from his throne and descended upon them, coming within inches of Edge’s face. “I must have that book. Let nothing stand in your way. Take anything you need and go to Nevar before it is too late.”
“What about him?” asked Hocher, calculating his words carefully.
“Leave him to the forces on Nevar. I imagine that his powers will be nothing compared to their combined force,” replied Xzin. 
Edge and Hocher bowed quickly and retreated from the room before Xzin could utter anything further. They closed the chamber doors behind them and made their way down the hall as quickly and quietly as possible, never once looking back the way they came.
 



  
“The sorceress Myridia locked away the seven lords of the shadow with the seven orbs of absolution. The seal of evil was cast in Aridus Castle, and the seven orbs crowned the throne of evil. It would lay dormant for all eternity.”
  
-Teachings of the House of Kenylon
  
  
  
The crystal shone no matter which direction you looked at it. Each fragment reflected, and the light extended into what seemed like the heavens. Rider leaned against the earthen walls and gazed into the simplicity and luminance of the crystal. He felt as though something was calling to him from inside the layers of light.
Rider.
“Is someone there?” whispered Rider into the darkness.
James Rider.
“What do you want?” called Rider again, this time with a hint of uneasiness in his voice.
They are coming for you.
“Who is coming for me?” Rider began to move closer until he was peering deeply into the crystal.
Time is coming for you.
“Time: what do you mean?” Rider felt as though he had stepped into the center of the crystal; he was totally immersed in the light and felt himself float upward. “Who are you?”
In time you shall realize all things.
“Why are you telling me this?” whispered Rider, as the light lifted him higher into the air.
You have been chosen to represent truth.
“What is truth?” Rider’s eyes began to glaze and felt as though he were no longer in his own body.
Truth is the ultimate power, and it cannot be learned.
“Then how can I wield it?”
It can be given, and it can be taken away.
“I don’t understand.” Rider spoke flatly, defeated.
You are to defend the people of the Light.
“People of the Light. You mean the people of Nevar?”
No. The warriors of the Light require your guidance and leadership.
“Warriors of the Light ….”
Yes, in time you shall become a Bearer of Truth, as terrible as it may be.
“How can I defend this truth if such warriors of the Light cannot guard it?” replied Rider, his connection to the physical world becoming more and more distant.
You will pay a price, the cost being your freedom, your humanity.
“My humanity? How can I exist as anything other than human?”
Never say something cannot be done, bearer. You shall see many things come to pass that you once thought impossible. 
“You speak in riddles.”
I am merely an extension of your own mind. My questions are your questions. My answers are your answers.
“Was it you? The voice I first heard aboard that Baldorian vessel so many years ago?” asked Rider incredulously, the tone and inflection of the voice finally connecting in his mind.
You heard me then, and so shall you again. Good-bye, James Rider.
The light dimmed slightly, and Rider found himself standing before the crystal again. He shook his head and rubbed his temples, making sure he was awake. Rider’s body was the same as it had been moments before, but he couldn’t shake the voice that had spoken to him.
“Weird,” whispered Rider.
“What’s weird?” called a voice behind him. Rider spun quickly to find Wei standing there.
“I just had the strangest ….”
“What was that?”
“I had a dream, right here, while I was awake.”
“And?”
“It was so vivid; it was real.”
“Why do you believe it a dream then?”
“Because it couldn’t have happened. It was like I left my body and somehow entered the crystal.”
“Interesting. Perhaps ….”
“Perhaps,” James repeated.
They stood in silence for some time before Reftein and the others returned. Wei acknowledged them, but Rider’s attention was focused on the crystal.
“Gentlemen, I don’t believe your warlord is going to attack us and take the book. You have overstayed your welcome. It is time for you to leave,” called Reftein.
“I want to know more,” replied Rider as he picked up the book from the altar. Rider turned quickly to face Reftein.
“What have you done, you fool? That book must never leave that altar,” screamed Reftein, his hand energized at once. 
The purple light whisked through the air, but halted before Rider. He met the oncoming wave of energy and cast it aside with a flick of his hand.
“Perhaps you serve Xzin, Reftein, and you want us to leave the book here so your master can come retrieve it. Maybe you just now received word that he is sending someone,” replied Rider, mocking Reftein as he powered up. A green glow enveloped his body. “If you want this book, you are going to have to get through me.”
“Rider, what are you doing?” Wei reached for Rider’s arm, trying to get his friend’s attention. “These people are the guardians of the book by right. We cannot take it from this place.
“We must, Wei. There is no other choice. The crystal spoke to me. I believe Xzin is coming for the book and Reftein is going to let him have it.” Rider brought his hand up, a green burst erupting from his palm. 
Reftein deflected it.
“You are correct. I am indeed a minion of the almighty Xzin. However, what you failed to realize is that you are trapped,” laughed Reftein, as he hunched over in convulsions. 
The sound of tearing clothes and screams of agony brought Wei to alert. He powered up his bio armor and brought his weapons systems to full.
“You will now feel the wrath of the demons of Nevar,” roared Reftein as his body lurched forward. The clothes tore and his skull lengthened and narrowed. 
Standing up, he had grown about a meter and his minions had followed suit, all reverting to their primordial states. Their foreheads sloped forward and their eyes had grown hungry; their hands had elongated and grown sharp claws. 
Their mouths hung open, and rows of razor-sharp teeth extended far into their skulls. They hunched forward as if they could not stand upright and their hands dragged closer to the ground. Reftein raised his right claw and pointed at Rider.
“We’ve consumed your kind for centuries, you fool. We are the demons of Nevar, and we will now devour you in the name of Xzin,” roared the beast that stood before them.
Blades energized from Wei’s hands and the suit began to shine a deep blue. “There is one thing you forgot,” called Rider as he stepped backward into the light of the crystal. “You have to catch us first.”
Rider and Wei shot up the tunnel of light toward what they hoped would be the surface.
  
* * * * *
  
Xzin strode back and forth; his robes dusting the ground and his hair weave bouncing upon his back with each stride. The wind atop the fortress was quite strong, but didn’t push Xzin from his predestined path. He stopped midstride and turned toward the two figures at the corner of the building.
“Rione, bring her to me,” called Xzin over the roar of the wind. “Now you get to see what true power is.”
Rione dragged the reluctant Mela to him.
“You are a fool, Xzin. You have no idea what you are dealing with, and no idea of the consequences. You will only destroy yourself by carrying through with this.”
“What do you know, mortal? Neither you nor your soon-to-be-dead friends can stop me,” laughed Xzin, flipping his robes out against the wind.
“What do you plan to do with me?” replied Mela, raising her head to meet Xzin’s stony gaze.
“If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise, now would it?” Xzin turned and went to the altar. It featured a vacant pedestal. Mela lowered her head and allowed Rione to push her to the ground. She listened to the ensuing wind.
  
* * * * *
  
The tunnel indeed led to the surface of Nevar. They searched for the landing site, but it was not within visual range. Rider turned to Wei and shrugged.
“Where did the Quicksilver go?”    
“The pillar is just north of us. We should head that direction.”
“Do you feel that?” whispered Rider, motioning for Wei to come closer. “It must be an earthquake.” Just as Rider finished his sentence the ground exploded and several winged demons emerged in a cloud of dust.
“What the hell?” yelled Rider over the swirling winds and shattered earth. Wei shook his head and steadied himself on one knee. He raised his hand over his eyes. The dust began to settle, and the forms became more visible. The demons of Nevar had spawned wings in order to follow them.
“Can’t we ever get a break?” called Rider as he attempted to right himself on the shifting plains. “Wei, do you have the book?”
“No. We can’t let them get it back.” Wei turned and began to scour the ground around him to see if the book had fallen. The familiar shine of a spacecraft in the atmosphere caught his eye, distracting him from his search. “Rider, look up there. Someone is coming.”
Rider’s eyes followed Wei’s hand. The gleam was getting closer to the surface. The craft lowered and came to a halt, the ship slowly descending to the ground. It hit hard, a sign of a bad pilot. 
The hatch creaked open and the interior of the ship was encrusted with dust. The demons settled out of the air and moved their attention to the ship. Reftein extended his hand. He held the transparent book. Edge and Hocher disembarked from the craft and walked forward to greet Reftein. He bowed to them and handed the book to Hocher. Edge yelled something to Reftein, and all of the demons were airborne again.
The ship was gone again in an instant.
Wei moved beside Rider and grabbed his arm. “I think that we just lost the book,” he said, powering up his bio armor to full. “Now we can just concentrate on fighting our way out.”
The green aura surrounded Rider once again, and the energy flowed so immensely that his eyes shone like obsidian. His hands glowed and he hovered above the ground by about a meter. He looked at Wei. “Let’s do this now. Then we’ll find Mela and that damned book.”
Rider flew forward and was met by the barrage of demons. His figure blinked out and then materialized again directly behind the first of the demons. As the demon turned around to find him, it was obliterated by the energy flow from Rider’s hands. 
Not breaking stride, Wei struck a demon with his crimson sword and sliced another in half. Grabbing the black mane that flowed from its misshapen skull, he brought his sword against a creature’s throat and sliced off its head.
Rider looked over at his friend who, in one hand was grasping the severed head of a demon and in the other wielding a sword with all the fury of the universe. Rider let loose a volley of energy blasts that erased each demon from existence. 
All that remained was Reftein, alone. 
He stood in the carnage of wings, and, for one moment, Rider thought he smelled the demon’s fear. Rider came to a hovering stop. He raised his hand and the green energy began to swirl about him. The energy destroyed everything in its path, extending far into the atmosphere, and then Rider called it back and made a dome that covered him and Wei.
“Reftein, I will give you the one courtesy you did not have the decency to show us. Surrender now, and we will leave this world, and you with it,” called Rider through the vibration of energy.
“Never,” roared Reftein, as he rose up on his mighty wings, flapping against the current of the energy flow. Rider’s aura began to glow a deeper emerald, and he hovered a few meters above the ground. Unable to hold out any longer, he reached his hands into the sky, and the dome surrounding them began to shimmer. 
Rider let loose a frightening scream that made the land quiver and the sheer impact of his voice knocked Reftein back. The dome pulled itself thin and extended straight up into the atmosphere and then began to radiate out, destroying all that lay in its path until the glow descended upon Reftein and erased him from this world and the next. 
Reftein’s body dimmed and disintegrated into billions of particles that were absorbed by the emerald aura originating from Rider. The demon did not even have a chance to emit a cry of defeat. Rider fell to the ground in a crouch and stayed there for a moment, trying to center himself, his breathing ragged.
“Are you okay, Rider?” asked Wei as he tried to pull his friend to his feet. Rider just kneeled, motionless, as if he were unable to function any longer. “That was incredible, how were you able to wield so much energy?”
“The crystal ….”
“The one the demons use as a power source?”
“There is something in that crystal, it told me ….”
“What did it tell you?”
“It told me that I was destined to stop Xzin. That I was a child of time.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“I don’t know, but it has something to do with the book.”
“The book is well on its way to Baldor by now, no doubt,” replied Wei, looking up into the sky, as though he could reach out and bring the ship back here with only a glance.
“I ….” began Rider, his steps wobbly and his eyes glazed as though he were on the brink of unconsciousness. Wei caught his friend; a worried glance spread across his usually focused features. 
“What’s wrong?” queried Wei urgently. 
“The darkness ….”
“What darkness? Rider, you are growing cold,” spoke Wei in shock. He had grasped his friend’s hand and he felt the cool chill that had passed over him, the icy hand of death was all Wei could compare it to. 
“The darkness has come for me, and I cannot stop it,” replied Rider dreamily, his eyes stark white again, as they had been when Mela had been taken at the casino.
“You aren’t making any sense,” urged Wei. “This is not the time to fall to pieces. We need action now.”
“I am no more,” whispered Rider as his body slid from his friend’s arms and onto the ground below their figures. Wei looked wide-eyed at the collapsed heap that was his friend.
Wei hoisted his friend upon his right shoulder as he energized his shadow armor and made his way through the gales to locate their only chance off this rock, the Quicksilver.
  
* * * * *
  
What have I done? thought Rider. I put Wei and, even worse, the woman I love, in danger just to satisfy some petty revenge. What am I going to do if I lose her again? What if it’s forever this time?
You are a fool, called a voice from deep within his mind.
Rider’s world was evaporating quickly. He could no longer see his surroundings. He felt himself falling as if he would never stand again. 
The voice began calling to him again.
You will never make it. You are no hero; you are a failure.
I will, I have to, pleaded Rider to the invader of his mind.
You are nothing. You will never harness truth, laughed the voice manically.
You are not the dictator of my actions, screamed Rider, lashing out wildly with his arms.
I am the master of time and space. I control everything. It is you who controls nothing, called the voice, tearing Rider’s mind apart.
I will save the people I love. You cannot stop me, roared Rider, fighting against the engulfing darkness.
You are a fool, and in time you shall see the folly of your ways, mocked the voice again. Rider felt the darkness choking the life out of him.
The invisible hold wrenched tighter until the darkness began to fade and familiar warmth came over him. He felt distant from his body, his mind a separate entity no longer governed by the ways of the flesh. 
He swam within these translucent tides, his mind’s eye remembering a time to which he truly had no memory. He envisioned himself as a child, yet there was no childhood that Rider could recall. 
The events of his life up until now regressing further and further back in time, sometimes cryptic blinks of his fallen existence and other times beautiful visions that served as guiding lights when he was at his lowest. Rider’s mind drifted away until finally it was the way when he was born, his body just gave up and he moved in to an eternal light. He swayed dreamily in the tides of his mind.
  
* * * * *
  
Wei walked along the barren earth near the monolith. Where the ship was, he could no longer tell. He laid Rider to the side and sighed hard, the anger and frustration clouding his judgment. His thoughts churned like his muscles. 
“James Rider,” called a distant, whispered voice.
Wei’s head went up because he could hear the voice, his head moving from one direction to another. “Who’s there?”
“You need to return to us, James Rider,” called the voice again, still so very distant. The voice almost sounded familiar, as if it had been heard before. 
“Identify yourself,” called Wei over the roaring winds, as he drew his crimson blade and brandished it with both his hands. 
“You must return because you are in great turmoil.” This time Wei recognized the voice, it sounded like an aged version of Xzin.
“Damn you, Xzin, no more mind games,” roared Wei menacingly, slashing his blade at nothing. 
Rider’s body shifted and grew pale, almost translucent. Wei raced to his friend’s side, placing his hand on the slowly rising chest. 
Wei felt energy pass over him. 
He raised his free hand to his face and turned it in front of his eyes, marveling at the same quality of translucence that Rider’s body now possessed. He could hear a sucking sound growing closer, and Wei used his frame to cover Rider’s. 
When he looked up again, he saw that they had been consumed, their forms careening through darkness and leaving the land of Nevar far behind them. Rider’s eyes were wide open, but had the same stark white consistency as before, a sight that worried Wei even more so as he peered out into the flowing darkness. 
                
* * * * *
  
The emerald ship landed with a defiant hiss, and the landing ramp creaked, the sign of an ill-maintained ship. Edge and Hocher stumbled clumsily from the darkened confines of the ship, their faces shadowed by blackness. 
The docking platform was empty with the exception of one form: a miniscule, delicate shadow of a man. He hobbled forward and raised his hands to adjust his glasses upon his twisted, crusted nose.
“Did you retrieve the Dark Compendium?” asked the decrepit figure.
“We did indeed, Delgado,” called Edge, handing the book to the crooning form. Delgado slithered forward and reached for the book. He exhaled sharply under its weight and clutched it closely to his frame, turning away from the two men without so much as another word. Edge and Hocher exchanged glances and made their way into Xzin’s domain, their weapons energized and drawn. 
 



  
“The hidden path is not necessarily righteous. Some things are left hidden to protect the Light, and to take such a path under the pretense of understanding is death.”
  
-Proverb of the followers of Exodus
  
  
  
The energy faded and dimmed as they materialized inside the dense mists of Xeon. Winds kicked up the air and drove the clouds across the land, causing the mist to swirl. The light patter of footsteps echoed against the shallow breathing of Rider. 
Wei drew his blade slowly, the deep crimson glow of the steel reflecting against the drab gray of the mist. The footfalls sounded louder now and Wei held Rider upright against him. Rider’s body jerked violently and began to glow the same clear green as when they were fighting the demons on Nevar. 
His body rose ever so slowly, and the ground beneath them stirred. The dust mixed with mist, changing it from gray to green. The footfalls halted and the distinctive sound of a weapon being drawn permeated the mist. 
Soon, the entire area glowed with the same gentle emerald. The footfalls neared and increased in speed. It seemed there were scores of people about them. Wei swung his saber from one side to the other, anticipating the oncoming assault, but as the green light dimmed, other colors entwined themselves from within the mist until there was a cornucopia of shades and colors. Wei turned toward the hovering body of his friend.
“Learnsman Rider,” called out a voice from the mist.
“Yes, James Rider is here,” replied Wei, extending his hands out into the rainbow of colors, searching for the voice.
“You are not James Rider,” replied the voice simply.
“I am Jonathon Wei. I have brought James Rider. He is hurt, and we need your help,” called Wei as he searched blindly in the mist for a face to go with the voice. 
As if the hands of gods reached in, the mist receded suddenly, and Wei could see twenty or so figures within meters. One stepped forward and placed the butt of his staff upon the ground.
“I am Herado,” stated the man, allowing his features to be seen by Wei. “I am the father of Hira Xzin. James Rider is of our family now. Follow me.” Herado turned and made his way back through the mist. Wei followed him. Rider floated along, aided by some of the other inhabitants of Xeon.
“Why have you remained in hiding all of these years?”  
Herado merely bowed his head in and extended his hands toward the heavens above. “There was a time when the people of Xeon attempted to venture out into space and colonize, but our first launch resulted in scorn and hatred from the people of the universe. We decided to remain separate from you and your ways. Our powers exceed those other beings possessed. We can manipulate the universe in a way no mortal can, except for James Rider, that is,” finished Herado, sighing softly.  
“Then why has Xzin taken it upon himself to obliterate our universe?” asked Wei, a noticeable edge to his voice.
“My son was a very headstrong man, and he refused our peaceful ways and sought power. His greed led him to long for more power. The ultimate power can only be brought forth by the Dark Compendium, which I gather he already possesses.” Herado’s face grew dark and his heavy eyelids closed. His breath slowed, as if reaching into his soul for an explanation.
Wei shuddered, feeling Herado’s mind pulling on his own as if searching for a path long forgotten. “I fear that he has already initiated the powers of the Compendium, and once those final passages are spoken, there can be no reversal.”
Wei stood in stunned silence. His shoulders sagged as the weight of the universe’s peril dumped upon his mortal frame.
  
* * * * *
  
The ceremonial tower crested the grand castle of Xzin, and the energy surrounding it hung viciously, alive and willing to eviscerate anyone who trespassed. The tower was magnificently contrasted, comprised entirely of a stained, transparent alloy that reflected the rebounding energy storm and accented the trials within. 
Delgado seemed to crawl across the ground as if his body could not support itself. Edge and Hocher moved cautiously behind Delgado, their eyes darting from one corner of the sky to the other. They almost cried out when the sky exploded in a flash of purple lightning. 
Silence dominated the inner tower. 
Xzin stood in the center of a ring of candles that shone emerald green. He wore a hooded robe with his hands tucked into his sleeves creating the image of a single circle. The candles lent very little light to the room, and only the shadows of men could be seen. When Xzin turned to his guests, his face was shrouded by darkness. Delgado knelt before his master and did not raise his head.
“Have you brought me the book?” Xzin’s voice bounced off the walls and echoed through the dark silence.
“Yes, my master,” replied Delgado simply. 
He placed the book in Xzin’s hands.
“The Rose and his companions have been erased, I gather,” called Xzin, turning his back on Delgado and pacing to the altar to place the book. Edge cleared his throat nervously and stepped forward, in desperation rather than confidence.
“They were too strong for the demons on Nevar. The companion of the Black Rose truly is James Rider,” whispered Edge, in the vain hope that his master would not eradicate him where he stood.
“Rider is powerful, you say?” began Xzin, bringing his gaze upon the crumpled form of Mela. “How strange that he rushed to defeat me when I could grant him ultimate power. No matter. If he makes it this far, make sure he goes no further.” Xzin’s eyes blazed beneath the shadow of the hood and his eyes reflected the evil that he wished to unleash upon the universe.
  
* * * * *
  
The city of Xeon was nothing like the history books and tabloid papers described; it was the landmark of a dwindled civilization. At one time, it probably glittered in the darkness, but now with rationed supplies and no connection to the outside universe, it was little more than a museum, a catalogue of a lost race. 
The city buildings were small and made in a crude adobe fashion. The fields were a sickly blue, not green as on other worlds. Their procession made its way down the hill and toward a large dome structure with a dull, gray exterior. The dome appeared to be a half of a sphere of ore ending deep in the earth.
Herado was the first to enter the building, followed closely by the hovering body of Rider and its assistants. Herado raised his massive hands in front of him. The doors closed behind him and the other Xeonians milled about. Wei looked around, unsure of the surroundings. 
What can I do? The thought echoed; the words were hollow in his mind. Wei felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to find himself eye-to-eye with an unfamiliar member of the Xeonians.
“I am Madon. I was learnsman Rider’s teacher. He is the strongest mortal I have ever known, both in body and mind.” The man turned as if he was going to leave. 
Wei stopped him. “Is he gone?” Wei felt like a small child asking the question.
“He has fought the only true battle one can fight: with himself, and his mind has lost. I fear that even Herado will be able to do nothing for him.” Madon’s head bowed slightly in reverence of a comrade lost.
“Without Rider, we can’t stop Xzin,” replied Wei, aghast.
“The Dark Compendium states that upon the speaking the passages, a chain reaction will be started that cannot be stopped. Perhaps we were simply too late.” 
The masked sun of Xeon glowed with an eerie tint as if the heavens were falling. “It has begun. The tides of time are offset, and we do not have any options left.” Madon looked up at the eclipsed sun and the vanishing stars with sorrow in his eyes.
“All is lost,” said Wei in defeat. The blackened sky reached far into the heavens and blended through to the blackness of space and on through the universe, crashing through stars and planets.
  
* * * * *
  
Thunderclaps of the storm crashed above the tower and the purple and yellow lightning etched itself across the sky, splitting it in two. The rain fell lightly at first and picked up as the winds coursed through, carving creatures in the night air. The book lay open upon the altar, the pages turning as Xzin spoke the words.
“I, the humble servant of Chaos, implore the universe to hear my demands. I have sacrificed my own being to have the ultimate power instilled in me. The time sphere ends here and begins anew with the merging of all realms.” As Xzin spoke the words, the tower shook and pieces of the roof trickled to the floor. Edge and Hocher exchanged puzzled looks, and Delgado merely remained bent before his master. Rione’s eyes glazed with fear, and she made her way toward Mela, chained in the corner.
“I didn’t know this was going to happen,” whispered Rione. Her voice sounded so childlike and innocent. Mela just stared at her and shook her head. The foolishness of the impetuous shall always be man’s undoing, the words of Rider echoed in her head. Mela closed her eyes and called into the void of the universe, searching for her lover’s mind.
  
* * * * *
  
The plains were a cloudy white, and there was a light wind caressing the earth, causing the grasses to sway back and forth. The trees were an elegant peach color and their leaves shone an invigorating blue. 
Rider’s boots caused no harm to the earth as he walked across the plains toward the distant horizon. Rider was aware of others trying to contact him, but it was not that easy. He had given up. Without Mela, without his balance, he would never be able to make things right. All he had left was self-deprecation and sorrow.
“James Rider.” The voice seemed so distant. The voice was of Herado, ruler of the Xeonians. Rider heard him, but did not attempt to respond. 
It was hopeless.
“James Rider, you must return. The very stability of the universe depends on it. There cannot be balance without you.” The voice implored him, but he could no longer see any reason to live. 
The one person in the world who made his life worth living had been taken away from him again. The merging of the realms could not be stopped. It was a battle that no one could win.
“James Rider, you are meant to be the champion of this universe. To turn your back on destiny is the path of the fool.” The voice grew more distant, perhaps because Rider had been walking for so long, or perhaps he had just stopped listening.
Rider walked across the picturesque landscape. 
His mind drifted to times past, as if time unfolded before him. There he was with Mela, when he had asked her to be his wife. There was Wei upon their first meeting. People had called Rider a leader. Was it because he helped the downtrodden to find a way, or was it because he had been a downtrodden himself? His indifference had been his saving grace. Even now he stuck with his ability to not let others affect his true path.
The voice of Herado faded away and became an indiscernible sound, merely a whisper in the wind. A long time ago he had given the advice that if you can change one man’s opinion you have affected a lifetime, but now it seemed a fallacy. 
One man could do nothing in the true tides of time. 
The wind picked up suddenly and a fragrance permeated everything – the hills, the trees, and even the texture of the air. It was a smell he knew all too well. A figure shrouded in the sun’s brilliant light stalked toward him, each movement an act of grace. The form became clearer as the figure neared and the brilliance of the red hair and the blazing green eyes shot right through Rider’s soul.
It was Mela.
“Mela.” His voice was almost inaudible.
“Yes, my love.” Her words were like a calm warm breeze on a summer’s night; her hair flowed in the wind and the light blue dress trailed off behind her.
“Where did you come from?” Rider was not even sure he had spoken these words.
“You are lost. I have come to help you find your way back,” replied Mela. Her eyes sought to go right through Rider, to crack the departure of his mind.
“I no longer have a path. I couldn’t save you.” The wind became colder now, picking up Rider’s jacket flaps and smacking them harder against his frame.
“James, why do you continue to doubt your strength?” Mela’s laugh echoed across the hills, calm and serene. “You cannot deny your path in life, nor can I or anyone else. Stop cowering within your own mind.”
“What does that make me?” pleaded Rider.
“It is to deny our love.” Mela’s voice softened now and her face contorted in sadness. A solitary tear etched its way down her perfect cheek. 
Before it could drop from her chin, Rider stepped closer and wiped it away. Mela fell into his arms and hugged him. Rider cradled her and rested his chin upon the crown of her head. He stroked her hair and kissed her lightly.
“I will not deny our love,” whispered Rider. Mela’s head came up and her tear-filled eyes met his. Her body shimmered and faded. Rider’s eyes clouded and misted and he could feel the forgotten rage come forth. He knew what he had to do.
“I will save you, no matter the cost.” Rider moved forward, forcing his mind back into the shell of his body. 
 
 



  
“War is always coming, young one. The armies of good and evil will fight for all of eternity. The best thing you can do is enjoy the time you have.”
  
-Aged soldier to his son before dawn
  
  
  
The inside of the dome looked similar to the outside, very dull in color. It was furnished with only a few beds and a counter. It served as medical facility for the Xeonians, although they rarely became ill. Herado stood in the far corner of the room over the bed where the body of Rider lay, unmoving. 
“James Rider, it seems as if you will be unable to defeat the terror my son has created. I give you thanks for making the effort.” Herado mumbled the words, not speaking to anyone in particular. He had a firm grip on Rider’s hand and was about to let it go when he felt the subtle squeeze. Herado looked up to see that Rider’s eyes had opened. A small grin appeared upon the prone man’s face.
“How can this be?” whispered Herado.
“Truth came to me,” replied Rider.
“Truth,” reflected Herado.
“My love. The only truth I have ever known,” replied Rider, struggling to rise and settle his feet upon the sterile floor. He relaced his boots and holstered his weapons from the stand next to the bed. “I think it is time to end this.”
“Perhaps you should rest before you face my son,” replied Herado, worrying about the shake of Rider’s frame. “Do you think you are ready?”
“I have been ready my entire life. It just took me a while to accept it.” Rider turned and stalked toward the doors. He pushed them open and walked into the light of the dying sun.
  
* * * * *
  
Mela’s eyes flickered open and a sense of disorientation swept over her. She looked around to remind herself where she was. Being with James in the hills had seemed so real. The room had taken on a purple glow from the circle of candles. Xzin stood in the center, his robes having been cast away and his hands toward the sky. 
He shouted against the wind. “I accept the mantle of Chaos. I will allow him to be transient within, to interlock my mind and body. Through these passages, I will receive the will of Chaos and command all that is his. I will carry the biddings of my new and only master. I command the heavens to hear my voice and carry through in the name of Chaos. Release the Dark One, release Rh’Keltken, the one true commander of time.”
The walls of tower trembled in a furious chorus. Without warning, the roof exploded heavenward. Xzin carried on with his maniacal tirade.
“Give me the power of Chaos, and I will bind all mortals to burn in your unholy prison. Give me the power.” These final words echoed through the remnants of the tower and the power of the words shook the walls of the citadel to oblivion, leaving the inhabitants to the mercy of the storm.
“Is this wise, my master?” called Delgado, trying to speak over the winds. Xzin turned, his eyes blazing deep purple. Delgado looked away and lowered his head again in submission. Freed by the confusion caused by the crumbling of the tower, Mela rose to her feet. She turned quickly, grabbed the ’talon from Rione’s back and side kicked the girl into the night below. The girl’s scream faded as she plummeted off the tower.
“This ends now, Xzin,” called Mela, wielding the ’talon in front of her. She twirled the blade in concentric circles, encasing her body with a spherical shield of the rotating blade. Xzin only glanced at her and returned his gaze to the night sky. The Dark Compendium had fallen upon the ground and the pages were shifting in the wind. Xzin extended his arm toward the book and brought it up from the ground amidst a purple energy.
“Face me, you coward. I am your executioner. I will not allow you to destroy another being. You have gone too far already.”
Xzin did not acknowledge Mela’s threat. 
He merely waved his hand behind him, motioning for Edge and Hocher to intercede and dispatch her. Edge drew his sword and Hocher moved closer, keeping a tight circle with his partner. 
Thin dalconite claws protruded from each of Hocher’s hand and extended down past his knees, the extensions something he only brought forth when the battle found it necessarily so. Hocher lowered his center of gravity and moved forward like an ape, almost galloping on all fours. Edge energized his sword and an aura encompassed his entire body, creating a red energy field.
“Tonight, you die,” called Hocher, in a rough, primal tone. He licked his lips like an animal on the hunt and leapt forward, his claws reaching for his prey. 
Mela sidestepped and quickly shifted her weight to the opposite side of Hocher, offsetting his centerline. He spun quickly, dragging his claws in an upward movement, trying to rip Mela through the center. Mela parried with the ’talon and moved to strike when she felt Edge closer. She rolled past his downward slash. She landed hard and used the blade to support herself.
“You can’t beat two of us,” called Edge mockingly.
“We will make you suffer,” roared Hocher menacingly over the wind. “You are worth nothing to us dead.”
Before Mela could digest these words, Hocher slid forward and raked her across the side leaving five deep slashes in her tunic. She brought her hand to her side before the pain even registered. 
She was bleeding heavily. She raised her ’talon in a defensive stance and shot forward, spinning the ’talon in an erratic manner to catch Hocher off guard. He deflected and caught the top of the blade with both claws. Mela reacted quickly and spun the opposite end up, catching Hocher’s left hand. Hocher howled in pain as the bloodied claw hit the ground with a sickening thump. Mela heel kicked Hocher in the face. He spun violently back and skidded across the ground. His breathing was ragged and as he steadied himself, he leaned forward and coughed up blood.
“Perhaps you do not intend on killing me, but I have every intention of wiping you from the face of this universe.” Mela’s voice had lost its calm quality and was now overshadowed by the heavy breathing from battle. 
She wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. Mela regained her defensive stance and placed the ’talon at a forty-five degree angle with the ground. She taunted Edge. He cried out in fury and charged, full speed, at Mela. 
  
* * * * *
  
Rider pushed the door open and met the bitter sun of Xeon. He felt as though he had been gone much longer than a day. Madon and the other Xeonians slowly moved along the streets. Wei stood in the shadows under one of the largest trees in the city. Rider moved along the road in the direction of the tree, his aura growing with each step. Wei looked up and nearly lost his balance.
“Rider, is it really you?” called Wei in disbelief. Rider said nothing, but made his way into the shade of the tree to embrace his longtime friend. Wei accepted the embrace, and as Rider drew away Wei shook his head, “We thought you were gone for good.”
“Not yet,” replied Rider moving from beneath the aquamarine-colored leaves.
“How can we expect to make it in time to stop Xzin from completing the merger? He must be close to completing the incantations.”
“You must have faith that we can accomplish this. If you accept defeat, then it shall be,” replied Rider as he closed his eyes and brought his hands up level with his chest. Herado pushed through the medical building doors and rushed to where Rider stood, holding the folds of his tunic against his body.
“My son will be waiting for you.” 
Herado’s words were simple and true.
“I know.” Rider never shifted his body, his eyes moved beneath his closed eyelids and his aura rose and swirled around him. 
Herado and others shielded their eyes in defense.
“If you fail, you will have completed the merger with your presence there.” Herado grimaced against the glare of Rider’s aura. The energy pulsated and moved in a reverberating sphere, ensnaring all it encased. Herado stepped away from the sphere and raised his hand in the farewell gesture of the Xeonians. Wei raised his hands in the same fashion and disappeared as Rider’s aura fluctuated for the last time.
  
* * * * *
  
Edge brought his sword down upon Mela’s ’talon and twisted to the right in an effort to catch her off guard. Mela spun into the attack and deflected, bringing the opposite end of the blade around for a counterattack. Edge merely sidestepped and reflected back into a defensive stance.
The skies burned now with purple flashes of evil and Xzin stood, arms outstretched, beckoning for the ultimate power. The unseen force responded and a single flash of lightning struck the evil warlord square in the chest. The grand explosion obliterated the remnants of the citadel. 
The dust from the rubble blocked what lay beneath and the clouds upon the ground swished to and fro with a crimson ferocity. Edge’s sword drooped for a moment as he turned and looked at his master. Even Mela’s resolve faltered as she took in the gravity of what had just transpired. The winds pushed the dust back and revealed the crouched form of Xzin, shaking from the attack, a dark purple aura rose from around him.
“Master,” called Delgado weakly.
“I am no longer of this world,” boomed the voice as if it came from every crevice of the earth. Xzin rose to a standing position and his body hovered and stayed suspended in the air for all to view. 
Delgado moved closer and knelt before his master, bowing his head ever so slightly. Xzin raised his hand, shrouded in his purple aura, and laid it upon his servant’s head. “Now the merging is complete. All that remains is the erasure of everything you have ever known.”
Mela turned toward Edge. Instead of raising arms against each other, they turned together toward Xzin, their weapons in an attack stance. Edge moved closer to his partner and knelt beside him. Hocher lifted his arm and rested it upon Edge’s shoulder, allowing himself to be hoisted up. They stood there like statues of long-forgotten warriors and watched as Xzin raised his hands to the sky and manipulated the heavens.
“If you destroy existence, then you shall go with it,” called Mela as loudly as she could. Her frustration began to mount and then, as if exploding from within, a blue aura surrounded her and encased her within its energy field. Xzin moved forward, swooping toward Mela.
“You pitiful, little human,” mocked Xzin. “I am existence itself. I encompass all that is time and energy. How can you expect to stop what has been building for eons?” Xzin laughed from high above the battered form of Mela and then, as if stung, plummeted to the ground. He fought viciously against a stream of green energy as he crashed into the far wall of the citadel.
“She can’t, but I will.” Rider floated effortlessly in the air, his energy field encompassing the entirety of the citadel floor. The energy dispersed and Wei fell in the proximity of Mela. Xzin emerged and rose again into the sky, his purple energy trail crashing into everything in its path. He flew forward shouldering Rider, cascading him off into the distance like an emerald star in the night sky.
The rain poured harder now and the visibility became hazier. Wei drew his sword and the crimson glow pierced the wall of wetness. They saw something they had not anticipated. Delgado moved toward them, his clothes appearing as if melting into his skin due to the ferocity of the rain. His form cowered and when he came close they could see that his face had contorted to something not of this world. 
  
* * * * *
  
Xzin followed the fading figure of Rider. 
Rider surprised him, coming from beneath and slamming into Xzin’s solar plexus. Xzin leaned forward from the strength of the hit, his face contorted with pain. Rider slammed into Xzin’s face with his foot, sending him crashing into the foliage below. 
Xzin plummeted, and as he braced for impact, Rider’s fist slammed into his lower back sending him back into the blackness of night. Xzin focused intently and brought himself to a stop. He spun, coming face to fist with Rider’s gloved palm, his energy billowing around the surface. Xzin couldn’t even muster a scream as the energy flowed, blasting him into the upper atmosphere. Rider was in pursuit. Xzin’s body crashed through the tops of the trees and came to a stop high in the sky.
“You can never destroy me, mortal,” called Xzin weakly. He coughed hard and his face was smeared with his own blood. Rider appeared beside him and brought his elbow across the side of his skull, causing Xzin to cough blood violently. 
Xzin was flung aside, and Rider grabbed his hair and pulled him back into an energy attack that exploded in his face, charring him to the bone. Xzin’s body dropped through the trees and crashed into a heap upon the ground. The left side of his face showed a row of stained white teeth. 
“Mela,” Rider whispered. He turned and flew back toward the citadel, not noticing that Xzin’s purple aura still shone deep.
  
* * * * *
  
Delgado’s cloak tore from his back as two curved legs landed upon the ground. They lifted the rest of his body high into the air. His head twisted and two vents grew from the sides of his face, a yellow stream erupting from them. Delgado’s form was that of a demon of Nevar, though much larger than even the craven figure of Reftein. Mela took a step back and fell across a remnant of the citadel wall. Wei moved quickly in front of her, his crimson sword blazing.
“Foolish mortals, these events have been in motion for ages. You think you can just change the tides of time.” Delgado’s voice mirrored the rolling thunder. 
Wei powered up his suit and the thrusters caused him to hover in the air, just above Mela. She followed suit, her blue aura bringing her level with Wei because Hocher and Edge had failed to relieve her of her armor chip at apprehension – having only sedated her so that she could not communicate with it.
Mela screamed and charged forward, her azure aura reaching out toward the demon. The blue darkened and enveloped it. Delgado writhed back from the attack and attempted to squirm away, but to no avail. Mela raced forward and struck the beast with the ’talon, catching the demon across the back, carving a line down his spine.
“Damned mortal, how dare you strike a god,” roared the demon with a mixture of surprise and anguish.
“Gods don’t bleed,” Mela returned with fury, a series of strikes aimed completely at dicing the enemy to pieces. The attacks were too wild and fueled by anger. 
Delgado deflected most of them with his grand claws, the energy dissipating into the surrounding air. Mela rose to eye level with the demon and continued to barrage Delgado with everything she had. In her haste and anger she slipped, and Delgado smashed her into the ground with one of his enormous arms, breaking the ’talon.
“It seems that your luck has run out, girl.” Delgado leaned in to finish her off, forgetting that Wei stood there waiting for his moment to spring. One of the gigantic claws slammed down upon Mela, trapping her to the ground. He raised his other to obliterate the human before him and smash her into nothingness. 
Wei swung his sword level with his upper body and sliced the claws from the hand pinning Mela. Delgado reeled and turned to Wei, his eyes frantic, even primal.
“Meddling humans, when will you learn that you face only extinction now?” Delgado screeched and the claws on his damaged hand reemerged, this time more metallic in color. The new claw swung forward and Wei pulled Mela from the path of the attack. Wei turned and wielded his sword again. He thrust it in a defensive stance, trying to buy the two of them some time.
  
* * * * *
  
Rider pulsed forward trying to read what was going on. The wind whipped against his face, battering him like an attacker from within. Rider slowed quickly and came to a stop.

Xzin’s purple vapor trail burst from the trees below and raced toward him. Rider brought his arms up to deflect, but nothing struck him from below. Xzin used Rider’s own trick to gain the upper hand, smashing his shoulder into Rider’s lower back and sending Rider crashing into the wall of Xzin’s own mansion. 
The hole smoked from Rider’s impact. 
Dust created a smoke screen for Xzin to enter unseen. Cautiously, Xzin pushed his energy field forward trying to detect where in the rubble lay his enemy. Rider charged forward and attempted to kick Xzin viciously in the side. 
Xzin spun out of the way and caught Rider’s leg. From the sidewall, Rider saw Xzin speeding toward him, his purple aura binding to all that surrounded them. Rider felt his face and knew he had multiple contusions all over from the initial blow. Just as Rider looked up from his hands, he saw Xzin had disappeared from view. 
He felt the knee explode against his back, causing him to plummet through the floor. As Rider hit, he saw Xzin’s grinning face above him, all the wounds Rider had inflicted were healed. Xzin’s face looked as if he had never been struck.
“Your power is insignificant next to the power granted by Chaos.” Xzin grabbed Rider by the leg and lifted him into the air. Xzin’s greater height was quite evident as Rider hung there. Xzin’s leg moved with incredible speed and kicked Rider across his left flank and sent him crashing farther into the crumbled palace. 
Rider slid across the floor and smashed into the retaining wall. Xzin was atop him before he could blink, and his strikes came in dangerously quick motions, striking Rider all about his body, beating his bones into nothing. Xzin’s attack receded and Rider slumped to the floor, bloodied and beaten. 
Rider’s eyes fluttered and closed.
  
* * * * *
  
Wei moved quickly and brought his sword around the left side of the creature, dragging his blade deep into the bulk of its body. Blood poured from the gash, causing Delgado to fall to one knee. His ugly head reared as he looked into the steely gaze of Wei.
“Kill me or not, you can’t ….”
Wei had no time for the ramblings of a demon. He slashed the sword downward, ending the creature’s pathetic existence. Delgado gargled his remaining words and then coughed violently, showering Wei in his life’s blood. Delgado’s frame slumped and fell to the ground; his body lay still as the blood drained from it. Wei rushed to Mela’s side and helped her to steady herself.
“What happened to James?” Mela’s voice quivered as she powered down her energy field, her feet resting firmly on the ground. They both listened for sound in the distance. They no longer heard the crashing of war or the battle cries of the warring.
Wei replaced his sword in its sheath. They walked to the edge of the citadel where the tower had once stood. Wei turned to Mela as if to speak, but at that moment Xzin rose from beneath them. His aura pushed them back, the sheer velocity of the energy field flung them and they looked skyward at the tyrant.
“I see that you defeated my most trusted minion.” Xzin allowed his energy to recede and he flicked his hair back to continue. “It is of no consequence. I was going to kill you anyway.” Xzin’s energy burst forth with such quickness that neither Mela nor Wei had time to react. The energy pulled them toward the sky and suspended them, the purple aura encompassing them and feeding on their energy.
Mela winced at the pain and tried to free herself, but there was no way to escape the scope of the energy. She turned to Wei and saw him writhing in pain as well. It was eating away at them from within, destroying their minds.
“Xzin, you die as well if the merger is complete,” Wei tried to shout, but it came out in a whispered gasp as he tried to breathe against the pain.
“Your pathetic mind games will not work on me. I know what comes now. Chaos has control over my body and there is no end to this evil. It is absolute.” Xzin turned heavenward and dragged the two of them with him, their bodies convulsing under the pain and pressure of the energy storm.
The sky looked blurred. 
The stars were absorbing into one another. The canvas of the universe was even darker than night and the stars seemed to fall from the heavens and singe the earth. Even through their agony, Mela and Wei were swept away by the absoluteness of what Xzin had done. 
There was no way to realign the stars. Xzin allowed his aura to radiate further. The pain subsided, and he allowed Wei and Mela to fall back to the ruins of the citadel. Xzin met Mela’s tired gaze.
“It has begun. The universe shall never be the same.” Xzin’s obvious glee came forth as he stifled a laugh and turned to the night sky. The stars began to crash into the sun, creating an explosion that mirrored nothing they had ever seen. 
“How do you know what comes next for you? Can you not see that you are leading yourself blindly to whatever evil awaits at the other end of the Void?” called Mela weakly into the wind.
“It matters not now. I am imbued with the life force of the mighty Chaos. My power is absolute,” roared Xzin like the tyrant he wished to be.
“The power you possess is borrowed, a clever gift by a cunning deceiver. The wisdom of Xeon should allow you to realize such a thing,” called Wei weakly, desperately trying to reason with the maniacal Xzin. 
“Your words are useless. The merger cannot be stopped. What I have begun shall end of its own accord. I have placed my loyalties; it is you that goes blindly,” shot back Xzin, his body gravitating toward the void. 
Mela and Wei struggled against the energy fields that held them, but they could not free themselves from the immaterial prison that Xzin housed them within. 
An emerald flash appeared, smashing into Xzin within seconds, knocking him from his statuesque pose. Rider gathered Wei and Mela under each arm and rocketed forward, away from Xzin. They had merely gotten out of sight of Xzin, far below him in the foliage around the citadel. Xzin watched them flee and then returned back to the stars, his concentration focused elsewhere. Rider collapsed to the ground when Wei and Mela had their footing, Mela eased Rider to his feet. When she looked down into his eyes, she saw the battered face that Xzin had defeated.
“What happened? Why did we run from Xzin?” 
“He is too powerful. I nearly killed him and he came back as if I never even fought him.” Rider stopped to take a ragged breath. “The merger cannot be reversed. The stars have fallen and the suns imploded. All we can do now is wait for the end.” Rider sagged to the ground and Mela fell with him.
“We cannot just walk away,” pleaded Mela, her eyes filled with tears of pain and sadness.
“Rider speaks the truth. If he could not defeat him, then we would serve no better a chance. The merger is irreversible. We can only smile back into the face of our doom and await our judgment,” responded Wei dryly. 
“I will not accept that,” spat Mela angrily. 
“It is not your choice. We failed and now we must hope for a better beginning – one where we will stand a chance.”
“What of all the powers you were given on Xeon? Do they mean nothing?” cried Mela incredulously.
“I was more powerful than Xzin until he completed the ritual. The power that he has been granted from the Void is far too grand for me to combat. I tried and he still kept coming,” replied Rider, defeated. 
The void that Xzin had opened fluctuated before him in an inverted sphere that continued to reciprocate itself, flowing out completely than imploding upon itself, creating a cornucopia of images and shades. Wei leaned against a nearby tree and looked into the sky as the stars collided. The planets ceased their orbits and their gravities failed. He looked into the night and thought only of the woman who had ever dared to love him.
 



  
“The burden is not the Transient’s. It is the burden of all of humanity to change its course to make their lives the way they should. The transient is a guide to the lost souls of time, and without him existence would be no more.”
  
-Teachings of the Clan of the Branded
  
  
  
The dampness of the night spilled into morning; the ground was littered with needles and leaves from the surrounding forest. Overcast skies plunged all into shadow. The effects of the merger could already be felt. There was a nauseous feeling in the pits of their stomachs and disorientation, the absolute inability to place past events, was upon them. 
Her pressed uniform was worn tight against her body, her dark hair curled into a fastidious bun, and her arms swayed in perfect motion alongside her body. Her dark features blended eloquently with the surrounding gloom, her mannerisms attaching her even more to the sour nature of the winds. 
The blackened forest around her swayed menacingly in the subtle winds that accompanied the rolling clouds. The once lush fields of green shrubs had been reduced to rows of sullen dirt, indistinguishable mounds of clay and stone. She had walked the better part of several kilometers to reach this location: the graveyard of the heroes of the State. 
At one time, it had been a monument to the fallen brethren of justice and peace, and now had to be hidden from view. Her dark eyes stared at the collapsing stars, their destruction marked by the trailing streams of white and yellow and then explosions of blue and red, a veritable fireworks display for the end of time. 
Her black boots clicked hollowly as she made her way to the marked headstone at the end of the rows, the gray slab of death marked with the words: Gerald Roberts, hero and vigilant servant of the state, died without the love of a family or the spoils of a hero, he will be missed. 
She had not cried for the better part of two decades, her emotions hardened and frozen deep within her soul. The anguish of her lost family had left her without a care for humanity. It had been taken from her. Roberts had been a pillar of the State’s navy, a man who had remained at the side of the government until his death and when the State fell with it came all of the heroes that had fought so hard for its presence, men and women like Roberts. 
Admiral Reckson, the unwavering leader and commander of the Baldorian Navy, looked upon the headstone, her dark pupils welling with tears, finding their way down her cheeks and falling to the rain-soaked earth. Her body shook. A small shiver soon consumed her with rising sobs. 
She fell to her knees upon the ground and gripped the edges of the headstone. Her tears smeared the dirt and soil that dirtied its edges. She sat, her legs tucked beneath her body, her arms hugging herself tightly. She hated what the State had allowed to happen; yet she knew that heroes had died in the resurrection of something in its place, heroes that desired a more fitting demise than mass execution at the center of Gajying. She closed her eyes and never saw that time had disassembled itself around her. 
  
* * * * *
  
The people of Earth III gathered and looked toward the strange attractors that reverberated in the night sky. Joseph Grenn leaned close to Mariko Wing and offered the woman a smile. She gently punched him in the shoulder.
“What do you think it means?” Grenn asked no one in particular. Those within the Resistance had gathered to launch one final attack upon the Crimson Hand, but at the meeting place they found their attention diverted. The stars were moving rapidly about the universe. Planets were shifting out of orbit. It was only a matter of time before Earth III would join them, reversing its planetary spin. They stood like a flock of birds watching the sunrise in the morning.
“I don’t know,” replied Wing without inflection. Wing’s face darkened and she hugged her arms to herself. A sudden chill washed over the planet. 
Hario Busho was alone in the distance.
“Is this the end?” queried a nervous soldier standing near Grenn and Wing. They both turned and looked at him with sour and indistinguishable glances.
“I don’t know. I truly don’t know,” responded Mariko sadly, her dark eyes searching the night for an answer, for some semblance of a sign.                
“If this is the end, what comes next?” Grenn had wished many things of his life and one of those was to settle, to live a life as his ancestors before had done, but war was all this realm knew. 
“We begin again,” trailed off Mariko, her arms wrapped around herself, a chill seizing her as she thought of the wayward love that was not with her.
Without warning, gravity shifted and the people of Earth III were flung from the planet. They gasped for air as the oxygen of their home disappeared. The oceans emptied, and the ground imploded. Without oxygen, there were no screams. The planet was gone, drawn into the vortex created by Xzin light years away.
  
* * * * *
  
Verdule had once been the apex of the universe, the jewel of the State. As the merger threatened to consume reality, the once lush world dimmed and faded – a shadow of its former self. The ruins of Garefe had long ago ceased to contain humanity. The politics of years past were far gone. 
Fael Damon’s body had grown frail from war and starvation. The traders and farmers of his land had long ago fled, leaving Damon to his own devices; relying on the abilities of his ancestors, the basics of hunting and gathering. 
His skeletal form lay upon a makeshift cot, covered by a damp brown blanket that revealed his hideous condition. His eyes stared vacantly into the distance; the walls of his once illustrious home had been demolished and torn down, giving him a fabulous view of the merger. The swirling shades and colliding celestial bodies were entertainment enough for the dying man. He could feel a childish laughter rising from deep within him – innocence revisited within his desecrating mind – and his spindly hand covered the thin, pale lips fixed to his hollow features.
Whoossssssh. Sloooooooooosh. Swiiiish. 
The squishing noises startled his lost soul. His panicked eyes roamed the room, his malnourished muscles struggling to raise him to a sitting position. His body shook beneath the strain of holding himself upright. He fell back upon the cot with a shallow sigh and returned his lazy gaze to the collapsing world outside. 
“Why are you still here, Fael? You have wasted so many years watching the world pass you by.” She sighed softly and crept out from the shadows into what light remained in the fading skies. 
“I could ask you the same question, Erinana of Nemodtia. Why have you come back to this place, to mock an old man as he lay in his own filth?” Damon’s voice had once held such power and integrity, but now it was defeated and distant, the words slurred together and hesitant. 
“You know why I came here; for the same reason you stare absently into the horizon every night. We were meant to be something all those years ago. Your inability to rise above your defeat and my pride collided, sending us on different paths. I have come back for you, Fael. I have missed you.” Her eyes pooled with the beginning of tears, and she drew her breath in and shook away the rising emotion. 
“You have come too late. There is nothing left,” responded Damon, his feeble limbs bending and then propping his frame upon his stricken elbows. 
“There is always time. We are not gone yet,” pleaded Erinana, her footsteps bringing her closer to the defeated form of Damon. She came within plain sight of his drawn features and frail frame and brought her hand to her mouth. Her eyes widened. “My god, what has happened to you? Lifetimes have passed for you since we last met.”
“I know. My time has passed; I am no longer a man in command of his surroundings. I am a fading image of myself, and what you see now is all that remains: an old, broken man.”
“I don’t know what to say. I had expected you to age, but not like this. I ….”
“Say no more, Erinana. Time is truly at an end, and there are no words to repair what has been done. Look out into the horizon and watch as our reality collapses and an unknown emerges.”
“An unknown?”
“We do not know what comes now; perhaps a new reality, perhaps nothing. It is now a matter of faith, and I place mine in a better place where I can begin anew and not be plagued by my follies and regrets.” 
Damon raised himself now, his shaky limbs braving the pain and anguish of movement. He stood upon his own two feet and walked forward to meet Erinana, her body slumped and her eyes glazed over with pain and regret for the moments of times past that she had hoped forever to hold on to.
“Perhaps we can begin anew, you and me. Maybe we will be given another chance for the life we were meant to live,” choked Erinana. The tears flowed freely now, the trails tracing the curves of her face and splashing against the blackened floor.
“We did what we could. We lived. We achieved,” responded Damon weakly 
The swirling masses of energy pulsated and fell from the sky, bulbous forms twisting and writhing along the earth and consuming and distorting all that they touched. The features of Damon regressed and were restored to the youthful visage that Erinana had carried with her every day since they had parted. She buried her head into his shoulder and sobbed as the waves of time and creation collapsed upon their frames and erased them from this plane.
  
* * * * *
  
The world of Xeon, the purest of all races, the land that spawned the creature that defied existence, stood last in the path of the merger. The people of Xeon gathered in the center of the city, watching the sky, knowing full well what had transpired. Madon stood next to Herado, and he turned to his leader.
“It is not over.” 
The words were flat and simple, no inflection nor tone.
“I know. We could never have stopped the merger. Perhaps we should not have tried. But there is still hope. The merger is only temporary.” Madon nodded and watched as the heavens caught fire.
“All of this pain spawned from the son I raised in the morals of Xeon. He wasted a lifetime to end everything that he had quested for, and even now he revels in his madness,” sighed Herado in frustration, his arms across his massive chest.
“If only Rider knew that his powers were still burgeoning, growing based on his experience. If only he had remained focused after leaving us, but it is truly not his fault. The weight of all humanity was upon his shoulders; his charge more than can be asked of any man.”
Herado looked at Madon in sadness, his eyes as clear as they had ever been; yet a sorrow lingered in a way that was foreign to the Xeonians. “Rider will succeed. It is his destiny.”
“There is another world, another plane of existence, another arena for battle.” Madon never removed his eyes from the collapsing stars above. “And battle they shall.”
Herado never heard the words Madon spoke. 
As the planet began to implode, all viable gases were removed from the atmosphere. The Xeonians did not writhe in pain, but instead stood steadfast in light of the merger. They knew better than anyone that their faith had not been misplaced. Then, much like the other worlds, Xeon disappeared into itself, being dragged into the swirling vortex.
  
* * * * *
  
The world of Baldor was at the epicenter of the vortex, and there stood Xzin, bathed in the glory of destruction. The limitless void was spiraling far beyond sight, the rainbow of colors and textures more vibrant than that of any induced vision one could experience; far beneath him stood Rider and Mela, holding each other. Wei stood apart. He drew his sword, the crimson blade accented in the now iridescent light. Turning toward his lifelong comrades, he saluted them. Rider met his gaze and nodded. Rider watched his friend power up his armor for the last time, the obsidian war clothes something that Rider would never forget. 
“Until I see you again,” he whispered.
“Until I see you again, old friend,” replied Wei, turning away from the family that cared most for him. 
Wei flew forward, his red aura glowing stronger than it ever had and thrust his sword into the back of Xzin, pushing the crazed warlord toward the merger. Wei pulled the sword from Xzin’s back and slashed at the evil that destroyed the balance of his universe. 
He drove the tyrant into the vortex. Xzin’s screams were lost in the powerful silence that permeated what little was left of the universe. Their two figures melted into the endless, formless void.
“I do not know what comes now, but together we will face the future.” Rider turned to the woman that he had pledged to spend his life with so many years ago. 
He leaned in to kiss her. 
As he did, the void lurched and engulfed them as they experienced the last kiss of the universe. The void enveloped the lovers and Rider could see the universe flash before him, the look on Mela’s face when he proposed to her, and the look on her face when he found her once again. All the memories that held the universe together flowed together, and Rider could feel them course through his mind; he saw the world collapse into itself and wither away into nothingness. 
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The mountain had many names: some malevolent and foreboding, some ethereal and pristine. The Bearer of the Seven Truths saw the place as a curse, a little of both worlds being that, in some ways, it completed his mission in life. In others it seemed that the mountain was a portent of doom from whence all evil emanated. 
The Bearer was a myth, a legendary soul who watched over the people of Prima Terra, the first and most revered land in all of Exodus’ endeavors. Yet there were some who believed that the Bearer took form to battle the minions of Chaos. Fairy tales and stories of warriors, some would scoff. Those tales were told to illuminate history, to lend a certain air of mystery and intrigue to the cataloguing of past events. Eons had passed since the people of Prima Terra knew the horrors of the hordes of Chaos and the battles that ravaged the land when the forces of good and evil clashed upon mortal grounds.
James Rider floated aimlessly amidst the sea of memories, the images of people and places he had never seen gripped his heart and mind as if they were a part of him. He was mere essence – the memories and joys of his plane slowly drifting to the ethereal plane of existence where all remnants of individuality are erased and souls are merged into one – fields of energy that make up the fragility of existence.
Numbness permeated his body, and a feeling of absolute comfort consumed him. Thoughts of Mela and Xzin drifted through his mind, the worries and confrontations that had shaped his life melted into the cosmos. The translucent world of the beyond fluctuated within a prism of colors and images, a slideshow of the lives lost and won throughout eternity.
“James Rider ….” 
The voice was stronger now. He had heard it first upon the boarded Baldorian vessel, and it had been so distant then. It was a strong voice now, not from beyond, but from his side. 
“I am one of the Tiers of Chronos, and you are in turmoil, James Rider. Your singular existence is one of pain and loss. You have been charged with a mission of legendary proportions.”
Rider’s head turned lazily, his body conforming to a massaging prism that glowed about him. “Chronos ….” His eyes fluttered and he waved his arms at his side as if churning water to angle himself in a different position. “You speak of time as if it were a person, a being.”
“Yes, Time is an essence in a manner of speaking, but you must listen, James Rider. You cannot fade. You have not yet attained salvation.” The voice was a shimmering prism of colors much like the surrounding environment, and to Rider’s drifting consciousness the two were indistinguishable from one another. 
“Salvation? I have earned sleep. I am complete.” Rider’s voice drifted with each word, the fading thoughts of a fading being.
“No, you are a transient. You do not belong.” The voice grew stronger now; the tone accusatory and the shifting colors of the prism glowed. 
Rider turned now of his own will, the fading features of his face becoming solid once again. Cold blue eyes stared at the indiscernible visage of the voice. “I lost everything that I hold dear – twice. I gave my life for this cause and failed. My work is finished. Find another being.”
“You must go. You are the only one that can be charged. You grow stronger from your failures. You never shy from responsibility or justice. You are necessary, and it has already been decided. I came to you only to appease what anger you have, to perhaps sway you to do it of your own free will.”
“No, this will not be. Change it. Make it someone else. I have suffered enough.” 
The clear prisms of colors darkened slightly and blurred, making the figure of the mysterious voice more apparent. “It cannot be undone. What I have spoken is already in motion. Your time here in the Void is nearly over. You will return to the mortal coil.”
“I will not repeat the losses I have suffered. I don’t deserve this.” Rider’s aura was several shades darker than normal.
“I agree. You fought with your entire being. You walked a line few mortals would imagine, much less dare, but it must be and so it shall be done.” The imperial tone of the voice had softened and sounded remorseful to the beleaguered Rider.      
“I am not strong enough ….” Rider’s voice faded. 
“To have an endless well of inner strength is what it is to be a Bearer of Truth, to be a being such as yourself. You will forever be plagued with failure, yet you will never cease to defeat what is in your path. It is truly admirable.”
“Admirable? Is it admirable to be wrought with pain to lose the ones that mean the most to you? If that is admirable, I wish to be weak.”
“To experience loss is to be mortal, James Rider, yet you have the chance to do what few mortals do. You can find the reason for existence, to defy the whims of death. You are immortal, a being charged with the protection of time.” 
The outline of the visage shimmered and then solidified; the form of the voice finally in plain sight. The dark-hooded being floated no more than a few meters from Rider, yet the immense nature of his clear aura infused with the fading waves of Rider’s emerald energy field. 
“And Xzin? Am I to fight him again? To rehash the falling of the State and the destruction of peace and justice, the sorrows of losing Mela and Wei again?” Rider spoke slowly and stared at the limitless abyss at his feet. He closed his eyes against the flooding ocean of memories that crashed against the surface of his mind.
“In a manner of speaking, yes. Although the realm in which you define your existence shall be changed, and the force of your coming to that world will shatter the vault of your memories and will confuse you for some time.”
Rider raised his hands to his face and his eyes widened at the fading image of his arms. He stared in disbelief. “What is happening?”
“You are passing through. You are going to another place, a place that is in dire need of your help. Remember, your failure shall set their realm straight. Your failure provides a lesson to them. You are a teacher of things that cannot be explained. It is not truly failure that you experience, but sacrifice. Death in the name of the preservation of time. Go now, James Rider, and find your place.” 
Rider looked down again, the translucent outline of his legs growing with each passing second, and then the prism of colors solidified – as if frozen in a moment – and shattered into an infinite number of prismatic shards all across eternity. The tranquil silence of darkness embraced him once more.
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